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FREE! BODY AND SOUL FREE!

Kate Chopin and Jamaica Kincaid’s short stories express the desperation of women to be liberated from the domestic and secondary roles in which they are placed in their societies. These feminist critics use the characters in their stories, and the situations in which they place them to show how women, especially in the past, longed to voice their wants and retain their own identities in a predominantly male world, in which society was a judge. These two authors however articulate this need for freedom in different spheres. While Chopin uses the role of the woman in marriage, Kincaid uses the role of the woman in a postcolonial society to reveal the attitudes that society has towards them. Society can be the toughest judge to please. Its eyes seem to constantly watch every move one makes, forcing them to live according to the standards which it has set for them. And when one even has thoughts of straying, society’s eyes burn a hole right through them. This ultimately leads to the victims, mostly women, losing their freedom to be one’s own individual and with this the freedom to express oneself gets misplaced. They lose their identity in order to be worthy in the eyes of society. Kincaid and Chopin successfully illustrate how women serve as slaves to society.

Kincaid however portrays Annie as a free spirit, who challenges society’s rules. This “Columbus in Chains” character refuses to be subjected to the submissive role and enjoys having a great and entertaining time with her friends singing and dancing. They however do this in secret. They isolate themselves and hide from the eyes of society as what they do is considered disgusting and disgraceful. It is frowned upon and Annie’s every action reflects on her parent’s reputation. This shows that in this society, there is no such thing as individualism. Annie’s mother is aware of her daughter’s liberal nature and this often embarrasses her to the point of tears as she could not gloat about her to her friends. “It was apparently such a bad thing that my mother couldn’t bring herself to repeat my misdeed to my father in my presence,” (5) indicates how much Annie’s actions were exaggerated in that society and time. When she writes a sarcastic statement about Columbus in her textbook, she is considered “so arrogant, so blasphemous” (5). She lost her rank as a prefect for expressing her feelings; her opinion. Her society however did not cater to the freedom to express herself. She could not be herself; her own individual.

The society in which the main character in “On Seeing England for the First Time” belongs is cruel to her people and she expresses how hard it is to be identified as an individual. This is because they are collectively identified as a group of inferior people and they still suffered the effects of colonialism. With the repetitive use of the word “England”, Kincaid shows how much emphasis and importance was laid upon this land, which the character hears so much about, but has never seen. Their lives are to revolve around this England place: “The space between the idea between the idea of it and its reality had become filled with hatred” (5.) This indicates that so much hatred has built up in her heart for being made to feel insignificant her entire life, and when she finally lays her eyes on the real England, she “could only indulge in non-favorable opinions” (6.)

Service to society is best illustrated in Kincaid’s “Girl,” where the daughter is being taught important lessons by her mother on how a woman is to succeed in the world. Even though her role in society is portrayed as significant and subsidiary, like the character in “On Seeing England for the First Time,” she is considered of a lower class. She is being drilled with the value of work and subordination in order to please the society. This is shown in the last line of her mother’s advice: “you mean to say that after all you are going to be the kind of woman who the baker won’t let near the bread?” (25). Not surprisingly, her mother even shows her how to abort a child because if she was with child and unmarried, society would realize this and be cruel to her. She would bring shame to herself and also to her family. If she did other than what was expected of her, she would be referred to as a “slut”. With all these conditions that are set for her, she has no room to be her own self. In addition, this story demonstrates how men are regarded as superior to the women as some of the lessons that the girl is being taught are on how to please the men around her. For example, she is taught how to iron her father’s khaki shirt and pants (24), how to bully a man and how to love a man (25).

Similarly, Desiree, from Chopin’s “Desiree’s Baby,” struggles to please her husband, Armand, after he begins to ignore her. “When he spoke to her, it was with averted eyes, from which the old love-light seemed to have gone out” (692.) This indicates that Armand had fallen out of love with her. She tries so hard to make her husband realize that he fell in love with her for who she was and not because of the race to which he thinks she had belongs. He loses his wife and child because he could not cope with the thought of his wife being biracial. This insecurity replaces the love he once had for her. Being judged on this basis hurt Desiree deeply because she had gotten married at a young age and therefore given up her life just to be with Armand. Likewise, Louise, from “The Story of an Hour” gets married young and thereafter loses her identity as she lives in her husband’s shadow. Instead of grieving the loss of her husband, she is elated as she breathed with uncontrollable relief, “Free! Body and spirit free!” (689.) Using phrases like “new spring of life,” and “patches of blue skies showing here and there through the clouds,” (688) Chopin symbolizes the joy that fills Louise’s heart as she sees her future filled with freedom. She takes advantage of the situation she is in to break out of her shell and express herself.

Like Louise, Calixta, the main character and housewife in the story “The Storm” jumps at the chance to express and satisfy her needs. She is restricted to the house and keeps herself busy with sewing projects. Though it is not directly stated in the story, it is clear that she hungers for passion in her marriage. She does not have the freedom to point this out to her husband who does not satisfy her wants as indicated by the statement: “the generous abundance of her passion” (686.) The storm represents the burning passion in Calixta and to symbolize that she had not experienced it in a while, she mentions, “It’s good two years sence it rain’ like that” (685.) As she gets Alcee, her ex-lover, to fulfill the wants that her husband hasn’t able to, the rain pours violently. “They did not heed the crashing torrents,” (686) indicates that at that very moment she did not care what society had to say about her infidelity. Although in the story one may think she is insignificant, Clarisse, Alcee’s wife, proves to be important to the theme of freedom. “The first free breath since her marriage seemed to restore the pleasant liberty of her maiden days,” is a statement that indicates that she loved being away from her husband as she felt free. With this, Chopin illustrates how women hungered to be free from their husbands’ hold. They desired to be free to experience pleasure and to express themselves.

If Chopin and Kincaid lived to see this day, they would be pleased with most of the progress that women have made in chasing after and fighting for their freedom. Women’s rights movements have been developed over the years and have succeeding in improving women’s lives and their place in society. The woman can now leave the house everyday to go to work. She can occupy jobs that in the past only belonged to men and take the same risks as only men did. They have broken the boundaries between the two genders. Most marriages split opportunities equally between the two genders. Nobody, whether male or female, is obligated to remain in a marriage when they are not comfortable being in it and it is more acceptable to divorce on account of any problems in the relationship. Although the debate on abortion is ongoing, it is mostly the woman’s choice to keep her child or to get rid of it. We live in a more liberal society where just as gender discrimination has significantly reduced, racial prejudice is slowly becoming a thing of the past. It is more acceptable now for people of different races to freely interact with each other and even intermarry than it was in the past. We, as a society, are free! Body and spirit free!
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