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The Awakening Study Guide
1. Consider alternative titles for Chopin's novel. Comment on each alternative title in terms of the novel’s design, themes, and development of the central character(s). 

2. Discuss Kate Chopin as a writer of local color fiction. To what extent does she appeal to a reader's natural interest in an aspect of regional society and life with which few had personal experience? 

3. Edna Pontellier is caught in the contradictions between the way others see her and the way she sees herself. Identify several moments in which this becomes apparent, and show Edna's growing awareness of the contradiction. 

4. Count, characterize, and analyze the numerous women of color in The Awakening. What does their presence and their treatment in the novel suggest about Edna's (and Chopin's) attitudes toward human development for nonwhite and poor women? 

5. Some readers have described Edna's death in The Awakening as suicide; others view it as her attempt at self-realization. Argue the relative truth of both interpretations. 

6. What is the symbolic importance of the lady in black and of the two lovers? These characters often appear at the same points in the novel; what is the significance of this pairing? 

7. What is the symbolic meaning of Edna's first successful attempt to swim? 

8. Early in The Awakening, the narrator remarks that Léonce thinks of Edna as "the sole object of his existence." What evidence does the novel provide to support this declaration? 

9. How does the text use clothing and garments (or the lack thereof) to portray Edna's rebellion against Victorian norms?

10. Of the many awakenings Edna undergoes in the novel, which are most important to her progress? Which may be considered "rude" or unexpected awakenings?

11. Explore the full implications of the various images of birds in the novel. How do the different species of birds mentioned—parrots, mockingbirds, pigeons—symbolize different ideas?

12. Throughout the novel, Edna feels caught between the way others see her and the way she sees herself. Identify several moments in which this struggle is apparent. How does the text portray Edna's growing awareness of these contradicting views?

13. Some critics view Edna's suicide at the end of the novel as a failure to complete her escape from convention—an inability to defy society once stripped of the motivation of a man by her side. Others view her suicide as a final awakening, a decision to give herself to the sea in a show of strength and independence that defies social expectation. Which interpretation do you find more compelling, and why?

14. There are many ways of looking at the suicide, and each offers a different perspective. It is not necessary that you like the ending of the novel, but you should come to understand it in relation to the story it ends. One way to come to terms with her death is to construct a different ending. How would you have ended the story? What would you have Edna do? Would you have her reconcile with her husband? Have Robert stay with her and they be lovers? Have her divorce her husband and marry Robert? Have her move away from New Orleans and live alone? Have her do this, but with a chosen lover? These options are just some of the paths Edna could have followed.   Try to fit your ending into one of these categories: she can be with her lover (in any manner she wishes), she can be married (to a man of her choice), she can live alone.  Discuss.
Symbols to note and discuss:

· Awakening

· Blue

· Red

· Yellow

· Fountain

· Vase

· Cat

· Leaves

· Moon

· Rings

· Dog

· Bee

· Bird/Wing

· Waves

· City

· Parasol

· Umbrella

· Horse

· Fan
