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Summer Book Review – The Awakening, by Kate Chopin

Kate Chopin endured censorship when her novel The Awakening was first published. In 1899 her piece of writing occasioned shock and angry responses from readers because it challenged the moral values of her society and did so in a remarkable fashion. Chopin’s novel is painfully real, like a blues song with a taste of sorrow and hope; it evokes not only rebelliousness, but a variety of contradicting feelings with the narration of Edna Pontellier’s awakening to life, love and death. Kate Chopin creates an impeccable world by interweaving fascinating characters, and an appealing theme, in a meaningful setting.

The characters in The Awakening are three dimensional beings that reveal their engrossing natures in each dialogue, with every action and change of setting. They morph, grow, develop or contract as if they truly had a beating heart. The protagonist, Edna Pontellier, reveals her strong temperament and her growing vulnerability as she starts to defy society’s concept of a “good woman”, which asks of to sacrifice all individuality and sense of self to be a mother and wife. She embarks on a voyage of solitude and discovery, to find who she really is, divided between her needs and yearnings and her duties and responsibilities. Another example of the rich variety of characters is Léonce, Edna’s husband. A rich, secluded man, he simply wants to life a peaceful, somewhat monotonous, comfortable life with his once-submissive wife. From his limited perspective he simply cannot understand Edna, and so he learns to accept her and set her free. Léonce grows in his own limits and becomes a simple shadow, depicting the different approaches characters have, to confront or solve an issue. The characters in the novel all offer a different view to Edna’s circumstance and give meaning to her dilemma by participating or condemning her actions. They enrich the plot and entrance readers with their astonishing flesh in this great fiction.

The appealing themes and universal propositions that once cause such commotion are still appealing and engaging. The Awakening is grand piece of writing for readers may stumble upon many themes, the most poignant, women are more than mothers or wives, and need space to explore and grow as beings with individual passions. Also, one may interpret the idea that extremes are harmful, as Edna battles against her conscience and duties, or that love is never fully understood by lovers, as Edna innocently falls in love with Paul. The themes are revealed subtly with captivating descriptions of the setting and Edna’s intricate personality. Very social and psychological, the themes are didactic presented in an original manner, so the book improves with each turn on the page. 

The setting, at first the beach during summer and later the city, has a great impact on the protagonist. It plays a significant role in the work by stimulating self-discovery and then rebellion in Edna, and evoking emotive atmospheres with graceful, detailed descriptions of Edna’s reactions to her surroundings. At the beach, Edna learns to swim and creates a personal connection to the sea, symbol for her awakening emotions and passions. Exploring the island with Paul becomes a journeying of innocent sharing that results in pure love. In this way, the setting allows Edna to develop and slowly wake, with the turn of the tide. The scenic effects are effective in conveying a sense of discovery, of genuine feeling and confusion. Setting thus becomes a wonderful chameleon that brings new colors and facets to the plot. 


The Awakening, for these reasons, is a great novel, to be read at any time, many times. It value may be arbitrarily defined as immeasurable for  the impeccable world Chopin creates by interweaving fascinating characters, and an appealing theme, in a meaningful setting. The author achieves the purpose explicitly, of protesting against women’s dormant position in society and their needs to be individuals. This is a story of protest, inner growth and subversion against all preconceived notion of women. The book entices the reader and raises more questions than it answers, leaving the reader to explore his/her own life to find a balance of want and must.  
