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Are We Ever Really Free?
From the beginning of our lives, we are told how we are expected to behave. We must do what our parents want us to and behave in a manner that is acceptable to society. When we are young, we think all of our problems will be solved when we grow up to be adults because we will finally be free to do whatever we wish; ironically, this is not usually the case. Adulthood finds us getting married and having children. Along with these new roles comes a responsibility to fit our own needs around the needs of our families. Society still expects us to behave in certain ways as adults.
Kincaid’s stories are a reflection of the constraints of childhood. Her stories are mainly autobiographical, so the characters are female. In “Girl” the daughter feels like her mother is constantly talking at her. Her mother expects the girl to behave as society expects her to, as she delivers a slew of instructions to the girl. The instructions mainly pertain to the responsibilities and chores typically expected of women. The girl is not free to speak, nor is she free to just be a young, carefree girl. Her opinion is not really that important, so the reader does not hear much dialogue from the girl. She is repeatedly reminded not act like “the slut she is so bent on becoming” (“Girl” 39). In this manner, she is not free to explore her sexuality for fear of how she will be regarded by others.
Additionally, the characters portrayed in the other two Kincaid stories are also limited in their behaviors. In “Seeing England” Kincaid is forced to admire England with the same sort of reverence everyone else does. She constantly hears how wonderful England is, and she feels like there is an “iron vise at the back of her neck” that keeps her focused on how luck she is to be rescued (“Seeing England” 780). She is not free to vocalize her opinions until she is an adult. By that time, she has become bitter because she has not had the freedom to feel worthy as a person, being made to feel like she “was incomplete, or without substance, and did not measure up because she was not English” (“Seeing England” 784). Even as an adult, Kincaid is still not truly free to share her opinion as her views are regarded as prejudice by others who cannot understand from where she is coming. She is not free to be open about her opinions without seeming ungrateful toward her heritage and what England did for her people.
Similarly, Annie in “Columbus in Chains” feels contempt for the respect her teacher has for the British. She, too, is not free to express her opinions, and she feels that “it was hard for us to tell which side we really now belonged” (“Columbus in Chains” 773). She gets in trouble with Miss Edwards when she writes under Columbus’ picture. She is pleased to see him locked up and not free to get up and go because she feels like that is the state that she herself is in. Annie is the class prefect, so she is not free to be who she really is, slightly rebellious. She has no wish to be a role model and does not believe in “setting herself up as a good example” (“Columbus in Chains” 771). She is expected to behave as a young lady should, so she is not allowed to “walk home alone in the early dusk” (“Columbus in Chains” 772). Ultimately, she is frustrated that she gets in trouble for committing some of the same offenses she witnesses adults, like her mother, doing.
Ironically, becoming an adult does not make one more free. Chopin’s stories examine how adult women feel losses of freedom in the context of marriage. Her characters probably thought that when they grew up, they would be free to behave as they wished. Each of the women in these three stories are wives and, in two cases, mothers. They deal with the lack of freedom to be responsible only for themselves. Calixta is “greatly occupied” with the duties of a housewife, such as sewing (“The Storm” 655). She is so busy doing her chores that she barely notices a storm brewing outside. Desiree is at the mercy of her quick-tempered husband and tries to keep the peace for her family’s sake. She is very much in love with her husband, but her happiness is marred by the “threatening mist that she felt closing about her” (“Desiree’s Baby” 663). Her feelings take a backseat to those of her husband as his emotions dictate her level of happiness. Louise feels that she is missing out on the general, everyday freedom to live life each day to the fullest, doing whatever she wishes. When she thinks her husband has died, she is relieved that “there would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with which men and women believe they have a right to impose” on one another (“The Story of an Hour” 660). To Louise, marriage has taken away her ability to make her own decisions about how she spends her time.
All of these women feel that they have lost a part of themselves in their marriages. They are not free sexually, and they are expected to fulfill the needs of their husbands, which feels like a routine. Calixta is swept up by her passion for an old flame. While she loves her husband, she has lost the feeling of passion toward him as she becomes lost in her role as a housewife. She rediscovers those feelings with Alcee as “her lips seemed in a manner free to be tasted” (“The Storm” 657). Conversely, Clarisse is relieved to finally be free of the “intimate conjugal life” she shares with Alcee (“The Storm” 658). While these women love their husbands, sex has become almost like a chore with their husbands and both women welcome an opportunity to be free from the expectations that come from being someone’s wife. 
All of these women and girls in each of the six stories share commonalities. Each wishes she could act in ways that she is not allowed to. The younger women feel the pressure to follow the rules set by their parents and to respect authority figures, like their teachers. Kincaid’s characters are forced to feel a certain way about their ancestry due to the education they are receiving. All of these young women would love to just act out of the ordinary on occasion without society taking notice. Each feels suppressed by the constraints of still being a child and probably looks forward to being grown-up so she can express herself freely. What each of the young ladies does not realize is that being an adult brings another set of constraints. Along with marriage is the expectation to be a wife and a mother first, neglecting her own needs to focus on the needs of her family. Society has a certain idea of how a wife should act; some expect wives to be subservient to their husbands or to at least not be outspoken about their feelings and opinions. Women’s place in society is to take care of their families and run a smooth household. Many women can be fulfilled by this role, but many also feel a loss of self when they get married and become mothers. 
The time period that these stories are written in is very indicative of how society viewed the role of women. Both Kincaid and Chopin would surely be surprised at how the role of women has evolved. Today’s woman is freer to find time for herself and still raise a family. While many women still struggle to find that balance, it is not necessarily because society is holding them back from doing so. Younger girls may indulge in what might have, once upon a time, been considered unladylike activities, such as sports. In general, women are not the meek and subservient people they once were expected to be. Most women are free to speak their minds and explore their sexuality. It is not uncommon to see women waiting longer to get married and start families, mainly so they have the time to “find themselves.” In turn, this can lead to a more fulfilling marriage because the woman does not feel as if she has completely lost her identity. 
Ultimately, people will always have to deal with societal constraints. It is simply not possible to live in a society without norms. There will always be expectations placed on how young ladies should behave and what role adult women play in the context of their families. There will always be a time and a place to express an opinion freely and a “right” way to share one’s point of view. Kincaid’s and Chopin’s stories are a reflection of the individual’s struggle with the limits placed upon her. While each of their situations was not exactly the same, the feeling that accompanies the loss of certain freedoms is certainly similar. 



