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In the novel, The Awakening, Kate Chopin includes many ideals that are present in modern-day feminism.  However, the feminist themes that are commonly written and talked about today were seen as unnecessary and defiant towards gender roles at the time the book was written.  The same can be said about the time of the main character, Edna Pontellier’s, life.  Feminism, by definition, is the “advocacy of women’s rights on the grounds of political, social, and economic equality to men.”  While I do not think that Kate Chopin goes so far in The Awakening as to write about much political or economic equality, I do think that she touches greatly on the social status of Creole women.  Edna Pontellier is the perfect example of a woman who seems to have been born in the wrong time.  Throughout the book, Edna often refuses to go about life the way a Creole woman was expected to.  She refuses to give her “self” to her children and she often disobeys her husband, Leonce Pontellier’s wishes.  She also is able to conquer her fear of the ocean by continuously swimming in it.  At the end of the novel, Edna drowns in the ocean because of the lack of fear she once had of it.  Through actions such as these, Edna Pontellier exemplifies what life was like for a woman who belonged to herself in the Creole world. 
Kate Chopin is extremely well known for her incorporation of feminist ideas and strong protagonist women into her writing.  According to Nancy Walker in Feminist or Naturalist: The Social Context of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, “the feminist movement has prompted rediscovery and/or reevaluation of a number of women writers and has thus been of great benefit to students of American culture who wish to have access to all points of view (Nancy Walker, Feminist or Naturalist: The Social Context of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, pg. 1).”  This can be applied to The Awakening.  Some critics may think that many people jump to call any glimpse of female independence feminism, but I truly feel that Kate Chopin was intending to write about feminism.  By creating Adele Ratignolle, Edna’s foil, Chopin draws attention to the way Creole women were expected to act. By making Edna look and act so differently from Adele, Chopin highlights the flaws of that culture.
Adele Ratignolle is the polar opposite of Edna Pontellier.  She is the picture of a proper Creole woman who knows her place in society.  Adele adores her husband, gives birth to a child every two years or so, and generally adheres to traditional gender roles.  This is not to say that Adele is unhappy with her place in society, however.  Kathleen M. Streater writes in Adele Ratignolle: Kate Chopin’s Feminist at Home in The Awakening, “Chopin, through Adele, offers her readers more than one definition of female expression (Kathleen Streater, Adele Ratignolle: Kate Chopin’s Feminist at Home in The Awakening, pg. 1).”  Adele is not necessarily submissive to her husband.  Feminism does not have to be “radically expressed” to be feminism, and Adele displays this concept well.  Katherine Kearns writes in The Nullification of Edna Pontellier, “We know that female awakening is frequently perceived as a metamorphosis into monstrous power (Katherine Kearns, The Nullification of Edna Pontillier, pg. 1).”  I think that Adele’s presence in The Awakening helps refute that belief.  Edna, on the other hand, never dedicates herself to her children.  She has a husband but she disobeys him when she disagrees with him.  She is generally an independent woman.  This is something that was not very common in Creole culture.  For example, during a day spent with Adele, Edna says something quite profound.  When discussing their children, Edna says, “I would give up the unessential.  I would give my money, I would give my life for my children; but I wouldn’t give myself.  I can’t make it more clear; it’s only something which I am beginning to comprehend, which is revealing itself to me (The Awakening, pg. 53).”  This is very confusing to Adele because those two things seem extremely essential to anyone.  Even if they weren’t essential, Creole women were known for giving everything and anything they could for their children.  While Adele probably can’t understand this statement, I think almost every woman today who reads The Awakening could.  In today’s time, it is normal for women to work during the day and see their family at night.  They don’t love their children any less than a Creole woman would have, but they also don’t “give” themselves to them.  This is a very progressive theme in the book.  I think that Kate Chopin is calling attention to the idea that for a woman to love her family, she has to exist solely for them.  In Creole culture, this was thought to be extremely true.  However, in today’s culture, it is not.
	Another point to talk about when discussing feminism in The Awakening is the contrast between the confidences of men verses women.  It is very common to find men talking down towards women in the novel.  They often disregard their wives’ ideas, treat them as helpless, and act as if they know better than their wives on any subject, simply because they are men.  A strong example of this is when Edna’s husband, Mr. Pontellier, hears that Edna is planning to move out of their home and live in the Pigeon House.  He is originally angry with Edna.  However, when he reminds himself of “Edna’s whimsical turn of mind of late (The Awakening, pg. 103),” his anger lessens and he instead quickly acts to try to prevent Edna from moving.  This example ties into the theme of men thinking they know better than women in The Awakening.  Mr. Pontellier is angry until he basically tells himself that Edna could be thoughtless and ditsy and that she really couldn’t be blamed for her recent stupidity.  This also happens one night near the beginning of the novel when Edna wants to sit outside by herself.  Mr. Pontellier thinks that it is very strange and he eventually tells her that he could not “permit” her to stay out all night (The Awakening, pg. 35). When Edna still refuses to come inside, he sits outside with her so as to supervise/watch over her.  It is very possible that this treatment of women was also very common in that society.  I think that it does help draw attention to the lack of male confidence in female independence, which is a very pre-feminism approach to male and female relationships.
	Zoila Clark compares Edna Pontellier to the parrot at the beginning of the novel in her essay, The Bird that Came out of the Cage: A Foucauldian Feminist Approach to Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.  According to Zoila Clark, the parrot is representative of a woman’s situation in Creole society.  Like the parrot, Creole women were encaged - able to look out at the world but not really participate in it.  Women were expected to sit and look pretty, also similar the parrot at the start of the novel.  Women such as Adele Ratignolle don’t seem to mind this seemingly oppressive life. Clark claims that Edna probably does not notice this oppression until she begins spending more time with Robert, taking walks, and getting over her fear of the ocean by swimming in it.  By doing these things, she is unintentionally distancing herself from normal Creole culture and allowing herself to realize what she is missing.
	Kate Chopin includes in The Awakening that “Mrs. Pontellier was not a mother-woman (The Awakening, pg. 10).”  In Herbert S. Stone and Company’s explanatory notes, they claim that this description puts Edna Pontellier “at odds with prevailing orthodoxies (The Awakening: Explanatory Notes, pg. 362).”  This is important because as stated before, Creole women were supposed to be mother-women.  This quote explains how different Edna really is from her friends and family in the Creole culture.  Ever since she married Mr. Pontellier, Edna did her best to fit into Creole culture.  For a while, she succeeds in doing so.  However, she often feels indifferent to many things that Creoles are supposed to care about.  It wasn’t until the summer at Grand Isle that she realizes she truly is not a Creole at heart.  After coming to this realization, she begins to act according to what she wants to do and began ignoring what her husband or friends think she should do.  She starts to spend time with multiple men, stops taking calls on Tuesdays, and moves out of her family’s home.  Edna is realizing that she could do whatever she wants, not because her husband is gone, but because she is her own person.  This has a lot to do with Edna’s “awakening,” and ultimately her flourishing into the strong, independent woman that she is at heart.
	Kate Chopin’s The Awakening is filled with feminist themes.  Some are very obvious while others require some digging to understand their meaning.  However, as a whole, the novel builds a story that calls attention to the flaws in the treatment and attitude towards Creole women.  Edna Pontellier is just one example of a woman who is not content in the lifestyle she is trapped in.  The Awakening was one of the first books of its kind, but many have come after it.  Kate Chopin is able to subtly draw attention to feminist ideas by creating Edna Pontellier- a woman who belongs to herself and does not fit in with Creole culture - and contrast her with Adele Ratignolle- a woman who fits in perfectly with Creole culture.  While The Awakening was a very controversial book when first published, many of its female readers today probably agree with much of what it gives to women and feminism.  The Awakening is a book that was possibly written ahead of its time. However, because of that, it called attention to a problem that many women probably didn’t know they had.
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