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Kate Chopin’s stories including “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “A Very Fine Fiddle” 

and “Azelie” are rich in subject-object relationships. Close text analysis helps explicate 

the power of these objects or things. A thing is animate and an object is not. The 

stockings, fiddle, and store objects are part of a transaction between things and people; 

what is an object to one character is a thing to another. Exploration of Victorian women 

and department stores illuminates how stockings overpower Mrs. Sommers. Research on 

share tenant life, violins’ value, and Louisiana mixed ancestry reveals how the fiddle 

enables Fifine and Cleophas to re-imagine their identities and cross social boundaries; 

similarly, “authentic woman” feminist theory highlights how objects affect Azelie’s 

agency. Functioning atypically, stockings, a fiddle, and store items become things and not 

just objects. Things invite Chopin’s characters to embrace uncertainty. We are in things 

and things are in us.  
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INTRODUCTION 

First Things First: Commodity Culture in Victorian Studies 

For those who study the Victorian Era, one cannot escape from “things.” In fact, 

the wealth of detail and artefact available is one of the attractions of the era: who could 

resist the hats, coaches, buttons, newspapers, ribbons, tea, old lace, and pocket watches 

that clutter the pages of Dickens, and crowd among the characters of Thackeray, 

Trollope, Eliot, and Bronte? The Victorians abroad and in America had a predilection for 

the careful acquisition and utilization of objects, and this preoccupation has become a 

focus for research in this area (Sattaur 347). This interest in the presence and power of 

objects has spurred my analysis of how the objects in Kate Chopin’s short stories such as 

“A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “A Very Fine Fiddle,” and “Azelie” empower the female 

characters in these stories, and illuminate the nature of the lives of real nineteenth century 

women.  

Department stores in the late 1890s and the early twentieth century strove to 

picture objects as desirable as did no other contemporary institution. Launched as early as 

the 1870s by the demands of the market, made possible by mass concentrations of capital 

and people and by the expansion of the transportation system, department stores had 

appeared in thousands of cities by the 1890s and had grown into the palatial giants of 

urban retail. They had little in common with the drab dry goods houses of the earlier 

period, which had been operated by pious Protestant merchants. In the language of W. F. 

Hotchkin, an advertising manager at John Wanamaker’s, store decorators “transfigured” 
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and “transposed” the stores as well as the goods into “pictures” to impress the customers. 

Behaving like revolutionary actors, the stores occupied urban space in both physical and 

psychological ways. They sought to weaken resistance on the part of people 

unaccustomed to this form of buying; they attempted to control markets formerly 

dominated by smaller retail establishments; and they competed successfully with popular 

street culture, which struggled to consume much of the same urban space (Leach 322). 

The desire to show things off, to publicize or to advertise whatever American 

capitalism yielded, marked a critical moment in the formation of a new culture of 

consumption. The concept of show invaded the domain of culture, whether in the shape 

of a theatrical show, a baby show, a show girl, a showplace, or a showroom. Perhaps 

inadvertently, the desire to show things off helped to loosen the resistance to personal 

sexual display and performance in public that had hitherto distinguished American social 

behavior. As Elbert Hubbard, one of the great pioneers in retail advertising, declared, 

“life is too short for you to hide yourself away mantled in your own modesty” (Fuessle 

142). The department store show window, emerging as a major instrument of advertising, 

added to this development. Through its windows, the department store exercised its most 

magical and immediate external appeal to women who stopped to peer into them. With 

the advent of the cheap manufacture of plate glass in this country in the mid-1890s, show 

windows became much stronger, larger, and perfectly clear. Plate-glass windows, along 

with the windows of other consumer and business institutions, dramatically altered the 

appearance of city streets (Leach 325). Technological invention and advertising needs 

made store windows, only erratically and unsystematically developed for display in the 
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nineteenth century, central to the success of department store business in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century.  

As early as the 1890s, when merchants started to build their own auditoriums, 

department stores literally became theaters, putting on plays, musicals, concerts, and, in 

some instances, spectacular extravaganzas. In 1904, Richard Strauss conducted the world 

premiere performance of his “Symphonia Domestica” in the big rotunda of Wanamaker’s 

New York store. Display managers used theatrical strategies inside and outside the stores. 

Windows not only were conceived as stage sets but also often depicted scenes from the 

latest theatrical productions. By 1900, customers did not see the bleaker areas in the 

stores, the bookkeeping rooms. “The selling departments,” said one observer in 1902, “is 

the stage upon which the play is enacted” (Quimby 150). Signs of hard work were placed 

out of sight. The low wages and mixed feelings of salesclerks were hidden behind 

courteous smiles and fashionable clothes or uniforms. The merchants of the 1840s would 

have blinked at such a transformation. What, they would have asked, is an auditorium 

doing in a retail store? A restaurant? A roof garden? A beauty parlor? What is a beauty 

parlor in the first place? Immersed in those theatrical, surreal settings, commodities 

acquired new lives, and new meanings. These objects impacted the people who interacted 

with them, and led people to see these objects as important things which reflected their 

identities. 

Finding Things in Victorian Commodities 

The Victorians were fascinated with objects and things – but recent scholarship 

has proved equally fascinated with this Victorian obsession (Pykett 1). This focus can be 

traced back to a turn in Victorian criticism in the 1980s beginning with Brigg’s Victorian 
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Things and based on theories of commodity culture by writers such as Roland Barthes 

and Walter Benjamin, who had “an interdisciplinary interest in material culture and 

particularly in consumer culture and theories of consumption” (Briggs 347). Recently, 

critics have shown a renewed interest in exploring objects, even commodities, in contexts 

other than the traditionally Marxist nexus of value, production, and consumption. 

Beginning with Bill Brown’s A Sense of Things in 2003, critics have sought additional 

ways to evaluate an object as a signifier. Brief exploration of significant research in the 

1990s and early twenty-first century on nineteenth century consumer culture highlights 

the interest in the world of objects in Victorian studies and exhibits a connection to ‘thing 

theory’s’ rising popularity and focus on Victorian literature (Sattaur 348). In 1995, Millar 

published the first critical work on the social impact of the commodity in Victorian 

culture and literature, Novels Behind Glass. Millar uses literature as a lens through which 

to examine how sheets of glass were tied to Victorian consumption. He acknowledges 

that, for Victorian writers and thinkers, the significance of the object extends beyond 

economic value and therefore his approach became a foundation for “thing theory” 

(Sattaur 348). In 2003, Christoph Lindner built upon Millar’s work to study commodity 

culture in literature entitled Fictions of Commodity Culture. Like Novels Behind Glass, 

Lindner suggests that objects cannot be read as commodities alone, but instead must be 

read in the context of their wider cultural relations. Sattaur suggests that these two texts 

point to the importance of the commodity in Victorian society, and the significance of 

commodity culture to the study of Victorian literature and culture. Gaining obvious 

theoretical traction from classical Marxism, thing theorists are interested in the way 

objects sustain economic, cultural and social relationships, with the notable caveat that 
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such theorists tend to be more oriented to the social lives as opposed to the economic 

lives of things. 

In 2008, Nayder’s Commodity Culture in Dickens’ Household Words explored 

“how Dickens’ animation of objects as things that have a life of their own has long been 

recognized by critics” (3). This overview seems to indicate that Bill Brown’s A Sense of 

Things (2003) started the critical move away from commodity-based readings of literary 

objects towards the more complex subject-object relations in literature which comprise 

“thing theory” (Sattaur 351). John Plotz’s Portable Property (2008) comes very close to 

the idea of things that Bill Brown establishes in A Sense of Things. Plotz tracks the 

identity and driven investments that Imperial subjects placed in the objects that traveled 

with them. He writes that “when possessions fill Victorian novels….they generally serve 

not as static deadweights, but as moving messengers who acquire meaning” (1). He 

asserts that the most important objects in Victorian culture and literature are those in 

which “tension is caused by an oscillation” between a market value of a commodity item 

and the item’s sentimental value as a non-saleable item (Sattaur 351). While the 

commodity may have been a starting point for exploration of the relations between 

people and things, recent scholarship suggests that the significance of the object extends 

far beyond consumption processes, and that its significance is particularly relevant in 

nineteenth century literature. 

 Study of the object as a commodity and then as a thing originated with evaluation 

of the complex interactions between people and objects in literature. Recent critics have 

been keen to embrace thing theory and what Elaine Freedgood calls ‘Victorian thing 

culture’ as a richer form of object relations than that suggested by commodity culture 
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(Mills 6). In his book Victorian Things, Briggs traces the social significance of Victorian 

era people, cities, and objects. Briggs strives to “consider the things which they designed, 

named, made, advertised, bought and sold….. threw away or bequeathed”(1). The 

interdisciplinarity which characterizes Brigg’s approach to literary representations of 

object was a precursor of “thing theory” (Sattaur 352). Briggs maintains that “everything 

has its history and every person has his own biography” (13). Briggs also suggests that 

this history is not limited to the production or consumption of the object’s life but that it 

must relate to more complex social networks. Museum studies, archaeology, art history 

and art theory have been important in exploring the mediation of subject and object 

relationships; the role of the emotional response to the visual as well as the connection 

between memory, identity, and objects has been integral to the development of “thing 

theory.” Bill Brown’s A Sense of Things is considered to be the first major critical work 

to examine these ideas, and it is significant that he chooses to do so through nineteenth 

century literature. Brown is likely to be aware of and in agreement with Millar’s, 

Lindner’s and Plotz’s assertion that the nineteenth century offers rich opportunity to 

explore subject-object relationships. Brown is concerned, therefore, with the “slippage 

between having (possessing a particular object) and being (the identification of one’s self 

with that object)” (A Sense 13). Although Brown starts his argument with Marx’s concern 

with the commodity, he transitions into an analysis of the ways in which American 

“subjects identify with and through the objects they possess and which come to possess 

them” (Sattaur 353). Brown’s study validates the phrase “no ideas but in things” as he 

negotiates the nineteenth century concept of a material identity where subjects and 

objects are interchangeable and cross-referential. 
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 Along with Bill Brown’s A Sense of Things, Elaine Freedgood’s 2006 work The 

Ideas in Things and Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter (2010) can be considered key texts in 

“thing theory” today. Freedgood notes that “a host of ideas resided in Victorian things: 

abstraction, alienation, and spectacularization had to compete for space with other kinds 

of object relations – ones that we have perhaps yet to appreciate” (7-8). Freedgood’s 

readings of mahogany furniture in Jane Eyre, of calico curtains in Mary Barton, and 

negro-head tobacco in Great Expectations take commodity culture into consideration but, 

like Brown, Freedgood is concerned with the histories which lie in these objects and 

which can be read as alternative object relations. Bennett, a political theorist interested in 

materiality, although not specific to the Victorian period, has ideas which are important 

to consider when exploring the idea of thing theory in literature. Bennett’s Vibrant Matter 

is a lucid, compelling account of how materiality, too often considered as an inert 

substance, can be rethought as a plethora of things that form assemblages of human and 

non-human actors or actants, to use the term Bennett takes from Bruno Latour. According 

to Cohen, Bennett is adept at “bringing actor network theory to a wider audience by 

making it relevant to an array of social issues such as vital materialism over 

environmentalism through the consideration of thing power” (45). This is a paradigm 

shift that sees space and energy as the result of how humans and non-humans associate to 

form precarious wholes, and therefore change how we view the force of objects in our 

world. 

Fiction Writers and Literary Critics Have Had Things on Their Minds 

 While modernist poets may have sought “no ideas but in things,” thing theory also 

seems a natural fit for fiction (Markovits 593). Consideration of how objects become 
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things and assemblages, as well as the nature and impact of their thing power breathes 

new life and meaning into classic texts such as Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “A 

Very Fine Fiddle,” and “Azelie”-- stories whose objects become “vibrant matter” and 

wield power as “things.” Anthropologists have explained how methodologically, “it is the 

things-in-motion” and thus embedded in stories “that illuminate their human and social 

context” (Appadurai 5). Bill Brown argues that because things become most visible when 

objects are used differently or misused, “thingness” can be exemplified in time, and 

examples are necessarily “narrative” (“Secret Life” 3). Brown and other critics have 

connected thing theory to works by Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, Mark Twain, Henry 

James, Samuel Beckett, and Nicholson Baker. Viewing literature and fiction in the 

context of thing theory, Brown and scholars who share his viewpoint may be 

inadvertently paving a way for a look at Chopin’s work with this perspective. In his A 

Sense of Things, Brown evaluates how a physical object – the bowl in Henry James’s The 

Golden Bowl (1904), gets described and re-described, “intensely framed, doted upon, and 

thus becomes a thing, elevated to significance that it hardly possesses on its own, yet a 

significance that it seems to have autonomously assumed” (172). Brown also suggests 

that in The Country of the Pointed Firs, Jewett’s sketches “attain something of the 

uncanny arrangement of these life-group exhibits….and disclose…whereby an object 

seems to embody a way of life, attaining an aura of culture” (“Regional Artifacts” 205). 

Similarly, thing theory highlights the manner that Samuel Beckett’s 1965 teleplay Eh Joe, 

persistently foregrounds the physical textures and abject qualities of dirty domestic 

objects in the teleplay to such an extent that their material qualities overshadow their 

typical functionalities (Price 156). Objects such as a decaying bed become ambiguous as 
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a result of their disabled functionality. Price refers to Brown’s thing theory when he 

discusses how the “human subject’s changed reaction to the object constructs the object’s 

thingness by asserting that it is no longer the object it once was” (Price 165). The human 

produces thingness because the thing is no longer the object as it was originally 

constituted; it is now weighted with additional importance and signification related to the 

human subject with which it is tied.  

Thing theory also makes an appearance in an analysis of Nicholson Baker’s 1988 

novel The Mezzanine. Baker lets us see into Howie’s thoughts and how they are impacted 

by their encounter with an object that becomes a thing, similar to how Chopin opens a 

window for us into Mrs. Sommer’s musings in “A Pair of Silk Stockings.” As Howie 

draws up to the escalator that will, over the course of The Mezzanine, pull him through an 

explosive connected series of thoughts and memories, he notices, upon moving a paper 

CVS bag from one hand to the other, a crinkling sound emanating from the object (Hill 

10). Despite Howie’s possession and ownership of the CVS bag, the thing itself seems to 

exert upon its user a surprising amount of power. It starts him ruminating on his lunch 

break and prevents him from finding the thought he first intends to reach. The object 

takes on an active power, asserting its newfound purposelessness on Howie’s memory; it 

does not merely exist; it acts (12). In a moment, Howie’s presumed dominion over the 

objects he uses is denied; their startling capriciousness, their thingness, breaks through to 

the surface. Hill notes that Bill Brown’s “thing theory” designates this disruptive 

dysfunction failure as the mark of “thingness” and by failing to function according to our 

expectation, these objects exert power upon us by obstructing our desires and diverting 

our intentions. Hill suggests that “rather than being simply used, these things force us to 
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interact with them in an altered and unintended way” (13). Even with the wide span of 

time in between the publishing of these books and play by James, Jewett, Beckett, and 

Baker, examples of critics’ discussion of things’ empowerment over subjects yield 

greater understanding of the objects/things and their subjects. 

Not only is the assertion that objects can have “thingness” a common concept in 

literature, women in the nineteenth century shared characteristics of things. Women, like 

the objects around them, had “thingness” when viewed through the lens of thing theory. 

To further understand this concept of women perceived as things, we can turn to Simone 

de Beauvoir’s ideas of feminist theory. I will be returning to this idea throughout my 

thesis, and especially in Chapter Three during discussion of Chopin’s short story 

“Azelie.” 

This idea that things can alter people’s identities and change people’s lives 

parallels the subject-object relations in Chopin’s short stories in my reading of them. 

Things are important and exceed mere object status. They invest women, in particular, 

with agency in a patriarchal culture that usually denies them that agency. By examining 

the role of things in Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “A Very Fine Fiddle,” and 

“Azelie,” we can gain insight into the way in which nineteenth century white women 

used the materiality of things to challenge their domestic identities, and to reinvent their 

lives and the lives of those around them. 
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CHAPTER 1. THINGS AND THE DIMENSIONS OF WOMANHOOD IN CHOPIN’S 

“A PAIR OF SILK STOCKINGS” 

Objects become things and inhabit their subjects, exerting a catalyzing force on 

their identities in Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings.” Mrs. Sommers, unexpectedly 

acquiring the sizeable sum (for the time) of fifteen dollars, ponders a “judicious” use of 

the money such as for shoes and fabric for her children’s clothing. Once in the 

department store, however, she has an “all gone limp feeling” when consumed with 

thoughts of only her children and not of the lunch she has forgotten to eat (Chopin, “A 

Pair” 500). She is the epitome of the selfless Victorian mother until her hands rest 

accidentally on a pair of silk stockings. She smiles “as if she had been asked to inspect a 

tiara of diamonds with the ultimate view of purchasing it,” and continues “feeling the 

soft, sheeny, luxurious things – with both hands now, holding them up to see them 

glisten, and to feel them glide serpent-like through her fingers (Chopin, “A Pair” 501). 

With “both hands,” and what seems to be her whole being, she abandons thoughts of 

purchasing items for her children and instead goes on to buy the stockings, custom fitted 

gloves, high priced magazines, and a decadent meal; she is no longer “thinking at all” and 

is “freed of her responsibility” (Chopin, “A Pair” 502). There is a suddenness with which 

things seem to assert their presence and power, and according to Bill Brown, “the story of 

objects asserting themselves as things is the story of a changed relation to the human 

subject and how the story of the thing names less an object than a subject-object relation” 

(“Thing Theory” 5). Like the silk stockings and their intersection with Mrs. Sommers,
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things interrupt us and confront us, while objects stand in the background to our actions. 

The stockings in Chopin’s story are no longer mere matter – they are specific objects that 

have become things. Exploring the power of things in “A Pair of Silk Stockings” 

highlights Mrs. Sommers’ transformation in ways other critics have overlooked or not yet 

considered.  

What’s So Special about Those Silk Stockings? 

The stockings become a channel through which Mrs. Sommers will act in a way 

she has never done before. The stockings are no longer what they used to be – silk 

stockings used only to cover a woman’s legs. Instead the stockings’ use has been 

interrupted and has become useless at the moment when Mrs. Sommers touches them. 

The stockings which appear irresistibly before Mrs. Sommers do not function as leg 

covering; the stockings “seduce her” (O’Donoghue 86) and she “abandons herself” to the 

stockings with “both hands” (Chopin, “A Pair” 502) because she is “a vessel waiting to 

be filled” (O’Donoghue 89). She relinquishes her maternal responsibilities when 

experiencing excitement over the money and the feel of the stockings. Overpowered by 

these things, Mrs. Sommers is more caught up in circumstances than a shaper of them as 

she accidentally finds fifteen dollars and randomly encounters the silk stockings. Her 

experience reflects that “things have a force as a sensuous presence or as a metaphysical 

presence, the magic by which objects become values, fetishes, idols, and totems” (B. 

Brown, “Thing Theory” 6). An object becomes a thing when it has become nearly 

uncanny and divulges the strangeness of the subject that desires it (Wickman 4). This 

transformation is apparent when the silk stockings intersect with Mrs. Sommers.  
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 Seemingly sullen or inert objects in “A Pair of Silk Stockings” not only reveal 

themselves to be expressive “actants,” but also have thing power, and therefore impact 

the way in which one can read and interpret the narrative and cultural meaning connected 

to Chopin’s stories. Things have power, as they are “less possession than pieces of self to 

people” (The New School). Things -- not objects -- seem to have connections to their 

own and subject’s agency. We may gain insight into non-human inorganic agency 

through poetry and literature. What if things can really call to us, and offer a glimpse of 

bodies and subjects in objects? In “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” the money which Mrs. 

Sommers finds seems to overtake her, change her actions, and alter her essence. It seems 

that “the power of money to enhance self-esteem and confidence is the core of this 

poignant tale” (Ewell 119). However, critics differ with regard to whether Mrs. Sommers 

and her plight are disrespectable and changeable as well as whether Chopin is 

commenting on the growth of consumerism in the nineteenth century. 

Much criticism has been written about the idea that Mrs. Sommers tries to change 

the limitations of her life and identity unsuccessfully through a self-indulgent spending 

spree, and that Chopin’s story is a statement of how women are manipulated by the 

conspicuous, evil practices of consumerism in the 1890s. Some critics argue that, 

although long deprived and constrained, Mrs. Sommers seems to glimpse personal 

autonomy through a day of self-indulgence; however, that “from the moment she gets the 

fifteen dollars to the moment that she has spent every bit of it, Mrs. Sommers never has 

any more autonomy than she has had at any recent point in her married life” (Stein 358). 

In this view, the things that call to and divert Mrs. Sommers such as the money, 

stockings, and the other things Mrs. Sommers buys that day, do not have power to change 
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Mrs. Sommers or her life as she must return to her life after her ride home on the cable 

car. This view may also suggest that things overpower women like Mrs. Sommers to 

become victim to consumerism. In his 1899 book The Theory of the Leisure Class, 

Norwegian- American economist Thorstein Veblen called “conspicuous consumption” in 

the nineteenth century a “pervasive social pressure to avoid the stigma of inferiority” 

associated with the “failure to consume in society” (Stein 362). Chopin’s portrayal of 

Mrs. Sommers shopping in a department store is consistent with Veblen’s ideas as well as 

with Alan Trachtenberg’s perspective in his The Incorporation of America, that 

department stores inspire the belief that purchasing items there make someone somehow 

successful and admirable (Stein 29). Although Chopin does not depict Mrs. Sommers as 

irresponsible, some argue that Chopin’s story exhibits Mrs. Sommers as trapped at home 

and trapped out in the world by the power of money (Stein 362). Consequently, the idea 

of thing power is evident in Stein’s, Veblen’s, and Trachtenberg’s views. Things push, 

pull, make and do. Subjects and humans, such as Mrs. Sommers, exist on a continuum 

with the matter of the world that has a “productive power of their own” (Bennett 1). 

An alternative viewpoint to this negative critique of Mrs. Sommers in “A Pair of 

Silk Stockings” suggests that Chopin invokes sympathy for Mrs. Sommers and women 

like her by appealing to a targeted reading audience and the power of fashion in the 

1890s. The things Mrs. Sommers confronts ultimately “seduce her” as Mrs. Sommers 

purchases an extravagant lunch and an impractical pair of silk stockings, rather than 

necessary items for her children. However, this story is notable for Chopin’s refusal to 

issue moral disdain on her character’s decision. Instead, Chopin’s story highlights the 

difficulty of Mrs. Sommers’ decision about how to spend the money, and the irresistible 



 15 

magnetism of the material pleasures. Chopin critics such as Bernard, Toth, Arner, and 

Ewell view this story as an illustration of the power and influence of money, and a 

display of Chopin’s sympathy for the lower-middle class woman within consumer 

society. I believe that this interpretation of the story connects with thing theory and thing 

power because it substantiates the impact of things on subjects and their importance 

within a culture. This viewpoint brings Mrs. Sommers into a different more positive light 

and connects directly with the “liveliness intrinsic to the materiality of the thing formerly 

known as an object” (Bennett xvi).  

Animations of the Inanimate and Thing Power in “A Pair of Silk Stockings” 

The idea that Chopin might view things as powerful and important catalysts for 

altering a sense of identity gains momentum when one considers where and how she 

lived amid the evolution of and significance of the department store in nineteenth and 

early twentieth century America. The city in which “A Pair of Silk Stockings” is set is 

unnamed. However, it is large enough to have a department store, theater, and a trolley 

car. In the 1890s, this could easily be New Orleans. Having married a wealthy Creole 

plantation and general store owner with whom she lived in New Orleans, Chopin was 

familiar with the fashionable life of this cosmopolitan city as well as the repressive life 

facing the women in its society. “A Pair of Silk Stockings” was published auspiciously 

and perhaps intentionally in 1897, the same year that Maison Blanche, New Orleans first 

major department store, opened. With financial backing from banker Isidore Newman, 

Shwartz, Schullhoefer, and Newman opened the Maison Blanche at the corner of the 

already popular shopping area at Canal Street and Rue Dauphine. Converting Shwartz’s 

dry goods store into a department store, this trio planned to build the most “attractive 
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retail establishment in New Orleans,” and created a retail brand whose name lasted over a 

century (Branley 16).  

Chopin’s Mrs. Sommers seems to represent a multiplicity of identities for women 

in the late nineteenth century as department store consumerism gained importance while 

women simultaneously transitioned from rural and parlor activities to household 

management responsibilities including home finances and work force hours. “A Pair of 

Silk Stockings” was “unusual for its day in focusing on the pleasures of urban life 

(Stepenoff 458). Yet the elements of consumer life in department stores such as fantasy 

interiors, commodity excitement, fashion and service created a dynamic chemistry 

capable of influencing, even changing individual identities and gender behavior” (Leach 

331). Department stores gave women a new identity as they began to become workers in 

department stores and related fields such as merchandise saleswomen, editors and 

copywriters for fashion and advertising periodicals, poster and billboard advertisers in 

advertising agencies, dress designers, and owners of cosmetic firms. Although men filled 

the highest managerial ranks of these businesses, women worked at almost every other 

level of the department store hierarchy. Consequently, women who were not married and 

who worked in department store related fields were having lives of their own “that were 

more exciting and stimulating than anything they dreamed could ever happen to them” 

(Bureau 37). Conversely, if they did not work and were married, they now had control 

over the family budget as they were the designated shoppers. In addition to yielding 

women some economic power, the appearance of department stores reinforced gender 

distinctions through the theatre of color and fashion in the stores as synonymous with 

femininity. Beauty parlors and rich colors, child care assistance with elaborate 
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playgrounds, trained child care staff, as well as delicate restaurants and gardens appealed 

in particular to female buyers who spent the most time in these stores. After the Civil 

War, the number of shopping women increased, and by 1915, women were doing 

between 80 and 85 percent of the consumer purchasing in the United States. (Leach 333). 

In “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “the question of investment of her new-found money” is 

one that “occupied” Mrs. Sommer’s mind, and for a day or two, she walks about “in a 

dreamy state, but really absorbed in speculation and calculation.” (Chopin, “A Pair” 500). 

Chopin depicts Mrs. Sommers as similar to many women in this period whose daily life 

was dominated by shopping. 

White middle-class women were the first to experience department store 

shopping’s transformative power. For the first time, women of any economic bracket 

could buy a full spectrum of mass produced every day wear and sportswear, artificial 

jewels and fur, and cheap fortune; consequently, they could partake in the theatrical 

behavior and luxury of rich people. This feminine world of commodities impacted the 

identity of women like Mrs. Sommers. Bolstering the idea that women should be treated 

as individuals with special interests and with desires for comfort and pleasure, consumer 

service caused many women to believe that they should be served and that they shouldn’t 

be relegated only to serving others (Leach 336). By 1880, Christian reform work 

increasingly competed with shopping for the attention of city women. Sophie Hall, wife 

of an Episcopalian minister, begins her diary with religious reflections and describes her 

missionary work and prayer meetings. However, Hall also shops, often much longer than 

she wishes. “Got to Macy’s Emporium,” she writes in 1879, “where I saw so many 

beautiful things that I found it a trying matter to get out” (Hall). Like Sophie Hall, Mrs. 
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Sommers is overwhelmed by the service oriented, plush department store atmosphere. 

She tries on the silk stockings and feels like “lying back in the cushioned chair and 

reveling for a while in the luxury of it” (Chopin, “A Pair” 501). Indeed, Mrs. Sommers 

forgets her daily motherly and wifely responsibilities, and instead stays in the chair for a 

while to enjoy herself. Chopin’s story “offers a wry depiction of her protagonist’s 

complex mind. As in the Garden of Eden, Mrs. Sommers gives into temptation, partly in 

response to a desire for a better life, and after indulging herself, seems pained” (Inge 

106). However, Mrs. Sommers is not merely sad that her experience in the store and at a 

theater has been like “a dream ended.” She is now changed after chatting with a “gaudy 

woman” who sniffles on “perfumed lace” and who offers “little Mrs. Sommers” her box 

of candy. Filled with “powerful longing” to not return to what she sees as her 

economically and socially limited daily life, she wants her cable car ride home to “never 

stop anywhere, but to go on and on with her forever” (Chopin, “A Pair” 504). Mrs. 

Sommers’ time in the department store may be triggering her desire for the “better days” 

that the neighbors say “little Mrs. Sommers had known before she had ever thought of 

being Mrs. Sommers” (501). When Mrs. Sommers feels the money that she has found 

bulging in her old porte-monnaie, it gives her a “feeling of importance such as she had 

not enjoyed for years” (503). Extra money yields her entrée into a world from which Mrs. 

Sommers has simultaneously tried to distance herself, and which she secretly longs to 

experience. It seems that the inventive, surreal texture of consumer life, the excitement of 

possibility intrinsic to the commodity form, the allure of fashion, and the appeal of desire 

stimulated many women like Chopin’s Mrs. Sommers to envision a wider range of 

individual experience. Because of the money and the silk stockings, a different identity 
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for Mrs. Sommers has been made possible. She and women like her who read this story 

can imagine themselves as a part of a different class or social group. 

The assertion that Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings” has a revolutionary labor 

or condemnation of consumerism agenda seems unlikely in light of the ideas of thing 

theory and thing power, as well as the context in which this story was published. 

Consider the audience: “A Pair of Silk Stockings” was the sixteenth of nineteen stories 

that Chopin published in Vogue between 1893 and 1900. In the 1890s, Vogue was a 

fashion and culture magazine that relied on advertising revenue from companies that 

made products appealing to women who read Vogue, and which was read by women of 

means with buying power. Chopin would have wanted to appeal to Vogue readers by 

emphasizing the allure of women looking fashionable. Chopin would likely have wanted 

to intrigue Vogue readers with her description of the department store things within Mrs. 

Sommer’s late nineteenth century world. Chopin’s naturalist story depicts fashion as the 

border between culture and nature (Joslin 73). Dress functions as hieroglyph. Its material 

presence drapes the body revealing and concealing in intricate patterns read by society 

and setting limits on its web of meaning. Fashion is the site of drama between fabric and 

flesh. Chopin’s story reminds us that garments press real flesh, rubbing texture against 

skin, a stimulating sign of our well-being (Joslin 74). The story also depicts dress as a 

cultural and social marker, a thing of leisure class and refinement, and sexual play – the 

silk stockings reveal and conceal the leg; the stockings feel good when a relaxed Mrs. 

Sommers wiggles her toes in them. Dress, therefore, like the other things in this story 

including Mrs. Sommers herself, seems to be a part of a “swarm of vitalities” and 

“distributive agency” in which an “actant never acts alone and its agency always depends 
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on the collaboration or cooperation of …many bodies and forces” (Bennett 21). By 

complicating the way that we think about objects as things and their interruption of 

subjects, we increase our receptivity to the unexpected/wonder/horror/intensity of events 

and processes. In this manner, objects became things for its buyers, and especially for 

lower- middle class nineteenth century women like Mrs. Sommers. Things not only invite 

them to reimagine their economic and social class, but in the case of the silk stockings, 

they create an experience of the body that ties it not to its ability to produce children, 

clean homes, or cook food, but to feel pleasure for its own sake. Chopin’s story’s 

appearance in a magazine such as Vogue invited women readers to go shopping as Mrs. 

Sommers, or even just in the space of their magazine reading experience, and alter their 

sense of self and their world through their contact with department store things. 

Mrs. Sommers is not a selfish mother or victim of consumerism, nor a newly 

liberated woman reborn out of a day of shopping, but is instead changed by the things 

that confront her. Her transformation is not black or white, good or bad, but grey and 

multi-dimensional. Her evolution is apparent when a man with “keen eyes” studies her on 

her hopefully never-ending cable car ride home. She is no longer “little Mrs. Sommers” 

(Chopin, “A Pair” 503). She is a woman changed by her intersection with things. Her 

experience at the department store seems to awaken a sense of herself as a sexual being. 

The stockings make her aware of her body and its needs, and raise her profile as a sensual 

woman and not just as a wife and mother. She is therefore signifying in ways different 

than before. Before her day of shopping, men may have noticed Mrs. Sommers as a 

sexual object, but now a shift is evident because Mrs. Sommers knows that men are 

noticing her in this way, as reflected by the man on the cable car’s “keen eyes.” 
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Consequently, this change indicates that the things Mrs. Sommers encounters lead her to 

become a different person. Not only might the man on the train see Mrs. Sommers as an 

object, but her perception of herself as a subject has been altered. Perhaps the man’s 

“keen eyes” view Mrs. Sommers as a thing he would like to acquire in his life. As a 

subject, Mrs. Sommers is more aware of the fuller contours of her identity as a sexual 

being as she goes forward from this moment. 

Focusing on the centrality of things in a reading of “A Pair of Silk Stocking” can 

cause us to wonder how Chopin intends Mrs. Sommer’s plight to be interpreted. Is 

Chopin suggesting that because Mrs. Sommers has to return to her life as a mother and 

wife, her experience with these items of sensuality and wealth is hollow? Is Chopin 

merely stating that these things lead a woman like Mrs. Sommers to imagine a life that 

one must leave and therefore feel frustration and sadness? This reading suggests that one 

must close the magazine and these objects don’t truly have the power to open new doors 

in life. Alternatively, it is possible that women like Mrs. Sommers who are reading 

Chopin’s story experience an awakening to aspects of themselves that they might 

normally suppress. Consequently, like Mrs. Sommers, these women may interact with 

things and then may grow to understand their self-power. They can acknowledge that 

they are in their own body, and that they own who they are in new facets of their 

identities which were formerly walled off before their intersection with objects which 

have become things.  

The things on her journey seem to both free and trap Mrs. Sommers. Mrs. 

Sommers has glimpsed new parts of herself and new incarnations of her life as a result of 

her encounter with powerful objects. She is now newly sexual and sensual, and notices, 
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as if for the first time, how it feels to be wealthy and leisurely. However, her adventure 

also may lead her to feel suddenly frustrated by the limitations of her nineteenth century 

life. Her experience with these things has the power to provide a window for her to see 

herself and others differently, and this shift may resonate with other women who, like 

Mrs. Sommers, are enticed by the rising significance of consumerism and department 

store culture. Now that her world has been changed, she as a woman is forever altered. 

Consequently, a typical day of shopping for her children becomes an atypical day, and 

Mrs. Sommers rides the cable car towards home as a different woman than she was when 

she boarded it that morning. 
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CHAPTER 2. ONE POWERFUL THING IN KATE CHOPIN’S  

“A VERY FINE FIDDLE” 

After the Civil War and the break-up of the plantation system, sharecropping and 

tenant farming was the main way for former slaves lacking funds and possessions to 

make a livelihood. The number of tenants dramatically increased from 1880-1930 by the 

addition of many former small landholders, making tenancy prevalent among white as 

well as black families. In the 1890s, 40% of southern farms were operated by tenants. 

Tenant farming during this period encompassed two different sets of economic 

relationships that existed between tenant and landowner based on the assets of the tenant. 

Sharecroppers were tenants who had almost no resources to bring to farming but their 

labor and that of their family. The landlord supplied them with mules, tools, seed, 

fertilizer, and housing. In return, the annual crop was divided into shares between owner 

and cropper. Renters or “share tenants” were tenants who owned their own stock and 

equipment and paid for land rental either in cash or in a fixed piece of annual produce. 

Considered in parts of the South to be an exclusively white institution, tenant farming 

usually necessitated the advance of large amounts of credit from landlord to tenant; it 

could and frequently did end with the tenant ending the growing season in debt (Flora et 

al. 880).  

There is general agreement among historians that farm tenancy was the South’s 

greatest economic and social problem. Southern tenancy was a vicious, self-perpetuating 

system (Conrad 8). Chronic indebtedness of tenant to landlord created dependency, 
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resentment, and a caste system similar to serfdom. Southern agriculture simply could not 

have functioned without credit. Some critics maintain that lien laws should not be blamed 

for southern farmers’ problems during this time period because these laws answered a 

real need for credit; hundreds of thousands of farmers could have starved without 

advances of supplies as their crops were the only collateral they had (Harris 34). Tenants 

moved frequently, but it rarely brought improvement. They had little reason to take care 

of their land or accommodations or feel loyalty to their landlord. The typical plantation 

owner or planter believed that keeping tenants on the ragged edge of privation was the 

best way to make them work and felt that the fear of hunger was the only thing that 

would drive them into the fields (Conrad 10). Cultivation of cotton led to dire living 

conditions which made them vulnerable to weather, infestation, economic crises, and 

required that all acreage be devoted to the cash crop. Tenant families had houses that 

were often dilapidated, and they had poor diets, weak health, minimal sanitation, and 

limited education (Flora et al. 881). 

The low prices for land after the war, and the breaking up of estates marked the 

downfall of the ruling class. The Southern aristocracy’s leadership and way of life 

vanished; the ladies came down from their pedestals and learned to work. Confronted 

with the realities of a post-war world, work virtually became a religion and the mint julep 

ceased to be a sign of graceful living and instead became a means of escape as many 

Southerners were driven to drink as a result of their misfortunes (Ezell 220). Neglected 

before the war, and often living “in backwoods country” and in a “backwoods style” 

without education and few churches, the poor white male lived in “dread of having social 
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equality with the negro” (223). Their trading their backwoods cabins for sharecroppers’ 

huts was an improvement in their quality of life.  

A Very Fine Fiddle for a Share Tenant Farmer  

While the opening of the department store in the South reflected the industrialized 

commodity culture of the North, it is not just in the department store space that Chopin is 

interested in how objects are significant things. As a Southern woman living in New 

Orleans as well as in rural, poor share cropping and tenant areas of Louisiana, Chopin 

saw how even the most mundane things wielded power over people’s lives. Chopin’s “A 

Very Fine Fiddle” is another portrayal of how an object becomes a thing, and of how the 

thing’s new incarnation not only reflects the plight of nineteenth century women and 

tenant farming families within the culturally diverse world of nineteenth century 

Louisiana plantation life, but also functions to instantiate a change in the identity of the 

individual associated with it. Although not explicitly stated, Cleophas, in Chopin’s “A 

Very Fine Fiddle,” is the epitome of share tenants. He does not seem to own his own 

land, and he is not able to provide for his family. He lives on the verge of poverty at the 

edge of a plantation with no valuable objects in his life except for a violin. The violin is 

the thing which can not only “drown” his children’s hungry “cries” but also his 

“conscience.” To Cleophas, the violin stands as a surrogate mother and friend. Haunted 

by the cries of his children and his own poor choices, the violin holds tremendous value 

for him as it possesses the ability to “soothe” (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 149). Against the 

dreary backdrop of his tenant farmer life, the violin becomes a thing of medicine and 

magic, an ordinary possession that becomes extraordinary and even transformative. 

Cleophas uses the fiddle “when the half dozen little ones are hungry….to drown their 
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cries, or their hunger, or his conscience, or all three” (149). The six children seem to live 

in poverty. Fifine, one of Cleophas’ children, is barefoot throughout the story, even when 

she goes to the big house on the plantation on which she lives to try and sell the fiddle to 

rich men attending a party there. If the fiddle is used to quell the children and their father, 

it is likely used frequently given their financial challenges and the absence of the 

children’s mother who is not mentioned or seen throughout the story. Consequently, the 

fiddle is not just a fiddle: it is a peacemaker, a therapist, and a mother figure. It is not just 

an object; it is a thing that is integral to the functioning of this family. When Fifine 

threatens to smash the fiddle in “a t’ousan’ piece,” her father says she must not do that as 

the fiddle is older than they are “t’ree time’ put togedde;” he reminds her that she has 

heard him tell her “‘bout dat Italien w’at give it” to him “w’en he dies, ‘long yonder 

befo’ de war.” Cleophas says the Italian declared that “dat fiddle –dat one part my life – 

w’at goin’ live w’en I be dead – Dieu merci!” (149). The fiddle has a life that endures 

powerfully in its owners’ lives. It is not an inert object. It is material culture 

representative of the subjects’ or owners’ identities and experiences.  

By highlighting these differences in the various references to the fiddle, Chopin 

invites us to stop thinking about the item as representative and interchangeable. When 

Fifine sells the fiddle for a high price and brings a newer more”fine” fiddle that shines 

“like satin” unlike the original “lustreless” fiddle, her father says “t ain’ de same” and 

that Fifine should put it away as he says he “ain’ going’ play de fiddle no mo’” (Chopin, 

“A Very Fine” 150). He will not play any other fiddle as it seems the fiddle in its flannel 

bag was not just any fiddle; it was a unique thing that could not be replaced by another of 

its kind. The original fiddle proves itself to be something different than its replacement. 
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Cleophas may play (or choose not to, in this case) the same music on each fiddle, but it 

will not be the same. The fiddle is atypical and irreplaceable. Not only does the fiddle 

change his experience of his own life, it changes his family’s emotional state and has 

become a kind of referential enigma. In this way, the fiddle is an object that has become a 

thing. It is a catalyst that opens up a space for rethinking the dynamics between the 

physical world and its human inhabitants.  

Perception Is Reality, and Violins Are No Exception 

Because the violin means different things to different characters in “A Very Fine 

Fiddle,” the story invites us to consider what determines an item’s value. The violin’s 

power is not only reflected in its history, but also in the characters’ view of its use, 

exchange, and symbolic value. The use and exchange value as well as the 

signifying/symbolic value of the violin is different for each of the characters in the story, 

and these differences reflect its power in their lives. In the sociology of consumption, the 

use value of an object is tied to its usefulness in securing the necessities of life. The 

exchange value of an object is based on equivalences which occur when a product enters 

the market and is exchanged for something else of value. In addition to use value and 

exchange value, Marx identifies symbolic value. Symbolic value is value tied less to an 

object’s ability to be used or to be exchanged, and more to its ability to stand as a sign of 

one’s wealth or social status. For example, a luxury brand leather jacket may have little 

use in keeping one warm, but it holds high symbolic value as a sign of wealth, privilege, 

and social standing. Interestingly enough, this symbolic value may actually allow the 

jacket to achieve a high exchange value on the market even though its use value is quite 

low. The use value of the jacket, is, in essence, is subordinated to its much higher 



 28 

symbolic value (Brummitt, “Igor”). To Cleophas, the violin may have both a high use 

value and exchange value as it makes beautiful music, can be used to earn money, and, 

because of its age, would bring money if ever sold. However, even more importantly for 

Cleophas, the violin has a great sentimental value. As such, for him, the violin possesses 

a value far beyond more obvious forms of value. In essence, the violin and its flannel bag 

are priceless to Cleophas and cannot be valued adequately because it provides peace and 

comfort to him and members of his family. The value is so high that the loss robs 

Cleophas of significant joy in his life and leads him to vow that he “ain’ goin’ play de 

fiddle no mo’” because nothing can replace the violin already impressed with 

incalculable amounts of sentimental value. (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 150). 

While Cleophas’ sense of the value of the violin may be tied to its sentimental 

worth, others see it very differently. However, before moving on to examine these 

differences, it is important to note that violins, such as the one Cleophas possesses, tend 

to be full of symbolic value (and thus, exchange value as well), even when their use value 

is no greater than another violin. Because Cleophas’ violin’s former owner was Italian, 

the violin may be an Italian antique. The violins made by Amati, Stradivari, and Guarneri 

as well as other Italian makers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are widely, but 

erroneously, believed to possess playing and sound qualities that are superior and 

immediately discernible to experienced violinists and not found in new instruments 

(Vaiedelich and Fritz 27). These violins are said by some to be the best because of many 

factors including carefully chosen and well-seasoned wood, a varnish whose recipe and 

application may be so unique as to be unable to be replicated, and even the shape of the F 

holes and the scroll (Stoeving 17). However, recent studies have shown that, when blind-
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folded, players prefer new instruments and cannot tell whether a violin is old or new. 

This suggests that the superiority of the old Italian violins is not grounded in playing or 

sound properties of the violins but in the knowledge that the violinists have of the violins’ 

origin and age, and in the fetishing of that age as a sign of superiority. This fetishization 

leads to assigning them very high value that is not justified in terms of use. It is a 

symbolic value that has real implications for the object’s exchange value. Simply 

knowing the history or pedigree of an instrument activates expectations for its sounds that 

change its value whether that sound is appreciably different from a newer violin. 

Consequently, violinists believe that an instrument sounds better even if there is no 

acoustic difference, and changes in its value will follow.  

Studies about perception of musical instruments illuminate the idea that the violin 

in Chopin’s “A Very Fine Fiddle” has immense value because of the symbolic value that 

Cleophas and the men at the Big House bestow upon it and not necessarily because it 

truly sounds better. Perception is reality. Perception is the complement of materiality, and 

their relationship can be more or less direct. In the case of a musical instrument, this 

perception is at least double, auditory and visual. The material dimension of an 

instrument can be present in the imagination of the audience who will refer to their 

memory to “hear” the instrument that they see. Similarly, to the face that a listener 

imagines when hearing a voice on the radio, the sound imagined by a spectator is linked 

to the aesthetic and visual aspect of the instrument that he looks at. In a recent study, 

questions asked to ten violinmakers and nineteen musicians about two violins, one with a 

brown varnish and one with a golden yellow varnish, are intriguing. The brown violin 

was imagined as richer, warmer and more powerful than the yellow violin which was 
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considered less complex, more nasal and less powerful (Vaiedelich and Fritz 3). Other 

research on violin preferences shows that since the end of the nineteenth century, many 

blind listening and playing tests have shown a preference towards new instruments 

compared to the Old Italian instruments as well as no systematic ability of players to 

recognize the difference. However, despite this conclusion, the violinists who took part in 

the recent scientific studies continue to claim that “the one thing you cannot put into a 

new violin is that it’s been played for 300 years” (4). Therefore, although these studies 

would appear to clearly contradict those people who believe that the old musical 

instruments sound better than the new instruments, the studies are “unlikely to change 

many musicians’ minds,” and the Stradivarius “magic” of an instrument will remain 

mostly unaffected by science (4). This research seems to speak directly to why the men in 

the Big House prize the Italian’s old violin when Fifine brings it to them as they know it 

is old and value its age and history. Cleophas values the violin because if its soothing 

presence. Value is found here in longevity and symbolism, but not sound quality. This is 

not to favor one value system over the other, but to suggest that value is something that 

people agree upon as being worth something for some reason. The “lustreless” instrument 

appears to be more valuable, more captivating, and clearly more powerful than the one 

that is “twice as beautiful” and that “shines like satin” (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 149).  

One Powerful Thing for One Cajun Victorian Little Lady  

Because Fifine is only interested in the violin’s ability to bring money to her 

family, she sees it primarily as imbued with exchange value, in contrast to the men in her 

life who view the old violin differently. As such, Chopin seems to be commenting 

indirectly on how this object’s value connects with Fifine’s womanhood and the nature of 
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the manhood around her. Fifine can’t stand when her father plays the fiddle, as she sees it 

as a source of money or as a distraction to him working harder. The violin serves no 

valuable daily purpose in Fifine’s view, but she can sell it for a lot of money which will 

provide value in her life for food, clothes, etc. Aspects of this Marxist view of 

materialism would be fitting for Fifine, the daughter of a late nineteenth century tenant 

farmer, whose life was arduous and bleak, and her possessions few and precious. As a 

“shabby little girl,” Fifine seems focused only on life’s material conditions. To Fifine, 

what good is owning a 300-year-old violin when one is starving? She is made an old soul 

by the sight of her family’s “old cabin,” and the sound of the cries from the “hungry 

mouths “of her “half dozen little” siblings (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 149). To Fifine, the 

old fiddle and the new fiddle have the same use value: they both produce music and 

nothing more or less. She believes that whatever Cleophas gets from having this old 

violin is valueless. 

The thingness in the fiddle is apparent when it commands attention as soon as 

Fifine shows it to the wealthy men at the party. These men have a different perspective 

on the value of the violin than do Cleophas and Fifine. While it is a priceless oasis of 

comfort and joy for Cleophas and merely a source of money for Fifine, it is a status 

symbol for the men at the party. The fiddle seems to entrance them men at the party; they 

gather around it and examine it for a long time, thumping, scraping, and walking with the 

fiddle to “remote corners” and listening to it (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 149). There is 

“much putting of heads together and talking about it” before they give Fifine a fiddle 

“twice as beautiful as the one she had brought and a roll of money” (150). Valuable and 

transferrable, this fiddle is a thing or a “quasi-object,” an idea developed by Michel 
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Serres. In his The Parasite, Michel Serres says that the most important aspect of quasi 

objects is that they travel, as with objects such as watches, clocks, books, and pens in 

eighteenth and nineteenth century literature (Connor 5). These objects circulate from 

owner to owner and are therefore different from regular objects. Similarly, Chopin’s 

fiddle seems to be a quasi-object with a life and a history that has power beyond its basic 

functionality. There is a consistent and strong relationship between the subject and the 

object in this situation. This quasi object reflects Latour’s actor network theory, the idea 

that objects and subjects may in fact be “reciprocally constitutive: the things we think do 

things may turn out to be things that things do with us, and that things can move in an out 

of their thing-hood” (4). The fiddle has an elevated status with an enduring impactful 

force for its owners. Such is the case for the men at the party in “A Very Fine Fiddle” 

who examine and desire the violin, a representation of cultural privilege because of its 

history. This significance represents the violin’s Marxist symbolic value, and it is the 

violin’s symbolic value that captivates the men at the party. They see the fiddle as a thing 

(as opposed to Fifine’s view of it as a mere object) because it may possess unusual 

potential to transform their mood and psyche when they hear it, all while signifying that 

they are men of means who can afford to own such an object, as well.  

Fifine knows that the wealthy men at the planation house party will see the violin 

and appreciate it for its symbolic, historical value – about which she could care less. She 

knows she can manipulate these men for her own financial benefit. When Fifine sells the 

old violin and receives the new violin and most importantly to her, “a roll of money,” her 

heart nearly “jumps into her throat.” She is so excited that she is “dumb with 

astonishment” (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 149). She has to stop on her way home under a 
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“chinaberry tree” to “scan the roll of money,” where she has a vision of holding onto her 

cow Blanchette and Blanchette’s tiny calf who her Uncle wants to sell. Consumed with 

the money in her hand and the visions in her head, she is part woman/part girl as she sees 

the value of the cow and the cuteness of its calf, but she is not blinded by the various 

registers of value in the old fiddle. She can get a violin for her father that might sound 

just as good along with some cash for a violin that is older and probably doesn’t sound 

any better. Too young to appreciate the value in the violin’s story, but wise beyond her 

years to realize its worth in food and shelter for her family, Fifine is both a typical little 

girl who loves her little calf, but also an empowered woman who wants to help her 

family. She seems to want to teach her father something about what she believes is the 

true value of the fiddle when she insists that she is “goin’ do some’in’ wid dat fiddle” 

(149). Although Chopin critics such as Wagner-Martin, Skaggs, and Carr assert that “A 

Very Fine Fiddle” is one of many of Chopin’s stories where a girl is portrayed as 

unusually independent and resembles a man, and where men are presented in a 

condescending fashion, these critics do not consider how the ranges of this thing’s value 

are both understood and manipulated by Fifine to secure that which she needs to sustain 

her life.  

Like the white male, the women in the late nineteenth century found their status 

immensely changed after 1865. The antebellum code of chivalry had enthroned some 

white wealthy women, exempting them from having to deal with the harsh realities of 

life. However, the Civil War left thousands of women as widows, and as wives with 

crippled husbands who were forced to become breadwinners or paupers. Repudiation of 

bonds, bank failures, and other disastrous circumstances left them no choice but to 
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become economically productive. Many had to pick up the management of farms or 

estates, as well as run a home with meager resources; other women had to work in the 

fields, teach, and open boarding houses. Before the war, women could not work for 

money or have a career outside the home, let alone have an opportunity for self-support 

(Ezell 228). Many of the nineteenth century changes impacting women and their ability 

to work or earn money outside the home were not relevant to Chopin’s Fifine and family, 

who have no mother in their lives, and who live on a rural plantation where Cleophas is 

likely a white share tenant. In remote swamps and back country plantations, such as the 

area in which Fifine and Cleophas live, change came very slowly. In 1883, an English 

observer commented that the women still did the outdoor work, while the men sat 

smoking. Men often lived off the wages or labor of the women in their families. Early 

marriages were the rule, and five or more children were not uncommon (224). Women 

often assumed power as a result of a powerless male figure in the home.  

Fifine in “A Very Fine Fiddle” seems to be one of these inadvertently empowered 

females, despite her being more of a child than a woman. Her power is even more 

significant, perhaps because of her youth. She is not only a female in the nineteenth 

century who typically does not have much power, but she is a child who is saddled with 

woman like responsibility given the absence of her mother, the changing trends for 

females in this time period, and the inefficacy of her father as a provider for his family as 

a result of his life as a share tenant farmer. Perhaps through Fifine, Chopin acknowledges 

Victorian woman’s pursuit of agency and the power of things to alter boundaries in their 

lives and the lives of their family. Given Chopin’s life experience living in the hustle 

bustle of late nineteenth century New Orleans, then a growing metropolis, as well as her 
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interaction with the more remote Louisiana plantations owned by her husband’s family, it 

is likely that Chopin would have been aware of the shift women were experiencing amid 

the rise of the New Woman who was more independent than the typical Victorian 

woman. Fifine has become the most powerful figure in her household, and the violin 

seems to further empower her and enable her to cross boundaries within her life as a 

daughter of a share tenant. In contrast to Cleophas who finds peace when he hears the 

sound of the violin, the violin incites Fifine to feel “rage,” to “clench her little hands,” 

stomp her “small foot,” and become violent – the antithesis of a perfect Victorian lady – 

when she threatens to “smash” the violin “in a t’ousan’ ‘piece’ (Chopin, “A Very Fine” 

149). Her small extremities are overtaken by the large power of the violin which triggers 

her frustration with her young life, and then manifests her pursuit of control and a means 

to seek positive change. She ignores her father’s explanation about why she must not 

smash it and why it is valuable, and then vows to do “some’in’”with the fiddle. “Half 

mollified” she threatens her father and audaciously says “mine w’at I say” (149). The 

fiddle and its accompanying flannel bag appear mundane, but they have fueled Fifine to 

transcend her status as a typical little girl in the late nineteenth century. When the fiddle 

and flannel bag are in her little hands, Fifine continues her hot-tempered, insolent 

mission, and “stole” away to the big house. Although she sits on the step outside of the 

house veranda as her status as a poor child of a share tenant does not allow her entrance 

into the house, she appears to be undaunted, and sits “lynx-eyed, waiting for her 

opportunity” (149). She does not merely speak; she resolutely “announces” her selling 

the violin to the first person who questions why she is there. Soon she is “surrounded” by 

people, and becomes the center of attention with a variety of men -- “one with very long 
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hair that hung down, another with equally long hair that stood up, and the third with no 

hair worth mentioning” -- who first look at her with amusement,” but then more closely 

and “very seriously” (149). The violin seems to enable Fifine to transcend her status as a 

helpless Victorian share tenant young girl, and transform her into an independent, fierce 

young businesswoman looking to make money and change her life for the better. Skaggs, 

Carr and Wagner-Martin note how “A Very Fine Fiddle” is a story about the 

independence of nineteenth century women and young girls, how children deal with 

poverty, and how the story is geared for a young audience highlighting a young girl’s 

independence in “A Very Fine Fiddle.” However, they do not explore why Fifine’s 

autonomy is understandable and significant in the context of the life of women who lived 

within nineteenth century share tenant families, and the power of and within the violin as 

a thing in this story. 

Many critics also do not seem to address how the violin is a catalyst for Fifine’s 

defiance, and what happens to the men around her as a result of her and the violin’s 

agency. As the violin seems to be the only thing that Cleophas values, perhaps above all 

else including his children and his own sense of morality, it is ironic that Fifine’s 

acquiring the violin leads to her own empowerment but also to the emasculation of 

Cleophas. Fifine is frustrated with and perhaps jealous of the violin as she cannot stand to 

see it enable her father to avoid her and his paternal responsibilities. She therefore seeks 

to remove it from their lives, and does not initially care if this act strips her father of what 

he perceives as his only source of strength and peace. However, Fifine is not ultimately 

heartless, as she does offer a replacement violin to her father when she returns home. 

Because Fifine’s actions have translated to a gain in power and money for her and a loss 
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in these areas for Cleophas and the men at the party, Fifine appears to come out ahead in 

the transaction involving the violin. Consequently, Fifine pushes the limits of what is 

acceptable and allowable for a traditional young, poor white nineteenth century girl by 

disobeying her father and by wanting to make money by appearing unannounced at a 

social gathering of wealthy men who are in the same class as her father’s employer. Her 

efforts are a success in that she gains attention, money, and a new violin. However, her 

choices deny her father access to the only route to self-empowerment that is identifiable 

in the story: his playing and ownership of his violin. In “A Very Fine Fiddle,” a young 

girl’s independence and agency are apparent, but these forces seem to triumph only amid 

the simultaneous emasculation of the male protagonist. This serves to reinforce the idea 

that women in the nineteenth century are powerless amid dominant and empowered 

males, and that they gain power only in a vacuum or when they assume stereotypically 

male traits of aggression and forcefulness.  

Chopin critics of “A Very Fine Fiddle” have not yet explored this cost-benefit 

transaction. Such a reading of Fifine suggests Chopin believed that women of this period 

could achieve self-empowerment and improve their circumstances, but only if their 

actions caused the men around them to be less respectable and empowered. Through her 

female protagonists, many critics have stated that Chopin addresses the issues of 

women’s potential, personal development, relationships with others and themselves, 

social expectations and limitations, needs and desires. According to Charles Ellis, Chopin 

depicts characters striving to subvert typical definitions (13). Peggy Skaggs asserts that 

Chopin’s primary concern was the “conflicting nature of people’s needs for a secure 

place or role in life, for love, and for autonomy” (54). Although Chopin would have 
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probably denied any political agenda, her writing and its connections to sexuality and 

gender was considered taboo for her time and place (Meyers Skredsvig 77). She 

emphasizes the feminine social self, especially the tension between woman’s individual 

autonomy and social conformity in Victorian society. Rather than moralizing or 

prescribing, Chopin is said to examine the reality of her times and possible alternatives. 

Although most Chopin scholars suggest that Chopin’s story seems to celebrate a spirited, 

independent young woman, they do not conclude that readers might sympathize with 

Cleophas, whose life is somehow dimmer and more ineffective without his access to the 

power of his old fiddle, an object which has become a dynamic thing in his and the rest of 

his family’s lives. 

This story may be indicating that the women living in share tenant families in the 

late nineteenth century needed to take a more practical view of life as the men around 

them may have been lost, wounded, or oppressed by life as a share tenant farmer. Fifine’s 

ability to see the exchange value of the violin offers her a way to improve her 

circumstances from a practical standpoint including attaining better food, clothing or 

shelter. In contrast, the men’s view of the violin as having symbolic and use value, and 

Cleophas’ appreciation of it as a thing that can heal and comfort enables them to see 

themselves or their lives in a different way. The differences in men and women’s lives as 

well as the contrasts of upper class and share tenant plantation culture account for the 

varied ways in which people interact with things, and may be able to afford to see things 

as things and not mere objects. This helps to explain why Fifine, her father, and the 

plantation party attendees see and experience the fiddle differently.  
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The fiddle’s power enables Fifine to enter a diverse man’s world and dominate it 

because her situation has taught her that symbolic value is relatively meaningless when it 

comes to surviving in life. Her poverty has pulled the veil of such value aside, in a way, 

and exposed her to how she can use these men’s investments in ideas related to symbolic 

value to her own advantage. Although the men at the party seem to be from different 

regions or countries as reflected in their languages and as was common in this area at the 

time, the fiddle becomes an object that gives Fifine access to the people and the money 

that she wants – leaving her feeling empowered and successful. Here, the violin’s 

perception by these men as invested with particular kinds of value, and Fifine’s strategic 

understanding of this contributes to her reinvention and incarnation as a “New Woman.” 

While Showalter and Skredsvig maintain that Chopin’s choice to use the heterogenous 

local color of the Louisiana region yielded an acceptable and marketable way to write 

about less acceptable women’s behavior, these critics have yet to evaluate how the fiddle 

in “A Very Fine Fiddle” becomes a powerful vehicle for self-empowerment. The fiddle 

appears to facilitate non-traditional connections between people of different genders and 

classes in late nineteenth century plantation society. 

As in “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” objects and identity are closely related in “A 

Very Fine Fiddle,” leading us to consider the relationship between people and things, 

between objects and the formation of self. Our questions about the material world and the 

transformation of it might not focus on “whether things are, but instead on what work 

things perform….to demonstrate the power of objects and to show how they may become 

things and consequently organize our private and public affection” (B. Brown, “Thing 

Theory” 7). This critical view through which to contemplate this relationship yields a 



 40 

new perspective on the objects – or things, like this violin -- in Chopin’s work, and the 

relationship such things bear to the individuals possessing or possessed by them. 
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CHAPTER 3. EMPOWERED THINGS AND AN AUTHENTIC WOMAN IN 

“AZELIE” 

 As seen in Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings” and “A Very Fine Fiddle,” the 

thing power of objects seems to be central to characters reconstructing their identities; 

this is even more apparent in Chopin’s story “Azelie.” The oppression of the nineteenth 

century woman is a common theme in much of Chopin’s work, particularly in her novel 

The Awakening, but characters such as Azelie, may be more empowered than Edna (who 

ends her life), Mrs. Sommers, and Fifine because of the objects that affect how these 

female characters navigate their lives. Although Mrs. Sommers and Fifine seek to make 

change in their limited nineteenth century lives after interacting with objects that become 

things, Azelie in “Azelie” is even more resistant to oppression and patriarchal authority. 

In Chopin’s work, things can be integral to women’s escape from patriarchal social 

systems, and Azelie embodies this idea as she extricates herself from her constraints and 

becomes a transcendent young woman. 

Exploring aspects of feminist theory — in particular, Simone de Beauvoir’s 

ideology— may help us understand how Azélie, one of Chopin’s lesser known but 

powerful female protagonists, and the powerful objects around her defy oppression. De 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex is among the most important feminist works yet written 

(Drake 1). De Beauvoir suggests that women are the absolute “Other” -- something by 

which men define themselves. Women exist only as man’s reflection of themselves and 

are defined by how men see them. In this view, there is no room for female self-discovery 
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or appropriation of a woman’s destiny. One is reminded of Milton’s phrase in Paradise 

Lost describing the relationship between Adam and Eve: “He for God only, she for God 

in him” (IV, 295-99). It is the Adams of the world who relate directly to higher things, 

while the Eves participate in higher things – if they do so at all – only through their 

interaction with men. De Beauvoir sees this scheme as revealing men’s underlying 

insecurity about their place in the world. She bases her argument on the existentialism of 

Jean Paul Sartre and refutes the deterministic theories of Aristotle, Hegel, and Freud. The 

latter claim that woman is physically and intellectually weaker than man; consequently, 

she deserves her inferior position in society (Hatcher 9-13). De Beauvoir, on the contrary, 

asserts that woman never had the chance to develop her capacities (Beauvoir 33-34). De 

Beauvoir says that “men always held women’s lot in their hands” and that “women’s 

entire history has been written by men” (148). Independent of woman’s ability for more 

achievement, de Beauvoir bases the idea of equality between the sexes on conditions in 

nature. She devotes the first part of her book to explain how animals, even on the lowest 

developed level of creation, benefit from a balanced relationship between male and 

female (24). Consequently, de Beauvoir perceives the main conflict in human society as 

deriving from men’s perpetual desire to dominate each other, to make another human 

being – woman -- ‘the Other” (Padlasli 46). De Beauvoir challenges women to transcend 

patriarchal society as she maintains that body differences are only restrictive if we allow 

them to be (or if society curtails this transcendence).  

De Beauvoir also suggests that an “authentically” lived existence requires that one 

establish reason for being through a combination of immanence and transcendence. 

Transcendence as defined by de Beauvoir is when a woman is “reaching out into the 
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future” as opposed to being immanent or stagnant in a situation (Scholz). Transcendent 

activities include activities of progress, creation, and discovery that surpass the present, 

burst into the future, and remain free of biological fate; in contrast, immanent activities 

are uncreative, mechanical chores that maintain life’s process and a “mode of existence 

marked by passivity, ease, and submission to biological fate” (Veltman 56). This idea is 

tied to Cartesian dualism and de Beauvoir’s assertion that there is always a constant and 

necessary interplay between the body as active and passive (Mirvish 80). When it comes 

to the body, de Beauvoir stresses getting beyond the myth of woman as passive flesh, 

because the female is not merely a carnal object, and the flesh is clothed in special 

significance for each person and for each experience (268). It is in Chopin’s “Azelie” that 

we see a woman who is desperately trying to change her life and escape being an object, 

and who is also affected by objects impacting her en route to her becoming transcendent. 

The Thing about Azelie 

Similar to Mrs. Sommers and Fifine, Azelie finds agency through the objects 

around her, but for Azelie, the objects enable her to become a transcendent authentic 

young woman. From the moment she speaks in “Azelie,” Chopin’s Azelie seems 

empowered by objects that, according to Thing Theory, can become things. In her calico 

dress that was made the previous summer and that is “too small for her in every way,” 

Azelie’s first words are about her need for things. Not only does poor Acadian Azelie 

need a new dress, she says to the planter on the plantation on which she lives that she 

“come to git a li’le piece o’ meat” as her family is “plumb out o’ meat home” (Chopin, 

“Azélie” 295). He directs her to ‘Polyte, the manager of the store for the “hands.” Despite 

his “air of annoyance” when he sees her, she tells him the same request for some meat 
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that her family needs. Chopin’s text seems to leave clues that although ‘Polyte manages 

the store and designates when and what things will be given to the workers on the 

plantation for their survival, the objects in Azelie’s life become things, impact her 

agency, and enable her to control ‘Polyte. Azélie gets most -- but not all -- of the things 

she desires from ‘Polyte’s store; she seems to feel both authoritative and unsatisfied as 

‘Polyte gives her thread, meat, coffee, sugar, and candy, but he refuses to give her lard, 

tobacco, and whiskey. ‘Polyte’s dogs follow her as she leaves the store and do not stay 

with ‘Polyte, their master; instead they follow Azelie’s now “upright” “tread” with a 

“business-like trot” and he has to call them back. The dogs’ and Azelie’s behavior are 

changed, and her business transaction has ended with her enjoying a new kind of 

dominance which is signaled by the dogs leaving their owner to follow her. This shift is 

also reflected in her decision to leave the store unannounced while ‘Polyte is in the back 

room looking for the coal-oil he “grudgingly” consents to give to her. She may be 

leaving, but she does so on her own terms, and it is clear that she is in control. ‘Polyte 

returns to the counter with a “perplexed expression” as his dogs run away from him 

(295). The objects she has attained take on new meaning, becoming “things” as they 

represent and yield empowerment in Azelie’s life.  

Infused with the force of the connection between these things and her growing 

desire to change the game of her life, Azelie returns audaciously to the store to get 

tobacco and whiskey for her father. Azelie does the ultimate un-Victorian lady-like thing 

when she breaks into ‘Polyte’s store to steal these things “without remorse.” (Chopin, 

“Azelie” 295). When ‘Polyte catches her in the act, she insists she “ain’t no thief,” and 

that she was “jus’ takin’ a few li’le things you all too mean to gi’me.” Although these 
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things may seem non-essential to most people, they are vital to Azelie, something she 

makes clear when she speaks in a “loud,” “monotonous” and a “shrill” anything but 

demure voice when she states that ‘Polyte and the plantation owner treat her popa “like 

he was a dog” (295). Consequently, it seems that her father’s very humanity is tied up in 

the things with which Azelie is consumed. Similarly, not having these things means that 

she and her father are worth “less” than others. If according to de Beauvoir, “a truly 

transcendent woman thinks, takes action, works, and creates on the same terms as men,” 

Azelie appears as transcendent and is therefore radical for the era in which she lives. She 

offends shop-tender ‘Polyte when she refuses to act according to his nineteenth century 

societal expectations; there is “no trace of any intention of coquetry in her manner. He 

resented this as a token of indifference toward his sex, and thought it inexcusable” (295). 

Azelie is unusual in general, let alone as a nineteenth century woman as she “seemed to 

have no shame or regret for what she had done…’Polyte often shuddered with disgust to 

discern in her a being so wholly devoid of moral sense” (295). These desired and attained 

things from the store help her to re-formulate her own identity as a daughter and as an 

emerging woman. Azelie’s thieving is her attempt to claim her power and challenge 

patriarchal power symbolized by ‘Polyte’s lording over the poor farmers through his 

status as the supply person. Chopin’s “Azelie” is therefore “conspicuously unlike 

Chopin’s other work with an almost feminist but extremely subtle moral” and is a female 

who “barely acknowledges male reality of desire” (Papke 60). 

With no other options available to her, Azelie chooses thieving to avoid 

entrapment and to escape from being “Other.” Like Edna in The Awakening (1899), 

Chopin’s Azelie (1894) defies social convention as “Other”; however, unlike Edna, who 
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ends her life in suicide when she cannot permanently avoid life as the “Other,” Azelie 

avoids this fate by refusing to marry and lives her life on her own terms. Edna sees that 

the nineteenth century’s cult of domesticity offers her no viable mechanism for a self-

defined voice, and so she reaches beyond it toward a new identity. Edna seeks a feminine 

language and life that is represented outside of patriarchy; therefore, she ends her life 

when she cannot find a functional voice in her world (Cutter 88). In “Azelie,” published 

five years before The Awakening, Azelie also seeks life outside patriarchy, but Chopin 

introduces marriage as a choice rather than an absolute in a woman’s life. After Azelie 

tries to steal from ‘Polyte, he continues to give her the things that she most wants and 

make her the thing that he wants most by asking her to marry him. He gives her a gold 

ring which she accepts, and “arranges” to ask her to marry him “when the others went 

away” (Chopin, “Azelie” 297). Although Azelie declines his proposal by telling ‘Polyte 

that she “ain’t goin’ to stay yere” wit him, and that she “goin’ yonda on Li’le river” with 

her papa, ‘Polyte “pretends not to believe” her and is “frightened” by her “resolve” (297). 

He relentlessly argues with her that she must be “jokin,” that she “mus’ care a li’le” about 

him as it looked to him “all along like she did care some,” and that his life on the Little 

River is “lonesome” and like a “graveyard” (297). He deludes himself that Azelie has 

decided to stay with him even though she says “little, one way or the other” after he tells 

her how he feels. Papke suggests that despite her unethical ways and attack on his 

masculinity, ‘Polyte falls in love her, “primarily because he misreads her” as a “damsel in 

distress who needs a knight in shining armor to tame and protect her” (Papke 61). ‘Polyte 

“longs to rescue her from what he feels to be the demoralizing influences of her family 

and her surroundings….and to awaken Azelie to finer, better impulses when he should 
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have her apart to himself” (Chopin, “Azelie” 296). Azelie has no desire to be rescued, 

however, and dismisses ‘Polyte’s kisses; she “was not indignant; she was not flustered or 

agitated, as might have been a susceptible, coquettish girl; she was only astonished, and 

annoyed” (295). She is untouched and untouchable with ‘Polyte, and leaves suddenly 

with her family, shunning marriage and security in favor of independence, and protection 

for herself and her family. Like the dogs who follow Azelie out the door earlier in the 

story, ‘Polyte ultimately devotes himself to Azelie when he quits his job to follow her, 

despite her leaving the plantation with her family without telling him. Azelie’s thieving is 

an act of transcendence that empowers and lets her feel like she can claim her own 

identity, and not have it dictated to her. Ultimately, it reverses the power dynamics of a 

highly patriarchal system and puts her in charge of the person who is supposed to be in 

charge of everyone else. 

Azelie’s agency is apparent when she uses ‘Polyte as a pawn in her game to 

escape from being “Other.” She successfully obtains things from his store from him, 

doesn’t care if or how she leads him on, and is unconcerned that she has become a thief 

who has stolen things from ‘Polyte’ store, along with his heart and soul. The things she 

wants and attains do not directly empower Azelie, but her agency in route to having 

things that she is not supposed to have seems to free her from the limitations of her life, 

and transform her. Indeed, Azelie wants much more than just tobacco and whiskey or to 

leave town and live with her father. Azelie is pursuing autonomy and independence as 

expressed through her acquisition of things. These objects therefore become things 

because they exceed their usual function and have become something else through 

Azelie’s agency. Feminists recognize that agency, the degree to which an individual is 
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free to act, be reactive or be inactive, is tied to cultural context; women’s potential for 

agency in a patriarchal context may be truncated or nonexistent (Montrose 16). Azelie’s 

quest for and her empowerment by the things in ‘Polyte’s store reveals how Azelie is an 

atypically transcendent, authentic woman who completely changes her life. 

Azelie is not the “Other” who will be “condemned by a husband to a solitary and 

empty existence” (Beauvoir 477). Although the limitations of her life as a poor nineteenth 

century woman signify that her life consists of daily chores such as cooking and cleaning 

– which, according to de Beauvoir are immanent, or repetitive and uncreative tasks (65-

69), Azélie experiences transcendence as an “authentic woman” and not only as an 

immanent carnal object. Although, as de Beauvoir notes, “all human existence is 

transcendence and immanence at the same time,” Azelie does not synthesize immanence 

and transcendence in the way de Beauvoir suggests that women do: only through their 

husband as a mouthpiece” (443). Instead, Azelie becomes fearlessly and heroically 

transcendent amid her thieving of objects that have become things for her, and her 

immanence as her family’s care-taker.  

 I agree with critics of “Azelie” that Azelie is unusual and impactful, but suggest 

that Azelie is even more notable among Chopin’s protagonists when viewed as an 

authentic transcendent woman. Papke insightfully asserts that Azelie’s “very act of living 

changes the world around her” (62). Similarly, Pearl Brown maintains that ‘Polyte’s 

interactions with Azelie help to broaden his social and political views as reflected by his 

desire to make a life with her instead of to look down upon her (P. Brown 80-81). Guidici 

notes that Azelie’s pride in herself as a provider for her family makes her resist and reject 

‘Polyte’s efforts (27). However, Papke, Brown, Guidici, and other Chopin scholars do not 
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examine how Azelie’s thieving makes her an immanent and a transcendent woman whose 

desire to be a provider is driven by the power of objects and things. The focus in the story 

is not on Azelie’s act of stealing, but instead on how her thieving signifies that it is not 

right to incarcerate someone because of their gender.  

Azelie’s transcendence is also unusually significant in light of the idea that the 

majority of blue-collar and middle-class jobs do not allow for transcendence and require 

activities of immanence (Beauvoir 722). According to Veltman, de Beauvoir’s ideas 

suggest that most genuinely transcendent activity remains the province of a few writers, 

artists, scientists, and academics (126). Consequently, it may appear that de Beauvoir’s 

work has a bourgeois prejudice, with analysis of meaningful work drawn from the 

perspective of the upper middle class, and that de Beauvoir neglects “the significance of 

race and class inequities” (Spelman 60). Although Chopin’s story is set in an earlier time 

period for women than are de Beauvoir’s ideas, Azelie’s experience of transcendence 

combined with the immanence in her life seems timeless. Because powerful things seem 

to cause Azelie to be an exception to the concept of a typically transcendent woman, we 

may want to re-evaluate the power of things in “Azelie” as well as re-evaluate de 

Beauvoir’s definition of transcendence for women and people in diverse socioeconomic 

groups. Transcendence, Chopin’s tale seems to suggest, can also be a result of how 

people can explode the cultural norms that would otherwise entrap them, and this can 

happen in lower, middle, and upper classes through not only writing, painting, and 

thinking, but perhaps through acts of self-empowerment such as Azelie’s pilfering.  
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One Thing for One Man 

Just as Azelie’s desire for transcendence leads her to be anything but an obedient 

Victorian woman when she breaks into the store, ‘Polyte is also somehow transformed 

amid the pervasiveness of the things in the store that seem to take new control of others’ 

lives. ‘Polyte moves with an “air of importance,” and carries a store key in his back 

pocket which is “as large as the pistol that he sometimes carried in the same place.” He 

also sleeps with this key under his pillow “with his watch and his pistol.” This key 

empowers him, and is clearly a treasured possession. He is willing to give Azelie the 

coffee, sugar, candy, thread, and coal oil that she wants from his store, but he refuses 

“flatly” to give her tobacco or whiskey. He alone decides which items he will give to 

Azelie and the other “lazy-boned ‘Cadians” who he says work on the plantation and 

frequent his store. Like his pistol, the key to the store is a weapon with which he can 

manage his life or perhaps by which he may also feel controlled. In contrast to ‘Polyte, 

Azélie is independent, positions herself outside of society, and is content to remain there. 

Her forcefulness eventually enables her to overpower ‘Polyte who wants her to become 

his most prized possession. Azelie is so powerful in her independence that she “draws 

‘Polyte away from his world” when he quits his store to follow her and her family (Papke 

61). Despite his big key, watch, and pistol, he is overwhelmed by Azelie. Instead of 

dominating her, he is passive; the store objects’ centrality in the story triggers his 

submissiveness and love for Azelie against his intellect. Instead of punishing her in some 

way when he sees her stealing, he tells her to “hush,” lets her free, tells her to “go ‘way 

f’om yere quick,” and is pleased when one his big dogs starts to follow her into the 

distance as he knows “no harm could come to her, going through those lonely fields, 
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while the animal was at her side” (Chopin, “Azelie” 293). He also assures her that he 

doesn’t care if she asks him for whatever she needs but forbids her from entering the 

store again. The objects in his store and Azelie’s rebellious behavior seem to indirectly 

inspire his sudden desire for and protection of Azelie.  

After this night, ‘Polyte is a changed man who loves Azelie “desperately.” 

“Overcome” by “some powerful feeling that was at work within him, ‘Polyte sits “for a 

long time motionless,” buries his “face in his hands,” and weeps with a body that is 

“shaken” by violent sobs. He cannot “stifle” the feeling of love about which he is usually 

“ashamed” and which he sees as a “degradation.” He is no longer the same person. He 

“had always been an industrious, bustling fellow, never idle. Now there were hours and 

hours in which he did nothing but long for the sight of Azélie” (Chopin, “Azelie” 296). In 

love with Azelie, his “behavior was shameful, and he knew it, and he did not care.” The 

things in the store and their link to Azelie seem to bewitch ‘Polyte because, from that 

time onward, he gives Azelie “whatever she asked for, charging it always to his own 

account on the books” (296). No longer a singularly controlling keeper and dispenser of 

things who sleeps with the key to his store under his pillow, he gives all things away to 

Azelie, including a gold ring representing commitment, marriage, and even spiritual 

“ownership” of another person. Rather than focusing on the value of objects, the objects 

become things only if they yield the value of the caresses that Azelie permits from him -- 

ones that he “lives for,” and ones she does not return.  

Given that Azelie does not reciprocate his feelings, that ‘Polyte does not express 

his wanting Azelie in a lustful way, and that he does not know her very well, why does 

‘Polyte want Azelie so much? What does she symbolize for him? His reaction to Azelie 
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is noted in the story as inexplainable because the “very action which should have revolted 

him (her stealing from his store) had seemed, on the contrary, to inflame him with love” 

(Chopin, “Azelie” 295). As he is the plantation store manager, ‘Polyte is a caretaker 

entrapped by commerce and by the rules around it. He wants to free Azelie from her 

world, but perhaps it is she who he inwardly feels can free him from his world of too 

powerful objects. His daily life is one of limitations where he is constrained with regard 

to what he can give and receive from others. He can give only so many objects to the 

workers around him, and is “lonesome,” isolated, and trapped in dead end social 

relationships which, because of the rigid plantation hierarchy, he cannot change. He says 

that whenever he thinks about Little River plantation, it makes him “sad” and makes him 

think about a “graveyard,” and that to him, it’s like a person mus’ die, one way or otha, 

w’en they go on Li’le River” (296). He says he “hates” it there, and begs Azelie to stay 

with him. He seems to feel that having her with him will make him less dead and more 

alive.  

Unlike Azelie, who is focused on objects which become things that enable her to 

re-formulate her own identity, ‘Polyte is surrounded by objects which do not alter his 

sense of self in any empowering way – in fact, he seems to feel trapped by his charge 

over them. However, to ‘Polyte, Azelie is arguably not a complex human, she is a thing. 

Azelie represents a life that he wants and does not have. Azelie will break restrictions and 

is a catalyst for freedom and for autonomy, things that are in short supply in ‘Polyte’s 

pre-Azelie universe. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre discusses how each consciousness 

views another consciousness (“the other”) as an object, not a subject (324). We treat the 

other to the degree that she or he can serve our own purposes. Sartre reminds us that the 
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“other” views us in the same way. In the context of Sartre, the power of things, and 

women’s nineteenth century limitations, ‘Polyte’s view of Azelie is understandable.  

‘Polyte seems to falls in love with Azelie because of her atypical spirit and not, as 

Papke suggests, in spite of it. If he can only collect and keep her, he feels he will not only 

be less lonely, but he will be wholly transformed. Formerly consumed by the key to his 

store and to the world of commerce in which he lives, ‘Polyte becomes obsessed with 

Azelie. In Azelie, ‘Polyte seems to glimpse a new life for himself, a freedom from the 

busy business of his days, a liberation from his dead existence from what he perceives as 

a “graveyard”-like plantation. Chopin reverses expectations here by showing how a male 

can be transformed by contact with a female as Azélie changes ‘Polyte’s plans for his 

whole existence by the end of the story (Dyer 11). For ‘Polyte, Azelie is an object which 

has become a thing. Perhaps this is Chopin’s attempt to awaken her readers, including 

male readers, to the trap that is patriarchy. Men are forced to behave in certain ways and 

“be” certain creatures like the women around them. If like, ‘Polyte, they want out of this 

life, there are few options available to them. Chopin seems to be acknowledging this 

issue, and Azelie seems alluring to ‘Polyte because she has found an escape from the 

constraints of their post-Civil War nineteenth century surroundings. Such an escape is 

made possible by individual agency as inspired by objects and people that have become 

things. 
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ONE LAST THING:  OBJECTIVE (AND SUBJECTIVE) CONCLUSIONS 

 Kate Chopin’s stories are not just windows into Southern life; they are glimpses 

into Southern lives. These glimpses reveal people who have common passions, problems, 

and desires. We see ourselves in these individuals. We experience their hopes and 

dreams, frustrations and tragedies when we read her stories. Although Chopin’s stories 

illuminate the lives of Southern mid to late nineteenth century people, and especially of 

women in this time period, the themes of love and desire, disappointment and loss are 

timeless. This paper has explored three of Chopin’s stories which highlight how the 

objects in these stories attain “thing-ness” and catalyze female’s characters’ autonomy. 

Although the scope of this paper is limited to exploring the identities of white women 

Chopin’s “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” “A Very Fine Fiddle,” and “Azelie,” future research 

on Chopin’s other work may show how the nineteenth century’s predilection for objects 

in her stories can translate into thing power and the agency of other female, male, and 

non-white characters. 

The characters in Chopin’s ‘Azelie,” “A Very Fine Fiddle,” and “A Pair of Silk 

Stockings,” reflect the idea that what is a thing to one person is not a thing to another. 

Fifine and ‘Polyte see the fiddle and the store objects in their lives as objects that are not 

things, while Cleophas, the men on plantation, Azelie, and Mrs. Sommers see the objects 

around them as extraordinary and life-altering, and therefore, as things. Bill Brown 

propositions us to consider “why and how we use objects to make meaning, to make or 

re-make ourselves, to organize our anxieties and affections,” and “to sublimate our fears 
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and shape our fantasies” (A Sense 4). The transactions between stockings, fiddle, store 

objects, and the characters in these stories do precisely these things. They are transactions 

that “give birth to a cascade of legitimate and bastard progeny,” or other transactions, all 

of which shape lives and senses of self (Bennett 100-101). Evidence of these transactions 

is seen in the changing lives and demeanor of Mrs. Sommers, Fifine, Cleophas, ‘Polyte, 

and Azelie. Failing to function typically, the stockings, the fiddle, and the store objects 

become things and not just objects, and their presence and power mold those with whom 

they come into contact.  

The characters in these three Chopin stories that seem to have compelling 

interactions with things are middle and lower-class white women -- some of Acadian 

descent -- but this analysis may call for future research exploring how things operate for 

women in other economic and/or racial categories. For example, the setting of “A Very 

Fine Fiddle” creates a socioeconomically heterogenous atmosphere, and is an indication 

that the fiddle enables Fifine to cross social boundaries in her nineteenth century society. 

The fiddle’s power enables Fifine to enter a diverse man’s world and dominate it because 

her situation has taught her that symbolic value is relatively meaningless when it comes 

to surviving in life. Her poverty has pulled the veil of such value aside, in a way, and 

exposed to her how she can use these men’s investments in ideas related to symbolic 

value to her own advantage. Although the men at the party seem to be from different 

regions or countries as reflected in their languages and as was common in this area at the 

time, the fiddle becomes object that gives Fifine access to the people and the money that 

she wants – leaving her feeling empowered and successful. Chopin makes literary space 
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for Cajuns and Creoles in this and other stories from her first volume of collected short 

stories, Bayou Folk (1894).  

White Creole and Cajun characters became most popular in the era of local color 

in the late nineteenth century, a time when writers helped to satisfy the national public’s 

hunger for quaint and unusual figures speaking a native dialect and illustrating regional 

differences for audiences (Taylor, Flora and Mackethan 190). By reporting odd events 

and customs that were part of a region’s local color, Chopin could tell what would 

ordinarily be rather shocking or melodramatic in an unmelodramatic way and without 

fear of moral outrage (70). According to Skredsvig, perhaps the very “foreignness” of the 

Creoles and Acadians allowed Chopin to explore the “dangerous” nether regions of her 

characters’ minds and hearts more freely, exploiting their differences while maintaining a 

stance. This is likely given Chopin’s interest in exploring non-traditional attitudes and 

behaviors in her stories (87). Given Chopin’s significant experience living with her 

husband whose business was in New Orleans and whose family owned rural Louisiana 

plantations during and after the Civil War, this region of the United States and its Creoles 

and Cajun people, were her stories’ focus. However, their presence in the exotic world of 

mixed languages renders their rebellious behaviors somehow more acceptable. While 

critics maintain that Chopin’s choice to use the heterogenous local color of the Louisiana 

region yielded an approved and marketable way to write about less traditional woman’s 

behavior, these critics have yet to evaluate how the fiddle in “A Very Fine Fiddle” 

becomes a powerful vehicle for self-empowerment. In addition, exploring the intersection 

of Creole and/or mixed ancestry and thing power in Chopin’s other stories such as “At 
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the ‘Cadian Ball,” “The Storm,” “The Story of An Hour,” or “Desiree’s Baby” could be a 

subject for future research. 

Many scholars agree that regardless of Chopin’s characters’ race, gender or 

heritage, we recognize them all as distinct human beings (Potter 58). Chopin’s three-

dimensional portraits of African Americans in particular is a remarkable achievement; in 

an age when almost all fiction showed merely two-dimensional portrayals of African 

Americans, Chopin depicted them as dynamic and layered. Some critics suggest that 

there was a “segment of Southern society that was attempting to find humanity in their 

racial attitudes, even in the decades immediately following the war,” and that Chopin 

may have been “one of their premier” spokespeople (Potter 58). Chopin demonstrated 

lives rather than judged them. Because she likely observed many African Americans who 

were proud and caring, her character portrayals reflect a more balanced picture of this 

group than that written by some of her peers who wrote of slaves as either enslaved, 

humorous, or disobedient (Potter 58).  

The idea that objects become things for characters in Chopin’s stories would be 

compelling if applied to Chopin’s African American characters. The complex portrayals 

of many of these characters invite us to examine how their intersection with the objects 

around them impact their lives, as is apparent with Mrs. Sommers, Fifine, and Azelie. In 

“Azelie,” Chopin’s ‘Polyte views Azelie as a thing. ‘Polyte’s view of Azelie spurs him to 

make changes in himself and his world. Azelie is a tool for ‘Polyte as conduit through 

which he finds evolution. A tool or object becomes a thing when its significance exceeds 

its purpose as a tool. Therefore, it is possible for slaves or former slaves to be viewed in 

some way as having “thingness” by slave owners and others around them during the 
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nineteenth century. If things catalyze autonomy, do enslaved black bodies catalyze 

autonomy of a slave holder? Are there other female or male African American characters 

in Chopin’s work that become “things” because of their being slaves or former slaves? 

Characters such as the mulatto Zoraide in “LaBelle Zoraide,” and slaves and former 

slaves including Uncle Oswald in “The Benitous’ Slave,” Aunt Pinky in “Odalie Misses 

Mass,” Aunt Tildy in “Ozeme’s Holiday,” “Tante Cat’rinette,” and especially La Folle in 

“Beyond the Bayou” are subjects whose interaction with and as objects are topics for 

future research on the connection between Chopin’s characters and contemporary object 

theory.  

Consideration of the power of the things in Chopin’s stories helps us to cultivate a 

“bit of anthropomorphism – the idea that human agency has some echoes in nonhuman 

nature” and to balance our ideas of humans’ control over the world (Bennett xvi). Like 

Mrs. Sommers, Fifine, Cleophas, ‘Polyte, and Azelie, we can never be sure of the 

consequences of our actions. The power of things and of how others, like Azelie, may 

become things in and of themselves provide us with an invitation to embrace uncertainty 

and vulnerability, and to be open to the unexpected amid the things around us. We are in 

things and things are in us.  
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