Must the heroine die? A case study of Kate Chopin’s ‘The Story of An Hour’
While Kate Chopin never identified herself as a feminist  (Cahill, 1975, p.xi), her works like The Awakening (Chopin, 1899) and The Story of An Hour (Chopin, 1894) all reflected her belief in the ‘power of womanhood’ and the defiance of the patriarchal norms in the 19th century (Yazgı, 2020, p. 147 ). As indicated by Basch (2008, pp. 349-355), the patriarchy of the 19th century ‘mandated the complete dependence of wives on husbands,’ and marriage was nothing but ‘a form of slavery’. Fortunately, because of the early death of her father, patriarchy seemed to be less visible in Kate Chopin’s family. Influenced by the growing-up environment in which the women ‘ruled’ the family (Toth, 1999), Kate treated women with great seriousness and tried to express women’s sufferings and desires in an ‘ineffable and delicate’ way (Fox-Genovese, 1999). 
Just like many stories in the 19th century in which the heroines choose to end their lives (e.g., Eustacia Vye in The Return of the Native), female characters in Kate’s works often face the same destiny. For instance, in her famous novel The Awakening (Chopin, 1899), the heroine Edna Pontellier drowned herself in the sea when realizing the impossibility of ‘any lasting happiness with her lovers’ (Hanley, 1981). The recurring theme of death in those 19th century stories makes readers wonder why the heroine must die and what are the writers’ intentions in repeatedly creating such tragic plots. Is the death mainly caused by the ‘absence of female independence’ (Laffrado, 2009, p. 2), symbolizing women’s struggle in the patriarchal society? Alternatively, the plot may simply be influenced by the Greek tragedy in which the death of female characters was often shown as the main ‘plot elements’[footnoteRef:1] (Gentry, 1992, p. 2) and thus, writers must let their heroines die to achieve the tragic effect (Yazgı, 2020, p. 151). Obviously, the issues around the death of heroine are multifaceted and require detailed analysis. Under such circumstances, this essay will use Kate Chopin’s The Story of An Hour as a case study to unravel the complexities surrounding the fatality of heroines in 19th century stories. The reason for such a choice is twofold. First, unlike The Awakening or many other stories in which the desperate reality killed the heroines, The Story of An Hour presents a unique twist. The ‘doctor’ attributed the death of Louise Mallard not to despair but to ‘joy. This unusual plot twist warrants further exploration. In addition, as a thousand-word short story, The Story of An Hour has unique features that are distinctive from the novels. Everything happened rapidly and without any preparations, the death arrived unexpectedly. Just like Poe indicated (1994), the ‘brevity’ of short stories generated a feeling of ‘intensity and compression’. Therefore, it would also be meaningful to explore how the death of the heroine was described in the short stories. [1:  For instance, Jocasta ends her life in Oedipus Rex and her daughter Antigone commits suicide in Antigone] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK23][bookmark: OLE_LINK24]Initially published in Vogue in 1894, the plot of The Story of An Hour was not complex. It revolved around the heroine, Mrs. Louise Mallard who learnt of her husband’s death and surprisingly, experienced a mix of grief and a newfound sense of freedom. Upon realizing the opportunities for self-discovery and independence, Mrs. Mallard’s husband, Brently Mallard unexpectedly walked through the door alive. The shock of seeing the husband killed Mrs. Mallard but ironically, doctors at the end of the story declared that it was the joy of seeing her husband alive that killed Mrs. Mallard. In the biography Unveiling Kate Chopin, Toth (1999) argued that The Story of An Hour was actually adapted from her mother Eliza’s marriage. The name Louise sounds like the French pronunciation of Eliza (or ‘Eleeza’ in French). However, the fate between Eliza and Louise was somewhat different, especially after the ‘death’ of their husbands. Kate’s mother Eliza became a wealthy widow and lived happily after Kate’s father Thomas died in a train accident. By contrast, when Mrs. Mallard knew that her husband survived the ‘railroad disaster’, she died from a heart trouble. Toth (1999, p. 10) claimed that such adaptions were based on the social reality in the 19th century. Kate had to let Mrs. Mallard die to make the story published. The idea of making an unhappy wife suddenly become a wealthy widow would be far too ‘radical’ and ‘threatening in the 1890s’. The editors would not publish it and the audience could not accept it either. Nevertheless, without direct statements from Kate Chopin, such an argument could be speculative. There was an increasing number of short stories and novels written by female writers during the 1890s, which radically defied the patriarchal norms and advocated for women’s rights. Published two years earlier before The Story of An Hour, The Yellow Wallpaper written by Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1892) presented an even more powerful critique of the patriarchal society, especially on the medical practices and social expectations regarding women’s roles (Ford, 1985). In The Yellow Wallpaper, Gilman presents a rather unconventional and unsettling ending. The heroine’s mental issues were not cured, and she did not live happily with her husband ever after. Instead, the female protagonist ‘creeps’ over her husband and eventually ‘got out’ from the confinement. This ending can certainly be seen as ‘triumphant’ despite of the heroine’s unfortunate destiny (Lanser, 1989, p. 419) since the protagonist’s liberation is achieved through madness. While some people like the editor of the Atlantic Monthly regarded The Yellow Wallpaper as unacceptable (Lanser, 1989, p. 417), the story was still published anyway and served as a vital work of feminist literature. From the publication of The Yellow Wallpaper, it can be seen that the literary world or the general public in the late 19th century began to be aware of the necessity of improving women’s rights. Some feminist researchers like Tong and Botts (2017) regarded the mid-19th century as the beginning of the ‘first wave’ of feminism [footnoteRef:2]when more and more scholars started to advocate women’s rights and freedom. Under the influence of the first wave of feminism, there is no good reason that as the female writer, Kate Chopin would change the ending of her story only to pander to the patriarchal society and the publishing market.  [2:  The first wave of feminism is also called the wave of ‘liberal feminism’ as it  mainly focuses on the women’s suffrage and equal liberty. The philosopher John Stuart Mill and his wife Harriet Taylor published various important essays, advocating women’s liberty. As the MP, John Stuart also called for women’s suffrage in the UK Parliament. ] 


In addition to Toth’s simple explanations of Mrs. Mallard’s death, Cihan Yazgı (2020) provided a more detailed textual analysis from the perspective of Greek tragedy, arguing that Mrs. Mallard’s death serves as the key part of the story’s ‘tragic plot’. According to Aristotle (2006, p. 35), the three elements: anagnorisis, peripeteia and catastrophe can ‘create the form of tragedy.’ Anagnorisis refers to the ‘change from ignorance to knowledge’ (Aristotle, 2006, p. 35) when the main characters suddenly realize their or other’s identity. In comparison, peripeteia is ‘the change to the opposite of the things being done’  and the catastrophe serves as the ultimate and irreversible resolution, which is often presented through the death of protagonists. In The Story of An Hour, it is clear that the anagnorisis comes first when Mrs. Mallard suddenly realizes the repression on her. Nevertheless, the illumination which intends to make Mrs. Mallard happy put her in a miserable position and in this situation, the anagnorisis coincides with the peripeteia. Mrs. Mallard finds she can never again resume the repressed life she used to have. Therefore, at the end of the story when Mrs. Mallard’s husband comes home alive, Kate Chopin must let her die to make the ‘catastrophe’ happen. 
While Yazgı’s (2020) arguments provide a detailed exploration of the tragic elements in The Story of An Hour, she failed to identify the socio-cultural factors as well as the repression behind Mrs. Mallard’s death. It should be noticed that Mrs. Mallard did not commit suicide like Edna Pontellier in The Awakening. By contrast, Mrs. Mallard died from a heart problem, which she did not expect. If Kate wants to achieve the ‘catastrophe’ element, she can merely let Mrs. Mallard hang or drown herself. Therefore, it is possible that Mrs. Mallard’s death was mainly designed to highlight the irony of freedom as well as the repression of women in the 19th century. At the end of The Story of An Hour when the doctor draws the wrong conclusion that the ‘joy’ kills Mrs. Mallard, readers can immediately identify such false due to Mrs. Mallard’s struggle with freedom earlier in the story. Doctors’ misinterpretation of death reflects the prevailing sexist attitudes of the 19th century when only male was allowed to become a doctor. In this patriarchal medical community, the diagnosis results were solely decided by the male doctors, which often could be biased and sexist. In The Story of An Hour, the doctors’ diagnosis can be seen as a stereotypical understanding of women’s lives in which the primary source of happiness must be tied to their marital relationship. Likewise, in The Yellow Wallpaper, the physicians around the heroines were all males, who believed that the ‘rest cure’[footnoteRef:3] was the best treatment for women’s mental illness. Under such circumstances, Kate Chopin must let her heroine die in this way so that the repression of women could be revealed through the doctors’ misjudgments.   [3:  ‘Rest cure’ or ‘bed cure’  is a medical intervention in which the patient spends the majority of time in bed in an attempt to cure the disease (Allen, Glasziou and Del Mar, 1999). Such a treatment was popular in the 19th century when tackling female hysteria but has been criticized for the repressed nature.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK29][bookmark: OLE_LINK30]In addition, the doctors’ false conclusion also has its unique ironic effect. According to Muecke (1969), as a common literary technique irony normally has three main features. First, irony relies on a dual-layered structure. The lower level is how a situation seems to the victim or is misleadingly shown by the ironist, and the upper level is how it appears to the reader or ironist. Second, irony happens when there is a contradiction or mismatch between these levels. Third, irony often plays on a character’s innocence, where the victim is unaware of the upper level. In The Story of An Hour, the death of Mrs. Mallard operates within the dual-layered structure of irony. On the lower level, the family members of Mrs. Mallard were informed by the doctor that the ‘joy’ of seeing Mr. Mallard alive made Mrs. Mallard die. As a matter of fact, even if there is no doctor in the story, all the family members like Mrs. Mallard’s sister Josephine may still attribute the death to ‘joy’ as they believe in the patriarchal norms that women’s happiness was solely decided by men. This belief can be clearly seen in the story when Mrs. Mallard locks herself in the room and Josephine begs her to open the door: ‘Louise, open the door! I beg; open the door--you will make yourself ill. What are you doing, Louise? For heaven’s sake open the door’ (Chopin, 1894). In this setting, Josephine worries that Mrs. Mallard may have health issues because of the overwhelming grief. However, on the upper level that is known to the readers, the story reveals the opposite. Such ironic tension can only be achieved when Mrs. Mallard suddenly dies from heart trouble and all the other characters in the story are ignorant of the real truth behind the heart attack. By achieving such an ironic effect, Kate Chopin emphasizes the complexities of societal expectations and the constraints faced by women in the 19th century. The death of Mrs. Mallard, in contrast to a more direct and anticipated form of a tragedy such as suicide, adds layers of irony.

In the article ‘Fatal Self-Assertion in Kate Chopin’s The Story of an Hour’, Berkove (2000) takes a deeper and very different aspect when tackling the irony in the story. According to Berkove (2000, p. 152),  Mrs. Mallard is not a ‘heroine’ but an ‘egotist and victim’ in the story. She is dissatisfied with ‘the best that life has to offer’ and possesses an unrealistic expectation of ‘absolute freedom’. It is ‘peculiar’ for a married wife to devalue love as secondary since marriage should be built on shared goals and mutual commitment. Under such circumstances, Mrs. Mallard’s death is the result of her idealistic and unreachable goals. Although Berkove provides some insights with regard to Mrs. Mallard’s death, it seems to be somewhat arbitrary to say Mrs. Mallard’s desire for freedom is unrealistic. In a society that often restricted women’s roles, Mrs. Mallard’s aspirations for freedom could be seen as a real response. When women are confined in marriage and societal norms, a glimpse of freedom would be fatal. In the story, the word ‘free’ occurs repeatedly for five times:
‘She said it over and over under the breath: “free, free, free!” The vacant stare and the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes.’
‘“Free! Body and soul free!” she kept whispering.’ 
(Chopin, 1894)
Such a repetition obviously has its own implications and functions. As indicated by Casey (1975, p. 250), repetition was not merely a ‘duplication and reduplication of the objective structure’. In contrast, it is a ‘specific activity undertaken by writers, readers, and critics alike’, which is often related to ‘absence’. Individuals will mentally or behaviorally repeat things that are not ‘present’ or are likely to become ‘non-present’. It is expected that through such repetition, the absent objects could be ‘reinstated’. Moreover, repetition is often intertwined with the imagination. When individuals are repeating something, they have to first imagine what exactly they are repeating. In comparison, while individuals are imagining an object or an idea, they will be repeating them in their minds. In this situation, when Mrs. Mallard is imagining and repeating ‘free’, she is requesting something that was absent in her life. A free woman will not ask for freedom again only the oppressed one will. It is the repression that makes freedom rare to obtain. Some researchers (e.g., Berkove, 2000; Li and Wang, 2013 ) have argued that there is no clear evidence in the story that Mrs. Mallard is repressed. While it is true that Kate Chopin does not describe any forms of repression, it does not mean there is no repression. Readers can understand Mrs. Mallard’s miserable situation through her longing for freedom. The writer described ‘repression’ through the repetitive indications of ‘freedom’. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK25][bookmark: OLE_LINK26]In addition to the repetitive mentions of the word ‘free’, the object ‘window’ has also been mentioned three times. It is possible that the open window serves as a metaphor for new life and freedom, which Mrs. Mallard has been imagining for a long time in her marriage. The first mention of the ‘window’ occurrs when Mrs. Mallard hears the news of her husband’s death and goes to her room alone, ‘there stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair.’ Through this window, Mrs. Mallard 
 ‘could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street below a peddler was crying his wares’ 
(Chopin, 1894)
In the above description, the open square symbolizes the outside world and freedom. The trees may indicate growth and the vitality of nature, suggesting the potential for new beginnings in Mrs. Mallard’s life. The window continues to symbolize liberation and freedom for the second time and third time. In the second mention, ‘there were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had met and piled one above the other in the west facing her window’ (Chopin, 1894). The sky can be seen as the symbol of freedom while the metaphorical clouds can be interpreted as Mrs. Mallard’s internal conflicts. For the last mention of the window, it seems rather straightforward. Kate Chopin (1894) directly indicated that Mrs. Mallard ‘was drinking in a very elixir of life through that open window’. Why would Mrs. Mallard always yearn for the outside world? The reasons may be that she was confined in the room both mentally and physically for a long time. The mention of the window undoubtedly reinforces the theme of escaping from repression.  
After the last glance at the outside world through the window, Mrs. Mallard seemed to be more determined and eager to explore the outside world. She imagined that ‘spring days, and summer days, and all sorts of days that would be her own’ (Chopin, 1894).  This is the reason why at this moment Mrs. Mallard eventually opens the door for her sister and ‘there was a feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of Victory’ (Chopin, 1894). It is expected by both the reader as well as Mrs. Mallard herself that when going downstairs, she is capable of going outside to obtain freedom. She may open the entrance door and walk around the square to feel the ‘new spring life’. Nevertheless, the appearance of her husband kills her expectations and hope. In her mind, the crushing of hopes is unbearable. Under such circumstances, Kate Chopin must let Mrs. Mallard die. There is no other option for Mrs. Mallard. If Mrs. Mallard had survived from the heart disease, then how would she face her marriage and her life after the illumination of freedom? Mrs. Mallard will be in an extremely miserable position as she would be again confined in the room, away from the outside world and freedom. Therefore, it is suggested that in the context of the story, death might be portrayed as a release from oppressive constraints rather than a continuation of an unsatisfying life.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK27][bookmark: OLE_LINK28]In Selina Jamil’s (2009) essay ‘Emotions in the Story of an Hour’, she argues that Mrs. Mallard’s perceptions of her husband’s presumed death are entirely based on emotions rather than rationality. It is the heroine’s ‘emotional awakening’ that eventually results in the consciousness of freedom, challenging the norms in the patriarchal society. Given the various descriptions of emotions in the story, such arguments seem to be plausible. Indeed, Mrs. Mallard’s life was ‘devoid of emotion’ until she heard the news of her husband’s death (Jamil, 2009, p. 216). The lines on her face ‘bespoke repression and even a certain strength’ (Chopin, 1894). As soon as she heard the news, she did not act like other women who often became paralyzed and incapable of accepting death. Those women were like machines powered by their husbands and when the power was cut off, they became paralyzed. On the contrary,  Mrs. Mallard ‘wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment, in her sister’s arms’ (Chopin, 1894). It may be the first time in the marriage that Mrs. Mallard felt that she was a real person with emotions. She was crying for her husband’s death by all means but more likely, she was crying for herself as well since Mrs. Mallard admitted in the story that ‘she had loved him --- sometimes. Often she had not’ (Chopin, 1894). From this moment, Mrs. Mallard was no longer an apathetic wife but a woman with strong emotions. The awakening emotion serves as the catalyst for the illumination that results in the newfound freedom. Nevertheless, for a woman with heart disease, this awakening emotion is too powerful to bear. Mrs. Mallard’s heart trouble not only represents her physical weakness but also symbolizes her unhealthy psychological state. The repression of women in the 19th century is not limited to the body but applies to the women’s minds as well. In this situation, Mrs. Mallard’s death is inevitable as the awakening of emotions is too strong to handle. The doctors are probably ‘right’ at the end of the story. It is the ‘monstrous joy’ that kills Mrs. Mallard. In her pursuit of autonomy and self-assertion, Mrs. Mallard’s tragic end demonstrates the great challenges women faced in expressing their emotions and seeking freedom during the 19th century.

Last but not least, apart from socio-cultural factors behind Mrs. Mallard’s death, it is possible that the heroine’s fatality serves as an important element in the short story writing. Kate Chopin must let her heroine die as she was trying to create ‘a sense intensity and compression’ in the short story (Poe, 1994). In order to achieve such effect, the author might use an unexpected twist in the narrative — the revelation of Mrs. Mallard’s husband being alive. Readers process the irony and tragedy of Mrs. Mallard’s destiny in a quick and emotional period. This abrupt turn of the event is essential for creating a powerful emotional impact. Moreover, as emphasized by Tucan (2014), short fictions are not a ‘lesser’ form of the novel and must be treated as a unique genre. The distinctive features of short stories include ‘brevity’, ‘limited point of view’, and ‘emphasis on closure’. The death of Mrs. Mallard becomes a focal point that captures the brevity inherent in the structure of the short story. The limited point of view mainly follows Mrs. Mallard and the ‘emphasis on closure’ is demonstrated through Mrs. Mallard’s sudden death and doctors’ ironic conclusion.

In conclusion, by critically analyzing previous literature on the death of Louise Mallard in Kate Chopin’s The Story of An Hour, the essay explores the complicated and multifaced reasons behind Louise Mallard’s fatality. I can now confidently answer the question proposed in the title ‘Must the heroine die?’ The answer is ‘Yes’. Kate Chopin must let her heroine die to demonstrate the repression of women and achieve the ironic effect in the short story.
Through the comparison with The Yellow Wallpaper, the essay first denies Toth’s assumption (1999) that Kate let Mrs. Mallard die because of publishing reasons. Influenced by feminism thoughts and stories in the late 19th century, it is unlike Kate would modify the endings to make the story published. After that, the essay continues to critically assess Yazgı’s arguments (2020) that Mrs. Mallard’s death is an attempt to fit the form of Greek tragedy. By carefully analyzing the doctors’ conclusion at the end of the story, the essay emphasizes the irony embedded in the ending and indicates Kate must let the heroine die from the heart trouble so that the repression of women can be revealed. 
In addition, the present study pays much attention to the repetition in the story due to its unique functions in the narrative. With the detailed textual analysis, the essay explains how the writer could describe repression through the heroine’s longing for freedom. At the same time, the essay also provides explanations of Mrs. Mallard’s death from the perspective of ‘emotions’, indicating the inevitability of death due to the awakening emotions. Last, the essay analyzes Mrs. Mallard’s death based on the structural features of short stories. The unexpected twist and the abrupt death have a unique effect in generating the emotional intensity. 
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