the standard of living dorothy parker

the standard of living dorothy parker is a poignant and satirical short story written by the
renowned American writer Dorothy Parker. Known for her sharp wit and incisive social commentary,
Parker explores themes of poverty, societal expectations, and the harsh realities faced by those living
on the economic margins. This article delves into the story's background, its critical analysis, and the
broader implications of the standard of living portrayed in Parker’s work. The content also touches on
Parker’s unique literary style and her role in American literature. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of the narrative’s significance and how it reflects the socio-economic conditions of its
time.
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Background and Context of "The Standard of Living"

"The Standard of Living" was first published in 1925 and is one of Dorothy Parker’s most famous short
stories. Set in the post-World War | era, the story captures the atmosphere of the Roaring Twenties, a
period marked by economic growth but also stark social inequalities. Parker, a member of the
Algonquin Round Table, a group of New York City writers and critics, was known for her critical eye on
social issues and human behavior. This story reflects the aspirations and frustrations of young women
during a time when social mobility was limited, particularly for those without financial means.

Historical and Social Context

The 1920s in America saw significant economic change, with wealth concentrated among the upper
classes while many struggled with poverty. The story focuses on two working-class women,
highlighting the disparity between their desires and their reality. This context is crucial to
understanding the critique embedded in Parker’s narrative about the elusive nature of the "standard
of living" as defined by material wealth and social status.

Dorothy Parker’s Literary Background

Dorothy Parker was not only a writer but also a critic and satirist who frequently used her work to
comment on social norms and human folly. Her literary career was marked by a sharp, witty style that
often exposed the contradictions and challenges of modern life. "The Standard of Living" exemplifies



her ability to blend humor with social critique, making it a significant piece in her oeuvre.

Plot Summary and Key Characters

The story revolves around two young women, Annabel and Midge, who spend an afternoon window
shopping on Fifth Avenue in New York City. They fantasize about the luxurious lifestyles they could
have if they were wealthy. Their imaginative conversations reveal their longing for material goods,
social status, and an improved life standard that remains out of reach due to their economic
limitations.

Main Characters

e Annabel: A practical and somewhat cynical character who participates in the daydreams but
remains aware of their improbability.

* Midge: More idealistic and imaginative, she fuels the fantasies about a better life and the
luxurious items they admire.

Story Development

The narrative unfolds through dialogue, showcasing the contrast between the characters' dreams and
their reality. The story concludes with a sobering return to their ordinary lives, underscoring the gap
between aspiration and circumstance.

Themes and Literary Analysis

The standard of living dorothy parker explores through this story encompasses several interrelated
themes including poverty, materialism, gender roles, and societal expectations. The narrative serves
as a critique of consumer culture and the illusion of happiness through material possessions.

Poverty and Economic Disparity

At its core, the story highlights the economic struggles faced by working-class women. Annabel and
Midge’s desire for luxury items symbolizes a broader yearning for security and social acceptance that
poverty denies them. Parker portrays poverty not only as a lack of money but as a barrier to
achieving societal ideals.

Materialism and Consumer Culture

The story critiques the notion that material wealth equates to happiness or success. Through the



characters’ window-shopping and daydreaming, Parker illustrates how society’s emphasis on
consumer goods creates unrealistic expectations and dissatisfaction among those who cannot afford
them.

Gender and Social Expectations

Parker also comments on the limited opportunities available to women during the 1920s. The
characters’ focus on clothing, cars, and jewelry reflects societal pressures on women to enhance their
desirability and status through appearance and possessions rather than personal achievement.

Use of Irony and Satire

The story’s tone is characterized by irony and subtle satire. While the dialogue appears lighthearted,
it exposes the harsh realities of the characters’ lives. This literary approach engages readers in a
critical reflection on social values and the meaning of “standard of living.”

Dorothy Parker’s Writing Style and Tone

Dorothy Parker’s distinctive style combines wit, conciseness, and a keen observational eye. Her use of
sharp dialogue and economical prose enhances the story’s impact, making the characters’
experiences vivid and relatable. The tone balances humor with a serious critique, reflecting the
complexities of life in the early 20th century.

Dialogue and Characterization

Much of the story’s effectiveness comes from the lively and realistic dialogue between Annabel and
Midge. This technique allows Parker to develop characters quickly and convey social commentary
through their interactions. The characters’ voices reveal their hopes and disappointments in a way
that resonates with readers.

Use of Symbolism

Parker employs symbols such as expensive clothing, jewelry, and automobiles to represent wealth
and status. These objects are not merely material goods but stand-ins for the broader concept of a
desirable lifestyle. Their inaccessibility to the protagonists symbolizes the social divide and limited
mobility of the era.

Impact and Legacy of the Story

"The Standard of Living" remains a significant work in American literature due to its insightful
portrayal of social issues and its timeless themes. The story continues to be studied for its
commentary on consumerism, gender roles, and economic inequality. Parker’s work has influenced
generations of writers who explore similar themes in contemporary contexts.



Influence on American Social Criticism

Parker’s sharp critique of social and economic structures paved the way for later writers to address
issues of class and gender with equal candor. The story’s enduring relevance lies in its ability to
capture the human dimension of economic hardship and societal pressures.

Continued Relevance in Modern Discourse

In today’s context, the story resonates with ongoing discussions about wealth disparity, consumer
culture, and the definition of a “good life.” Parker’s exploration of these themes through the lens of
two young women provides a historical perspective that enriches modern debates about social justice
and economic opportunity.

Key Takeaways

e The story highlights the gap between aspiration and reality in economic terms.
e Dorothy Parker uses wit and irony to critique consumerism and social expectations.
e The narrative reflects gender roles and limited opportunities for women in the 1920s.

e The themes remain relevant to contemporary discussions about wealth and social status.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Dorothy Parker in relation to ‘The Standard of Living'?

'The Standard of Living' is a short story written by Dorothy Parker, an American poet, writer, and critic
known for her sharp wit and social commentary.

What is the main theme of Dorothy Parker's 'The Standard of
Living'?

The main theme of 'The Standard of Living' is the desire for wealth and material possessions,
highlighting the contrast between dreams of luxury and the realities of economic limitations.

What is the plot of ‘'The Standard of Living' by Dorothy
Parker?

'The Standard of Living' follows two young women, Ann and Kate, who spend a day fantasizing about
a luxurious lifestyle they cannot afford, revealing their aspirations and social critiques.



How does Dorothy Parker portray social class in 'The Standard
of Living'?

Dorothy Parker critiques social class distinctions by showcasing the dreams and frustrations of
working-class women aspiring to a higher standard of living, emphasizing societal inequalities.

What literary style is used in 'The Standard of Living'?

Dorothy Parker employs a conversational and witty literary style in 'The Standard of Living,' using
irony and humor to underline serious social issues.

Why is 'The Standard of Living' considered relevant today?

‘The Standard of Living' remains relevant as it explores themes of consumerism, economic disparity,
and societal pressures that continue to resonate in contemporary society.

What message does Dorothy Parker convey about materialism
in 'The Standard of Living'?

Parker conveys that materialism often masks deeper dissatisfaction and that the pursuit of luxury can
be both a coping mechanism and a source of disillusionment.

Are Ann and Kate examples of any particular societal group in
'The Standard of Living'?

Yes, Ann and Kate represent young working-class women in the early 20th century who dream of
escaping their modest circumstances through wealth and social status.

How does the ending of 'The Standard of Living' reflect the
story's themes?

The ambiguous ending, where the women's fantasies remain unfulfilled, underscores the persistent
gap between desire and reality, highlighting social and economic constraints.

What role does irony play in Dorothy Parker's 'The Standard
of Living'?

Irony is central to the story, as Parker uses it to expose the absurdity and futility of the characters'
materialistic dreams, critiquing societal values with a humorous edge.

Additional Resources

1. Standard of Living by Dorothy Parker

This collection of short stories by Dorothy Parker offers a sharp, witty exploration of the lives and
social dynamics of New Yorkers in the early 20th century. Parker’s keen observations and biting
humor reveal the complexities of human relationships and societal expectations. The title story,



“Standard of Living,” exemplifies her talent for blending satire with poignant commentary on
materialism and desire.

2. The Portable Dorothy Parker

A comprehensive anthology that brings together Dorothy Parker’s best work, including her poems,
short stories, and essays. This collection showcases her distinctive voice, known for its wit, sarcasm,
and insightful critique of social norms. It's an excellent introduction to Parker’s literary style and her
perspective on the standards and struggles of modern life.

3. Here Lies: The Collected Poems of Dorothy Parker

This volume compiles Dorothy Parker’s poetry, highlighting her sharp wit and melancholic undertones.
Her poems often explore themes of love, loss, and the societal pressures faced by women in her era.
The collection offers a deeper understanding of her views on personal and social standards, which
complement her prose works.

4. Not Like Ladies: Selected Essays

A selection of Dorothy Parker’s essays that delve into cultural commentary and social critique with her
trademark humor and irony. These essays provide context to her views on gender roles, class
distinctions, and the evolving standards of living in the early 20th century. Readers gain insight into
the social environments that shaped her stories and poems.

5. The Collected Dorothy Parker

This extensive compilation gathers Parker’s stories, poems, and criticism, offering a panoramic view
of her literary contributions. The collection reflects her exploration of the human condition,
particularly the tensions between societal expectations and individual desires. It serves as a valuable
resource for understanding the nuances of the ‘standard of living’ theme in her work.

6. Women in Love by D.H. Lawrence

Though not by Parker, this novel shares thematic concerns with her work, especially regarding the
complexities of relationships and societal standards. Lawrence’s candid exploration of love, desire,
and social constraints complements Parker’s satirical approach to similar issues. Readers interested in
the standards of living and emotional fulfillment will find this a provocative companion piece.

7. The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald

A quintessential novel about the American Dream and the pursuit of wealth and status, themes
closely related to those in Parker’s "Standard of Living." Fitzgerald’s portrayal of the Jazz Age exposes
the illusions behind material success and social climbing. This work provides a broader cultural
context to the issues Parker critiques in her stories.

8. Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf

Woolf’s novel offers an introspective look at the social lives and inner thoughts of its characters,
highlighting the pressures of societal expectations. The narrative style and focus on the everyday
experiences of women resonate with Parker’s themes of gender and social standards. This book
enriches the understanding of early 20th-century social dynamics explored by Parker.

9. The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton

Wharton's exploration of upper-class society and its rigid conventions parallels Parker’'s examination
of social norms and personal freedom. The novel critiques the ‘standard of living’ that dictates
behavior and limits individual happiness. Wharton's work complements Parker’s by providing a more
formal narrative on similar themes of class and societal expectation.
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