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I. INTRODUCTION

Kate Chopin? WMho is she? This is & common response of
.

many people who are not familisr with this cutstanding woman
writer of the late 18007=s and esarly 1900°s. In fact, this same
question would more likely have gone unanswered then than today.
For the most part, many of her contemporaries are prominently
discussed and read today because they enioved popularity while
they were alive. They not only established literary vogues; in
many cases they gave the public what it wanted to read. Such
Wwriters include Mark Twain and Stephen Crane as well as Edith

Wharton and Ellen Glasgow. Kate Chopin, on the other hand, did

not receive wide~spread publicity during her lifetime. Some of

m

the warks she produced were accepted graciously into various
magazines in the 18007=. Others, however, were rejected, not

because they were inferior but becasuse they were beglisved to b

]
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too candid or toc risgue. These particulsry works, of which some

will be discussed later in depth, would not even be given a

m
11

far as their sugge

n

second glance today tive aspects are concerned.

e

A5 the vears pass, attitudes change.

e
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m
)

Since her death in 13204, hopin has becoms more and

more accepted and apprecisted. In the 198 there was a tremendous

L]

~
(4]
-

i}

resurgence in her popularitv, as she was being rediscovered as
Fealist. She had written many short stories dealing honestly
with women’s unvarnished thoughts and emotions. Among her themes
were extramarital affairs, premarital sex, and a tremendous
amount of emphasis on the idea of female independence - subjiects
viewed as unacceptable during the years she wrote,

Perhape one reason for Chopin’s belated celebrity is that
many of her contemporaries and their successors seem to have
perpetuated the impressiocn that life was pure and innocent during
the period in which Chopin lived. According to thie nailve view,
there was no premarital sex, There were no passionate love
affairs. Eweryane chose a mate and respected the lives they wers
to share to eternity. For present day readers, it is impossible

to belisve such infeasible assumptions. As modern readers of



Kate Chopin, we know with certainty that blazing affairs and
flaming romances wWwere as much & part of her era as our own. In

some of her stories the

1]

2 r
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mances wWwere sctuslly experienced, not
just dreamed about. khat 3 bold woman she must have been to step
cut and write about such things that her society was not ready to
accept!

Mot only was society subliected to topics such as theze,
but they were written about by 2 woman., During this period, for a
man to write sbout such matters would have been shocking enough,
but for 2 woman to produce such works was horrifyving., Making such
g bold stroke meant stepping completely ocut of the accepted role
of the sterectyped "lady." This is what makes her success o
astounding. It has taken all of these yeare for her stories to
come into an age which has given them the credibility they deserve.
Of course this has been eacsier with the pzs=zage of times. Mot
only do her modern readers appreciate the honesty of her writingg
they also applaud her strength to write about such things at =

time when the subject was considered taboo. But her stories are

i

much more than fictioni they are reality., She presents us with



actuality and attempts to persuade peocple to see and accept that

such things were and are a part of life,.

One of Kate Chopin‘e greatecst works is The Awakening
(1892). It is one of her f=w novels, and it has received a
tremendous amount of attention. However, the basic zim of this
paper is to concentrate sclely on her short storvies, which fill
three wolumes. During the time in which Kate Chépin wWas wWwriting,
the short story was perhape the dominant form of literature
produced, though it is not so popular today.

Like many of her contemporary writers -~ especially in the
South - ehe produced a large body of short fiction. It iz interesting
to notice the form that ¥Kate Chopin uses in these short stories.
She is not typicsl in her plotting with a beginning, rising action,
climax, falling action, and conclusion. Instead she focuses
primarily on her charactere as the main attraction of the storw.
Not only is the exploration of their minde and thoughts the central
point of interesty they are alsc the means by which Kate Chopin
evokes elements of local color such as surroundings and personal

vigwe of society at that time. This understanding is facilitated
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by the fact that she usually concentrates on one or two individual

charactere.

Ano ther aspect covered in the

m
~t
[

dy of Kate Chopin and her
cshort stories deals with her influences. Thesze range from her
childhood, through her marviags, into the peried of her widowhood,
Az a widow she began reading = considerable amount by the French
Maturalist, Maupassant. He plays a key role in the shaping of her

warks, Her family likewise proved to be crucizsl in her artistic

[}

m

th

i

development. To trace this influence is important becau
reader iz able to comprehend why she thinks the way she does
and how she is similar and different from the writers who influenced
her. For it is finally her ariginality - that is, what she expresses
aver and sbowe the influences of those writers she most ardently
admired - that iz the most cutstanding gauge of her independence.

It i€ impovrtant, however, to see what other authors were
producing at the time Kate Chopin was writing most fluently.
Many authors of her native Scuth were writing zbout the Civil
War, slaverv, and Reconstruction. It is particuilarly interesting

to cees who was following the popular local color traditicon and



and who was centering on wWomen. Both of these areas are specialities
for Kate Chopin.,

Another interesting azpect of her work is how she perceived
society and how society perceived her, Comparing what she wrote
te what the magarines and veadevs wanted to rvread, was she willing
to let down her standards, or did she put up & fight and continue
to write the wav she wanted?

All of these aspects plavy a very significant role in the
life of Kate Chopin. Each will be taken into consideration
g5 to how it reflscts what she wrote,., Her personal life, her
influences and the unique characteristice of her writing promizse
a key to understanding her better as an artist.

IT. LIFE aND IMNFLUENCES

Thomas 0'Flaherty, Kate Chopin‘s father, was born in 1805 in
Ireland. An adventurous young man, at the age of eighteen he cset
out for the United States. He eyentually settled in St, Louis,
Missouri in 1825, He did not marry until 1839 and when he did,
it was to a voung French-Creole woman named Catherine de Reihle.
Unfortunately, she died giving birth to their first child - a

gon, George. It wae not until 1844 that Thomas 0°Flaherty decided
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to marrvy once movre. Her name was Eliza Faris, and she too was
partially French like his first wife.
Together they had three children. They had 3 son who took

hi

1]

father s name, Thomas. Unfortunatelw, he lived only =3 relatively
short life. He was born in 1248 and died twenty-five years later

in 1873, They also had tws givrls, one of whom died garly in life;
the other was named Catherine 0°Flsherty, most iikely for Thomas’
first wife., Kate, as we know her now, was the voungest born.

When Kate was five vears old, her father died. Even though
she may have been vather voung to comprehend the loss of her
father, it was a jolt for her. It left her with‘no father fiqure
in the home, except for her brother, Thomas, and her half-brother,
George. But George, wWith whom she became quite close, died in
1852, when Kate was only eleven. She grew up in a rather crowded
hieme. Mot only did her immediate family reside with her, but
also her grandmother and great—grandmother, both of whom were
widowed., Therefore, threugh her adolescent vears, Kate's home
was without a father figure. She saw women zs the leaders of the
family. She had three generations of widows in her home. This,

it i certain, contributed to her attitude and feslings in her



works and life. She probably saw relationships that her mother
and grandmother had with men, but at the same time was reared

With the preoper motive of a woman of her time and stati

n
0

n - ovr
rather & "lady" - implanted in her mind.

Mot only did she grow up in 3 household of women, but she
also attended 3 girvrls’ echool in St. Louis called the St. Louis
Academy of the Sacred Heart. Here she had femaie teachers too,
for thew were nuns. $She apparently became rather popular after
graduation. In a sense, she was another Scarlett O'Hara. She
knew how to dress, look, and zct., It was the time of her life
faor courting. The question was whether she would be able to
handle marriage and a family life after she had qrown up being
surrounded by "women actually exercising authority" (Skaggs 2.

Two years after graduation Kate O°Flaherty became Kate
Chopin. She had met a gentleman from MNew Orleans named Oscar
Chopin, a3 "Creole cotton broker" (3). They married in June of
1870 and had their first child in May of 1871. She was thrown
aut of the carefree life of 3 Southern belle into the strenucus
life of a homemaker and inevitable mother of six, five bowvs and

one givl, This muet have been 3 tremendous change for her not



o
only in her rvespnsibilities but in living in & household where =
man, a father figure, was preszent. She had to adiust to this.
It may have been difficult, but then again it may have been

the

m

easier for her to accept becauses she had somesone to shar

respansibilities and leadesrship of her family. 3She could exercises

the same control her mother had, but with the aid of a hushand,
Kate and Oscar had twelve vesrs together ss husband and wife

before his death in 1832. It i1

At

rezlly ironic that for four
generations Kate, her mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother
all were widowed. The predicaments of Kate and her mother are
doubly ironic because they lost their husbandes at such an early
stage of their marriage. The irony is seen in the subjscts Kare
Chopin chooses to focus on in her writings. Dn tap of this, Kate
and her daughter, Lelia (her veoungest child, born in 187%), both

lost their fathers at an

]

arly age - Kate when she was five, and
Lelia when she was but three, Figuratively, this seems to hbe
something almost hereditary for several genevations of the females
in this family line.

3t the time of Oscar Cheopin‘s death, Kate and her immediate

family had been living in Cloutierwville, Louisiana. They had
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lived here for the past three yearse because Oscar’s business had

failed in Mew Orleans. B

i

ing faced with widowhood, Kate was
saddled with even more responsibilities. She was thirtp—two

years old, the mother of five bows and one girl, living away from
her mother in Louisiana with the sudden responsibility of keeping
her family clothed and fed. It mav be 3 blessing that shes had grown
up and was sducated without & father figure, b;cauee she soon
realized that a woman could hold on to her domain and keep control
of her family. After two more years in lLouisiana, Kate returned

to her home in St. Louis. She probably was at a loszs of what to
do financially as well as emotionally; so she returned home to be
with her mother,

After settling with her family in St. Louis near her mother,
she was faced with another shock. 1In 1885, only one vear after
Kate returned, her mother died. UOne can only imagine the traums
and loneliness she must have felt during this time in her life,
She had lost both of her brohers as well as her sister, and she
had lost her husband. She had gone from daughter to single woman,

to wife, to moether, to widow in such a very short span of time,

It is easy to understand that "many of her protagonists seem to
b4 ¥



11

1]

be searching for self-understanding” (3). It is possible to see
more than & little of Kate in her own characters. However,

it has been suggested by personal friends that Kate’s marriage
was not questionable in the least. 5She was happily married to s
man who was just as loving and warm as she. The confliect and
doubtexpressed by manv of her characters may not be 3 reflection
of the Choping’ marviage, but it could be a reflection of what was

geing on in her mind 2= che shifted in responsibility, in roles,

and in her image of herself.

1

In 1889, four vears after her mother‘s death and seven year
after that of her husband, she began to write. Just why she
turned to literary expression at this particulay point in her
life is not totally clear. It is true that she had been an avid

reader, especially of Maupassant, the French Maturalist. It i

H]

also possible that she saw writing as a means of easzing financial
burdens. But a more likely explanation lies in the direction
that her life taok after the deaths of her husband and her mother,
In a diary entry for 1884, after stating that she would gladly

give up everything that had come into her life since their passing

]}

peaks

o]

if ghe could only be with them again, she f the preceding
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Pl

twelve years - which comprice the beginning of her writing career

- a3% containing her "real growth."

b

[}

Though she never definez this “"real growth® explicitly, other
diary entries offer likely explanations. Interestingly, one of
the most telling is dated 1870, from a trip which she and Decar
had made to MNew York, On the train from Philadelphia, they had
met a woman from Mew York who talked intelligently of business

to Dscar and gave Kate an important lecture on the role of the
modern woman., The advice cﬁnaisted of warning Kate not to get
into the rut of becoming an everyday housewife, but instead

to go out into the man’s world to explore and to learn. Though
the woman spoke mainly of politics and related subjects that
belonged toe the traditicnal masculine vole, theve was an cwer—all
emphasis on an individual woman’=s independence. Kate apparently
never forgot the advice of this unnamed stranger. After she lost
her mother — 3 woman who had exemplifid some of the walues of
independence and fortitude emhasized in the Mew Yorker’s advice -
Kate seems to have looked to herself with confidence as being

able to carry on the roles of matriarch, mother, and even bread

Wwinner.
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&1l the stories that Kate wrote were ultimately accepted for

publication, which is remarkable, considering that literature was

a new endeavor and that she had never trained to become a writer.

Dne key to this success can be found again in excerpte from

her diary. The date iz May 12, 1894, and Kate has just finiched
reading a work written by her neighbor. She criticizes the work
in her diary but further esxplains that she would not tell her

neighor such things, possibly becsuse she is too old toe change

her wavs. She explains that if her neighbor were a little vounger

then she would advise her of theses weakn

i
m
"

2 and suggest some

i

criticisms for her to read. Ultimately, her neighbor’s biggest
problem was her attitude toward her own works. Kate Chopin
thinkes this woman is a little too confident in herself because
she will read =tories in the vecent magazines and believe that
she can write better than these authors can.

There is another entry in her diary that reveals the per

m

onal

life of Kate Chopin after the death of her husband. WHe know that

he was wvery important to her and that she would do anvthing to be

with him again, but what was her love life actually like after

His death? We must consider this in reference to her s=tories
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dealing with passionate affairs and rendezvous., The entry was
dated May 22, 1€294 and she had just finished a short story entitled
"Lilacs." She mentionz having gone to a convent a couple of weeks
before with & friend. She wrote, "I do not know whether she

could see that I had loved lovers who were not divine - and hated
and suffered and been glad." @after leaving the cohuent, the

friend commented on how wonderful z life Liza ( a nun) must

lead. Chopin, passing a dog at that very moment, responded that
she "had rather be that dog" (Toth et zl. 22). 1t is through

2

Late Chopin did not remain

~

hat

-

Qf

this entry that one may assume

idle 3= a3 woman in her widowhood., She continued her life as

-t

i hipsz are concerned.

[1}]

novrmally as possible as far as vrela

Q

n
Through cbeerving the not very well documented childhood she
had led along with the entries in her diary, one can begin to
determine some of the reasons why Kate Chopin wrote about the
people she did or rather, why she created the characterzs she
crested. They are sometimes uncertain about themselves, the
same as Kate must have been throughout the traumsatic times in her
life when svervone who was ever close to her was dying.

Kate Chopin was forced te be strong in this period of her life.



She was no longer dependent on anvone. Instead, she had cothers
dependent on her. Even though she has been described as a very
happy, outgoing woman, cone can only assume the opposite. Deep
down Kate Chopin was a very £ad woman. This iz seen through her
works as well as through her diary entries. With each death of a

close r

m

lative, she received & scar - an emotional scar that
would never disappear.

While in grief and sorrow she began to engage in activities
and letters with a doctor who had been her obstetrician, but
noww was her family doctor. His name was Dr. Frederick Kolbenheyer.
He was Austrian and had come to St. Louis in 1870. He could
e2acsily be described as very intelligent and somewhat worldly,
His interests lay in science, philosophy and journalism. In
fact, while in 5t. Louis he2 became close friends with Jozeph
Fulitzer, who "made him Vice-President of his St. Louis Post-Dis-
patch” (Seyersted 48).

Dy. Kolbenheyer‘s visits and conversations with Kate Chopin
proved to be very influential in that he was & major factor in
the alteration of her religious beliefs. Both by discussing

current trends in theology a2nd by furnishing her with scientific
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reading material, Kolbenhever caused Chopin to question her

life-long religious beliefs. Born a Catholic and having reared

i}

4

her family in the church, she soon dropped all religious interest:
and remained 3z Catholic in name onlw.

But Kolbenhever‘s chief influence was felt in an area quite
df ferent from either religion or science. @a&fter reading several
letters she had written him, he detected a3 hint of latent literary
talent in her descriptions of certain evente and objects. By now
g3 close friend, he rezalized that Kate was =till griswving for all

af her lost loved ones. He slszo knoew that should his szurmise be

it

correct, she might find in written expression a vehicle for
venting her anguish as well 3¢ 3 scurce of income for her larage
familyvy. Moreover, writing could be done in the privacy of her
hiome ,

Kate‘s earliest works were the result of Kolbenheyer’s

111

uggestion that she attempt to write creatively. 0One of her
firet efforts i & two-stanza poem ostensibly addressed to her
husband. Though the date of the composition is not known, it was

putlizhed in émevica, a Chicago magazine, on January 10, 1883 as

"If It Might Be":
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If it might be that thou didst need my life,
Mow on the instant would I end this strife,
Twixt hope and fear, and glad the end 1°d mest
With wonder only, to find death o swest,
If it might be that thou didst need my love,
To love thee dear, my life’s fond work would prove,
all time to tender watchfulneszs 1°d qive;
“and count it happiness, indeed, to live (48).

But if Dr. Kolbenhever was the immediate impetus for Kate to
try her hand at suthorship, there were motre important influsnces
on the nature of what she was to produce. Alwayzs an avid reader,
she claimed to have accidentally discovered the works of the
nineteenth—century French Maturalist Guy de Maupassant. After
ghe had read one of his novels, he soon bhecame z favorite zuthor
and ultimately her greatest source of literary inspiration. She
admived him because of his unconventional approach to fiction.
Instead of following the convertional rules of plotting, so

popular with his contemporaries, Maupassant focused upon character.

h

Il
1]

Moreover, as she discovered from the first of his novels
resd, he treated such supposedly taboo rvopics 3 sex and suicide,
Soon she began translating his worke into English. @& good

examples of the Maupassant influence is his short story "& Cricis.®
It concerns a married couple who have an agreement that they can
see other pecple, but that for the sake of their only child they
must remain under one roof and attend social gatherings together.
On a particular sevening, the hushband claims to have fallen in

th

ul
i

love with his wife. &he, like z typical Chopin heroine, take

,.—l
[11]

upper hand and thus g9aine control of the situation., She tel



1g8
him that the only way he can have her is if he pavs her the
equivalent of what he spends on his mistress in a month. He
protests and complains, but in the end his wife wins and is 3
thousand france richer in the bargain.

The story has no real beginning, middle, or end. The reader
iz forced to focus on the two main characters, sspecially the
woman, who has retsined independence throughout her marriage.,
Hhile Kate Chopin was reading and ftranslating stories such as
these, she developed ideas of her own and beqgan to write similar
stories of women controlling their own lives and marriages.

fs one can see, then, influences plaved an important part in

[

the beginning of 3 new and successful carveer for Kate Chopin.

Whether it is Guy de Maupassant or Dr. Kolbenhever, someone g

[

tt
this woman started in a8 career that waz ideally =suited for her
and her audience. By writing she relieved her own sorrows while

entertaining her growing audience.

111. CHOFIN AMD HER LITERARY MILIEU

In order to understand the difficulties and challenges K

ht
-t
in

Chopin faced in her writing career, it is important to view
others who were writing during that same periocd. Chopin was

very similar to some, but she did not follow in their exact paths

naotr did she conform to their rules of what subjects to write about.
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One of the main literary themes during the late 18007z was
the Civil War, which had ended in 1865, In itz aftermath,
American industry began to get back on the track again. Yet, at

the came tim

1]
hi]

opl

[}

s | were trying to relive the past and there
Was a great attempt to rewvive the 0ld South, which resulted in a
Romanticized local colovr. Still, there was a movement away from
FRomanticism developing along with this inereasse in industry,
Feple were becoming move interested in MNaturalism. & keen senze
for the sciences was developing in many readers. Also as these
thinge increased so did the popularity of the short story., Mare
and more authors were writing short stovies about the past, about

the new developments in their society since the war, and how

f their lives,.

L}

people were coping with the mass changes
Thiz atmoesphere of change and flux is suggested by the wotrks
of Kate Chopin. She has, however, been considered one of the
best local colorists of her time. Her main area of concentration
wWas the Red River of Louisiana in Natchitoches. By mingling among
the natives of this ares, she had picked up their wave of acting
and speaking. In the process, she made friends in all levels of
the societv, in the poor as well as in the well-to-do sections.
She deweloped and maintained not only a friendship with these
people but =lso a keen eye for observing their mannerisms. Since
Kate Chopin lived in Louisiana for fifteen years, she had a
cneiderable amount of time to become very knowledgeable zbout

this ambiance.
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Kate Chopin writes of three particularly different types of
pecple: the Crecles, the Cajunsz, and the Negroes., A Creole is of
European descent while a Cajun is of dcadian-French parentage.
The Creoles are described as "proud, graceful, and aristocratic,
hot—-blooded and irrational in matters of love and honor" while
the Cajuns on the other hand are seen as "simple, honest, and
God-fearing." Finally, the Megro is zeen az "superstitious, yet
reslistic and lively® {(Seyersted 75-756). All three seem somewhat
different from one another, but they all appear to be content with
what life is affering them now. They seemingly have no qoals, or
in other words they have no desire for advancement in themselves.

The Creocles and the Cajuns appear in many of Chopin‘s shorz
stories. The French descent of these people accounts for the use
of French names as well as the many French phrases that appear
and reappear throughout her stories. Also she herself, being part
French, had spoken fluent French cince she was a child, and had firet
lived in Missouri in an area populated with French and thus had
an opportunity to learn about their culture. Moreover, Kate's
husband, Oscar, was Creole. With such a deep personal background
desling with the French and the French culture, it is no wonder
she was perceived as an authentic local colorist.

At approximately the same time Kate Chopin was writing
stories about MNew Orleans and Matchitoches, others were breaking

away from the norm of writing about the Civil kar and
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comparing antebellum and postbellum life in the South. George

Washington Cable was very much like Kate Chopin in that he was

writing about "Creoles and the guadroone of PMew Orleans® (80).

1

Like her, he did not concentrate <o much on the war.

Aside from Cable, there were various women writing as local
colorists. Although Kate Chopin may have been recognized as one
of the best there were other women who were brave encugh to Step
gut and reveal their talents also. One of these was Graces King.
Unlike Kate Chopin ehe primarily trests the war period and how
people coped with it and rebuilt their lives afterwards. Howsver,
she it somewhat like Kate Chopin in viewing her material thvouah
the eves of "old Creole women® (80},

A& third local colerist of Louisiana and another woman is
Ruth MeEnery Stuart. Her main area of concentration is the
Megroes in Louisiana and their life on the plantations. She also
deals with courtship among the Megroes. In this respect she is
like Chopin in her choice of subject so to speak.

While a2 majority of people were writing about the most
recent major svant of the country, Kate Chopin was not alone in
her choice to steer away from the soon-to-be exhausted topic of
the Civil War. She wrote, in a sense, about her own life, reflecting
her French heritage as well as her home life. At this point not

aonly can the reader caonnect Kate Chopin with the characters she

-t
-+
ih
=}
-+

creates in a personal sense, but they can also get a tas

wWhat her home life was like. For example, the French phrases and
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gxpressions sprinkled throughout her English add rvealism and
yigor to hetr stories. Small aspects such as these in her stories

reflect an even charper image of local coleor as far a

i

. her personal

life is concerned.

IV, FINDING HER Qb WAY

Mot only dees Kate Chopin break out of the prevailing habit

of writing about the wari she aleo breaks away from the usual

farm of contemporary sheort stories. Like Maupassant, she makes

]

hery characters the center of the story. She doesz not fall into
the monotony of making sach story she writes systematic with a
beginning, middle, and end. Instead, she digs deeply into her main

character” zoul., The content of the soul becomes the substance

W

of the story. Her readers zare able to do this because of the
subjects Kate Chopin writes about - such as women’s independence,
women‘s societal views, and women’s romantic views,

The female characters are very strong and play an important
raole in almost a2ll of her short stories. Her main characters,
usually female, tend to share certain similarities. They all
appear to have onle thing in common: as Peggy Skagge suggests,
"They sesem to lack a clear concept of their own voles and purposs
in life, & constant groping for such self-knowledge thaping their
personalities and actions" (Skaggé 1). This statement refers to

all of Kate Chopin’e maior characters; however, it is especially
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directed towards the females and how they reflect her own personal
life. It has already been suggested that Kate Chopin herself had
been uncertain ac to her own vole in life. Her roles as 2 woman
changed repidly as she went from daughter to widow. During these
changes in her life there is no doubt that confusion must have
taken over her mind =ach time one she depended on passed away.
Ehe was probably afraid to turn te znvone else after her mother
died, fearing that she might be left alone again. Her only way
to resolue this was to start anew, Precisely how she was going to
do this was probably uncertain at this juncture, but with the
help of Dr. Kalbenheyer she began to write, which represented =
new release as well as a new beginning.

Her new beginning required one important quality to be
fulfilled, and that was strength. Surprisingly, perhaps, as she
continued writing, she seemed to develop an optimistic attirude.
She is not a sentamentalist, vet she is carefree about growing
old., Faor one of Dr. Kolbenheyer s bhirthdavs she wrote in her

diary that she was and probably alwayvs would be as voung at

1]

one age as SHE was twenty years esarlier. Her writing obwicusly
allowed hey to dispel a tremendus amount of grief and she was
becoming able to express hervself freely (Seversted A1).

There are a couple of short stories in which we can see Kate
Chopin unusually clearly through her characters. One of these iz

Mrs. Sommers in *& Pair of Silk Stockings." Mrs. Sommers dreams

that ¢he is no longer dependent and that she can step ocut on her
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own. She imagines that she iz only responsible for herself and
no one eslse. This is comparabhle to Chopinfs attitude at the time
she became =z widow. Kate Chopin newver remarvied af ter the death
of her husband. It i= certain that the choice of her staying

unmarried was 3ll her own. She was described

1]
m
Ul

very pretty
and well~liked woman. Many people simply assumsd that she had
loved her husband so much that she believed no one could replace
him. Was this actually the reason, though? Perhaps she was
afraid to get involued wifh anyone else go closely because <o
many of her loved ones loved had died. Mrs. Sommers dreamed of
being independent. LCould it be that Kate Chopin also dreamed of
being independent at some point in her life even while she was

married to Oscar? She now had her writing., Having her career soar

m

as it was doing, her mind remained occupied and she had a new
sense of fulfillment.

There i= another Chopin short story in which it is vivtually
impossible not to see the author herself, The story, entitled

concerne a wWwidow who is describe

(]

"Madame Martel’s Christmas Eve,’
as missing her husband very much; her grief is overwhelming. She

wants him back in her life very much. The only way that she can

{1}

approximate this, however, is to ses her husband as living in her
children. However, they too grow up and disappear in different

e fo

]

directions., Maybe this is one reason Kate Chopin was so0 clo
her own children. She saw Oscar through them. #Alse, this helps

to have a better understanding of why she alwayvs wrote while
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zitting with her children in the sitting room. She must have

ifi

felt comfortable seeing Oscar az well as herself in the faces of

ut
(i)

those children.
It ghould not be assumed that through Kate Chopin’s sztorigs,

readers may see a total idea of sirict independence or the beginning

of the women’s liberation movement., For example, in "Madame

Martel’s Christmas Eve" we get 2 sense of feminine warmth and

love. Her heroines are a part of both., Some want to stay home

to play the role of mother and wife while others want to break

gway from society’s demands on women. Several of her heroines

have both characteristics. Wasn’t this the way Kate Chopin lived

her life? She is clase with her children, yvet independent encugh

to leave them and go out to work with others or rather on her own

h

concevns wWwhen the need arises. This is not to cay that dis-

m
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shunned the role of motherhood; rather, it suggests her capability
of being both a mother and a writer. She needed strength ta
survive, to search for a concrete life and certain self identity.
Her writings helped her to convey these qualities especially
through individual characters.
‘ﬁccarding to FPeggy Skaggs, there are three needs that Kate
Chopin feels every individual has to have met in order to know exactly
who they are and where they are positioned in life: "The drives

for a feeling of belenging, for love, and for a sensze of individual

soverelignty’ (Skaggs 1).

-t



This =sense of belonging can mean various things. 1t may be
the need of belonging te society and being an sssential part of
it. Un the other hand it may simplv be the need to belong in
one’s own family., There are often times when pecple feel they do
not belong in & certain place, but it is crucial to one’s own
zelf and soul to belong in one’s own family, This overlaps
wWith the necessity of love, az it is through the family that
we obtain most of this love. And by rvreturning this love, one de-—
velops a sense of belonging. The two are divectly connected,

one’

n

"Individual scuereignty" includes the need to realiz

n

zelf-identity. Once this has been sstablished, one may place

10
n

enesself in zociety with a better nse of wheve one belongs or
better vet, where one wicshes to belong. Once has conguered all
quecstions and conflicts of such nature, the goal of individual
sguereignty has been reached.

& Wwe search for our identity and attempt to discover who
we really are, we look at our relationshipe with other people.
ke perceive how we behave towards them as well as how they respond
in behaving towards us. DOur identity slowly develops in its own
way through this perspective. Unfortunately, this can come into
confliect with the ides of individuzal sovereignty and belonging.
He are forced to be wvery careful in developing any sort of relat-
ionship with anyone.

These qualities and suggestions are frequently found in Kate

Chopin‘s gshort stories invelving women who are either involved in
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a personal love affaiv or those who are considering it. Stories
such & "The Storm,” "A Respectable Woman," .4 "The Kizs" are all
good examples among Kate Chopin®s stories containing this theme.
A particularly telling example is "The Storm." Though written
in 18922, it was not allowed to be published until 1369, as it was
considered too risque for the readers of her time. “The Storm®
concerns a father and son who leave the mother alone while they
go intoe town. While there, = storm develope. The mother begins

closing up the windows in the house when she catches & glimpse of

13

11}
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an old lover rviding through the rain towards the house, He
her for some shelter just until the storm passes. She allows him

to etand on the poveh, but 3= the winde begin to increaze, he enters
the house. Az the storm progresses 5o does the old relationship

ke

I

wesn the twoe ex-lovers. They eventually make love just as the
storm is 3t its wWerst. As the rain passes and the wind begins to
die down, the man lesves with no expression of guilt on his face,
and there is none on hers. The father and son return and the
woman behaves sz if nothing has happened. As the Storm passes,
20 doesz the secret rendezwous, The reader 12 led to believe that

this ic not the end because the ex-lover is cshown writing a

far

]

letter to hie sick wife requesting that she stay where cshe i

as long as she wants, as he wants to be certain of her health.
Kate Chopin once wrote in her diarvy that she could not "yet

discover any sericus significance in the preszent craze for the

hysterical morbid and false pictures of life which certsin English

-



women have brought into vogue" (Tath 2t 2l., 21). Mith this story
ehe is annowuncing her feelings on the zsbove subject, She wants
to break away from the painted picture and get to the hesart of
what is really going on in the lives of women.

The woman in this particular short story knows exactly whao
she is. In this story Kate Chopin created & character who had
enauah confidence in herself to control her feelings just the way

she wanted. She apparently has =31l three of the necessary qualities

(1]

to have acted o suavely and cooly at the end of the story. She
fias love from hev family, but she alsc has ancther sort of lowve -
a kind of infatuation. Her old lover comes in and they reliuve

the past for & shovt time. For once she is liwing what she has
probably been dreaming of or at least remembering for a long time.

Thiz woman also holds the sense of belonging. She belongs

m and in return she reveals to

14
Y

to a family. 5he iz needed by th
them her neesed to have that sense of belonging. On the other
hand, zhe is independent enough toe break away from these norms
and =&t out on her own instantaneocusly. She had the strength and
the courage to go through with what she wanted to experience.

She 3lso had the strength and confidence in herself to cope with
life with her family afterwards.

Thizs woman has proved her ability to cope with hey own decisions.

N

Realizing that she wants to be with her former lover, she goe

ahead and fulfilles her desires. She ie maintaining her individusal
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gouvereignty by doing what she wants to do. She has placed herself
in society as a wife and mother, but she is deriving much more
out of life than.is afforded by the stereotypical life she leads.

She is going beyond society’s e

3
i
[

pectations of her and engaging in
a life she wants to lead, Her individual sovereignty leads to

the security of independence and seslf-identity, The attitude of
non—guilt she develope after the rendezvous simply reveals her
success at obtaining thie individual sowvereignty.

Mot only did Kate Chopin create such a character who can
hold such & strong identity, but she also made her attractive and
well-liked., Why, for instance, would the ex-lover have written a
letter to hiszs wife telling her to stay where she was? He obviously
has plans to see this woman agsin,  kKate Chopin has shown her
readers that this will be a continuing affair.

finother story that contains the three prerequisites of
finding one’s self-identity is "Madame Celestin’s Divorce." In
this story, Madame Celestin is a married woman with twe children
who haszs not seen her husband in six months., He is out gallivanting
around while she is at home rearing the children, giving music
leszons and doing somg sewing for income. Every morning she iz
out in her front yvard sweeping or pruning or something of that
nature and a particular lawyer by the name of Paxton stops by to
socizlize with her. He learns, after several daily visits, of
her predicament with her husband and encourages her to divorce

him. She takez to the idea casually at firet, but finzllv one
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day decides she will go through with it. She speaks with Paxton
about it in a peositive manner for several dayvs until one day

Celestin comes back. He telles her he i

1

wWwilling to tuvrn cuver a
new leaf for her. This iz all she needs to hear. All thoughts
of @ divorce disappear. Paxton, of cours, is upset becauvze he
has been dreaming of her becoming his wife,

Madame Celestin exhibites her sens

[}(]

of belonging as well 3=
individusl sovereignty when Lawyer Paxton emphasizes how much

work ehe is doing, "doing God knows what in he way of manual

labor to support yourself and those two little ones" (Works, I,
2761 . Mot surprisingly, a3z a ¥ate Chopin character, "Madame
Celestin’s pretty face heamed with satisfaction at this enumeration
of her trialse" (27&). 6&he knows that those children depended on
her and that she belongs there with them. She also realizesz from

this statement, if she has not rvealized it before, that she is

(L}

uccessfully independent.  Her husband has left her with no
income, no help, & house and a family to maintsin, alene! The
zmile that Madame Celecstin shares with Lawyer Paxton is one of

qrest satiz=faction in herself.

)

love from Lawyer Paxton. In the end we see that she iz lowved by
her husband after =3ll. Orv is zhe? All of this could be some sort
of ploy that Celestin is pulling just to keep her from seeking 3

divorce., Whether it is or not, Madame Celestin has her strongest

sense of belonging in her family. The idea of her family being
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together is £o important to her that she is willing to take
another chance with her husband.
Madame Celestin ig like the woman in "The Storm" in that
there seems to be 3 walue in the idea of family. this can easily
be portraved as a sense of belonging. If one does not belong in

hies/her family, then where can on

3

the idea of love. Madame Celestin seems to be loved by esveryone
(with the possible exception of her husband), including Paxton,
the lawver. This is expressed by the kindly advice which she
she recesives bofh from him and from her family.

"4 Respectable bWoman" involves three characters - 3 married
couple, the Barodas, and 5 friend of Mr. Barods, Gouvernail. Mr.
Baroda’s old college friend, Gouwvernail, has sent word to the
Barodas that he is coming for a visit., Mrs. Baroda has been
entertaining guests for a long time and is eager for a rest.
Unlike her hushand, she is not looking forward toe this wvisgit in
the least. 5She has always heard a lot about Gouvernail, but had
nevetr actually seen or met him and does not care to, 2ither.

When she finally meets him, she feels attracted to him so much
that to maintain her image of respectability, she resists all
temptation and leaves. She stayvs with her aunt until Gouvernail
leaves their home. Later, her husband wante Gouvernail to return
for another visit, but Mre. Baroda says no. She persists in
€aying no everytime the subiesct is brought up until one day she

decides ves., Her husband is joyful bevond imagination. Her

belong? This, =zgain, lncorporatecs
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explanation for changing her mind she has overcome evervthing. -

"Everything" ie the key word here b

iy

caus he has plans of

m
n
]

Uen

auvercoming the image of respectability.

Like Kate, Mrs. Baroda has had 3 struggle in conquering her
zelf identity. She has had to decide between what she wante for
Fereelf and what society wants her to be., It is & loeng and hard
struggle that she and most of Chopin’s women go through, but it

iz one that Mrs. Baroda desls with 3lone and one that cshe re

n

olue

[
in

independently. Mrs. Baroda’s sense of belonging and love fall in
the category of obedience to her husband., Az a normal loving
wife she plavs hostess for his benefit and "belongs," in 2 sense,
as his wife.

Her struggle with individoal sovereignty is much more complicated
than Madame Celeztin’s or the woman in "The Storm." While they
make z decicsion rather emoothly with few emoticonal complicaitons,
Mrs. Baroda drives herself away from her own home in order to set
ey mind straight. She has a decisien to make and in liey of
making it, she avoids the situation. While avoiding it she
apparently comes to a realization of who she actually is. Once
this identity iz determined, Mrs. Baroda realizes that she iz not
being herself. She is not content living 2 life by the rules of

society as opposed to her own rules.

i
F
T

Mrs. Baroda’s independence, therefore, is exprecssed when

returns home and allows her husband to invite Gouvernail back

ag9ain. She has overcome “esverything,” even the so called respec—
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tability she has maintained. The reader is= led to believe that
Gouvernail will return undoubtedly and that he and Mrs. Baroda may
enqgage in an affair.
Kate Chopin "openly criticizes the unnaturalness of the
institutionalized marriage, but her characters do not contend with

marriage in & uniform way" (Bender 262) as we can see through

0

these stories: They take sex casuslly, marriage for granted, and
tend to ignore the oath they took at the altar. All of these

attitudes towarde marrviage reflect Kate'e attitude toward life in

n

general as a widowed female writer. She has to be strong. She
has to have the feeling of belonging and being loved. Most
importantly she has to have that individual sovereignty in order

to be = 2% in

[B]
[13]
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to be 3 success in her private life. &She ha c

-t

5 of the public,

he ey

1)

her own ewves before she can be a success in
This next ztory is somewhat different from the rest,. However,
it was probably very well accepted by society at that time becaucse

a story with 3 lesson. The name of it is "The Kisse." The

-
-+
.
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tory begins with Brantain, an unattractive yet rich yvoung man

and a givl sitting in a dark room lit only by a fiveplace. Brantain

has intentions of marrving this girl. A& he is engaged in a
conver=sation with this qirl, the door suddenly flies wide aopen
and in comes Mr. Harvey, a man wvery familiar to Brantain. He
ENters not even noticing Brantain, approaches the girl, and
kisses her. Brantain, shocked, leaves, with the girl following

bim explaining that Mr. Harvey is jsut a friend of the family.
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Content with thi

\
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lanatiaon, Brantain marries the girl. At the
wedding he insists that Mr. Harvey kiss his bride to show others
az well as himself that he has overcome this foolish jieaslousy,
Mr. Harvey goes over to the girl and explains the circumstance,

The airl puckers her lips waiting for her kiss, but he refus

i
11}
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iss her. Obwviously the2 girl has intentiones of "having her cake

=

W

nd eating it too." Mr. Harvevw settles hie score when he resicts
kizsing her.,

The main struggle in this story is the girl’s struggle to decide
whether or not fo marry this rich man who has proposed to her orv
to continue hery relaticonship with Mr. Harvey., She looks at herself
and at what she wante most, which is ultimatley money; thus she
reijects 2 possible future with My, Harveyw., a&fter explaining to
Brantain that Mr. Harvey iz a friend of the family, she supects
to maintzin her friendly relationship with Mr. Harvev, but he
prohibits her. HNevertheless, she maintains her indvidual sovereignty
af ter Mr. Harvey declines his chance to kiss her, for she in
return refuses to let it bother her. 1t is as if she had expected

it =1l along.
L, COMCLUSION
Fate Chopin relates to these characters just as we can.

Even though it mav not be in the same way, we all yearn for a

sense of belonaging, love, and independence. Kate Chopin went
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through a2 long traumatic period of finding out just who she was

and where hey place in the world was, but she sventually discovered
it, as i€ shown through her main characters. Her women are strong,
but most impovtantly they are themselves. They do not hide

behind the rock of what society wants of them; they step out and
face their own personazl desires. Her works may not have been

averwhelmingly accepted during this period of her life because of

hery candid and somewhat unorthodox revelations . She was, in a

sense, out of her time. Foertunately, as time has passed and attitudes

have changed, Kate Chopin has slowly but surely become appreciated
more and more by contemporary readers.

She haz shown herself to readers through the magnificent
short stories she has created., Mot only 15 1t understandable that
she went through a pericod of questicning her place in society,
but it is also known how she coped with such stressful conflicts.
Through her ztories one sees that in ovder ta conguery one’s
self—-identity one must feel the sense of belenging as well as
love along with a courageous attainment of individusl sovereignty.
When these issues are met, self-identity iz reached.

Kate Chopin felt her sense of belonging. She felt it through

~t

her children as well as her influences, but most of all she fel

it through her writing., 1t was through her pen that she waz able

D

to release 3ll emotions and becomes the strong person that her

reader

[}

bzlieve her to have been in her day. By writing she



belonged within society, becauce

{3}

he made it poscsible for people
to relate.

She felt a sense of love through her family. Her mother was
obviously very Elose to her and she, along with her grandmether
and great arandmother, plaved an indivect influence on Kate., It
was through them that she recesived role models., #Also, the love
zhe received from her children must have besn very inspirational
to her as she lived the life of a widow, for it was in their
presence where she most comfartably wrote,

These sencses of lowe and belonging eased Kate Chopin’s way
into realizing individual soweveignty, With the help of Dr.
Kolbenhever and the works of Guy de Maupassant, Kate began to

realize who cshe actually was, Expreseing herself through that

]

irst poem was the beginning of a huge breakthrough for this Southern
ehort story writer. Her success should be considered inspivational

to any person pursuing a career in writing or not.
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