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Behind a Screen: The Flaw of Society in The House of Mirth in a Modern Space
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In a world of gossip, Lily Bart chooses
to remain silent and refuses to tell her
“story.” The House of Mirth places Lily
Bart within a society that is greatly
flawed and, through her, demonstrates
the negative effect society has on
women.
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"Female silence” and the "strategic
withholding” that Lily practices “[serves]
to oppose... not patriarchy, per de, so
much as the plots of female culpability,
contrition, and tragedy that it endorses
and enforces"” (Alsop 86).
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“"Female silence” and the “strategic
withholding” that Lily practices “[serves]
to oppose... not patriarchy, per de, so
much as the plots of female culpability,
contrition, and tragedy that it endorses
and enforces” (Alsop 86).
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Society, both in The House of Mirth and in
the real world of today, has adopted a
flawed system that blames women for
wrongdoings against them and for their
tragic stories and tragic ends. Edith
Wharton uses the story of Lily Bart to
critique this aspect of society and
demonstrate how society's flaw leads to
tragedy.
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We can observe how the society of The
House of Mirth manipulates Lily’s story
through her interactions with other
characters as well as the gossip that
spreads when Lily is not present.
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"Miss Bart?"” I've just seen you
in the city (10).

"Been up to town for a little
% shopping, | suppose?” (10).

"Ah—your dress-maker; just so.

| didn’t know there were any
dress-makers in the Benedick”
(10).

"Yes, that's the name: | believe
it's an old word for bachelor,
isn't it? | happen to own the
building—that's the way | know.

Start a message...
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"Yes, that’s the name: | believe
it's an old word for bachelor,
isn't it? | happen to own the
building—that's the way | know.
But you must let me take you to
the station. The Trenors are at
Bellomont, of course? You've
barely time to catch the five-
forty. The dress-maker kept
you waiting, | suppose” (10-11).
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Lily's first interaction with Rosedale
functions as a foundation of what to
expect from the society in which Lily
resides.
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Lily's urge to lie to Rosedale and claim she
was visiting a dress-maker rather than
Selden alludes to society’s standards that
a woman must not step into a sphere that
is not "appropriate” for her.
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In fact, the narrator addresses this aspect
of society, questioning, “Why must a girl
pay so dearly for her least escape from
routine?” (11). Here we see the narrator
sympathizing with Lily while critiquing the
severity of society’s gendered views.
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This sets up the narrator as participating
social commentary, a common aspect of
naturalist literature. This narrator'’s
sympathy with Lily will assist in reading
society as being the holder of the tragic
flaw that leads to Lily's death.
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In addition to this scene allowing us a
view of the narrator's perspective, it
grants us a moment into Lily's thoughts
on the matter. After Lily's exchange with
Rosedale, she laments it and her inability
to avoid her blunders, for it could “cost
her" greatly (11).
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In addition to this scene allowing us a
view of the narrator's perspective, it
grants us a moment into Lily's thoughts
on the matter. After Lily's exchange with
Rosedale, she laments it and her inability
to avoid her blunders, for it could "“cost
her"” greatly (11).
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She also laments that she did not take his
offer to escort her, for “Lily knew... how
easy it would have been to silence him on
the spot, and how difficult it might be to
do so afterward” (11). In other words, Lily
is aware that he would gossip about her
suspicious visit to the Benedick.
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This is where we see how aware Lily is of
the flaws of society. She knows that her
society is keen to gossip about scandals,
even if there is no evidence of one. It is
clear that Lily knows that society’s tragic
flaw is the view that even in the case of a
woman being the victim, she is at fault.
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Unfortunately for Lily, gossip and
rumors appear to snowball quickly
within her society. This gossip
eventually reaches a character whose
choice later in the novel acts as a
catalyst for Lily's demise: Mrs.
Peniston.
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Mrs. Peniston’s response to the rumors
not only affirms the critique of the
narrator that occurs after the interaction

with Rosedale, but also explains why Lily
chooses to stay silent.
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“[Mrs. Peniston], as you are the “Certainly; but then there are
only person who has any W her gambling debts besides”
authority over Lily, | thought » A (102).
you ought to know what is
being said of her” (102).
20/04/2021, 21:20 "Gambling debts? Llly'? What do
you mean by her gambling debts?”
"Well, what | complain of is that (102).
you haven't told me yet what is
being said” (102).

20/04/2021, 21:23

20/04/2021, 21:25

“... Everybody knows she is

crazy about bridge... among
"I didn't supposed | should Lily’s friends it's quite the
have to put it so plainly. People custom for girls to play for
say that Gus Trenor pays her money. In fact, people are
bills" (102). P-aN inclined to excuse her on that

n
20/04/2021, 21:21 account—" (102).

20/04/2021, 21:27

"Pays her bills—her bills? | can't
imagine where you can have
picked up such rubbish. Lily has P
her own income—and | provide for 201042021, 2
her very handsomely—" (102). “For being hard up—and
accepting attentions from men
P-aNl like Gus Trenor—and George
“Oh, we all know that. But Lily % Dorset—" (102).
wears a great many smart b
gowns—" (102).
20/04/2021, 21:22 “George Dorset? Is there anyone
else? | should like to know the
“| like her to be well dressed—it's worst, if you please” (102).
only suitable!” (102).

—
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“... Lately Lily has been a good

deal with the Dorsets, and he In my opinion, it is horrible of a young

seems to admire her... And I'm girl to let herself be talked about...
sure there is no truth in the

horrid things people say” (102). (103)

21:35 + 20/04/2021
"[But] people say that Judy
Trenor has quarreled with her @) = v,
on account of Gus; but I'm sure
I'm sorry | spoke, though | only

5 5 Mrs. Peniston @Mrs.Peniston 9mwv
meant it as a kindness..." (103). oo

However unfounded the charges against
her, she must be to blame for their having
been made (103).
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Mrs. Peniston’s perspective is evidence
that Lily's lack of speech may not be

&l i el B B e D O P "self-imposed” (93). As “Johnson

explains, ‘any speech at all appears as
guilty speech’ (1298, 137)," so Lily's

1 1 111 1 K L reluctance is “a symptom of her

frustration with... gendered economics of
speech” (Alsop 93).
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| agree, and this perspective, though
loosely attributed to Mrs. Peniston, may
be applied to society. The narrator does
not state that these are the thoughts of
Mrs. Peniston exclusively, but rather
makes a general statement that “this is
just how it is.”
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Therefore, | take this statement to be the
view of society as a whole. This is where
we find the flaw of Lily's society, which
unfortunately is still a common view in the

current year: even if the woman is the
victim, it is her fault.
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Gossiping and the spreading of rumors
are actively painting Lily Bart as akin to a
criminal. And Lily knows this...
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“[Lily,] you should clear
yourself—should tell your
friends the whole truth” (182).

20/04/2021, 22:07

“The whole truth? What is truth?
Where a woman is concerned, it's
the story that's easiest to believe.
In this case it's a great deal easier
to believe Bertha Dorset's story
than mine, because she has a big
house and an opera box, and it's
convenient to be on good terms
with her” (182).

“"But what [IS] your story, Lily? |
don't believe anyone knows it
yet” (182).

20/04/2021, 22:10

"My story?—I don't believe | know
it myself. You see | never thought
of preparing a version in advance
as Bertha did—and if | had, I don't
think | should take the trouble to
use it now” (183).

20/04/2021, 22118

"I don't want a version
prepared in advance—but |
want you to tell me exactly

Start a message...
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"I don't want a version
prepared in advance—but |
want you to tell me exactly
what happened from the
beginning” (183).
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Lily's last comment directly echoes
the perspective the narrator provides
after Mrs. Peniston learns of the
rumors surrounding Lily, showing that
this “paradoxical” logic is not at all
uncommon (Alsop 93).
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Not only is this logic "not uncommon,” it
seems to be the trend that Wharton is
setting up as the tragic flaw of the plot.
Alsop addresses that Showalter sees
Lily's flaw as being “deficient storyteller”
and refutes it, but she does not expound
upon what the tragic flaw of the story
actually is (Alsop 91).
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The tragic flaw does not lie with Lily, for
she is truly calculating and makes
decisions out of self-preservation.
Instead, the tragic flaw is in society, for as
| stated before, Lily's society believes that
a woman who is the victim is the one who
holds the blame.
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Lily is indeed aware of this tragic flaw, as

is evident in her acknowledgement that
the more she talks, “the worse it looks"
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This leads directly into my conclusion
where | argue, “Through [her withholding,
Lily succeeds] in refuting the plots of
female crime and punishment into which
they would otherwise have been coerced”
(Alsop 102).
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This leads directly into my conclusion
where | argue, "Through [her withholding,
Lily succeeds] in refuting the plots of
female crime and punishment into which
they would otherwise have been coerced”
(Alsop 102).
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In other words, Lily's choice not to speak
is an active denial of the story that others
are telling about her. She is actively
rejecting society through her refusal to
play into society's tragic flaw. She should
not have to tell her story in the first place,
but especially not when it would lead to
further persecution.
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With her reluctance to tell in mind, it is

important to recognize the one person
that Lily DOES tell: Sim Rosedale.

@) 2 Q A,




Sellick 11

< Tweet Sim Rosedale &

f 4 Brittny Sellick “| got ten thousand dollars; but the
) @BrittnySellick legacy is not to be paid till next

summer” (237).
When Lily is conversing with Rosedale,

she feels "an uncontrollable impulse... e e —

to put her case to this man, from could [BORROW] on it any time
whose curiosity she had always so you wanted® {237).

fiercely defended herself” (236). So, 23/04/2021, 00:58

she tells him a bit of her story... “No; for | owe it already” (237).

00:53 + 23/04/2021 23/04/2021, 00:57 v

23/04/2021, 00:55

thousand?" (237).

23/04/2021, 00:57

“"Owe it? The whole ten
Q 3 b}

“Every penny... | think Gus Trenor
spoke to you once about having
made some money for me in
stocks” (237).

23/04/2021, 00:57

| remember something of the
'@ kind... (237).

23/04/2021, 00:58

"He made about nine thousand
dollars... At the time, | understood
that he was speculating with my
own money: it was incredibly
stupnid of me. but | knew nothina of

—
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kind... (237). ( ' R&BivinG 16
Here, Lily has been “seized by an ‘eager
communicativeness,’ and by the
conviction that [Rosedale] would be ‘the
fitting person to receive and transmit her
version of the facts’' (Wharton 1985,
292)" (Alsop 92).
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| would like to expand upon WHY Lily sees
- him as the “fitting person” (Wharton 237).
i She has been extremely reluctant to tell

@ _ Send her story, even to Gerty, who has been her
s friend without any regard to her status. So
why does she speak now and to
Rosedale?
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It is established that Rosedale is not from
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High society is not all that Rosedale
(<) space return knows. Like Lily, he is both inside and
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High society is not all that Rosedale
knows. Like Lily, he is both inside and
outside that high society, though their
trajectories are inverses of each other. Lily

recognizes that Rosedale can sympathize
with her more easily because of his
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This explains why Lily does not tell Gerty
what has happened. Gerty is flummoxed
at the idea that Lily's "friends” could be
so awful to her, which is a sign to Lily that
Gerty could not begin to understand her
silence (182).
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But Rosedale? He can understand.
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Though Lily does tell her story, she is
still met with a tragedy. Near the end
of the novel, Lily forms a dependence
on chloral to help her sleep at night,
something that is difficult for her now
that she has lost her status. Her
demise comes through an overdose
(Wharton 263).
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With her death, Lily is finally able to be
silent, without having to tell her story.
Though her story ends in tragedy, her
death provides symbolism that Selden
appears to touch on as he is beside her
lifeless body.
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We had never been at peace toaether. us
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We had never been at peace together, us
two; and now | feel myself drawn
downward into the strange mysterious
depths of her tranquility (Wharton 265).
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Selden is acknowledging that Lily is only
finally able to be at peace because she
has fully escaped society and its negative

effect on her. She no longer can face the
consequences of society's flaw.
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It is important to note that “Lily may die in
the book’s conclusion—her ‘story’ may
end—but the ‘discourse’ surrounding it,
and her, does not; in fact, it remains
remarkably unsettled” (Alsop 96).
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Lily has left behind a "paper trail” through
the two envelops Selden finds in her desk,
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Lily has left behind a "paper trail” through
the two envelops Selden finds in her desk,
"[signaling] her movement, however
subtle, beyond mere ‘muteness, and thus
beyond the choice between either
cooperative speech or resistant silence”
(Alsop 96).
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As you say, Lily escapes a “closed
ending,” meaning that there is not
necessarily a resolution (Alsop 96). This
means that the conflict did not originate
from Lily. Instead, society has been
creating the conflict all along.
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This is how we see it in our world today.
Rumors spread, a woman's reputation is
damaged beyond repair, with her often

being ruined in some capacity, while
society moves on to do it again.
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Wharton’s commentary on society may
have been created over a century ago, but
society has retained its tragic flaw. Now,
that flaw is found not only among the
social elite, but among the average
woman.
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We see on social media a rampant
problem of rumors, gossip, and
cancelation, with many instances
including criticisms of women who tell
their stories of sexual assault. Many
members of society blame them as Lily
Bart’s society blamed her.
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So now I'm left with three questions. How
many more tragedies will it take for us to
eradicate this flaw? When will society stop
blaming women for what happens to
them? When will women be able to tell
their stories on their own terms?
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