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Edith Wharton and the Failure of the New Woman: A Bibliographic Essay

Seen historically as a period of immense change and uncertainty, the fin de siècle and the proceeding Progressive Era brought on numerous challenges for the author and artist to face. Among these questions, one of the most pertinent and prominent was what was the identity of the woman in turn-of-the-century society? This question produced a cultural and literary movement: the New Woman. However, the introduction of this new model of femininity to a still highly Victorian (or American Victorian) culture raised alarm in many people. By the early years of the 1900s people began to notice certain failures in the New Woman movement. It is these failings that Edith Wharton addresses in many of her novels, but none so notably as The House of Mirth, The Age of Innocence, and Summer. What, ultimately, causes Wharton’s New Woman heroines to fail?

The baseline bibliography for this essay is the 1999 to the present bibliography presented by The Edith Wharton Society. While this baseline bibliography covers all the research of the past decade, it is not sufficient to address the issue of the New Woman and the failure of the New Woman in Edith Wharton’s novels because critics published a majority of the work on this topic in the early-to-mid 1990s. Therefore, for the purpose of this essay, my bibliography will span 27 years of Wharton criticism, beginning in 1982 and leading up to the present to include the most pertinent criticism available on the subject.
In order to understand how Wharton discusses the failures of the New Woman, it is important to first understand what the New Woman was and how she was represented. In her “Introduction” to Women Who Did: Stories by Men and Women 1890–1914, Angelique Richardson provides a complete picture of the New Woman, referencing both the American and the British Movements. Discussing the basic images of the New Woman, Richardson provides a basis on which to expand the search for criticism regarding Wharton and the New Woman: “A subject, not an object, she was an icon of the 1890s. Smoking, cycling, defiant and desiring New Women were splashed across the press and entered the world of fiction with astonishing rapidity” (xxxiii). Richardson goes on to explain the importance of the “marriage question,” psychoanalytics, the short story, and the bicycle in the lives of these liberated women. Armed with these “standard” images of the New Woman, it becomes possible to delve deeper into the available Wharton criticism to discover pieces that further the understanding of Wharton’s use of the new image of femininity in her writing. 


Richardson’s perspective, however, is not the only one available when it comes to interpreting the social and literary significance of the New Woman. Focused entirely on the American variation of the New Woman, Lois Rudnick, in her article “The New Woman,” discusses the New Woman in terms of types, while keeping her within the historical context of the period. The primary reason for the development of the New Woman, Rudnick posits, is the expansion in women’s education (70). The environment in which the New Woman blossomed allowed the middle-class white woman a perception of increased agency. The popularized version of the New Woman limited itself to the middle-class, white woman, excluding the working-class woman and African American women, even though they too played an important part in furthering the rights of women in the civil rights and suffrage movements of the period. In delineating “types” of New Women, such as “the literary new woman,” “the progressive new woman,” and “the radical new woman,” Rudnick attempts to show that even though the New Woman appears to be a singular kind of woman, the definition of her role spans varying social and political agendas.

In order to discuss these various roles of the New Woman in regard to Wharton criticism, it is necessary to divide the larger picture of the New Woman into subjects of concern for the movement. These subjects are: power, selfhood, class, race, sexuality, and the failure and problems associated with the New Woman. This approach allows for greater breadth in criticism rather than simply searching for work that directly links Wharton to the New Woman.

Perhaps the paramount force behind the New Woman movement, power relations play an important role in defining the relationships between characters and in the way a reader understands a text. In her article “Triangles of Defeat and Liberation: The Quest for Power in Edith Wharton’s Fiction” Lois Cuddy directly addresses the relationships of power in The House of Mirth, Ethan Frome, and The Age of Innocence. The power dynamics of these novels, Cuddy posits, are directly related to “the evolution of….self-determination” (18) in Wharton’s novels. The most important aspect of Cuddy’s criticism is the fact that not only does she address actual power dynamics between characters, but also she chooses to address the main characters’ perceived power dynamics, as erroneous as they may be. Using a triangular model of power, Cuddy shows that what the characters perceive to be their power dynamic concerning two other characters is actually the inverse of the truth.

Dealing specifically with the power dynamic found within The Age of Innocence, Linette Davis’ article “Vulgarity and Red Blood in The Age of Innocence” investigates the chain of substitutions active in the linguistic symbolism of the novel and how “women are traded in a pattern which runs parallel to, and eventually becomes indistinguishable from” (1) this system. In this system, women replace men. Newland Archer engages in the fiction of innocence and “active non-knowledge” (2), denying the possibility of women having agency and as producers of signs. Ultimately, Davis argues, Newland chooses to keep Ellen at a distance because it is easier to deal with the charade that May encompasses, which fits into his reality, than to admit that Ellen is a subject, not an object.

The power dynamics in the novels affect not only the relationships between characters, but also the characters’ relationships to themselves. Selfhood was conceivably the most important aspect of the New Woman movement. Using Teresa de Laurentis’ critique of Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” as a base, Benjamin Carson argues that Wharton uses the constructedness of gender to expose and challenge the oppressive nature of the aristocratic and bourgeois ideologies in his article “‘That Doubled Vision’: Edith Wharton and The House of Mirth.” While the system of interpellation and the concept of ideology and its relationship to gender is exceedingly complex, Carson’s point is actually simple and refined: in exposing the exploitation of the working-class by the aristocracy, Wharton as exposes the fact that Lily Bart is a construct of ruling ideologies and, at the same time, not the product that everyone creates in viewing her.

The struggle between the created, external self and the internal self is also the subject of Kathleen Moore’s “Edith Wharton’s Lily Bart and the Subject of Agency.” Using psychoanalytics to support her claim, Moore discusses the importance of the discord between Lily’s selves to progress the novel as a whole. According to Moore, neither of Lily’s identities allows her to become whole and this is evidenced by doubling in The House of Mirth to show her incompleteness. Seeing and being seen constitute reality in Lily’s world and the world of the novel.

A character’s conception of self, however, is not limited to personal subjectivity; the strictures of class also affect it. In her article “The New Woman as Cultural Symbol and Social Reality” Elizabeth Ammons examines the perspectives of six women writers, among them Edith Wharton and her novels The House of Mirth and Summer. Ammons argues that there is not one New Woman, but many, and that the privileging of the middle-class white ideal constitutes a failure to incorporate women above and below this social rank. Wharton, Ammons shows, displays this inadequacy through the heroines of the novels under examination—class excludes Lily Bart and Charity Royall from participating in the New Woman movement, thus, they cannot expand their conceptions of self to meet this “ideal.”

Similar to this idea of class impacting the development of a self-identity, Terrell Tebbetts’ article “Conformity, Desire, and the Critical Self in Wharton’s The Age of Innocence” addresses the problem (and solution) of social codes in the development of a self-constructed identity. Tebbetts discusses the problem in The Age of Innocence of blind conformity and the results it brings forth in society. The individuals of the ruling class in Wharton’s novel ultimately lack an individuated selfhood, but they put on a charade to cover this lack. Through the character of Ellen Olenska, Newland Archer comes to realize this void and attempts to fill it, even though he never reaches the critical self that Ellen achieves. Ellen’s critical self is developed through the understanding of complex social codes that she adopts or rejects according to the foundation for her own codes.


Inextricably linked with class, economics and wealth are also concerns brought up not only by the New Woman, but also by Wharton’s novels. While not concerned with the novels under examination specifically, “Economic Hauntings: Wealth and Class in Edith Wharton’s Ghost Stories” by Karen Jacobsen lends itself to providing useful contexts about the anxieties of the ruling class that may be applied to Wharton’s larger works. Jacobsen argues that the readings of gender and sexuality in Wharton’s ghost stories are limiting and that Wharton is actually trying to show a big picture of culture in these smaller works. Balancing the desire to maintain the aristocracy, Jacobsen posits, Wharton also tries to display the purity of the oligarchy by punishing the “wrong-doers” in her ghost stories.

The most popular example of cross-class relations in Wharton’s fiction is undoubtedly Lily Bart’s relationship with Nettie Struther, a working-class mother and former typist. Focused on this relationship, as well as the relationship between Lily Bart and all of the working-class women in the novel, “Edith Wharton Joins the Working Classes” by Eileen Connell attempts to show Wharton’s assimilation of the literature from the Working Girl clubs of the period. Displaying both Wharton’s novels and the extraliterary texts as use sentimental and naturalistic elements, Connell  posits that Wharton’s construction of Lily counters the idea that the heroine is any better than the millinery workers, the char woman, or the other lower-class women in the novel. Connells links the deterioration of Lily’s physical body and the objectification of the working-class women in the novel to tangible forces, not ethereal ones.

A period of flux and change, the early 1900s saw not only a redefinition of class, but also a large increase in immigration, causing an unstable identity for individuals of the leisure class. In her article “Extinction, Taxidermy, Tableaux Vivants: Staging Race and Class in The House of Mirth” Jennie Kassanoff discusses how the novel uses race as an answer to the vulnerabilities of class and gender. The multi-level discussion of race in the novel, Kassanoff argues, demonstrates Wharton’s acceptance and rejection of the diverse aspect of race in the United States (61). Lily’s body is the epitome of her race and the tableaux vivant, because of her status, becomes a game where representation and what is represented are constantly switching places. Kassanoff shows that while Lily is the representation of her race, she also shows the breakdown of that ideal.

Class not only informs the larger picture of social fears and ideologies, it is also tied to intimate personal relationships. Based on Freud’s essay “The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life,” “Degradation and Forbidden Love in Edith Wharton’s Summer” by Kathy Grafton shows that sexual accessibility, to a man like Lucius Harney, is linked to Charity’s degradation and ultimately her social class. Charity constitutes a lower “type” than Harney’s fiancé, Annabel Balch, thus making it acceptable to engage in a physical relationship with her. Charity accepts this physical relationship based on a deep need to enjoy the forbidden nature of her relationship with Harney. However, Grafton shows that in the end Charity and Harney do not perfectly fit the dismal roles Freud assigns individuals who engage in these relationships, but rather they are beyond this kind of typifying.


Charity and Harney’s relationship is the focus of numerous critics who are concerned with sexuality in Wharton’s texts. In her article “Whitman, Wharton, and the Sexuality in Summer,” Abby Werlock shows Wharton’s engagement with the larger literary community.  Using poems such as “Song of Myself,” “Children of Adam,” When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” and “America,” among others, Werlock attempts to show how Wharton takes Whitman’s ideals of masculinity and subverts them to fit her feminist subtext. Wharton uses Whitmanesque themes and images in inversion to create distance from romantic love and show how it is impossible for a woman to engage in a male-dominated world.


Summer also displays the problems with the New Woman movement, however, at the same time it attempts to liberate Charity Royall from the control of the men surrounding her. Generically, Summer fits the typical plot of period “women’s fiction.” However, as argued by Barbara White in “Edith Wharton’s Summer and ‘Woman’s Fiction’,” Wharton takes this simplified formulaic genre and complicates it to present a novel with more than one reading. This double perspective, White states, exonerates Summer from the typical charges of pessimism usually leveled against Wharton’s larger body of work (223). Left alone and pregnant, Charity has no possibility of becoming “new’ because all of the options open to her are highly traditional or “old.” While the novel presents Charity as suffering loss, critics such as Cynthia Griffin Wolff show that it is also possible to read Summer as a bildungsroman. White eventually shows that any one reading of Wharton’s Summer undergoes shrinkage and growth.

Similar to the outside forces that limit Charity Royall’s choices, Kristina Brooks shows in her article “New Woman, Fallen Woman: The Crisis of Reputation in Turn-of-the-Century Novels by Pauline Hopkins and Edith Wharton,” how both authors create metaphorically homeless heroines to expose the “corrupt social and economic forces” (91) that cause their heroines’ falls. In the transition between the Victorian period of morality and the Jazz Age of emancipation, fallen women slowly faded into the identity of the New Woman. In dealing the flux of sexual mores, Wharton and Hopkins had the problem of engaging reader sympathy. New Women who broke the rules in a novel needed to be dealt retribution and women expressing sexuality were considered low. The social construction of identity, particularly that of the New Woman, proves to be just as restriction for women as previous mores, Brooks argues, because, as Wharton demonstrates, “female purity” is “admirable yet ultimately inconsequential in the great struggle to survive” (94). The New Woman cannot move beyond the boundary of social censure.

In the end, the New Woman fails because she is restricted by the very codes she seeks to emancipate herself from, as numerous critics have shown. Expansive, almost to the point of being overwhelming, Wharton criticism offers a vast stratum of interpretations of the author’s works on numerous topics from sexuality to economics to the self. To improve and increase the validity of Wharton criticism, however, it may be necessary in the future for critics to move beyond Wharton’s staple texts and see how non-traditional readings aid the understanding of novels that may not fit the mold of traditional Wharton criticism.
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