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Subverting ‘The Politics of Class’: A Marxist Rerealing of Class and Agency in
Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth
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“Nettie Struther’s frail envelope was now alive lwhope and energy: whatever fate the future reskefeeher, she
would not be cast into the refuse-heap withoutaggfle” (HoM 313)

“Every emancipation is restoration of the human world and of human relationships to man himself.” (Marx, Zur
Judenfrage)

Abstract: Wharton's portrayal of the attempts of the updess Lily and the working-class

Nettie at recovering social security turns The How$ Mirth into a rich ground for a Marxist

reading of class and gender. It leaves space tdleige the traditional Marxist notion of the

individual as a product of class. By contrastindylsi fall from the upper-class and Nettie's re-
entry to the working-class, | propose to prove ttet classical Marxist notion of class struggle
can be subjected to critique. Emancipation is naiy economic but is also the "restoration of
the human world and of human relationships to mamsklf."

Yet, though change is possible in the case ofwtbestomen, it is Nettie, not Lily, who manages
to challenge the economically deterministic viemgerent in traditional Marxism. Far from any
upper-class prejudices, Wharton seems to spot hmoghe figure of the working-class woman.
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Though Lily Bart and Nettie Struth&rsuffer the same feelings of loss and alienatiter &feing
rejected by their class members, it is Nettie,Lnlyt who eventually manages to shed the fetters
of poverty, recover her position in society andeasherself as an active member of her class.
From a Marxist viewpoint, both women are said toiv@etheir identities from the class they
belong to. Both are seen as passive products s$ staatification in a capitalist society, which
works as an antagonistic force leading to theiiadand financial downfall (Pizer 1995, 1-2).
Lily Bart is cast out by her own people (the uppkss) after her father’'s financial ruin, her
social disgrace and her later disinheritance bydemreased aunt. Likewise, Nettie Struther’s
social reputation is lost and her health deterewadfter being abandoned by a working-class
lover. The two women'’s fall from society and thsirbsequent suffering, however, makes each
of them realize the need for emancipation if shéoisassert her agency. In the novel, each
attempts to free herself from the passive iderfotged on her by her class. Lily tries hard to
resume her position among her class members. Ngégto begin anew by marrying into the
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working class and starting a family. Yet, unlike ttgs, Lily’'s attempts turn out to be a
successive series of failures.

Wharton’s portrayal of Lily’'s and Nettie’s sociatdine turns the novel into a rich ground for a
Marxist reading of class and identity. No doubt, aithn realizes that class forms identity for
both women, yet, a close reading of the novel shthas she is subversive of the traditional
Marxist views on class and identity in two wayssEithe development of events in the main
plot (Lily's social decline) and the minor plot (ttie’s social recovery) shows that the
relationship between class and identity is not wag-as traditional Marxists claim it to be. It is
a two-way relationship where identity is not ontermined by class (the economic position of
the individual), but is also determinant of it. Bhthough the individual derives his identity from
the class he belongs to, he can still free himgeth ‘class determinism’ through economic
emancipation. Second, the development of eventhentwo plots shows that emancipation
should not be singularly economic, since, in Mdrigsms, economic advancement can only be
achieved through revolutionary triumph and disroaptof social relationships. In order for it to
become socially effective, economic emancipationtbaake on a human dimension.

In the novel, the challenge to the class-identitylae is represented in the characters of Lily and
Nettie. Therefore, by contrasting Lily’s fall frothe upper-class with Nettie’s re-entry into the
working-class, the study shows that the classicabxdt notion of the individual as a product of
his class can be subjected to critique. As Lily Alattie realize the restricting effect class has on
the individual in the capitalist society, they wadfree themselves from this system by asserting
their right to construct an identity free from dastratification. Such attempts on the part of the
two women show that the novel stresses the impoetah emancipation. Yet, Lily’s failure at
achieving financial security and Nettie’'s successegovering her lost positionot through
economic advancement or revolutionary triumph qaedhe nature of emancipation Marxism
calls for. Far from being singularly economic, ewipation, as seen in the novel, proves to have
a human dimension. It is, as in the case of Nethie,“restoration of the human world and of
human relationships to man himself” (1844, 46).

Karl Marx: A Struggle of Classes and A Call for Emancipation

It is worthwhile shedding light on the Marxist rarts of class, identity and emancipation before
applying them to the way Lily and Nettie changehia novel. To begin with, Marx believes that
history is best explained in terms of class stregddrawing on the Hegelian dialectic of
history" he argues that the different historical, politiGaid economic phases (serfdom,
feudalism, capitalism, socialism) are theses tlatain “the seeds of [their] own destruction”
(2010, 1), i.e. the antitheses. The shift from phase to another, i.e. from one thesis to another,
is what causes history to evolve in time and whattes, as a result, the social being called

‘man’. And since man is a creation of this procefsevolution, he is more or less constituted as
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a passive bearer of an ideological position imposecim by his economic status. In other
words, man becomes the product of his class aseeis to act upon the identity conferred upon
him by his social positioli.

The base/superstructure metaphor, a model of igtjion devised by Marx, helps explain how
history, which takes the form of class struggletetdwmines the way identity is constituted by
class. InThe Communist Manife§1848), Marx notes that history is a product afssl struggle
indicating that the base of any human organizaéioa particular stage in time stems from its
economic status (economic determinism) and thaerotbrms, whether cultural, social or
economic, are no more than ‘superstructures’ grgwint of this base and reproducing it.

Emancipation from this imposed subjectivity can yordome through what Marx calls
‘revolutionary triumph’ over the dominant class, iglhis in most cases achieved by disrupting
human and social relationships in society. Yet, vah@uld not be neglected is the fact that Marx
denies not the role human and social relationspigg in freeing the individual from a class-
based form of identity. In “Zur Judenfrage” (“Onetldewish Question”) (1844), a Marxist
document written in response to a Hegelian accbynBruno Baueon the attempt of Jews to
achieve_political emancipatioim Prussid, Marx stresses the human aspect of emancipation
which is not only achieved through economic adveres® and/or revolutionary triumph over
the wielders of power in the capitalist societyt tiwough “a restoration of the human world and
of human relationships of man to himself’ (46). §hows that though Marxism introduces
change primarily through economic advancement, rble of human agency and social
relationships is not totally undermined. In fatie tZur Judenfrage” quote underpins the human
aspect of class revolution indicating that what egakistory is not only class struggle, but also
the actions of the individuals who participate Imststruggle. For the Marx we hear in “Zur
Judenfrage”, the human factor is not altogethented; it is one of the means by which history is
constructed and interpreted: “History is not liken® individual person, who uses men to
achieve its ends. History is nothing but the agiohmen in pursuit of their ends” (322).

In the novel, the challenge to the conventionaliamotof ‘progress through economic
advancement’ is clear in the change Lily and Nettiperience. Though the two women are,
from a Marxist viewpoint, seen as products of themss upbringing, both work to free
themselves from this imposed form of identity. CignMarxists would argue, is a must
especially in the case of Nettie. Yet, it is in thegure of this change that the challenge to the
traditional Marxist concept of emancipation liehid explains why it is eventually Nettie’s
attempts, not Lily’s, bring forth change in the pioe sense. Unlike Lily’s, Nettie’s social
recovery comes through the recovery of lost humalationships, not through economic
advancement or revolutionary resistance.

The New York Society: A Moneyed Class Structure

It is clear that Wharton has choséne House of Mirti{1905) to be an upper-class novel. As a
member of an old-moneyed New York family, Whartosswvell aware of the transitional phase
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the American society has been going through staftiom the second half of the nineteenth
century. She herself has been resentful to sud¢taage and tried in her novels to shed light on
the negative aspects it resulted in. In what caater ko be termed as ‘The Gilded Afjén the
history of America, the years between 1876 and 1®@dessed the birth of an era of great
industrial expansion in railroads, shipping, thecktmarket and banking as well as a change in
the class structure of the society. The rise oé&-moneyed class, theuveaux richeswhich
shuffled the older structure and resulted in anridigeable gap between the rich and the poor,
has turned the American society into a moneyedespa@nd has threatened the strict sense of
morality and strong family ties of older generasioin her introduction to the novel, Cynthia
Griffin Wolff (1985) remarks that the old New Yoskciety, represented mainly in the old Dutch
families and the Yankees (Americans of English de¢cwas gradually being displaced starting
from the middle of the nineteenth century. In ilace, a new-moneyed class was rising. Unlike
its predecessor, the new New York class was knawrts moral laxity, loose family ties and
shallow artistic sense. Wolff also notes that whilke old New Yorkers had their connections and
strict code of ethics to establish their family remthe new New Yorkers “had money, a great
deal of money” (viii) instead.

Though the new class brought with it an increaseha national wealth, it has turned the
American society into an extended marketplace whekerything, including human
relationships, was judged by its materialistic ealu

No longer touched by family values, not interestedhtellectual pursuits, immune to all

but the most shallow artistic sensibilities, theagrnewly moneyed families of New York
created a gala world of solid gold...but most of thesuveaux riches cared very little for
the aesthetic value of the objects they purchaBeely cared only about flaunting the fact
that they had limitless money to spend. (ix)

Wolff’'s words show that the new-moneyed did notd&v work as hard as their predecessors to
establish their names and accumulate their fortunegct, investing money in the stock market
meant exerting the least effort while gaining thesmbenefit. Having no regular job like the
working-class and no particular field of intereitel the old upper-class, people like Simon
Rosedale and Gus Trenor in Wharton’s novel spkeil time lunching and partying, and have
their money doubled, or sometimes tripled, by thd ef the day. Their lifestyle replaces the
traditional American values of industry and hardrikvavith the bad habit of gossip, a change
which, in the novel, has had the effect of turning Wall Street society into a wild place where
survival is only for the ones with the means ar@wlays to do so.

Under this new-moneyed force, the American socetyired a new stratification. In the novel,
the nouveaux-richeslike the Dorsets and the Van Osburghs, reprefese with the social

power and financial means to control every singleeat of life in this society. The Upstarts, the
class immediately after theouveaux-richesrepresent the wealthy Americans from the Mid-
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West, like Mrs. Hatch, and successful immigrankg the Jew Simon Rosedale. The facilitators,
like Mrs. Carry Fisher, represent those who heipritirthe two other classes socially so that they
would be accepted by the rich upon their entry istaiety. The working-class, like Nettie
Struther and the charwoman, represent the poorgnamis who flooded in from Europe and had
to work to make ends meet (Wolff 1985, viii-ix).

Being the center of social life and the sourcamdricial income, the new-moneyed class was the
one to determine the codes of behavior and soelalionships in America’s capitalist society at
the turn of the century. In the novel, Wharton pays the New York moneyed-class as the class
governing social and financial relationships nolyohetween its members, but also with
members of other classes. And since money is ikandrforce of all activities and relationships
of this class, Wharton tells us that it (money),amalogy, becomes the driving force by which
social activities and relationships between thasgland other classes are governed. In fact, the
novel shows that every single act is measured ®yedonomic/materialistic value to the
moneyed-class code of ethics. In “Debasing Exchakdéh Wharton’sThe House of Mirth
(1985), Wai-Chee Dimock denounces the Wall Streéties as ones steeped in the marketplace
ethics of exchange (1). Almost all characters ia tlovel, the new-moneyed New Yorkers in
particular, speak the voice of the marketplace thiaccording to Dimock, legitimates a
transactional language of exchange. Words likee'stments, returns, interests, payments’ are
recurrently heard throughout the novel from différeharacters and in different places (not only
the marketplace) and situations, making it clear thee reader that the economy of the
marketplace is infused into all aspects of sodfal &and human conduct in the Wall Street
capitalist society. To use the words of Dimock, plogver of the marketplace and its economy is
not singularly present in places where stock exgaarand business transactions are carried out,
but also in its ability to

...reproduce itself, in its ability to assimilate eytbding else into its domain. As a
controlling logic, a mode of human conduct and haraasociation, the marketplace is
everywhere and nowhere, ubiquitous and invisibladés its shadow even the most
private affairs take on the essence of the busitrassactions, for the realm of human
relations is fully contained within an all-encomgiag business ethic. (1)

Wharton also shows that money is not the only ueedency to carry out successful

transactions in the Wall Street society. In thealpshe depicts different types of markets that
copy the stock market and conform to the politiEsansumerism. The ‘marriage market’ and

the ‘social market' are two other forms of capgtlimarkets that promote transactional
exchanges and require payment, though not alwayseiriorm of money, if these transactions
are to materialize.

Similarly, the new-moneyed class maintains a bgsili&e relationship with the working-class.
For the rich, the poor only exist to be employedmym or to increase their wealth. Other than
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that, they are non-existent. Socially, an unbritigegap sets the worlds of the two classes apart
and blocks any possibility for communication outsttie frameworks of money and business. If
they are forced to communicate with them, the nduld treat them with an air of superiority
and aloofness. In the novel, this is clear in tiet that the reader can hardly find a business-free
encounter between the rich and the poor excepthiorone that takes place between Lily and
Nettie towards the end of the novel.

Yet, as part of this society, the working-classlso driven by the economy of the marketplace.
Even though the poor do not own the means to cbttieo marketplace or even to carry out
business transactions, they live by these termstiém, money is the one and only means for
survival, and getting a job is the only way to sedtt Wharton might not have showed how the
politics of consumerism permeates the working-ctatstionships in detail (sincEhe House of
Mirth is more of an upper-class novel), yet a closeingadhows that though working-class
relationships are not governed as much as uppss-odationships by the marketplace economy,
they are, nevertheless, not completely devoid.dhiMrs. Regina’s millinery, for instance, the
relationship between the working-class women seemase genuine than the relationship
between the upper-class women. They even seemue &astrong sense of solidarity and
belongingness, a fact seen in their rejection bft.ipresence, a former upper-class woman, in
the place they work in: “She knew she was an olpédriticism and amusement to the other
work-women” HoM 284)

Contrary to what is expected, those women do naing® feel embittered by the inferior social
position they hold and the limited financial sow@ecessible to them; they seem to have come
to terms with the fact that, for them, money wiivays be a necessity for survival, not a means
for luxury. At the same time, the fact that Lily i more the upper-class woman, whose
abundant financial resources gives her an air pésarity, changes not the way they look at her.
For them, even if money becomes a means for surinvaer case, her presence remains odd
amongst them. Apparently, Wharton is trying to shibat, in Marxist terms, loss of financial
means does not make an upper-class member welcoomgéahis inferiors; for, as in the case of
Lily, he can never come to understand how monegasto be a luxury and becomes a burden.

It is in such a context that Lily and Nettie areegented to the reader. As members of this
society, they learn to behave according to the thay are brought up by their class, and this, in
the novel, has the effect of putting them underptessure to conform if they are to be accepted
by members of their class. Even before they areudio together through Gerty Farish’s
philanthropic work, Lily and Nettie seem to havensthing in common. They both derive their
identities from the class they belong to. And sitteey belong to two different classes, each is
brought up differently and trained by her classsé® herself and her relation to society in
different ways.
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Lily Bart: “Why! The beginning was in my cradle, | suppose- In the way | was brought up,
and the things | was taught to care for. Or no- | van’t blame anybody for my faults: I'll
say it was in my blood...” HoM 229)

As an upper-class woman, Lily is exposed to a addeehavior that is more or less governed by
the marketplace economy. Conformity, in her cass, ih the ability to live by this code and to
acquire an identity that fits with it. Speakingtbe role the stock market plays in the lives of
Wharton’s characters in “Edith Wharton as Econom#gt Economist Interpretation ofhe
House of Mirthand The Age of Innocent€2008), Jenny B. Wahl introduces Lily a ‘willing
victim’ (3) who is not only aware of the businesansactions and the marketplace economy by
which her class is governed, but is also willingrteest whatever talents she has to achieve the
same kind of economic success. In fact, Lily resizarly in the novel that the market is
controlled by the ones with the most successfuéstiments. She also realizes that her father’'s
bankruptcy and her being a woman, an unmarried luanes already denied her the chance to be
among the successful investors.

Lacking the financial means, Lily finds herselfded to look for alternative ways through which
she can become one of those successful investoeski®g to Gerty Farish of the reason why
she has been doomed to a life of servitude, Likgsohat “the beginning was in [her] cradle...In
the way [she] was brought up” (HoM 229). Broughtlypa mother who hated nothing as she did
poverty and dinginess, Lily internalizes from amlyage the decorative/ornamental role of the
upper-class femald. She also realizes, as her mother does, that laéefather's death and
bankruptcy, she has her beauty only to rely orhé s to recover her lost position among her
class. To use the words of Dimock (1985), Whartgnstagonist is “clearly caught up in the
ethics of exchange” (1). Like other girls of heasd, she is raised to believe that the only
‘profession’ she is trained for is making a goodrmage. And since Lily lacks the financial
means to make her the prospective wife any weagéntleman wishes to have, she has to rely
on her beauty as the last “human merchandise” (Bkni) and “the last asset in their fortunes”
(HoM 34) to find herself the buyer who would be willitgpay the demanded amount in return.

Lily’s marriage transaction, however, is not asilgecarried out as one expects. For though she
possesses “the only raw material of conquiesi 34), her beauty, to “convert it into success”
(HoM 34), Wharton argues that other “arts are requifetiM 34) to put it into use. In such a
society, Lily has to play the role dictated by bkxss to get what she wants (Showalter 1985, 1-
2). And for the kind of girl brought up by such atimer, Lily proves to be an expert at playing
society’s game; that of the beautiful girl in hwfta wealthy husband. In the novel, she is
repeatedly seen contriving to lay hands on oné@Wall Street wealthy men and is even feared
by many prospective mothers-in-law for her conmgvaiaracter. On her way to Bellomont, she
tries to seduce Percy Gryce and is on the vergauofess hadn’t Bertha Dorset interfered to
disrupt the fast flow of events. To lay hands omclPesryce’s fortune, Lily is even ready to
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become to him “what his Americana had hitherto beéba one possession in which he took
sufficient pride to spend money on itigM 49).

Realizing, however, that the marriage transactien@anned well for is not going to work, Lily
starts looking for an alternative means to cover ihereasing expenses. This time, Lily’s
attempts are not directed at a well-off husband, dbiua well-off businessman. Instead of the
well-off unmarried Percy Gryce, Lily chooses thellvo#f married Gus Trenor. lronically
enough, her choice proves to be promising this tifoe though Percy Gryce has grown
“eloquent under her receptive gazeloM 20), he is not as willing as Gus Trenor to accephe

of Lily’'s unreserved behaviors. Wharton notes tfat Lily, Gus Trenor serves as the gate
through which she could ensure her entry and |ldag & the active business world of Wall
Street. As he eludes her into believing that ske,dther business figures, has become an active
participant in the Wall Street stock market, Lilgases to worry herself about finding another
wealthy gentleman to marry. Leaving Bellomont, Udaves behind the “hateful fate4¢M 25)
that has kept her in bondage to other people’s wiionso long. In a magical moment, “the two
lines at her mouth’HoM 28) seem to disappear, and life, which seemee tthe mockery she
had thought it three days agdidM 50) seemed to make lots of “room for hddoM 50) now.

The more the reader gets acquainted with Lily,ntioge he realizes that she is not only a victim
of her upbringing and class, but also an accomptideer victimization (Kassanoff 2000,1). In
fact, Wharton notes that her protagonist has “alidic sense of being drawn from one wrong
turning to another without ever perceiving the tighad till it was too late to take itHoM 117).
Lily’s obsession with money and her inability ta ¢® of any of the luxuries of the upper-class
lifestyle are also said to lead to her social d@aNnf

In thetableaux vivant&" Lily’s tendency to reproduce the market's econdsngeen at its peak.
By participating in the Brys tableaux, she seemapgprove not only of the capitalist society’s
way of identifying women as mere consumers of lyxgoods but also of turning them into
human goods for sale. During the performance, &ilphysical beauty is turned into a
‘materialistic asset’, which, she is sure, wherddar with money, would ensure her social and
financial well-being.

By accepting the reductive role forced on her by dlass, Lily is denying herself the right to
assert her individuality. She might seem, in thedsaf Wharton, to have “a touch of poetry in
her beauty” HoM 134), yet this sense of artistic creativity is aliled by her readiness to weigh
its value in financial terms. In “Lily Bart as Astiin Wharton’sThe House of Mirth(2010),
Leslie Backer quotes Wharton to argue that, whad ne Marxist terms, Lily’s artistic creativity
can be seen as a form of ‘self-promotion’:

Her dramatic instinct was roused by the choiceubjexts...but the keenest of all was the
exhilaration of displaying her own beauty under ewnaspect: of showing that her
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loveliness was no more fixed quality, but an elensfraping all emotions to fresh forms
of grace. HoM 131)

By accepting to represent her beauty in physiagahgeLily is not only reducing herself into an
object for consumption, but is also relinquishireg hight to construct her identity away from her
class upbringing.

The fact that Lily could easily adapt herself t@ berroundings (social rehabilitation) leads also
to her social ruin. Early in the novel, Wharton atédses Lily as “malleable as waxHOM 53)
and as “a water-plant in the flux of tidesHqM 53) indicating that regardless of her
surroundings and her company, Lily is always ableehew herself in new conditions. At one
level, Lily’s ability to socially rehabilitate hezf shows that Wharton dooms not her protagonist
to complete failure, but leaves some space for natation. Nevertheless, Lily's social
pliability makes her more of a product of her clapbringing. At one point in the novel, Selden
describes Lily as an amphibious being, who, thoipgiised on the brink of a chasnmHeM 192)
every time she is abandoned by one of her classbeencan, through “the illusion of distance”
(HoM 192), renew herself. In fact, Selden realizes thatigh the change of scenery and the
change of faces might have helped Lily find anratiive financial source of income for some
time, the talent she has for self-renewal doessage her from social ruin. On the contrary, it
causes to alienate her the more from herself. Bedlgf even her upper-class people cease to see
her presence in new places and among new peopgadhg. For them, Lily becomes a bore.

Nettie Struther: “destined to be swept pre-maturelyinto the social refuse-heap” KloM 313)

As a working-class woman, Nettie is not broughttage decorative. On the contrary, she is
taught that since the market is controlled by thesowith the financial means, there is never
time for a poor woman to spend on her looks ancaggmce. Even if she had the time to do so,
the lack of financial means would make her abantienmerest idea of doing so. Without the
sufficient means, she is pressured to conformd¢ode other than the code of beauty the upper-
class woman conforms to. In her case, it is theécof work’, and conformity, according to it,
means that the working-class girl is brought uppégproductive and has, therefore, to be taught
the needed skills and talents to help her becomteopthe market and make a living.

Nevertheless, it is not only the need to find a goldl be productive that dooms Nettie in the
novel. Through her relationship with the new-mormkgkass, Nettie is turned into a passive tool
employed by those people to serve their financitdrests. Getting a job means not, therefore,
that she has become an active participant in th&ehaQuite the opposite, it means that she is
used only to reinstitute the rich in power andedproduce the same class system through which
she is given this passive identity. To add to thisttie’'s personal life proves to be even more
tragic. Abandoned by a lover who had promised toryniaer, Nettie feels the double burden of
being a woman and a working-class member in aaeggtisociety. Socially, she has risked her
reputation and ended up as the ‘talk of the tows'.in the case of Lily, the loss of reputation
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dooms Nettie to feelings of loss and alienatiore Bmot only doomed for not conforming to the
economic codes governing relationships in the ahgitsociety, but also for trying to turn those
economic relationships into human ones (in the oaber lover).

Lily’s participation in charity work leads to thedident where she and Nettie Struther are
brought together before her death. The readerlds towards the end of the novel, that the
money Lily donates goes to a working-class womdleadettie whose health has deteriorated
and whose lover has abandoned her leaving herllgadisgraced and heartbroken. Ironically, it
is the money Lily gets from Trenor that helps tliré rgcover her health and gives her a push to
reintegrate herself to her surroundings. Lily, ofise, is kept in the dark as to how her charity is
invested and what wonders it makes. It is latehi@ novel (after she meets Nettie and her
daughter) that she is made to know the truth. ¢t 1aly’s meeting with Nettie and her daughter
gives the novel's last pages a new meaning and &ddse irony behind the novel’s ending
(Lily’s death). Lily, the upper-class woman whosigpposed to have the means to lead a more
comfortable life is outstepped by Nettie, the wagkclass girl who barely has the means to help
her recover her health. As a matter of fact, iNettie’s ability to rise beyond the hopeless
situation she finds herself in that makes Lily’# feom the upper-class more tragic. Despite the
fact that the two women are cast out by the memobktkeir classes, Lily’s re-entry into the
upper-class proves to more difficult, if not impibés, when compared to Nettie’s re-entry into
the working-class.

Lily Bart and Nettie Struther: Towards a New ‘Politics of Class’

As the events develop, both women come to reaheerneed to free themselves from the
inhibiting effect class has on them. They bothrmagie though with varying degrees of success,
to challenge their class’ norms and to assert tight to a class-free identity. Such attempts are
primarily seen in their challenge to the notionswoik, marriage and human relationships in the
capitalist society.

Unlike Lily, Nettie is not brought up to be decavat On the contrary, she is trained from an
early age to see herself as a breadwinner ancetgetéing a job as the only means for survival.
Speaking to Lily of the suffering she has beenufloas a working-class girl, Nettie notes that
“work girls are n’t looked after the way [she iahd they don't always know how to look after
themselves” KloM 315). Instead, they are taught the skills and taléimey need to enter the

marketplace and become efficient workers. Lily alsmembers that when she first met Nettie:

She had known [her] as one of the discouraged msctof over-work and anaemic
parentage: one of the superfluous fragments oflif&ined to be swept pre-maturely into
the social refuse-heap. HOM 313)

In the eyes of the upper-class Lily, having a iplthe reason why Nettie is ‘anaemic’ and
‘destined to be swept pre-maturely into the somélise-heap’. While Lily’s thoughts seem to
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reflect part of the truth behind the suffering loé tworking-class, they seem to discard the other
part of this truth; the one showing that the conadp'work’ has a different meaning for the
working-class. For the poor, work is not a choitequals the effort the worker exerts to make
life better and to ensure a financial source obme. In fact, it is the ‘seriousness’ of what work
means for a work-girl that Lily fails to understaadd ends up equating with being ‘over-
worked’ and ‘anaemic’.

For Lily, however, having to work means losing kecial position. And since she is raised to be
decorative, her work experience proves to be a tatmfailure. Wharton notes in the novel that
Lily’s “untutored fingers were still blundering ovéhe rudiments of the tradeHOM 285) and
that, as a breadwinner, “she was likely to provéelpless and ineffectualHoM 285). As an
upper-class girl, the only ‘profession’ for whichesis trained is getting married to a wealthy
upper-class gentleman who would secure her findypaeidgthout the need to get a job. Failing to
do so leads to social and financial ruin since Isa& no other skill to help her sustain herself.
This is why Lily finds herself not only helplessefher father’s financial ruin, but also forced to
stay under the control of her aunt for financiastenance. Had she learnt any skill, Wharton
argues, she would have been able to depend onfffersa living. Later, when she realizes that
her aunt’'s meager sustenance is far too littleowec the increasing expenses of the luxurious
upper-class lifestyle she is leading, she deciddedk for other sustaining sources. Finding a
job, of course, is no alternative to consider. Ttalee tries seducing Trenor into investing her
‘humble’ resources in the stock market. After thieeweabouts of this questionable investment
begin to show to people around her and after slabasit to be socially disgraced, she tries her
hand at another ‘upper-class profession’, thahefdocial facilitator. Joining the Dorsets’ cruise
to the Mediterranean, Lily is attested the taskkeéping George Dorset blind to his wife’s
extramarital affairs. Again, unlike Nettie’s sersoand industrious efforts to make a living, Lily’s
attempts are steeped into an upper-class luxufifastyle. The concept of work for the spoilt
Lily is ironically one devoid of the ‘exerting offferts’ found among the members of the
working-class. Similar to the kind of life she usedlead in Wall Street, Lily’s life on the
Sabrinais spent on lunching, feasting and partying tdl heputation is once more ruined. The
social decline Lily suffers at the hands of Bertiiaes her to descend the more down the social
ladder leaving her in a situation where work-forrrep becomes a must for survival.

Even here, Lily chooses not to abandon her up@eschotion of work. She chooses to go on
working as a social secretary although this times vith the less refined new-moneyed Mrs.
Gormer and Mrs. Hatch. Bertha’'s destructive infeeerfollows her, however, making it
impossible for Lily to be accepted even among theke needed her social orientation to enter
the upper-class society. Eventually, Lily finds dedf forced to identify with a new concept of
work; that of the working-class. Sharing other wiogkclass women the job of hat-making, Lily
is brought face to face with the concept of workninich manual effort is only rewarded with
money. Of course, since Lily is not trained to sthtbevneeded industry and consistency, she fails

www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and Educatio gt

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:5, Issue:1, January 2016

to be as productive as any of the working-clasis gind eventually loses her job and the chance
to be accepted among her inferiors.

When compared to Lily’s, Nettie’s attempts to fleself from the restrictions imposed on her
by her class are also strengthened by the roleiagarand motherhood play in her life. It cannot
be denied that for both women marriage serves safedy net. Yet, while the kind of security
marriage gives Lily is financial, it is social seity that Nettie looks for in marriage. Having
experienced how harsh it is to be abandoned bysdoeger, Nettie feels emotionally bankrupt
and her health even deteriorates, whereas Lilylgr&ato find a wealthy husband makes her feel
financially, not emotionally, vulnerable. Ironicaknough, it is the working-class, not the upper-
class, notion of marriage that seems to have artiemadly and socially healing effect in the
novel. In the case of Nettie, marriage helps hemdson her feet and recover her position among
her class members. What is more, marriage secerefinncially, emotionally and socially. As
she sits in the warm kitchen of the Struthers, kdgpnembers Nettie’s words about her husband.
The fact that Nettie Khnew that hdgher husbandknew about hér(HoM 320) has helped her
restore the socially disrupted relationships dftarfirst experience and has given her the chance
for a new start. With the help of her husband, ide#t also able to ascend the social ladder and
reestablish herself as a reputable woman: “it laidn the two to build the nest; the man’s faith
as well as the woman’s courag¢igqM 320). Moreover, the fact that she has become aenoth
adds to her ability to see things away from theemalistic framework of relationships in the
capitalist society. Like marriage, motherhood helNettie retie the socially disrupted
relationships with her class.

Speaking of male-female relationships in Whartamsld, Dimock (1985) argues that marriage
among the Wall Street upper-class is governed byettonomy of its market. It amounts to
nothing more than a business transaction in whieh marty makes an offer and a second party
pays for this offer to make it materialize. In thevel, Rosedale’s offer to save Lily from
Bertha's schemes and marry her is no more tharseéss transaction through which he offers
Lily financial security in return for getting a veifwho would help him enter the high class and be
accepted by its members. Unlike Nettie’s husbarmkeldale refuses to risk his reputation by
marrying the socially disgraced Lily and gettinghiog in return, even though deep down he is
completely sure that Bertha’s accusations are n@ ith@an mere feminine jealousies.

Unlike her relationship with Rosedale, Lily’s retatship with Selden helps her challenge the
upper-class notion of marriage. Himself aversivéh® upper-class ways of encumbering one’s
individuality (the female’s in particular), Seldspeaks to Lily about the need to construct her
identity away from what her class dictates. Theahdaonically opens with Lily’s secret visit to
the flat of the unmarried Selden. This visit, ictfas one way through which Lily rejects the
restrictions imposed on her by her class. The amatien that ensues between them is also
subversive of the conventional talk that takes @lhetween a man and a woman in such a
society. It is ironic that Lily is at her best aself-willed individual in this scene. The reader

| www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and Educationgies

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:5, Issue:1, January 2016

notices that she is not the typical girl raisedfitccertain upper-class ways of behavior. She
appears to know exactly what she wants and howhépes her future. She even seems to
appreciate how valuable independence and indiviguate, “to have a place like this to one’s
self!” (HoM 7), and how difficult things are for the uppersddemale, “What a miserable thing
it is to be a woman!”"HoM 7). In fact, Lily seems to realize that the kinfdiaentity forced on
her by her class chains her to a hateful futurergvhe girl must” succumb to social norms while
“a man may if he choosesHpM 12). Right from the start, the reader realizesSaslen clearly
does, that though Lily might seem the perfect enthedt of her class upbringing, she is, in the
words of Dimock (1985), “something of a rebel” (Belden even wonders if it is “possible that
she belonged to the same raddbi/ 5) of her class.

Such rebellious tendencies on the part of Lily moe consistent though. They are momentarily
sustained by the short and infrequent meetings $eélden. In a walk Lily takes with Selden
during their visit to Bellomont, Selden talks tdyLof the ‘True Republic of the Spirit’ which, he
explains, conforms to no norms but to its own. 8elsl Emersonian ideas appeal to Lily who
feels eager to venture into this untrodden realchlase by its laws. She is overwhelmed by the
newness of the experience and is even willing tedke her class luxuries to become a citizen in
a country where “one has to find the way to onel§’ §HoM 68) on his own. Yet, it is not too
long before the reader realizes that Lily's Emeraorself is “so little accustomed to go alone”
(HoM 70), and that, in the words of Wharton, it is Bakft “gasping for air in a little black
prisonhouse of fearsHoM 64). Marriage, for Lily, remains a means for fingh security till
the very end. Regardless of how strong her Emexsolnve for Selden is, it never seems to
transcend the materialism to which marital relahips are reduced in the upper-class society.

The fact that social relationships among membeth®fworking-class are not solely governed
by the market’s politics of consumerism as so@#tionships among the upper class is another
reason why Nettie’s attempts to challenge her al@ésinging prove to be more successful than
Lily’s. In fact, Nettie’'s relationship with her da members, with the exception of that with her
previous lover, proves to be more human and lederiabstic than any of Lily’'s upper-class
relationships. Thus, at the time that Lily’s acauances find it easy to betray or abandon her in
order to preserve their personal interests, Nett@tquaintances do not. Her husband, for
instance, helps her establish a more human retdtiprwith the people around her. As she meets
Lily towards the end of the novel, Nettie reminds lof how her charitable donations have
helped her recover her health and start a new life:

Only it's so lovely having you here, and lettinguysee just how you've helped me.’ The
baby had sunk back blissfully replete, and MrsutBir softly rose to lay the bottle aside.
Then, she posed before Miss Bart. ‘I only wish wildohelpyou- but | suppose there’s
nothing on earth | could do,” she murmured wistfu(HoM 315).
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The fact that Nettie acknowledges Lily’s role ielfing her re-enter society establishes more of
a human relationship between the two women. Thahghwo of them belong to two different
classes, the relationship between them is not clbedr by the one with the more financial
power. On the contrary, it is one tinged with a lnnouch and this gives the bereaved Lily one
more chance to re-enter society and find meaningdolife.

A close look at upper-class relationships, howeskows that they lack the human factor found
between members of the working-class. Bertha Doieetexample, finds it easy and even
justifiable to disrupt her relationship with Lilynd disgrace her to protect herself from being
talked of. She even goes as far as to ruin heabkogputation with her later employers to keep
hers intact. Similarly, Lily’'s aunt chooses to fake her niece and disinherit her as soon as she
gets news that she is being talked of. Though at-@ece relationship is supposed to transcend
the politics of consumerism by which other busimesstionships are controlled, Mrs. Peniston’s
and Lily’s does not. In fact, Mrs. Peniston seedimm her relationship with her niece an easy
thing to do once her interests are put on risk. 8&n chooses to weigh the value of her
relationship with Lily with the amount of money sleaves her after her death. Like Bertha
Dorset, Mrs. Peniston chooses to overlook the huaspect of her relationship with Lily and to
turn it into a business transaction where valweiermined by how much she gets in return.

Lily’s challenge to the materialistic relationshiggsveloped between members of the upper-class
is strengthened by her relationship with Gerty $farLike her cousin Selden, Ms Farish is not
the typical product of her class. She refuses tsymithe same ends; that of getting married to a
wealthy husband to ensure financial support. Sle® goes far as to have, like Selden, * a room
of her own’ where she does not find herself fortedonform to any of the materialistic upper-
class behaviors and habits. During her recurresitsvio her place, Lily is fascinated by the idea
that a woman can be financially independent anc lzaplace of her own. Yet, the dinginess of
the place and the shabbiness of its belongings snlake change her mind immediately. At the
very end of the day, Lily sees her aunt’s repressikawing room more liberating than Gerty
Farish’s independent rooms.

Moreover, the fact that Lily’s relationship with M&arish brings her together with members of
the working-class helps her turn some of the ecacaliy-determined relationships in the
capitalist society into human ones. Early in thealothe reader is told that Ms Farish’s center of
attention is charity work. Being unmarried andndiyion her own, she has the time needed to
devote to philanthropic work, especially in relatito working-class women. Through Ms
Farish’s philanthropic activities, Lily is set ap&nom the upper-class prejudices for a while and
is made able to see things in clearer light. Shals® encouraged to participate in similar
activities where she actually helps one of the pgids, the later Nettie Struther, recover her
health from an anaemic lung disease. Lily’s pgstition in charity work gives her more
confidence in her ability to transcend the decweatole she is raised to fit by her class. Sheis n
longer the good-for-nothing beautiful girl in puitsof a rich husband. Far from this, she
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becomes an active member of society and begirnseld'd new interest in herself as a person of
charitable instincts”HoM 112). It also helps free her from the money-gogdrrelationships
connecting her to her class members. Even aftersstheeply wronged by her own people, Lily
still abhors Rosedale’s offer to bargain with Barilsing the letters for her reputation. Deep
down, Lily makes it a point to herself that eveslik is not “used to recovery at high levels,” the
meanness of her class “won’t validate her sacnficher honor and morality"HoM 300).
Through charity, Lily is also able to establish emtwuman relationships with her inferiors. The
relationship she develops with Nettie towards the ef the novel is what eventually saves her
from spiritual death and leaves her satisfied.

What irritates Lily, however, when she looks batkiar philanthropic experience, is that the
source of the money she donates is already codwpté the transactions and business world of
the marketplace. At the back of her mind, Lily abukver forget that the amount of money she
helps the working-class girls with is Gus Trenorist hers, and this leaves her helpless under
the power of the moneyed system. She even feelsaliher efforts to establish a more human
and a less materialistic relationship with the wuagkclass girls are getting her no where.

Conclusion: Wharton’s Hope for the ‘Working-Class’

It cannot be doubted that class plays a cruci@ imlshaping the identities of Lily and Nettie in
the novel. As an upper-class woman, Lily is brougtto be decorative, to get married and to
see money as a means for social sustenance. Askangralass woman, Nettie is brought up to
be a breadwinner and to see money as a means kangrends meet. Yet, the fact that the two
women see the identity forced on them by theirsclamiting turns the novel into a rich ground
for a deconstructive reading of the Marxist notimfsclass and identity. In the novel, both
women try to challenge their class identity, yéamge, in the case of Lily is not as tangible as in
the case of Nettie.

Deep down, Lily refuses to fit into the decoratiede she is brought up to by her class. Every
time a marriage arrangement seems to take plaeesedms to subconsciously react against it.
Yet, Lily is all the way weighed down by the delighand luxuries of the upper-class, and
therefore finds it hard to do without them. As Wharnotes:

...after all, it was the life she had been madedwery dawning tendency in her had been
carefully directed toward it, all her interests aactivities had been taught to center
around it. She was like some rare flower grownefdmnibition, a flower from which every
bud had been nipped except the crowning blossameolbeauty.floM 317)

Nettie, on the other hand, shows more strength getdrmination in challenging her class
restrictions. Though she is as socially rejectedlisis, she manages to gather up the ashes of
her old self and start anew:
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Nettie Struther’s frail envelope was now alive witbpe and energy: whatever fate the
future reserved for her, she would not be cast theorefuse-heap without a struggle.
(HoM 313)

No doubt, Nettie could not have been able to devisloout the help of the people around her;
Lily, Ms Farish and her husband. Yet, the main seawhy Nettie could challenge her class
upbringing and assert her individuality lies in ladility to turn the materialistic relationships

holding her to the members of her class and otlesses in the capitalist society to human
relationships. Rather than disrupting the relatigmsvith Lily or making use of it to accomplish

economic advancement, Nettie chooses to restoserdiationship and give it a more human
meaning.

It cannot be denied, however, that Lily also attemmip free herself from the business-like
relationships of her class, yet, since she hasheallway regarded money as the one and only
means to make possible her re-entry into society, ditempts are more or less destined to
failure. For Lily, money is not only a currency dst carry out business transactions in the
marketplace; it becomes the only currency with Whsocial relationships are established and
maintained. Though she manages to free herself finenmoney-syndrome at some points in the
novel, the desire to own it, enjoy it and secungrévents her from envisioning a life without its
luxuries. It is only after burning the letters iel@en’s flat and meeting Nettie and her daughter
on her way home that Lily comes to see the worth afoney-free human relationship, yet for
the weakling self inside her, the “restoration afrtan relationships” (1844: 46) is more easily
accomplished in death rather than in life. With piigal in her hand and the bank statement with
Gus Trenor's name on the desk, Lily proves thattvah@ has failed to accomplish in life, she
could eventually accomplish in death:

That was the feeling which possessed her now-dbknfy of being something rootless
and ephemeral, mere spindrift of the whirling scefaf existence, without anything to
which the poor little tentacles of self could clingfore the awful flood submerged them.
(HoM 319)

Though both women'’s lives change drastically towatte end of the novel, this change takes
different forms. Nettie’s life changes to the bettehile change in the case of Lily takes the
form of social decline and financial ruin. Far framy upper-class prejudices, Wharton seems to
spot hope in her New York upper-class noVéle House of Mirthin the figure of the working-
class woman. Unlike the upper-class Lily, Nettieerually manages to challenge the
economically deterministic views inherent in trazhtal Marxism by overcoming the barriers her
class forces on her. What is more, change in tse o& Nettie takes not the form of economic
advancement or revolutionary triumph over the itipes of the upper-class, but the form of
restored human relationships, which is in fact whbt fails to achieve and what leads to her
willed death at the end of the noVel.

www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and EducationgeX{y

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:5, Issue:1, January 2016

' The two characters' names are symbolic. Lily hasname of a delicate white flower which standsfifagility and
purity at the same time. Being white indicates thbt is, unlike the upper class society she lie@song and is
ironically a member of, innocent and pure. Beiragile indicates that she could never be as curasrthem. It also
hints at how hard it will be for her to survivesach a society. Eventually, Lily is smothered pst real lily would
be if denied oxygen and sunlight.

" Nettie's name is likewise symbolic. A net in hase refers to the new niche she works hard tohfardelf among the
working class. After all, Nettie wants a new stHter she has been abandoned by her lover. Ahergefore, gives
her a stable ground on which she can stand sgli, ffie fact that this net is in reality no morartta "nettie” shows
how hard it is to start again.

" In "What is the Hegelian Dialectic?" (2005), NiRaapana and Nordica Friedrich argue that we oughstep
outside the dialectic" if we want to free ourselfeam "the limitations of controlled and guided tight" (1).
Hegel's interpretation of history has indeed offea@ explanation of history as a series of cordflieafing into an
expected solution, yet, it has also exerted anratetrol on our thoughts and actions so that weeliiecome part
of this dialectic. Thus, Raapana and Friedriclitiqere of Hegelian thought comes as a warning aaete things as
opposites, unless we want to "remain locked in&bediical thinking" and not to "see out of the b¢X). For further
information, see also "The Hegelian Dialectic atsl Wse in Controlling Modern Society" (2013) by @ead
Maddox.

Y This points hints at the clash between classicaixidts and modern Marxists. Following in the stepsarx,
modern Marxists see history and explain it in ecoleaterms, believing that the different forms ofifycal struggle
and revolutionary movements result from the ecowrostétus of the different groups in society at tivae. But,
after it failed to account for the failure of difémt revolutionary movements in Europe, Marx’s e metaphor
(base/superstructure) was challenged by them &ttampt to give more attention to culture by rectirey orthodox
Marxism from economic and political analysis totatal theory.

Parting ways with classical Marxism, neo-Marxistgect the rigidity with which Marx defined the rétmship
between the economic base and the different supetgtes it produces. Rather, they call for a fredationship
where it is not only the economic base that deteesithe different cultural, social and politicainfis in a society,
but the other way around also.

Y'In “Zur Judenfrage” (“On the Jewish Question”) 488, a document written in response to a Hegelt@ount by
Bruni Bauer on the attempt by the Jews to achieliigal emancipation in Prussia, Marx argues tBatier is
mistaken in his assumption that in a "secular Stagkgion will no longer play a prominent role gocial life. In
Marx's analysis, the "secular state" is not oppdsaeligion, but rather actually presupposes it.this note, Marx
moves beyond the question of religious freedom i® ieal concern with Bauer's analysis of "political
emancipation." Marx concludes that while individaialn be 'spiritually’ and 'politically' free irsacular state, they
can still be bound to material constraints on foerdy economic inequality, an assumption that waaldr form
the basis of his critiques ofpitalism

The quote referred to in the article is taken frf@ar Judenfrage” where Marx remarks that "Every agipation is

a restorationof the human world and of human relationships #nrhimself. Human emancipation will only be

complete when the real individual man has absoifechimself the abstract citizen; when as an iitlial man, in

his everyday life, in his work, and in his relatships, he has become a species-being; and wheashetognized
and organized his own powefsfces proprepas social powers so that he no longer separasesbhial power from
himself as political power. "

Y Mark Twain'sThe Gilded Age: A Tale of Tod&1873) is a critique if an age which he descréesne covered with
a gold surface. No doubt, Twain has had in mindddwgble standards, especially hypocrisy, that dbarzed the
new-moneyed American class. Though expansion, tndasd wealth are what mark the era from an econom
aspect, the loss of the human element and thé spitboperation and brotherhood on which the amale®uritan
American society has been founded are lost. Heeefivd a common aspect between Twain's descrigtfotne
American society which has witnessed the rise af tiew revolutionary rich class and Marx's futuigon of the
rise of the revolutionary working class. Both havissed the human element needed to extend thdiilmaion to
the advancement of society beyond the economit. leve
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" Wharton's relation with her mother is a troubled.0As an upper-class old New Yorker whose utmostern is
proper behavior, her mother has been frustratetidjact the Edith has not been that much beaushg had also
been too hard to please and never liked Edith gidgltoo much in intellectual activities. This Haad an effect on
Wharton's portrayal of the mother-daughter relatigm in her novels. [Edith Wharton: Matters of Mind and Spirit
(1998), Carol J. Singley touches on thus pointrguiag that Wharton's troubled relation with herthss resulted in
"fictional portraits of deficient mothering" (1013, good example on which is the relation betwedy &mnd her
mother inThe House of MirthFor further information, se€dith Wharton(2007) by Hermoine Lee.

V"It is ironic that these tableaux, which had becam&rend in the nineteenth century, are descrisedivaly.
Participants are presented to the audience infgpposes for a duration of time with no speakimgrmving ever.
For the kind of person Lily is, such kind of visuldéplay comes as suitable. First, she has beghttém rely on her
beauty as a visual asset. Second, her participatishose displays hints at how passive she is eoedpto her
surroundings. She is too weak to act; thus, shesg®to be acted upon.

" Lily's death at the end of the novel can be reapasitive grounds. Though her death ends heatfifther being a
self-willed subject, it is self-willed. Too weak fmht back, she sees death as a triumph ratherltss. Had she
lived, she would have sunk further into the helplgituation she has been at the time of her d&aik.reading can
serve as an argument suitable for a feminist agpréathe novel.
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