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In Edith Wharton one meets the classic instance of a writer being constantly misconstrued and misunderstood both as a writer and as a person. Henry James initiated the fashion of viewing her in terms of glowing hyperbole of a great golden eagle swooping down from her high built palace of adventure to stir up the poor old croaking barnyard fowls. In such a view of her as an aggressive snob, the woman in Edith Wharton is nearly always lost sight of. The woman in her surfaces in her fictional world where she is preoccupied with women and their problems. But the feminist critics in their over enthusiasm to make a feminist of her, overlook the full complexity and uniqueness of Wharton's stand in her analysis of the nature, role and status of women. They often tend to twist her work to fit their own -perceptions. The point which these feminists like Ammons, Cathy Davidson and Judith P. Saunders, among others, miss is that Edith Wharton's is a reactionary feminism, that instances of moral conservatism can be piled up in any serious study of her fictional world.
To regard her a feminist just because her fictional world is replete with the female of the species or just because she is preoccupied with women and their problems in relation to their deep aspirations and anguish in an unjust system, amounts to tilting the balance of Wharton's fictional world in their own favor. They seem to be blind to the fact that even though Edith Wharton presents the helpless plight of women effectively, she runs into an impasse when it comes to offering alternate solutions. She, in fact, endorses the family its conventional form (as I shall subsequently show in my paper) and glorifies the role of women as the safe keepers of culture, guardians of moral values and nurturers of children. My contention is that however subtle, clear in perception and effective in depiction her presentation of the unfair treatment meted out to women might be, it adds up to nothing because of the ineffectual endings which weaken the positive thrust of the main body of her work.
Her novels, if at all, advocate a cynical acceptance of the status quo at best and an endorsement of it in euphemistic terms at worst. Wharton's attitude towards women resembles the middle class attitude towards women in India today where their problems are faithfully identified and discussed with a great deal of ability, sincerity and concern and are left at that since there is the basic unwillingness even to consider a reorientation of the social structure with redefinition of sex roles.
Despite the fact that Edith Wharton herself suffered in her own life for being born a woman, she was forced to make an unsuitable marriage at twenty three to ward off the social stigma of the unmarried girl in addition to her literary aspirations being ridiculed and she herself being deprived of the formal education her brothers had received and her virtually being content with an unfair share in her mother's will, she winds up her novels by harking back to the ideal social order of which the given fictional milieus are established as perversions. The view that finally emerges from her novels is that women, as members of society, have distinctively feminine traits which have a rightful and beneficial place and function in the social fabric when respected and not exploited, commercialized or belittled. Whichever way one may look at them the fact is that their individuality as also their humanity remains ignored and marginalized.
In the highest critical circles, Edith Wharton is known primarily for The House of Mirth (1905), The Custom of the Country (1913) and the Pulitzer Prize Winning The Age of Innocence (1920). The argument which I intend to build up rests essentially upon these novels though occasional references to other works become invariably inevitable in any understanding and appreciation of this author.
The American society, to which Edith Wharton herself belonged, did not give equality to women in legal, economic and sexual matters. Every aspect of American culture conspired to foster such an unequal treatment. The early puritan settlers gave spiritual equality to their women but having done so used this as an additional handle to deny them justice in matters temporal. The Southern planters evolved a complex code of chivalry, which, in the ultimate analysis, was a suitable method of giving women an inferior role while ostensibly elevating their status. The role of capital production further relegated women to a non-productive role. Subsequently, greater accumulation of wealth as a result of commercial expansion and later industrial proliferation produced far-reaching changes in society's attitude towards women. Once the minimum necessities of existence were met and a life of plenty was assured, the excellence of life became intricately related to the possession of things, things that connoted beauty and taste. Possession in such a process became an emblem of power.
In the society where Edith Wharton lived women did not fit into any creative or participant role. They were regarded as a supremely satisfying object of masculine possession. The male automatically became interested in parading the well-decked woman as his proud possession. As Judith H. Montgomery remarks : "women began to be regarded. . as decorative playthings as dolls and idols" ("The American Galatea"College English, 32, 8 (May 1971), 89 1). As dolls they were sought to be gilded, decorated and displayed, as idols they were treated as art objects and 'worshipped'.
This resulted in men being able to dictate to women ideals of their own choice. Ultimately a situation arose wherein women themselves aspired to be what men desired. Even though Edith Wharton's literary career spanned a period of intense, political activity centering around social reform movements in America, Wharton seems unaware of the public issues of the time. Her autobiography, her letters, her notebooks do not mention any of the prominent suffragists.
The 'woman question' as it was termed then had emerged in a full scale organized suffrage movement by 1890 and, it was being hotly debated all over the nation. Unbelievably enough Edith Wharton, oblivious of and untouched by all this, was leading the life of an ultrafashionable member, dashing about between her various establishments. She continued with her rigorous social activities and did not even glance at the women's activities in America. From 1903 onwards, the suffrage movement had been successful in enlisting wealthy women socialites but Wharton never came close to it.
On the contrary, the occasional references in her fiction to working women are marked by, if anything, disapproval and ironic denunciation. It might have been a snobbish revulsion from the public nature of social movements which threatened the elite notions of privacy of human relationships or as Elizabeth Ammons suggests it might have been a cynical pessimistic skepticism about the naive enthusiasm displayed by women about their future. Edith Wharton chose to keep herself out of this arena, also choosing to settle her growing disillusionment with her native country by her expatriation to Paris in 1907.
Her response to her surrounding reality, the plight of women included, was a personal and private one shaped by her world view, inherited values and experience. In the opinion of Louis Auchincloss: "Divorce she considered crude and antisocial and the facile forming of new marital ties unspeakably vulgar. On the other hand the dishonesties and evasions of concealed adultery struck her as offensive and degrading, while any open disregard of the conventions led to a slow sordid end." (Auchincloss, 1961:147)
How could a woman with such a bent of mind and temperament be ever expected to attune her creative energies with feminism in the sense in which we understand the term today i.e. a firm revolt against the gender-division that the sexist culture establishes.
The central theme of The House of Mirth is the fate of a character that is chained by innumerable links to the ethos of the society. Lily Bart, the protagonist, is an object of art rather than a woman who may be loved with passion and compassion. She is the product of a society where women have no socially acceptable means of subsistence other than matrimony. The story revolves around this twenty-nine year old Lily Bart, who goes from one social event to the other, looking for a husband rich enough to support her expensive tastes for the rest of her life. Her matrimonial efforts involve missing the chance to secure the dull millionaire Percy Gryce by going in pursuit of intelligent but poor Lawrence Seldon instead. She turns down a marriage offer from a millionaire Jew Simon Rosedale out of abhorrence for the mutually benefiting commercial nature. of the proposal.
What is of utmost importance about this novel is that it stresses Lily's status as nothing more than a beautiful decorative object, trained throughout her life to fulfill that role in the most exemplary manner. A value system that puts so much stress on the ornamental beauty of woman cannot but be disastrous in the ultimate analysis. Even in the case of Lily it results in her destruction at the hands of the society that has corrupted her ideals. It is the ethos of the society that sets the ideal of the ornamental beauty of woman, meant to consume the riches produced by men folk, that is ultimately responsible for the tragedy wrought.
Lily's whole training teaches her to make herself an object of supreme beauty. Even her mother considers her beauty as a 'weapon' (House p. 37). Lawrence Seldon, who comes nearest to loving Lily, views her as if she were an art object that must have cost a great deal. (House, p. 7) He thinks that there is only one thing for which Lily is made-marriage-and he asks her, "Isn't marriage your vocation?" (House, p. 11) This idea is validated by the action of the rest of the novel. Lily understands it all too well and she has even an idea that in this matter, society has a different expectation from men and women. "We are expected to be pretty and well dressed till we drop" (House, p. l4).
It is obvious that Lily cannot move in any other atmosphere but the one provided to her by her society and training. Within this system she is like a prisoner, a bird in a gilded cage. It is this realization that makes Seldon to muse, "She was so evidently the victim of the civilization which had produced her that the links of her bracelet seemed like manacles chaining her to her fate" (House, p. 9). Ironically enough even to him she is an art object rather than a thinking, participant woman. Lily has been brought up to keep appearances rather than to know the truth.
Thus, while Edith Wharton presents the helpless plight of women like Lily effectively she seems to rove in a blind alley when it comes to offering worthwhile alternatives. Lily's social milieu, vitiated by commercial mercenary values gives women a raw deal, the novel seems to say, but any change can only be for the worse. By a systematic rejection of various possible alternatives which Lily finds so unacceptable, repulsive and distasteful, Wharton is obliquely suggesting vindication of status quo. She tries to make palatable this tiredly resigned vision of acceptance of unalterable realities by introducing certain hitherto absent elements into the conclusion of the novel.
One of these is to turn Lily and Seldon into representatives of an older morally superior order. Lily, on the evening before her suicide, feels that Seldon's "republic of spirit" could have allowed her a dignified life; and Seldon, on the very last page of the book, is at last convinced of Lily's untainted purity. Lily, thus, is made to stand for absolute values not tolerated by her immediate milieu. Her last image of a martyr in the eyes of Seldon is unconvincing as it undercuts the problems raised in the major part of the book by resorting to the simplistic solution of putting all the blame on the mercenary values of the invading new rich.
Another factor injected by Wharton at the close of the novel is a sentimental glorification of 'motherhood' as a possible solution to the predicament of women like Lily, When Lily is dying, the hallucination of the baby's body pressing down on her breast gives her a sense of physical comfort and peace. During such a moment the squalor of the 'little nest', much worse than that of Gerty's apartment, is forgotten or overlooked. Such a socialistic vision of life stripped dawn to bare essential human emotions, feelings and needs is totally out of place in Wharton's acutely committed social vision which recorded pressures operating upon individuals in an established flourishing Capitalistic society.
Ammons and Montgomery tend to interpret Lily's death as a triumph not of old world values but of some manner of realization or transcendence of the female identity so far suppressed by society. This amounts to reading their own meanings not validated by the text. It sounds more like a wishful thinking than an act of cogently argued conviction. As argued earlier, this image of Lily as a martyr reverses one's whole experience of the novel in which one finds the socio-politico-economic analysis of the relation between the sexes. Infact The House of Mirth is a powerful demonstration of the frivolity of a society that has chosen less than a human role for its women by demonstrating the dehumanizing effects of an ethos that hampers the growth of the feelings of love and compassion and can provide no alternative to the 'decorative mission' to young girls.
In The Custom of the Country Undine Spragg is presented as a monstrous product of the social ethos and the expectations to which a woman is supposed to conform. In this novel, which appeared in the year of Edith Wharton's divorce, she demonstrates that she knows exactly how painful a bad marriage can be. Yet she sympathizes with the attitude of old New York society which found divorce disgusting. Undine has no real thoughts or feelings except the wish to have the best of everything. But the final irony is that Undine's insatiable desires still leave her dissatisfied. All her riches cannot make her an ambassador's wife because she is a divorced woman. Wharton clearly shows that woman in America is treated as inferior to man. A man does not think it necessary to tell his wife about his business. This is the custom of the country that has produced the most disagreeable girl in American fiction.
Undine is not an aberrational phenomenon. She is a typical product of the system. According to Bowen, the mouthpiece of Wharton herself, "at the center of the problem is the utter lack of interest of the man in the woman he loves." All his saving for her and the piling up of pearls and costumes, is only a screen to hide his indifference. Wharton recalls in her autobiography The Backward Glance that great importance was attached to the complexion of women. The thick veils that women used to protect their complexion from the effects of changes in temperature were the devices of a society that considered it worthwhile to protect its women from practically every experience so that they kept their physical and mental complexion pure.
Unlike Lily in The House of Mirth who tries hard to free herself from the restrictive mores of society, Undine reveals the nakedness and horror within society with a total sense of freedom and gay abandonment. For her, a father is only a check-book, a husband a means of social advancement, a baby a threat to the figure. Undine too confronts the same elements that destroy Lily, a materialistic society governed by money which makes women ornamental and dehumanizes them by grudging them any independence. Undine Spragg exploits these very elements and uses them as tools for securing her position in the social world. She is seen as the moral opposite of Lily with little or no scruples to prevent her from gaining her ends. No doubt Wharton is very critical of the American way of life that ignored the personality of woman and relegated her to the pleasures of dressing and going to parties. She found her ideal in France where woman truly occupied the center of human experience rather than being a doll or an empty idol.
In French Ways and their Meaning she distinguishes between French and American attitudes towards women and points out how limited the American way of life is. The French wife is, according to Wharton, a sharer in the life of her husband, an intelligent partner and exciting company while American woman lives in a kind of Montessori Kindergarten. Charles Bowen says that average American always looks down upon his wife. He says that it is normal for a man to work hard for his wife but what is abnormal is his not caring to tell her anything about it. By succumbing to the social whims Undine reveals the tawdriness of her men's desires and the essential cheapness of the world they inhabit. As a logical conclusion of what society expects her to become-a cunning woman-she becomes a merciless person, careless of everything except her looks and luxury. It is in this sense that she is a monstrously perfect result of the ethos of her society.
The first impression that a reader of Wharton's fiction receives is the absence of happy marriages. There are some marriages that are complete failures: Undine-Ralph, Undine-Raymond and Lily-Seldon. There are others which are failures in the sense of being inane and tasteless like those of the Spraggs. But whether a marriage is actually under strain or falls apart or it is a marriage that goes on and does not break, Wharton is complacently oblivious that all of them lack the joy and ecstasy that one would look for in a union of minds and bodies. This point finds its fullest expression in The Age of Innocence which presents more powerfully than any other novel, the impact of misery and pain when society establishes the false polarities of 'good' and 'bad' in dealing with its women.
May Archer, whose story it really is, is viewed by Wharton as a rich blend of a number of restraints and discriminations. However it is this rather conformist personality of May as also of Newland Archer that makes them miss the flower of life. Whatever may be the compensations for such a way of living, it certainly denies a full and passionate existence. The Age of Innocence is a "testimony to the female experience under modern historical and social conditions to the modes of entrapment, betrayal and exclusion devised for women in the first decades of the American and European twentieth century." (Lewis : XIII)
The message that she seems to give is that under the thick glass of convention blooms the fine, fragile flower of patient suffering and denial. To drop out of society is as vulgar as to predominate, one must endure and properly smile. Wharton seems to demand a rigorous sense of discipline from men and women in such institutions like marriage and family. She projects these as the most civilizing, though not necessarily the most satisfying human relationship and these must be saved from the ravages of the coarse and the vulgar. What Wharton does not realize is that in such a life somehow the spirit of life is missing and the disciplined existence ensures only the avoidance of scandals and troubles and not the joy and passion of life.
More than in any other novel, it is in The Age of Innocence that Wharton shows the essential decency and integrity that underlie the rigorous code that governs the life of the families. Through her superb handling of May-Archer relationship, the true nature of the sacrifice that Archer makes for preserving the sanctity of marriage with May is brought out. The rich reserve of the apparently blank May is handled with utmost craftsmanship. May, otherwise an innocent looking girl, shows an astonishing capacity for deep passion when we make an illuminating discovery that May has the knowledge and realization of Archer's great renunciation and she has immense respect for it.
All along the story-line May is associated with a certain blankness, a barren innocence and a conformity with a given standard of conduct not creative of any richness of mind. By giving this last turn to the screw Wharton shows how the life of old times emerges as a deep and rich experience. The quality of mind that May shows at this point is possible only in a society ordered by a sacred code. Wharton portrays with affection and indulgence the old aristocracy of her early youth by making Dallas comment, "Well, I back your generation for knowing more about each other's private thoughts than we ever have time to find out about our own." (Age, p. 356) This is how Wharton salutes the rich and profound understanding that informs May's mind before her death.
The Age of Innocence was awarded the Pulitzer prize because it presents the wholesome atmosphere of American life as also the highest standards of American morals. But a closer look at the novel shows that May Archer's innocence is a kind of sealing of her heart against spontaneous experience. Isn't it that their (May and her husband's) conformist personalities, and the way they live, close several fruitful human possibilities. Wharton is so absorbed in presenting the beauty of rules and forms even when these stamp out spontaneity that Archer's condemning himself to an unrewarding life of frustration goes virtually unnoticed. May is expected to don this veil of innocence that apparently conceals reality. The Wellands are not shown to be aware of any unhappiness. On the contrary theirs is a union in which codified existence takes the place of a vital life and everything is fixed into an unalterable routine showing no signs of spontaneity and freshness.
The constantly changing attitude of Edith Wharton is discernible in the three novels discussed above. In The House of Mirth Wharton is critical of the inability of the elitist group to recognize the needs of the individual psyche. Lily's heartless destruction is an eloquent comment on the insufficiency of the ethos of the old aristocrats. The half-hearted resistance put up against the invading Rosedale shows that a definite erosion had already taken place in the rigor of the moral code. No wonder Wharton harked back to the ideal social orders of which the given fictional milieus were seen as established perversions.
By the time Wharton wrote The Custom of the Country a clear change is discernible. Her sympathy is now with the old class that is being threatened by the lords of Pittsburgh. While her satire is aimed at the Looty Arlinghams and at Undine of course, she cannot but ironically view the aristocrats who fail in erecting any defense of their citadel, In 1920, when she published The Age of Innocence the trend is even clearer where she not only gives no sign of rebellion against the established order but goes out of her way to the extent of showing affection and indulgence towards old aristocracy of her early youth.
It is in Summer that Wharton comes closest to an unqualified denunciation of the forces which 'break', 'subdue' or 'master' a woman. But even this novel suggests an upholding of the unsatisfactory status quo. Charity's aspirations to break out of the prescribed limits of her destiny are ruthlessly stamped out. In fact, by making Charity accept Royall's magnanimous offer of marriage, the novel clearly ends with the image of a clinging creeper and the sturdy oak tree to describe the happily found equilibrium between Charity and Royall.
Wharton's earlier attempts at presenting the supportive, suffering moral woman in Sanctuary, The Touch Stone and The Valley of Decisions had been particularly tasteless and unsuccessful. However in her mature fiction as in The House of Mirth, The Custom of the Country and The Age of Innocence one sees the subtle presentation of the unjust treatment meted out to women. But a mere expression of women's unique femininity, it seems, is highly inadequate to protect them from the kind of exploitation that they experience.
Charity Royalls and Lily Barts all suffer the indignity of economic, social and political subjugation. They have no freedom to shape their destinies or to realize their aspirations in the temporal world. They are reduced to decorative ornaments and sex objects and most dangerous of all, their natures reveal the psychologically debilitating effects of their situations. Wharton does vaguely imply the need for growth by showing how painful and frustrating this process can be for a woman. But it is only in her non-fiction French Ways and Their Meaning that Wharton comes closest to what the feminists might cherish:
"No nation can have grown up ideas till it has a ruling caste of grown up men and women and it is possible to have a ruling caste of grown up men and women only in a civilization where the power of each sex is balanced by that of the other."
A backward glance at her fiction shows that Ellen Olenska is persuaded to go back to the prison of a miserable marriage. Newland Archer is denied any real life. In his world an escape from any conflict is to fall back on accessible rules to follow. All these show that Edith Wharton was a typical product of the very conservative, wealthy New York Society which fostered sexual repression and prided itself on the innocence of its young girls. Expressing her emotions or developing her intellect was supposed to be very unbecoming trait of a woman. Nowhere does Edith Wharton challenge the society's dictates or attempt to arouse her society from its complacent slumber. Her writings, in all their totality, reveal women as a deprived lot who were pacified with enormous powers of consumption, endless chances to gratify their discontent in a world where wealth was worshipped.
The above discussion amply shows that Wharton does indirectly suggest the expedient improvement of women's status but nowhere does she outrightly condemn a repressive male-dominated society or call for radical restructuring of male-female roles. Her personal and exploratory attitude towards the 'woman problem' is not sufficiently rooted in her fiction as it does not occupy a primary place in the novelist's concerns, since the social order in which she existed largely commands her interest and sympathy.
Her detailed fictional portrayal of women is merely a record of the delicate process of woman adapting herself to a demanding and often adverse environment in the best possible manner through intelligent compromise with unalterable realities. To align such a writer with Feminists, as is done by Ammons and Montgomery, is purely to misread her ultimate message by misconstruing her slant, I wander how far is it justified to take Wharton's stories out of their artistic context and endow the author with a twentieth century consciousness. To be aware of the 'woman situation' is not the same as taking up its cause to alleviate the sorrows and sufferings of the women in question. She only presents women in situations which need to be straightened out to their advantage or relief. But Wharton herself locates the cause of such agonizing situations not on gender biased societies but on persons who fail to honor and preserve the sanctity of the very fabric of social institutions.
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