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In 1898, at the time when Kate Chopin was
writing The Awakening, fashion theorist G. Stanley Hall
was completing one of the first studies to examine the
motives behind choice in clothing (Ewen, All 79). Style
of dress, he determined, provides the wearer with a way
to conform to the expectations of society at large. Hall’s
study acknowledges the social content of dress,
suggesting that dress is relentlessly linked with one’s
social identity--those aspects of self that can be
symbolically communicated to others.! This symbolic
communication of self forms the implicit assumption for
Kate Chopin’s use of clothing in The Awakening. From
Chopin’s first description of her protagonist Edna
Pontellier “drawing up her lawn sleeves” (21) to Edna’s
final acts of changing into her “old bathing suit” and
then casting even these “unpleasant, pricking garments
from her” (136), clothing etches the boundaries of Edna’s
life. Clothing sketches, too, alternate social identities that
Edna refuses to “assume like a garment” (77). Edna’s
rejection of her upper middle class social identity and
her refusal to assume alternate available identities form
thematic threads of The Awakening, and in the lines of
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