the other two by edith wharton

the other two by edith wharton is a compelling short story that explores themes of
marriage, social expectations, and human nature through a sharp narrative and rich
character development. This story, written by the renowned American author Edith
Wharton, delves into the complexities of a love triangle, highlighting the subtle tensions
and ironies that arise when past relationships intersect with present ones. Known for her
keen insight into upper-class society and intricate storytelling, Wharton uses "the other
two" to critique social norms and reveal the emotional undercurrents beneath polished
facades. This article provides an in-depth analysis of the story’s plot, characters, themes,
and literary significance, offering readers a comprehensive understanding of Wharton’s
work. Additionally, the piece examines the historical context and critical reception of the
story, demonstrating its lasting impact on American literature. Explore the following
sections to gain a nuanced perspective on "the other two by edith wharton."

Plot Summary of The Other Two

Main Characters and Their Roles

Themes and Symbolism

Edith Wharton's Writing Style and Techniques

Historical Context and Social Commentary

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

Plot Summary of The Other Two

The story "the other two by edith wharton" revolves around the character of Alice
Waythorn, who is married to Mr. Waythorn. The narrative unfolds as Mr. Waythorn
discovers that Alice has been married twice before, and both of her previous husbands
appear unexpectedly in her life. The plot intricately examines the awkwardness and social
discomfort that arise from these encounters. Mr. Waythorn’s reactions to the presence of
the other two husbands reveal his insecurities and the challenges of navigating blended
relationships in a society bound by strict social codes. The story builds tension through
subtle interactions and culminates in a reflection on marriage, loyalty, and social
expectations.

Sequence of Events

The plot begins with Mr. Waythorn’s initial curiosity and unease about Alice’s past. As the
narrative progresses, the first husband arrives, leading to a polite but tense meeting.
Later, the second husband’s appearance introduces further complexity. The story carefully



details each meeting’s nuances, emphasizing social etiquette and the characters’ internal
struggles. The gradual revelation of Alice’s history and the manner in which Mr. Waythorn
copes with it form the story’s core, demonstrating Wharton'’s skill in depicting human

psychology.

Plot Structure and Pacing

The story is structured to maintain reader interest through a steady unfolding of events.
Wharton employs a linear narrative with strategic pacing that allows for character
development and thematic exploration. The measured progression from curiosity to
confrontation and finally to acceptance mirrors the emotional journey of the protagonist,
effectively engaging readers in the unfolding drama.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The characters in "the other two by edith wharton" are carefully crafted to represent
various facets of society and human emotion. Each character’s role is pivotal in advancing
the story’s themes and conflicts.

Alice Waythorn

Alice is central to the story as the woman with two previous marriages. Her character
embodies grace, social tact, and the complexities of a woman navigating her past within
the constraints of societal expectations. Alice’s calm demeanor contrasts with the
underlying tensions caused by her former husbands’ appearances.

Mr. Waythorn

Mr. Waythorn, Alice’s current husband, serves as the story’s focal point for exploring
feelings of jealousy, insecurity, and the challenge of accepting a spouse’s history. His
perspective drives much of the story’s emotional depth as he grapples with the reality of
his wife’s past relationships.

The Other Two Husbands

The first and second husbands represent different stages and aspects of Alice’s past. Their
interactions with Mr. Waythorn and Alice highlight contrasts in personality, social
standing, and emotional connection. These characters bring complexity to the narrative by
illustrating the lingering presence of previous relationships.

Supporting Characters

Additional minor characters provide context and social background, reinforcing themes of



societal pressure and the expectations placed upon marriage and reputation during the
time period.

Themes and Symbolism

“the other two by edith wharton" is rich with themes that reflect social realities and
human nature. Wharton uses symbolism and thematic elements to deepen the story’s
impact.

Marriage and Social Expectations

The story critiques the institution of marriage and the societal norms governing it. It
explores how past relationships affect present ones and the social judgment that
accompanies divorce and remarriage in the early 20th century.

Jealousy and Insecurity

Mr. Waythorn’s feelings of jealousy and insecurity are central themes. These emotions are
portrayed realistically, showing the complexities of trust and acceptance in intimate
relationships.

Appearance versus Reality

Wharton contrasts the polished surface of social interactions with the underlying
emotional truths. The story reveals how characters maintain appearances to conform to
social expectations while concealing their true feelings.

Symbolic Elements

e The House: Represents domestic stability and the social facade the characters
maintain.

e The Other Husbands: Symbolize the past’s inescapable influence on the present.

* Social Gatherings: Serve as settings where societal roles and tensions become
evident.

Edith Wharton's Writing Style and Techniques

Edith Wharton’s narrative style in "the other two by edith wharton" exemplifies her



mastery of subtle characterization and social critique. Her prose is elegant, precise, and
infused with irony.

Use of Dialogue

Wharton employs sharp and realistic dialogue to reveal character traits and social
dynamics. Conversations often carry double meanings, exposing underlying tensions and
conflicts.

Point of View and Narrative Voice

The story is narrated from a third-person perspective focused primarily on Mr. Waythorn’s
thoughts and perceptions, allowing readers insight into his internal struggles. This
narrative choice enhances the emotional complexity and irony.

Irony and Social Satire

Wharton uses irony to critique societal norms and the hypocrisy of upper-class social
conventions. The polite interactions often mask deeper discomfort and contradictions,
highlighting the story’s satirical edge.

Historical Context and Social Commentary

The story reflects early 20th-century American society’s attitudes toward marriage,
divorce, and social class. Edith Wharton, herself a member of the elite, provides a critique
of the rigid social structures of her time.

Marriage and Divorce in the Early 1900s

During this period, divorce was socially stigmatized, especially among the upper class.
Wharton'’s story addresses the challenges faced by individuals in remarried households
and the social consequences of previous marriages.

Class and Social Mobility

The characters’ interactions reveal the importance of social standing and reputation. The
story comments on the efforts to maintain appearances and the social maneuvering
necessary within elite circles.



Gender Roles and Expectations

The story highlights the limited roles available to women and the pressures they faced to
conform to societal ideals of marriage and propriety. Alice’s character navigates these
constraints with composure and tact.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

“the other two by edith wharton" has been widely studied and praised for its insightful
portrayal of social dynamics and psychological depth. It is considered an important work
in Wharton’s oeuvre and American literature.

Contemporary Reviews

At the time of its publication, the story was recognized for its sharp social observation and
elegant style. Critics appreciated Wharton’s ability to capture the nuances of upper-class
life and interpersonal relationships.

Modern Interpretations

Scholars today analyze the story through various lenses, including feminist criticism,
social history, and narrative technique. Its themes remain relevant, reflecting ongoing
discussions about marriage, identity, and societal expectations.

Influence on Literature

The story has influenced subsequent writers exploring similar themes of marriage, social
constraint, and psychological complexity. Wharton’s subtle approach to storytelling
continues to be studied for its craftsmanship and thematic richness.

Key Points of Literary Significance

Masterful use of irony and social critique

Complex characterization within a concise narrative

Exploration of social norms and human emotions

Contribution to early 20th-century American literary realism



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Edith Wharton's 'The Other
Two'?
The central theme of 'The Other Two' is the complexity of marriage and social

expectations, particularly focusing on the relationships and conflicts arising from multiple
marriages and the influence of social class.

Who are the main characters in 'The Other Two' by
Edith Wharton?

The main characters are Alice Waythorn, her husband Waythorn, and her two previous
husbands, Haskett and Varick, whose presence impacts the dynamics of her current
marriage.

How does Edith Wharton portray marriage in 'The Other
Two'?

Edith Wharton portrays marriage as a social institution fraught with challenges,
compromises, and the influence of societal norms, highlighting how past relationships
affect present ones.

What role does social class play in 'The Other Two'?

Social class plays a significant role, as the characters navigate societal expectations and
personal ambitions, with Alice's marriages reflecting shifts in social status and the
tensions that arise from these changes.

How does 'The Other Two' reflect Edith Wharton's views
on gender roles?

The story reflects Wharton's critical view of traditional gender roles, showcasing the
limitations placed on women and the complexities they face in balancing personal desires
with societal pressures.

What is the significance of the title 'The Other Two'?

The title 'The Other Two' refers to Alice's two previous husbands, emphasizing their
ongoing presence and influence in her current life and marriage, symbolizing the lingering
impact of past relationships.

How does Edith Wharton use irony in 'The Other Two'?

Wharton employs irony to highlight the contradictions in social conventions and personal
relationships, particularly through Waythorn's reactions to Alice's past marriages,



revealing the superficiality and complexity of societal norms.

Additional Resources

1. The Age of Innocence

Set in the rigid upper-class society of New York City in the 1870s, this novel explores the
conflict between individual desires and social expectations. It follows Newland Archer, a
man torn between his duty to his fiancée and his passionate feelings for her
unconventional cousin. Wharton'’s incisive portrayal of societal constraints and personal
sacrifice remains one of her most celebrated works.

2. The House of Mirth

This novel centers on Lily Bart, a beautiful but impoverished woman navigating the
treacherous social world of New York’s elite at the turn of the 20th century. Struggling to
maintain her dignity and secure a wealthy marriage, Lily’s tragic story highlights the
limited roles available to women and the harsh judgments of society. Wharton’s sharp
critique of social mores is both poignant and timeless.

3. Ethan Frome

A stark departure from Wharton’s usual urban settings, this novella is set in a bleak New
England village. It tells the story of Ethan Frome, a man trapped in a loveless marriage
and burdened by poverty, who finds himself drawn to his wife’s cousin. The narrative
explores themes of duty, passion, and the crushing effects of isolation and circumstance.

4. Summer

This coming-of-age novel follows Charity Royall, a young woman from a poor background
who becomes entangled in a complex relationship with a wealthy outsider. Set in a small
New England town, the story explores themes of class, desire, and the search for personal
freedom. Wharton'’s vivid depiction of summer’s heat mirrors the intensity of Charity’s
emotional awakening.

5. The Custom of the Country

Focusing on the ambitious and charming Undine Spragg, this novel critiques the
materialism and social climbing of early 20th-century America. Undine’s relentless pursuit
of wealth and status leads her through a series of marriages and social manipulations.
Wharton exposes the emptiness and moral compromises behind the facade of success.

6. Twilight Sleep

Set during the Jazz Age, this novel satirizes the restlessness and superficiality of New
York’s upper class. It follows the lives of several characters, including the wealthy Lita and
her husband, as they grapple with issues of identity, marriage, and modernity. Wharton’s
sharp wit and social commentary capture the complexities of a changing society.

7. The Reef

This novel explores the tangled relationships between an American widow, her deceased
husband’s friend, and the friend’s former lover. Set against the backdrop of European
society, it delves into themes of love, jealousy, and the clash of social conventions.
Wharton’s nuanced characterizations and psychological insight make this a compelling
drama.



8. Hudson River Bracketed

A semi-autobiographical novel, it tells the story of a young woman'’s artistic ambitions and
romantic entanglements in the late 19th century. The narrative examines the challenges
faced by women pursuing independence and creative fulfillment. Wharton’s vivid portrayal
of the Hudson River Valley setting enriches the story’s emotional depth.

9. False Dawn

This novel centers on Lily Sorenson, a woman caught between her desires and the
expectations of her social circle in a small American town. The story explores themes of
love, disappointment, and the illusions of happiness. Wharton’s keen observation of human
nature and social dynamics lends the novel a subtle, reflective tone.
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