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Abstract

Edith Wharton’s short fiction offers a penetrating observation of women’s psychological interiority
within the rigid moral and social frameworks of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Anglo-
American society. This article analysis the nature of female psychological conflict and the formation of
gendered consciousness in selected short stories by Wharton, with particular reference to Roman Fever,
The Last Asset, and Souls Belated. Drawing upon feminist literary criticism and psychological
approaches to gender, the study investigates how Wharton represents women’s inner turmoil as a
consequence of emotional repression, moral surveillance, marital constraint, and internalized
patriarchal values. Rather than portraying her female characters merely as passive victims, Wharton
reveals their acute self-awareness, moral reasoning, and conflicted agency, thereby complicating
traditional binaries of submission and resistance. Through close textual analysis, this paper argues that
Wharton’s women experience psychological conflict not simply because of external social restrictions,
but because they have deeply absorbed the gender ideologies that govern their lives. These narratives
expose the tension between desire and duty, autonomy and conformity, silence and articulation,
providing a subtle portrayal of women’s consciousness at moments of emotional crisis. By
foregrounding psychological depth and gendered self-reflection, the article contributes to ongoing
scholarship on Wharton’s feminist sensibility and emphasis the relevance of her short fiction to
contemporary discussions of gender, identity, and mental life.

Keywords: Edith Wharton, female psychology, gendered consciousness, feminist literary criticism,
psychological conflict, short stories

1. Introduction

Edith Wharton occupies a distinctive position in American literary history as a writer who
combined acute social observation with a profound understanding of psychological
complexity. While she is often celebrated for her novels of manners, her short stories offer an
equally compelling—if sometimes more concentrated—insight into the emotional and mental
lives of women navigating restrictive social worlds. Wharton’s female characters are
frequently depicted at moments of crisis, introspection, and moral reckoning, where outward
decorum masks inward turbulence. It is within these moments that Wharton most effectively
reveals the psychological conflicts generated by gendered expectations and social discipline.
This article examines how selected short stories by Edith Wharton—Roman Fever, The Last
Asset, and Souls Belated—dramatize female psychological conflict and articulate a distinctly
gendered consciousness shaped by patriarchal norms.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were periods of significant social transition
for women, marked by shifting attitudes toward marriage, sexuality, education, and personal
autonomy. Yet, despite these changes, women continued to inhabit social systems that
privileged restraint, moral conformity, and emotional silence. Wharton’s fiction emerges
from this historical tension. Her narratives repeatedly expose the disjunction between
women’s inner desires and the external roles imposed upon them as wives, daughters, and
social beings. Psychological conflict, in Wharton’s work, is rarely the result of dramatic
rebellion; rather, it arises from the quiet, sustained pressure of living within codes that deny
women full emotional and intellectual self-expression. Central to Wharton’s portrayal of
women is the concept of gendered consciousness—a mode of self-awareness that is
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inseparable from social conditioning. Her female characters
think, judge, and evaluate themselves through internalized
standards of respectability, propriety, and moral worth. As
feminist critics have noted, Wharton’s women often act as
their own harshest observers, policing their thoughts and
desires even in the absence of direct social surveillance.
This internalization of patriarchal values produces a form of
psychological confinement that is as powerful as any
external restriction. Consequently, the conflicts Wharton
depicts are frequently internal rather than overt, unfolding
through memory, reflection, suppressed emotion, and
delayed recognition.

The short story Roman Fever exemplifies Wharton’s
mastery of psychological tension compressed into a brief
narrative frame. Through the seemingly polite conversation
between two women, Wharton gradually unveils decades of
emotional rivalry, repression, and moral deception. The
psychological conflict here is not limited to jealousy or
resentment; it extends to questions of maternal identity,
sexual transgression, and the cost of silence. Similarly,
Souls Belated explores the psychological consequences of
social nonconformity, particularly for women whose
emotional lives do not align neatly with accepted moral
categories. Lydia Tillotson’s inner struggle reflects the
burden placed on women to reconcile personal desire with
public judgment, a burden intensified by ambiguity and
social hypocrisy. In The Last Asset, Wharton turns her
attention to maternal psychology, revealing how emotional
sacrifice and moral idealization can generate profound inner
conflict rather than fulfillment.

What unites these stories is Wharton’s sustained interest in
women’s mental and emotional processes. Her narratives are
less concerned with external action than with the slow
accumulation of psychological pressure. Silence, in
Wharton’s fiction, is not merely a social requirement but a
psychological condition that shapes women’s identities. The
inability—or refusal—to articulate desire often results in
emotional displacement, self-division, and moral confusion.
Yet Wharton does not present her female characters as
psychologically weak. On the contrary, she grants them
intellectual sharpness, moral insight, and emotional depth,
even when their circumstances limit their choices.

This article argues that Wharton’s representation of female
psychological conflict is inseparable from her critique of
gender ideology. The conflicts experienced by her women
are not personal failures but structural consequences of
living within systems that demand emotional self-denial. By
analyzing the narrative strategies Wharton employs—such
as retrospective revelation, ironic dialogue, and symbolic
settings—this study demonstrates how her short fiction
exposes the psychological costs of gendered socialization.
Furthermore, it contends that Wharton anticipates later
feminist psychological theories by illustrating how identity
is formed through internalized power relations rather than
overt coercion.

The significance of this study lies in its focused examination
of Wharton’s short stories as sites of psychological and
feminist inquiry. While much scholarship has concentrated
on her major novels, her short fiction offers a condensed yet
powerful exploration of women’s inner lives. By
foregrounding  psychological conflict and gendered
consciousness, this article contributes to a deeper
understanding of Wharton’s feminist sensibility and
reaffirms the relevance of her work to contemporary literary
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and gender studies. The sections that follow will situate this
analysis within existing scholarship, outline the theoretical
framework guiding the study, and offer close readings of the
selected texts to illuminate the complex interplay between
psychology, gender, and social power in Wharton’s fiction.

2. Review of Literature

Edith Wharton has long occupied a central position in
American literary criticism, particularly in discussions of
realism, social constraint, and moral consciousness. Early
critical responses to Wharton tended to frame her primarily
as a chronicler of upper-class manners, emphasizing her
detailed representations of social rituals and class
hierarchies. However, from the mid-twentieth century
onward, scholars increasingly recognized the psychological
depth and feminist implications of her work, especially in
her portrayals of women’s inner lives. This shift in critical
emphasis has generated a substantial body of scholarship
that interrogates Wharton’s engagement with gender, desire,
repression, and psychological conflict.

One of the earliest sustained critical engagements with
Wharton’s treatment of women can be found in the work of
Irving Howe and Blake Nevius, who acknowledged her
acute insight into the emotional costs of social conformity.
While these critics did not explicitly employ feminist
frameworks, they noted Wharton’s concern with moral
limitation and emotional deprivation, particularly as
experienced by women. Nevius, for instance, observes that
Wharton’s fiction repeatedly dramatizes “the tragedy of
moral awareness without the possibility of action,” a
formulation that implicitly gestures toward psychological
conflict rooted in social restraint. Such early readings laid
the groundwork for later feminist and psychological
interpretations, even as they remained cautious about
labeling Wharton a feminist writer.

The emergence of feminist literary criticism in the 1970s
and 1980s significantly transformed Wharton studies.
Critics such as Cynthia Griffin Wolff, Elizabeth Ammons,
and Judith Fetterley re-evaluated Wharton’s oeuvre through
the lens of gender ideology, focusing on how her narratives
expose the oppressive structures governing women’s lives.
Wolff’s influential study A Feast of Words emphasizes
Wharton’s deep investment in female subjectivity, arguing
that her fiction reveals the destructive effects of patriarchal
socialization on women’s emotional development. Wolff
contends that Wharton’s women are often denied not only
social freedom but also the psychological language
necessary to articulate their desires, a condition that leads to
internal conflict and self-alienation.

Elizabeth Ammons further advances this line of inquiry by
situating Wharton within a broader feminist tradition that
critiques marriage as an institution that constrains women’s
autonomy. Ammons argues that Wharton’s female
characters are frequently caught between competing moral
imperatives: loyalty to social norms and fidelity to personal
feeling. This tension, Ammons suggests, produces a form of
psychological fragmentation that is central to Wharton’s
narrative design. While much of Ammons’s analysis focuses
on Wharton’s novels, her insights are equally applicable to
the short stories, where similar conflicts are rendered with
greater intensity and economy.

Judith Fetterley’s work on gendered reading practices also
contributes to an understanding of Wharton’s feminist
significance. Fetterley argues that women writers like
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Wharton challenge dominant interpretive frameworks by
centering female experience and exposing the ideological
assumptions underlying “universal” moral values. In
Wharton’s short fiction, this challenge often takes the form
of subtle irony, where socially sanctioned moral positions
are revealed to be psychologically damaging, particularly
for women. Such readings underscore the importance of
examining Wharton’s narrative strategies alongside her
thematic concerns.

Alongside feminist criticism, psychological approaches have
played a crucial role in shaping Wharton scholarship.
Drawing on Freudian and post-Freudian concepts, critics
have explored themes of repression, desire, and unconscious
conflict in her work. R. W. B. Lewis famously describes
Wharton as a novelist of “moral consciousness,”
emphasizing her interest in characters who are acutely aware
of ethical norms yet unable to reconcile those norms with
personal fulfillment. This moral consciousness is especially
pronounced in her female characters, whose psychological
conflicts are intensified by gendered expectations of self-
sacrifice and emotional restraint.

Later critics have expanded psychological readings beyond
Freudian paradigms to include social and cultural models of
the psyche. Scholars influenced by feminist psychology
argue that Wharton anticipates modern understandings of
how identity is shaped by internalized social norms. Nancy
Bentley, for example, examines how Wharton’s narratives
depict the “socialization of feeling,” suggesting that
emotions in her fiction are not purely personal but are
structured by class and gender ideologies. Bentley’s work is
particularly relevant to short stories such as Roman Fever,
where emotional rivalry and resentment are inseparable
from socially prescribed roles of femininity and
motherhood.

Specific critical attention to Wharton’s short stories has
grown steadily, though it remains less extensive than
scholarship on her novels. Critics such as Maureen Howard
and Shari Benstock have argued that Wharton’s short fiction
allows for a more experimental exploration of psychological
states. Benstock notes that the brevity of the short story
form enables Wharton to focus intensely on moments of
revelation, retrospection, and emotional rupture. These
moments often coincide with a sudden recognition of long-
suppressed feelings, making the short stories particularly
fertile ground for examining psychological conflict.

Roman Fever has attracted considerable scholarly interest,
frequently interpreted as a story of female rivalry, maternal
anxiety, and belated truth. Critics have highlighted
Wharton’s use of dialogue and setting to dramatize
psychological tension, noting how the characters’ polite
conversation masks decades of emotional repression. Some
readings emphasize the story’s ironic reversal of power,
while others focus on its critique of social hypocrisy.
However, while these interpretations acknowledge
psychological complexity, they often stop short of fully
theorizing the gendered nature of the characters’ inner
conflicts.

Similarly, Souls Belated has been read primarily in terms of
moral ambiguity and social transgression. Scholars have
noted Wharton’s refusal to offer clear ethical resolutions,
instead presenting a female protagonist whose psychological
uncertainty reflects the instability of moral categories
themselves. Feminist critics have interpreted Lydia
Tillotson’s indecision as a commentary on the limited
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discursive space available to women who deviate from
social norms. Yet, despite these insights, the story’s
representation of internalized judgment and gendered self-
surveillance remains underexplored in existing criticism.
The Last Asset has received comparatively less scholarly
attention, often overshadowed by Wharton’s more
frequently anthologized stories. When discussed, it is
typically framed as a critique of maternal idealization or
sentimental morality. However, recent feminist readings
suggest that the story offers a profound examination of
maternal psychological conflict, revealing how self-sacrifice
can function as a socially imposed expectation rather than a
freely chosen virtue. This perspective opens new avenues
for understanding Wharton’s engagement with female
psychology beyond romantic or marital contexts.

Despite the richness of existing scholarship, a notable gap
remains in the sustained, comparative analysis of female
psychological conflict across Wharton’s short stories
through the specific lens of gendered consciousness. While
critics have acknowledged repression, moral tension, and
emotional restraint, fewer studies explicitly examine how
women internalize patriarchal values and experience conflict
as an internal psychological condition rather than merely an
external social problem. Moreover, much of the existing
work treats psychological conflict and feminist critique as
parallel concerns rather than as deeply interconnected
phenomena.

This study seeks to address that gap by integrating feminist
literary criticism with psychological approaches to gender.
By focusing on Roman Fever, Souls Belated, and The Last
Asset, the article foregrounds Wharton’s nuanced depiction
of women who are simultaneously constrained by society
and actively engaged in self-reflection. Rather than
positioning Wharton’s female characters as either victims or
rebels, this analysis emphasizes their conflicted agency and
moral consciousness. In doing so, it builds upon existing
scholarship while offering a more cohesive account of how
psychological conflict functions as a central mechanism in
Wharton’s critique of gender ideology.

3. Theoretical Framework

Theoretical Framework: Feminist Psychology and
Gendered Consciousness

This study is grounded in feminist literary theory and
psychological approaches to gender, which together provide
a critical framework for examining female psychological
conflict in Edith Wharton’s short fiction. Feminist criticism
has long emphasized that women’s experiences in literature
cannot be adequately understood without considering the
social structures and ideological systems that shape their
identities. In Wharton’s work, psychological conflict
emerges not as an individual anomaly but as a systemic
condition  produced by gendered  socialization.
Consequently, this analysis draws upon feminist
psychological concepts that foreground the internalization of
patriarchal norms and the formation of gendered
CONSCiousness.

Gendered consciousness, as employed in this study, refers to
the ways in which women’s self-perception, emotional
regulation, and moral reasoning are shaped by socially
constructed  expectations of  femininity.  Feminist
psychologists such as Carol Gilligan have argued that
women’s psychological development often occurs within
relational and moral frameworks that prioritize self-
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sacrifice, emotional restraint, and responsibility for others.
Although Wharton predates Gilligan’s work by several
decades, her fiction anticipates such insights by depicting
women whose inner lives are structured around duty,
propriety, and moral vigilance. These women experience
conflict not because they lack awareness, but because their
awareness is constrained by internalized ideals of acceptable
feminine behavior.

Wharton’s narratives consistently reveal how patriarchal
values are absorbed into women’s psychological
frameworks, transforming external social rules into internal
moral imperatives. This internalization produces a form of
psychological surveillance in which women monitor their
own thoughts and desires, often experiencing guilt or
anxiety even in the absence of overt social judgment. Michel
Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power, while not
explicitly feminist, is useful in understanding this dynamic.
The self-regulating subject that Foucault describes finds a
literary parallel in Wharton’s female characters, whose
psychological conflicts arise from the tension between
private feeling and internalized norms of respectability.

At the same time, this study is informed by feminist literary
critics who caution against reading women’s psychological
conflict solely as victimization. Scholars such as Cynthia
Griffin Wolff and Elizabeth Ammons emphasize Wharton’s
recognition of women’s intellectual and moral complexity.
Her female characters are not passive recipients of ideology;
they are thinkers, judges, and interpreters of their own
experiences. Gendered consciousness, therefore, is not a
static condition but a contested space in which desire,
resistance, conformity, and self-critique coexist. This
perspective allows for a nuanced reading of Wharton’s
women as psychologically conflicted yet morally perceptive
agents.

Psychological conflict in this context is understood as the
sustained tension between incompatible emotional, ethical,
and social demands. In Wharton’s short stories, this conflict
often manifests through retrospection, hesitation, irony, and
delayed revelation rather than overt rebellion. The short
story form intensifies this focus on interiority, enabling
Wharton to isolate moments of psychological reckoning that
expose the costs of emotional repression and moral
compromise. By analyzing these moments through a
feminist psychological lens, this study seeks to illuminate
how Wharton’s narratives articulate the mental and
emotional consequences of gendered social structures.

4. Methodology

The methodology adopted for this study is qualitative and
interpretative, relying primarily on close textual analysis of
selected short stories by Edith Wharton. The texts chosen
for analysis—Roman Fever, Souls Belated, and The Last
Asset—were selected because they offer distinct yet
interconnected representations of female psychological
conflict across different relational contexts, including
friendship, romantic partnership, and motherhood. Together,
these stories provide a representative sample of Wharton’s
sustained engagement with women’s interior lives and
moral consciousness.

Close reading, as employed in this study, involves detailed
attention to narrative voice, dialogue, symbolism, and
structural design. Particular emphasis is placed on moments
of introspection, silence, and revelation, as these are the
narrative sites where psychological conflict is most clearly
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articulated. The analysis examines how Wharton’s stylistic
choices—such as restrained narration, ironic
understatement, and symbolic settings—convey the
unspoken tensions that shape her female -characters’
CONSCIousness.

The study also adopts a comparative approach, analyzing
the selected stories in relation to one another in order to
identify recurring patterns of psychological conflict and
gendered self-awareness. While each story presents a unique
narrative situation, common thematic concerns emerge,
including emotional repression, moral ambivalence, and the
burden of social respectability. By tracing these patterns
across multiple texts, the analysis demonstrates that female
psychological conflict is not incidental but central to
Wharton’s artistic vision.

Secondary sources are used to contextualize and support the
analysis, drawing upon established scholarship in Wharton
studies, feminist criticism, and psychological theory. Rather
than imposing theoretical models rigidly onto the texts, the
study allows theory to emerge dialogically from close
engagement with the narratives. This approach ensures that
the analysis remains grounded in the literary texts while
benefiting from interdisciplinary insight.

The methodology deliberately avoids biographical
determinism, focusing instead on the textual construction of
female consciousness. While Wharton’s own life and social
context inform her writing, this study prioritizes narrative
representation over authorial intention. Such an approach
aligns with contemporary literary criticism, which
emphasizes the autonomy of the text while acknowledging
its historical embeddedness.

By integrating feminist psychological theory with
qualitative textual analysis, this study seeks to offer a
comprehensive and nuanced examination of female
psychological conflict in Wharton’s short fiction. The
following section applies this framework to a detailed
analysis of the selected stories, demonstrating how
Wharton’s narratives expose the psychological dimensions
of gendered experience and moral constraint.

5. Analysis and Discussion

5.1 Female Psychological Conflict in Edith Wharton’s
Short Fiction

Female psychological conflict in Edith Wharton’s short
stories arises from the persistent tension between individual
emotional truth and socially imposed norms of femininity.
Wharton’s women inhabit a world governed by tacit rules—
rules that regulate desire, speech, morality, and self-
presentation. These rules are rarely enforced through overt
coercion; instead, they operate through internalized
discipline, shaping women’s thoughts and feelings long
before they take the form of action. Psychological conflict,
therefore, emerges not simply from social prohibition but
from the gradual incorporation of social values into
women’s inner lives.

Wharton’s short fiction is particularly effective in portraying
such conflict because of its focus on moments of emotional
recognition rather than extended narrative development. The
brevity of the form allows Wharton to concentrate on
psychological pressure points—moments when suppressed
emotions surface, long-held assumptions are destabilized, or
moral certainties collapse. In these moments, the reader
gains access to the complex interiority of women whose
outward conformity masks profound inner unrest.
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A recurring feature of Wharton’s female characters is their
heightened self-awareness. They are acutely conscious of
how they are perceived by others and, more importantly,
how they perceive themselves through internalized social
standards. This reflexive consciousness produces a state of
psychological vigilance that often inhibits emotional
freedom. Desire is filtered through guilt, self-judgment, and
moral calculation, resulting in what may be described as a
divided self: one that feels intensely but acts cautiously, if at
all. Wharton does not romanticize this division; instead, she
exposes its psychological costs, including resentment,
bitterness, self-deception, and emotional isolation.

The selected stories—Roman Fever, Souls Belated, and The
Last Asset—illustrate different manifestations of this
conflict. While each narrative centers on a distinct relational
dynamic, all three reveal how women’s inner lives are
shaped by gendered expectations and moral ideologies.
Through close textual analysis, the following subsections
examine how Wharton constructs female psychological
conflict as a function of gendered consciousness rather than
individual weakness.

5.2 Psychological Rivalry,
Truth in Roman Fever
Roman Fever is one of Wharton’s most incisive explorations
of female psychological conflict, structured around a
deceptively simple conversation between two middle-aged
women, Grace Ansley and Alida Slade. Set against the
symbolic backdrop of Rome, the story gradually unveils
decades of emotional rivalry, suppressed resentment, and
moral self-deception. What appears initially as a polite
exchange between old acquaintances evolves into a
psychological confrontation that exposes the long-term
consequences of emotional repression.

At the heart of the story lies a conflict rooted in internalized
gender norms. Both women have lived their lives according
to socially sanctioned ideals of respectability, propriety, and
moral restraint. Grace Ansley, in particular, embodies the
ideal of feminine virtue, presenting herself as morally
upright and emotionally contained. Alida Slade, by contrast,
projects an image of social dominance and ironic
detachment. Yet beneath these outward identities lies a
shared history shaped by jealousy, desire, and
unacknowledged emotional pain.

Wharton’s narrative strategy emphasizes the psychological
dimension of this conflict through delayed revelation. The
past is disclosed gradually, mirroring the way suppressed
emotions resurface belatedly rather than being resolved in
real time. The forged letter that lured Grace to the
Colosseum symbolizes the covert mechanisms through
which women’s rivalry is enacted within a society that
discourages direct confrontation. Alida’s youthful act of
deception is motivated by romantic jealousy, yet it is
justified to herself as a defense of moral order. This
rationalization reflects the internalization of patriarchal
values that frame female desire as dangerous and in need of
control.

Grace’s response to this deception reveals a different but
equally complex form of psychological conflict. Her
decision to meet Delphin Slade, despite the moral risks
involved, suggests a momentary assertion of desire that
contrasts sharply with her lifelong adherence to propriety.
However, this assertion is not accompanied by sustained
resistance. Instead, Grace absorbs the consequences of that
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encounter into a narrative of silent endurance, allowing
others—particularly Alida—to define her as morally
superior but emationally insignificant.

The story’s climactic revelation—that Grace’s daughter is
the product of her clandestine meeting—reconfigures the
psychological power dynamic between the two women. This
revelation does not function as triumph in a conventional
sense; rather, it exposes the inadequacy of moral categories
that have governed both women’s lives. Alida’s
psychological conflict intensifies as she confronts the
realization that her apparent moral victory was illusory.
Grace, meanwhile, remains psychologically restrained,
offering no overt expression of vindication.

What Roman Fever ultimately reveals is the corrosive effect
of gendered repression on women’s emotional lives. Both
women have internalized a moral framework that values
silence over honesty and restraint over fulfillment. Their
psychological conflict is not resolved through confession or
reconciliation but through a quiet recognition of shared loss.
Wharton thus presents female consciousness as deeply
shaped by gender ideology, producing inner conflicts that
persist long after external circumstances have changed.

5.3 Moral Ambiguity and Gendered Self-Surveillance in
Souls Belated

In Souls Belated, Wharton explores female psychological
conflict through the lens of moral ambiguity and social
nonconformity. The story centers on Lydia Tillotson, a
woman traveling in Europe with a man to whom she is not
married. Unlike many literary treatments of female
transgression, Wharton’s focus is not on external
punishment but on Lydia’s internal struggle to interpret her
own experience within a society that offers her no coherent
moral language.

Lydia’s psychological conflict arises from her attempt to
reconcile personal desire with internalized social judgment.
Although she has rejected conventional marital norms in
practice, she has not fully escaped their psychological
influence. Her consciousness remains shaped by the very
values she ostensibly challenges. As a result, Lydia
experiences a persistent state of uncertainty, oscillating
between emotional attachment and moral unease.

Wharton underscores this conflict through Lydia’s
interactions with others, particularly the social gaze she
encounters from acquaintances. These encounters activate
Lydia’s internalized surveillance, prompting her to evaluate
herself through imagined judgments. Even in moments of
apparent freedom, she remains psychologically constrained
by the need for moral validation. This dynamic illustrates
how gendered consciousness operates not merely through
external regulation but through internalized norms that
structure self-perception.

The story’s resolution—marked by Lydia’s recognition that
her emotional arrangement lacks the legitimacy she
desires—does not restore moral clarity. Instead, it deepens
her psychological conflict. Lydia’s decision to separate from
her companion reflects not a triumphant return to social
norms but a resignation to their psychological power. Her
choice is shaped less by conviction than by exhaustion,
revealing the emotional toll of sustained moral ambiguity.
Through Lydia Tillotson, Wharton critiques a social system
that offers women limited and contradictory moral scripts.
Women who conform are constrained; women who deviate
are left without stable frameworks for self-understanding.
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Psychological conflict thus emerges as an inevitable
consequence of a gendered moral order that denies women
coherent agency. Wharton’s portrayal resists simplistic
moral judgments, instead emphasizing the complexity of
female consciousness navigating incompatible demands.

5.4 Maternal Identity and Emotional Self-Sacrifice in
The Last Asset

The Last Asset shifts the focus of female psychological
conflict from romantic and social relationships to maternal
identity. The story examines how ideals of maternal
devotion and self-sacrifice can generate profound inner
conflict rather than fulfillment. Wharton challenges
sentimental representations of motherhood by revealing the
emotional and psychological costs of internalized maternal
duty.

The central female figure in The Last Asset embodies a form
of moral idealization that prioritizes the child’s well-being at
the expense of the mother’s emotional autonomy. This
prioritization is not imposed through direct coercion but
emerges from deeply ingrained beliefs about maternal
virtue. The mother’s identity becomes defined by
renunciation, rendering her emotional needs secondary or
even illegitimate.

Wharton’s  narrative  exposes the  psychological
consequences of this self-effacement. The mother’s inner
life is marked by suppressed resentment, unacknowledged
desire, and emotional fatigue. Yet these feelings are rarely
articulated, even internally, because they conflict with
dominant ideals of maternal selflessness. The resulting
psychological conflict is characterized by self-censorship
and emotional displacement rather than overt rebellion.

By framing maternal devotion as a socially constructed
expectation rather than an innate instinct, Wharton invites
readers to reconsider the moral narratives surrounding
motherhood. The story suggests that emotional self-
sacrifice, when idealized and normalized, can function as a
mechanism of psychological control. Women are
encouraged to measure their worth through renunciation,
internalizing standards that undermine their emotional well-
being.

In The Last Asset, Wharton thus extends her critique of
gendered consciousness beyond romantic relationships to
encompass familial roles. Psychological conflict is revealed
as a structural condition embedded in cultural ideals of
femininity. The mother’s inner turmoil reflects not personal
inadequacy but the psychological strain of fulfilling
contradictory expectations—selfhood without self-interest,
love without desire, devotion without recognition.

5.5 Comparative Insights and Thematic Convergence
Across Roman Fever, Souls Belated, and The Last Asset,
Wharton presents female psychological conflict as a
persistent and multifaceted phenomenon. Whether
manifested through rivalry, moral ambiguity, or maternal
self-sacrifice, this conflict originates in the internalization of
gendered norms that regulate women’s emotional lives.
Wharton’s women are united by their heightened moral
consciousness, which simultaneously enables insight and
enforces restraint.

What distinguishes Wharton’s portrayal is her refusal to
offer resolution through simple acts of resistance.
Psychological conflict is not overcome through rebellion but
endured through reflection, silence, and belated recognition.
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This narrative choice underscores Wharton’s realism and
her skepticism toward narratives of easy liberation. At the
same time, her detailed representation of women’s inner
lives constitutes a powerful critique of the systems that
produce such conflict.

By foregrounding psychological interiority, Wharton
exposes the emotional costs of gender ideology with
remarkable precision. Her short stories function as sites of
feminist inquiry, revealing how women’s consciousness is
shaped, constrained, and divided by internalized social
norms. In doing so, Wharton offers a literary exploration of
female psychology that remains relevant to contemporary
discussions of gender, identity, and mental life.

6. Conclusion

Edith Wharton’s short fiction offers a remarkably sustained
and nuanced exploration of female psychological conflict,
one that is inseparable from the gendered social structures
within which her characters live. Through Roman Fever,
Souls Belated, and The Last Asset, Wharton reveals that
women’s inner turmoil does not arise primarily from
individual moral weakness or emotional instability but from
the internalization of restrictive gender norms that govern
desire, duty, and selfhood. Psychological conflict, in
Wharton’s narratives, emerges as a structural condition—
produced by social expectations that demand emotional
restraint, moral vigilance, and self-sacrifice from women
while denying them legitimate avenues for self-expression.
This study has argued that Wharton’s portrayal of female
consciousness is distinguished by its emphasis on
internalized discipline rather than overt social coercion. Her
women are rarely forced into submission through direct
authority; instead, they monitor and regulate themselves
according to deeply ingrained ideals of propriety, virtue, and
respectability. This internal regulation generates a divided
consciousness in which desire and duty coexist uneasily,
producing emotional repression, moral ambiguity, and
belated recognition. Wharton’s insight lies in her ability to
dramatize this conflict without reducing her characters to
passive victims. Her female figures are morally reflective,
intellectually alert, and emotionally perceptive, even as their
agency is constrained.

In Roman Fever, psychological conflict takes the form of
long-suppressed rivalry and belated truth, revealing how
silence and moral posturing distort women’s emotional lives
across decades. The story exposes the hollowness of moral
superiority achieved through repression and deception,
suggesting that conformity to social norms does not shield
women from psychological loss. Souls Belated extends this
critique by examining the consequences of moral ambiguity
for women who attempt to live outside conventional
frameworks. Lydia Tillotson’s uncertainty reflects not
personal indecision but the absence of socially sanctioned
narratives that allow women to reconcile desire with dignity.
In The Last Asset, Wharton interrogates maternal ideology,
revealing how idealized self-sacrifice can function as a
source of emotional erasure rather than fulfillment.
Together, these stories demonstrate that female
psychological conflict in Wharton’s fiction operates across
multiple relational contexts—friendship, romance, and
motherhood—underscoring its pervasiveness.

One of the key contributions of this study is its emphasis on
gendered consciousness as a critical lens for understanding
Wharton’s female characters. By foregrounding the


https://www.englishjournal.net/

International Journal of Research in English

internalization of patriarchal values, this analysis moves
beyond readings that frame Wharton’s women solely in
terms of social oppression or personal tragedy. Instead, it
highlights the complex ways in which women participate—
often unwillingly and unconsciously—in sustaining the very
norms that constrain them. This perspective aligns
Wharton’s work with later feminist psychological theories
that emphasize the role of internalized power in shaping
identity and emotional life.

Moreover, this study underscores the significance of
Wharton’s short stories as sites of feminist and
psychological inquiry. While her novels have rightly
received extensive critical attention, her short fiction offers
a concentrated and often more experimental exploration of
female interiority. The short story form enables Wharton to
isolate moments of psychological crisis and moral
reckoning, revealing the emotional costs of gendered
socialization with striking economy and precision. These
narratives challenge readers to reconsider traditional moral
categories and to recognize the subtle forms of violence
inflicted by emotional repression and moral idealization.

In the broader context of English literary studies, Wharton’s
short fiction remains deeply relevant to contemporary
discussions of gender, identity, and mental life. Her
portrayal of women’s psychological conflict anticipates
modern debates about emotional labor, self-surveillance,
and the psychological consequences of normative
femininity. By exposing the inner workings of gendered
consciousness, Wharton not only critiques the social
structures of her own time but also offers enduring insight
into the ways in which identity is shaped by internalized
norms.

In conclusion, Edith Wharton’s selected short stories present
a compelling literary examination of female psychological
conflict as a condition produced by gendered social systems
rather than individual failure. Through nuanced
characterization, restrained narrative technique, and acute
psychological insight, Wharton reveals the emotional toll of
living within restrictive moral frameworks. This study
contributes to Wharton scholarship by foregrounding the
interconnectedness of psychology and gender ideology in
her short fiction, affirming her position as a writer whose
work continues to illuminate the complexities of women’s
inner lives.
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