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Abstract

This paper examines the narrative techniques in Kate Chopin’s The Story of an
Hour and their role in articulating feminist themes within the context of
19th-century patriarchal constraints. The story follows Mrs. Mallard’s transform-
ative journey from a repressed wife to a newly awakened individual embracing
freedom, albeit briefly. Through techniques such as the third-person limited point
of view, contrastive symbolism, multisensory imagery, shifts in tone and mood,
and a carefully structured three-act rhythm, Chopin critiques societal expectations
that suppress women’s autonomy. The narrative’s ironic twists further under-
score the societal limitations imposed on women. The analysis reveals that these
techniques collectively amplify three central themes: the complexity of human
emotions, as Mrs. Mallard’s feelings evolve from grief to nuanced liberation; the
constraints of societal expectations, which stifled women’s autonomy; and the
quest for freedom and self-identity, as Mrs. Mallard briefly experiences selfhood
before her tragic demise. Chopin’s craftsmanship underscores the tension be-
tween individual freedom and societal repression.
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1. Introduction

Kate Chopin (1851-1904), originally Katherine O’Flaherty, was born into a wealthy,
privileged family in St. Louis, Missouri. Following her father’s death, three genera-
tions of widowed women—her great-grandmother, grandmother, and moth-
er—sustained the household, none remarrying. This legacy of independence likely
inspired Chopin to remain unmarried after her husband’s death, managing the fam-
ily single-handedly. Her great-grandmother, in particular, had a profound impact on
Chopin, sharing stories that sparked Chopin’s interest in human character and
shaped her thought and character. Later, Chopin turned to writing, focusing on
women’s liberation with a sharp, critical narrative style that made her works both
distinctive and engaging. (Wan Xuemei, 2012)

In 19th-century patriarchal society, men dominated politics, economics, and educa-
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tion, relegating women to the domestic sphere as “angels in the house.” Legally,
women were reduced to their husbands’ property after marriage, losing even pre-
marital property rights. The Industrial Revolution brought women into factories, but
male oppression marginalized them professionally, perpetuating harmful ideologies
that factory work rendered women unfit for domesticity, unmarriageable, and mor-
ally compromised. These pressures reinforced systemic sexism and gender inequal-
ity (Cai Meng, 2022). In response, feminist thought emerged, emphasizing legal
equality, political rights, education, and challenging traditional gender roles. Pio-
neers like Mary Wollstonecraft in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and John
Stuart Mill in The Subjection of Women argued for women'’s suffrage, education, and
emancipation from domestic enslavement, critiquing gender inequality as a social
construct. Legislative milestones, including Britain’ s Infant Custody Act (1839) and
Married Women'’s Property Act (1870), advanced women'’s rights. Figures like Eliz-
abeth Cady Stanton, through the Declaration of Sentiments and The Woman’s Bible,
redefined women as individuals, advancing gender equality as a civil rights impera-
tive.

Under the above social condition, Chopin created the short story The Story of an
Hour. It was first published in the fourth issue of Vogue magazine on December 6,
1894, under the original title The Dream of an Hour. It was later renamed The Story
of an Hour in The Complete Works of Kate Chopin (1969), published by Louisiana
State University Press (Li & Zhang, 2015). The story follows Mrs. Mallard as she
processes the news of her husband’s death. Initially overcome by grief, she retreats
to her room, where she experiences a profound inner conflict. Eventually, she re-
solves to embrace the freedom his death represents. However, when her husband
unexpectedly returns alive, the emotional shock proves fatal, as she succumbs to a
heart attack brought on by the whiplash of joy and despair.(Jin & Zhang, 2010) The
story explores themes of human complexity, the tension between gender roles and
personal freedom, and the clash between societal expectations and individualism.
This paper examines the narrative techniques employed in Kate Chopin’s The Story
of an Hour and analyzes how these techniques reinforce the story’s central themes.
Specifically, the study addresses the following research questions:

(1) What narrative techniques are utilized in The Story of an Hour, and how are they
represented?

(2) How do these techniques contribute to the development and reinforcement of
the story’s thematic concerns?

By investigating Chopin’s use of narrative techniques including point of view, sym-
bolism, evocative imagery, tone and mood, structure and rhythm, and irony, this
analysis aims to uncover how her literary craftsmanship enhances the story’s ex-
ploration of freedom, identity, and the constraints of societal expectations.

2. Narrative Techniques in The Story of an Hour
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2.1 Point of View

The Story of an Hour adopts a third-person limited perspective, focusing on Mrs.
Mallard’s viewpoint, which serves several key functions in the story. Firstly, it fos-
ters reader empathy by allowing us to experience her awakening through her own
eyes, such as the vivid imagery of spring scenery, making her psychological trans-
formation more compelling. Secondly, it reveals the oppressive constraints of
19th-century marriage, as Mrs. Mallard’s joy stems from the belief she can finally
live for herself, not others, underscoring the patriarchal system'’s erasure of wom-
en’s identities. Thirdly, the perspective creates dramatic irony: while Mrs. Mallard
appears to mourn her husband’s death, readers perceive her true joy at regained
freedom. This irony critiques society’s failure to understand women’s inner lives.
Through this narrative technique, Chopin succinctly portrays Mrs. Mallard’s sup-
pressed struggle for liberation, compelling readers to mourn her defeat while grap-

pling with systemic oppression.

2.2 Symbolism

The Story of an Hour employs several powerful symbolic elements that deepen its
exploration of Mrs. Mallard’s psychological journey.

Mrs. Mallard’s “heart condition” functions as a metaphor for societal gender con-
straints, embodying the 19th-century perception of women as emotionally fragile
dependents within marriage. This diagnosis not only reflects patriarchal medical at-
titudes of the time but also underscores the emotional suppression women faced.
Her daring radical thoughts amidst this perceived frailty challenge societal norms
and inspire readers to reconsider gender roles.

The “open window” symbolizes the tension between repression and liberation. The
room represents the confines of marriage, while the window’s open state—both lit-
eral and metaphorical—marks the boundary between oppression and the freedom
she yearns for. However, the window remains “just a small window,” emphasizing
the limited scope of her imagined liberation and highlighting the insurmountable
barriers society imposes.

“Spring” functions as a vivid symbol of rebirth and hope. Chopin’s detailed por-
trayal of quivering treetops, chattering sparrows, and bustling vendors mirrors Mrs.
Mallard’s suppressed longing for freedom. The season’s vitality amplifies her silent
cry for liberation, creating a powerful alignment between natural rebirth and her
awakening.

The “overlapping clouds” in the sky, described as “met and piled one above the oth-
er”, symbolize patriarchal oppression. Like the layers of clouds concealing the blue
sky, societal norms weave a dense web of constraints, restricting women’s speech,
actions, and thoughts. Together, these symbols craft a rich, multilayered narrative
that critiques gender inequality and celebrates Mrs. Mallard’s fleeting yet profound

awakening.
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2.3 Evocative Imagery and Sensory Storytelling

In The Story of an Hour, Chopin employs evocative imagery and sensory storytelling
to chart Mrs. Mallard’s emotional awakening. Her transformation, rather than being
instantaneous, unfolds gradually as she interacts with the vibrant details outside her
window. This gradual process mirrors her progression from grief to a tentative
yearning for freedom.

Visually, the “tops of trees aquiver with new spring life” and “patches of blue sky
showing here and there through piled clouds” symbolize her inner shift from sup-
pression to release. The olfactory description of the “delicious breath of rain”(Li &
Zhang, 2015) immerses her in the vitality of the external world, awakening a deep
yearning for life beyond her constrained reality. Auditorily, the “peddler’s cries, dis-
tant song, and sparrows’ chirping” disrupt the silence she felt after her husband’s
death. These sounds reintroduce her to the vibrancy of life, symbolizing her rekin-
dled hope. Tactically, “Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and re-
laxed every inch of her body.” The rapid heartbeat and warm blood coursing
through her body metaphorically represent her emotional liberation.

By intertwining sensory details with symbolic imagery, Chopin vividly conveys Mrs.
Mallard’s awakening feminist consciousness. These external manifestations—tree
tops, breath of rain, distant song, sparrows’ twittering and bodily sensations—serve
as metaphors for her internal liberation, deepening the reader’s understanding of

her complex emotional journey.

2.4 Tone and Mood

In The Story of an Hour, the opening sentence “Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was af-
flicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken to break to her as gently as possi-
ble the news of her husband’s death.” delivers an intense, foreboding tone since it
bluntly reveals Mrs. Mallard’s heart condition and Mr. Mallard’s death. Those around
her treat her with great caution, fearing that she can’t bear the shock. This creates
an atmosphere heavy with “death,” evoking sympathy for the widow and hinting at a
future plot twist through the tightly wound emotional tension.

When Mrs. Mallard is alone in her room, the tone shifts dramatically. The imagery of
vibrant vitality dispels the oppressive mood. Murmurs of “Free!Free! Body and soul
free!” mark the rise of her rejuvenated spirit, building her joy to a peak. As she lifts
her head like a victorious goddess, her husband unexpectedly returns, shattering
her happiness. The tone plummets from fervor to icy detachment. Chopin dryly
notes Brently Mallard’s arrival and the doctor’s absurd conclusion that she died of
“joy that kills” creating biting irony.

Through deft manipulation of tone and atmosphere, Chopin takes readers on an
emotional journey within an hour, exposing the unseen constraints on women and

prompting reflection.
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2.5 Structure and Rhythm

Though concise, The Story of an Hour adheres to a classic three-act struc-
ture—introduction, development, and climax—each serving distinct narrative func-
tions. The opening maintains a rapid pace, revealing Mr. Mallard’s death and de-
picting Mrs. Mallard as frail through others’ overprotective reactions. This estab-
lishes the surface conflict while foreshadowing her psychological reversal.

The development section slows the rhythm with elongated sentences and sensory
details, stretching subjective time. The third-person limited perspective immerses
readers in Mrs. Mallard’s inner world, fostering empathy for her awakening joy as
she contemplates newfound freedom.

The climax delivers a dramatic reversal—Mr. Mallard unexpectedly returns alive,
and Mrs. Mallard dies. The doctors’ clinical conclusion that she succumbed to “joy
that kills” ironically contrasts with the readers’ understanding. Through this rhyth-
mic tension and structural precision, the story condenses the themes of female re-
pression and awakening into a single hour, exposing patriarchal society’s violent
misinterpretation of women'’s emotions.

2.6 Irony

In The Story of an Hour, Chopin masterfully employs both situational and dramatic
irony to critique patriarchal norms. Situational irony arises when the actual out-
come sharply contrasts with expectations, often carrying absurdity or contradiction.
Dramatic irony occurs when readers hold crucial knowledge unseen by characters,
creating tension between external appearances and underlying truths.

Dramatic irony is evident in readers’ understanding of Mrs. Mallard’s solitary emo-
tions. While her sister Josephine assumes she is consumed by grief, readers perceive
her awakening to liberation and joy. This gap between internal reality and external
perception exposes the societal constraint of women’s emotional expression. Simi-
larly, the doctors’ attribution of Mrs. Mallard’s death to “joy that kills” when, in fact,
it stems from the collapse of her newfound freedom underscores the misinterpreta-
tion of women's inner lives under patriarchal frameworks.

The story’s climax delivers situational irony. Readers empathize with Mrs. Mallard,
anticipating her liberation, only for her husband’s return to extinguish her new-
found hope and trigger her death. This stark contrast elevates the absurdity of her
fate, condemning gender oppression. Chopin’s darkly ironic resolution questions

when societal change will finally dawn.
3. The Interplay between Narrative Techniques and the Theme

3.1 The Complexity of Human Emotions

Mrs. Mallard’s emotional journey in The Story of an Hour is far from linear, instead

revealing a layered and intricate tapestry of feelings that transcend simplistic bina-
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ries of grief and joy. Chopin skillfully employs multiple narrative techniques to cap-
ture this emotional complexity, with a three-part structure that mirrors her shifting
inner state. The pacing is deliberately crafted to immerse readers in her transfor-
mation—from the initial shock of her husband’s death, through the awakening of
liberation, to the ultimate suffocation caused by its abrupt reversal.

Symbolism plays a crucial role in externalizing her internal struggles. The vibrant
spring imagery contrasts sharply with the oppressive clouds, representing the dual
forces of hope and confinement within her psyche. This duality is further enhanced
by multisensory imagery—touch, smell, and sight—that transforms abstract emo-
tions into tangible realities, allowing readers to viscerally experience her turmoil.
Chopin’s narrative techniques enable readers to trace the nuanced metamorphosis
of Mrs. Mallard’s emotions, highlighting the conflict between her newfound freedom
and societal expectations. This emotional complexity underscores the story’s central

theme: the enduring struggle for individual autonomy within oppressive structures.

3.2 The Constraints of Societal Expectations

The 19th century imposed rigid societal expectations on women, which Chopin cri-
tiques through situational and dramatic irony in The Story of an Hour. Situational
irony arises from Mrs. Mallard’s contrasting responses to her husband’s death and
return. Initially mourning, she later experiences liberation, highlighting the incom-
patibility of women’s freedom with male authority. This stark contrast underscores
the unequal gender dynamics of the era.

Dramatic irony emerges in the disconnect between societal expectations and Mrs.
Mallard’s true emotions. Her sister assumes she will grieve in solitude, yet Mrs. Mal-
lard experiences joy and liberation in her solitude. This disconnect exposes how so-
cietal norms forced women to perform grief while suppressing authentic desires.
Chopin uses this irony to satirize patriarchal frameworks that misinterpreted and
constrained women’s inner lives.

Through these ironic lenses, Chopin critiques the rigid gender roles that denied
women autonomy, urging readers to reflect on the systemic oppression of

19th-century women.

3.3 Freedom and Identity

Chopin employs narrative techniques to vividly explore The Story of an Hour’s cen-
tral themes of freedom and identity. The three-act structure mirrors Mrs. Mallard’s
emotional journey, beginning with shock, transitioning into liberation, and conclud-
ing in tragedy. The pacingslows during her solitary hour, allowing readers to absorb
her awakening to selfhood, while the sudden twist of her husband’s return acceler-
ates the narrative toward its cruel resolution, underscoring the fragility of her new-
found identity.

Symbolism reinforces the tension between constraint and autonomy - spring’s re-

DOI: 10.63313/LLCS.9029

88 Literature, Language and Cultural Studies



Hongfei Guo. Chengyao Jian

newal symbolizes hope, while oppressive clouds represent societal expectations.

» o«

Multisensory imagery (e.g., “delicious breath of rain,” “patches of blue sky”) exter-
nalizes her inner transformation, making her emotional liberation tangible. Situa-
tional and dramatic irony critique patriarchal norms, highlighting the incompatibil-
ity of her individuality with societal expectations. Through these techniques, Chopin
critiques gender oppression while celebrating Mrs. Mallard’s brief yet profound as-

sertion of selfhood.

4. Conclusion

The Story of An Hour stands as a seminal work of feminist literature, intricately
chronicling Mrs. Mallard’s journey of self-discovery and awakening as an independ-
ent individual. Within the confines of a single hour, the narrative unveils her pro-
found shift from societal expectations to a personal understanding of freedom and
identity.

This paper thoroughly examines the diverse narrative techniques Chopin employs
to articulate feminist consciousness in The Story of an Hour. It explores the
third-person limited point of view, which immerses readers in Mrs. Mallard’s evolv-
ing emotional landscape. Symbolism, such as spring and oppressive skies, contrasts
vitality with societal constraints, while multisensory imagery—vivid descriptions of
sights, sounds, and scents—makes her awakening tangible. The paper analyzes tone
and mood, from oppressive heaviness to liberating joy, and the story’s carefully
structured three-act rhythm, which mirrors her emotional transformation. Lastly,
dramatic and situational irony expose the gap between societal expectations and
Mrs. Mallard’s inner truth, highlighting Chopin’s critique of patriarchal oppression.
The analysis reveals three key themes: the complexity of human emotions, where
Mrs. Mallard’s feelings transcend simple grief or joy into nuanced liberation; the
constraints of societal expectations, which suppress women'’s autonomy; and the
quest for freedom and identity, as Mrs. Mallard briefly embodies selfhood before her
tragic demise. These techniques powerfully articulate feminist ideals.
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