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Edith Wharton's "The Other Two": A Deep Dive into Marital Dynamics and
Societal Expectations

Edith Wharton, a master of social commentary, delved into the complexities of
human relationships and societal pressures with unparalleled insight. Her
short story, "The Other Two," is a poignant exploration of marriage, divorce,
and the often-unseen undercurrents that shape individuals' lives in early
20th-century America. This comprehensive article will dissect the narrative,
examining its central characters, themes, and Wharton's enduring critique of
a society that often valued reputation over genuine connection. We will
explore the multifaceted nature of the protagonist, Alice Waythorne, and the
impact of her serial marriages on her identity and social standing.
Furthermore, we will analyze the motivations and societal roles of her three
husbands, highlighting the stark contrasts and surprising similarities
between them. By understanding the intricate web of social expectations and
personal desires woven by Wharton, readers can gain a deeper appreciation for
the nuanced portrayal of marriage and the consequences of conforming to or
defying societal norms presented in "The Other Two."
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Edith Wharton and the Literary Landscape of
"The Other Two"

Edith Wharton stands as a towering figure in American literature, renowned
for her sharp social critiques and masterful depictions of the upper class
during the Gilded Age and beyond. Her works often dissect the intricate
social codes, moral compromises, and emotional landscapes of her characters,
revealing the often-unseen pressures that dictated their lives. "The Other
Two," a compelling short story, exemplifies Wharton's signature style and
thematic concerns. Published in 1904, the story emerged during a period of
significant social upheaval, where traditional marital structures were being
guestioned and the consequences of divorce were still heavily scrutinized.
Wharton's ability to capture the nuances of human behavior, the subtle power
dynamics within relationships, and the pervasive influence of societal
expectations makes "The Other Two" a timeless and insightful exploration of
marital entanglements and the search for belonging.

The Central Characters of "The Other Two"

"The Other Two" by Edith Wharton presents a carefully constructed cast of
characters, each representing different facets of societal norms and personal
aspirations. The narrative masterfully centers on Alice Waythorne, a woman
whose life is shaped by her marital history and the judgment of her social
circle. Her journey through three marriages is not merely a plot device but a
profound examination of how women navigated the restrictive landscape of
early 20th-century society.

Alice Waythorne: A Woman Navigating Societal
Judgments

Alice Waythorne is the complex protagonist of "The Other Two." Initially



presented as someone who has moved on from past relationships, Alice finds
herself increasingly entangled with the lingering presence of her former
husbands. Her character is marked by a desire for stability and social
acceptance, yet she is also depicted as someone who has experienced
significant emotional growth and learned from her past marital experiences.
Alice grapples with the societal perception of her as a woman who has been
divorced and remarried twice, a status that carried considerable stigma. She
attempts to maintain a dignified front, presenting herself as a modern,
independent woman, but the story subtly reveals her underlying anxieties
about her reputation and her place within her social milieu. Wharton portrays
Alice not as a victim, but as a woman actively trying to forge her own path
within the confines of a judgmental society, constantly assessing the present
while being subtly haunted by the past.

Waythorne: The First Husband and the Ghost of the
Past

Waythorne, Alice's first husband, represents a foundational element of her
past. Their marriage, though dissolved, casts a long shadow over Alice's
present life, particularly as she prepares to welcome her third husband.
Waythorne reappears in her life at a critical juncture, forcing Alice to
confront the tangible evidence of her past. He embodies a sense of stability
and perhaps even a lingering affection, but his presence also signifies a
time that Alice has ostensibly moved beyond. The interactions between Alice
and Waythorne are fraught with a delicate tension, hinting at unresolved
emotions and the awkwardness of encountering a former spouse. His presence
serves as a constant reminder of the history that shapes Alice's present
circumstances and the societal perceptions associated with her marital
journey.

Haskett: The Second Husband and the Burden of
Convention

Haskett, Alice's second husband, offers a different dynamic and serves to
further illustrate the complexities of her marital past. His character often
embodies a more conventional or perhaps less passionate aspect of marriage,
highlighting the societal pressures that might have led Alice to seek a
different path. Haskett's role in the narrative is to underscore the societal
scrutiny Alice faces due to her multiple marriages. He represents a phase in
her life that she has tried to distance herself from, but whose repercussions
continue to influence her present. The story subtly suggests that this
marriage, like the first, was ultimately not the solution Alice sought,
contributing to her ongoing search for genuine connection and societal
acceptance. Haskett's presence underscores the weight of convention and the
difficulty of escaping one's past, especially for women in that era.



Varick: The Third Husband and the Promise of the
Future

Varick, Alice's third and current husband, represents the future and the hope
for a stable, socially accepted union. He is the embodiment of Alice's
attempt to create a new life, free from the perceived baggage of her previous
marriages. However, the story skillfully demonstrates that escaping the past
is not as simple as remarrying. Varick's character, while ostensibly
representing a fresh start, is also subject to the subtle scrutiny of the
social world and the potential for disruption by Alice's past. His position
highlights the precariousness of Alice's social standing and the underlying
anxieties that persist despite her efforts to move forward. Varick's
interactions with Alice and the looming presence of her other husbands create
a compelling narrative tension, questioning whether a truly unblemished
future is attainable.

Key Themes Explored in "The Other Two"

Edith Wharton's "The Other Two" is rich with thematic depth, offering a
critical lens through which to view the societal structures and personal
struggles of its time. The story delves into the intricacies of marriage, the
pervasive influence of social expectations, and the fundamental human desire
for genuine connection.

The Institution of Marriage in Early 20th-Century
America

At its core, "The Other Two" scrutinizes the institution of marriage in early
20th-century America, an era where marriage was not only a personal union but
also a significant social and economic contract. Divorce was a contentious
issue, carrying a heavy social stigma, particularly for women. Wharton
portrays how marriage, for many women, was intrinsically linked to social
standing and security. Alice's journey through three marriages reflects the
societal pressures to be married and the difficult consequences of failing to
conform to the idealized marital model. The story highlights the performative
aspect of marriage, where outward appearances and social acceptance often
outweighed the nuances of personal happiness or compatibility. The presence
of her former husbands, especially at crucial social junctures, underscores
the societal judgment associated with divorce and remarriage, revealing
marriage as a public performance as much as a private bond.



Societal Expectations and the Female Protagonist

The narrative strongly emphasizes the impact of societal expectations on
women, and Alice Waythorne is the embodiment of this theme. In Wharton's era,
women were largely defined by their marital status and their ability to
maintain a respectable social image. Alice's repeated marriages, while
perhaps a testament to her resilience and desire for happiness, also position
her as an anomaly, subject to whispers and judgment. The story illustrates
how women were expected to navigate their lives within strict social codes,
often sacrificing personal desires for the sake of reputation. Alice's
internal struggle to reconcile her personal history with the demands of her
social environment is a central element of the story. Her anxieties about her
"past" being revealed or judged, particularly to her new husband, Varick,
highlight the pervasive nature of societal scrutiny and the constant pressure
on women to present an unblemished facade. Wharton masterfully captures the
precariousness of a woman's position when her life deviates from the
prescribed norms.

The Nature of Love, Compatibility, and Belonging

“The Other Two" also probes the elusive nature of love, compatibility, and
the deep-seated human need for belonging. Alice's serial marriages suggest an
ongoing quest for a connection that is both emotionally fulfilling and
socially acceptable. The story implies that perhaps none of her marriages
have provided her with a true sense of belonging or complete emotional
satisfaction. The interactions with her husbands, particularly Waythorne and
Varick, hint at different facets of connection and the challenges of finding
a partner who truly understands and accepts all aspects of one's life,
including the past. The story questions whether superficial compatibility,
driven by social pressures, can ever lead to genuine happiness or if a deeper
understanding and acceptance of one's history are essential for true
belonging. Alice’s attempts to manage the presence of her past husbands
suggest a desire for a present that is unburdened, but the narrative implies
that true belonging requires integration rather than erasure of one's
experiences.

Reputation vs. Authenticity in Social Interactions

A significant theme within "The Other Two" is the perpetual tension between
maintaining a positive social reputation and living an authentic life.
Alice's efforts to present herself as a woman who has gracefully moved past
her previous marital experiences are constantly undermined by the
reappearance of her former husbands. This juxtaposition highlights how
societal judgment can often overshadow genuine personal feelings or the
complexities of individual lives. Wharton suggests that in the highly



stratified society depicted, reputation is paramount, and any deviation from
the norm is met with suspicion. Alice's internal conflict reflects the
broader struggle of individuals, particularly women, to be seen and accepted
for who they truly are, rather than for the roles society expects them to
play. The story implicitly critiques a society that values surface-level
respectability over authentic human connection and acceptance, forcing
characters to constantly perform rather than simply be.

Edith Wharton's Stylistic Brilliance in "The
Other Two"

Edith Wharton’s enduring legacy as a literary icon is cemented by her
exceptional command of prose and her insightful observations of human nature.
In "The Other Two," her distinctive style is on full display, contributing to
the story's profound impact and lasting relevance. Her meticulous attention
to detail, subtle psychological probing, and masterful use of symbolism
elevate the narrative beyond a simple recounting of marital events.

Wharton's Realistic Portrayal of Social Milieu

Wharton was a keen observer of the American upper class, and "The Other Two"
is a testament to her ability to create a vivid and authentic depiction of
this world. She meticulously details the social customs, unspoken rules, and
the pervasive influence of reputation within this environment. The settings,
the dialogue, and the characters' interactions all contribute to a palpable
sense of place and time, allowing readers to immerse themselves in the social
dynamics of the era. Her realism lies not only in the external details but
also in her unflinching portrayal of the internal lives of her characters,
particularly Alice's anxieties and societal pressures. The story’s
authenticity stems from Wharton’s profound understanding of the constraints
and expectations that shaped the lives of women and men within this
particular social stratum.

Symbolism and Foreshadowing in the Narrative

Edith Wharton masterfully employs symbolism and foreshadowing to deepen the
narrative's meaning and foreshadow future developments. The recurring motif
of the "other two," referring to Alice's former husbands, serves as a potent
symbol of her past and the societal judgments that continue to linger. Their
reappearance acts as a form of foreshadowing, hinting at the potential
disruption and social unease they represent for Alice's present and future.
Furthermore, the story's setting and the subtle nuances of the characters'
interactions often carry symbolic weight, reflecting the underlying tensions



and unspoken anxieties. Wharton's deliberate use of these literary devices
creates layers of meaning, inviting readers to engage with the story on a
deeper, more interpretive level, recognizing the subtle hints that shape the
unfolding narrative and underscore the thematic concerns.

Character Development and Psychological Depth

While "The Other Two" is a short story, Edith Wharton excels at providing its
characters, particularly Alice, with remarkable psychological depth. Through
subtle observations and internal reflections, Wharton reveals Alice's complex
emotional landscape. Her journey is not simply about navigating marital
transitions but also about her evolving understanding of herself and her
place in the world. The contrast between her outward composure and her inner
turmoil is skillfully portrayed, showcasing her resilience and her underlying
vulnerability. Even the male characters, though less extensively developed,
are drawn with enough detail to represent distinct archetypes within the
social structure, making Alice’s interactions with them more revealing.
Wharton's ability to capture the nuances of her characters' motivations and
internal struggles is a hallmark of her literary genius, making "The Other
Two" a compelling study of human psychology within a specific social context.

The Lasting Relevance of "The Other Two"

Despite being set in a specific historical period, Edith Wharton's "The Other
Two" continues to resonate with modern audiences due to its timeless
exploration of fundamental human experiences. The story's examination of
marital dynamics, the complexities of societal expectations, and the pursuit
of happiness remain remarkably relevant. In an era where divorce and
remarriage are more common, the anxieties surrounding reputation and the
desire for social acceptance are still potent. Alice's struggle to reconcile
her past with her present, her longing for genuine connection, and the
pressures she faces to conform to societal norms are themes that transcend
time and cultural boundaries. Wharton's masterful storytelling, characterized
by its psychological insight and social acuity, ensures that "The Other Two"
remains a compelling and thought-provoking work, offering valuable commentary
on the enduring challenges of love, identity, and belonging in any era.

Conclusion: "The Other Two" and the Enduring
Power of Edith Wharton

Edith Wharton's "The Other Two" stands as a testament to her profound
understanding of the human condition and the intricate social fabric of her
time. Through the journey of Alice Waythorne, Wharton expertly dissects the



complexities of marriage, the pervasive influence of societal expectations,
and the elusive nature of genuine belonging. The story’s exploration of
reputation versus authenticity, and the psychological toll of navigating a
judgmental world, continues to hold significant relevance for contemporary
readers. Wharton’s masterful prose, keen observation, and nuanced character
development in "The Other Two" solidify her position as a pivotal voice in
American literature, offering enduring insights into the timeless pursuit of
happiness and acceptance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What makes 'The Other Two' a contemporary and
relevant short story today?

'The Other Two' remains relevant due to its sharp critique of superficial
social climbing, the commodification of relationships, and the performance of
affection in modern society, themes that are amplified in our current era of
social media and curated online identities.

How does Edith Wharton explore the theme of social
ambition in 'The Other Two'?

Wharton masterfully illustrates social ambition through the character of
Alice Waythorne, who is willing to discard her husband, Gaston, and later
embrace him solely based on his perceived social usefulness and potential for
advancement, highlighting the transactional nature of ambition.

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

The title refers to Alice Waythorne's two failed marriages before her
marriage to Gaston. The 'other two' represent her past relationships and the
discarded baggage that she believes she has successfully moved beyond, yet
they continue to subtly influence her present.

How does Wharton portray the shallowness of the New
York high society in the story?

Wharton depicts the shallowness through the characters' obsession with
status, wealth, and appearances. Alice's primary concern is Gaston's success
and how he fits into the social hierarchy, rather than genuine affection or
companionship.



What is the role of Gaston Forsyth in 'The Other
Two'?

Gaston Forsyth initially appears as a potentially influential figure, but his
significance lies in his malleability and how Alice perceives his potential

value. He becomes a pawn in her social maneuvering, ultimately representing a
means to an end for her ambition.

How does Alice's perception of her husband change
throughout the story?

Alice's perception of Gaston evolves from seeing him as a social asset and a
stepping stone to realizing, albeit slowly and reluctantly, that he possesses
genuine qualities of character and affection. However, this realization is
overshadowed by her ingrained ambition.

What is the underlying irony in Alice's pursuit of
social success?

The central irony lies in Alice's belief that she can shed her past and
control her social destiny through strategic marriages. However, her
inability to connect genuinely and her reliance on superficial markers of
success ultimately leave her feeling isolated and unfulfilled.

What makes Alice Waythorne a complex and often
unsympathetic character?

Alice is complex because she is intelligent and driven, but her ambition
overrides her capacity for genuine love and empathy. Her calculating nature
and willingness to treat people as commodities make her unsympathetic to many
readers.

How does 'The Other Two' reflect Edith Wharton's
broader social commentary?

‘The Other Two' is a microcosm of Wharton's larger critiques of the American
upper class, particularly their materialism, hypocrisy, and the societal
pressures placed upon women to secure advantageous marriages, often at the
expense of personal fulfillment.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Edith Wharton's The Other Two, along with
short descriptions:

1. The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton



This novel plunges into the rigid social circles of Gilded Age New York, much
like The Other Two. It explores the constraints of societal expectations on
personal happiness and the painful compromises individuals must make. The
story centers on Newland Archer, torn between his love for the unconventional
Countess Olenska and his duty to his betrothed, May Welland. Wharton
masterfully depicts the suffocating influence of tradition on genuine
emotion.

2. The House of Mirth by Edith Wharton

Another poignant exploration of societal pressures, this novel follows Lily
Bart, a beautiful but impoverished young woman navigating the treacherous
world of New York's elite. Lily desperately seeks a wealthy marriage to
maintain her social standing and avoid the destitution her family
experienced. The narrative highlights the destructive nature of materialism
and the tragic consequences of failing to conform to societal norms.

3. Custom of the Country by Edith Wharton

This work offers a biting critique of the American pursuit of wealth and
status, paralleling the motivations found in The Other Two. It tells the
story of Undine Spragg, a Midwestern girl determined to conquer New York
society and Europe through a series of strategic marriages. Wharton exposes
the superficiality and moral decay that can accompany unchecked ambition and
social climbing.

4. Ethan Frome by Edith Wharton

While darker in tone, this novella shares Wharton's interest in the
constraints of duty and circumstance on personal lives. Ethan Frome is
trapped in a loveless marriage and a bleak New England existence, yearning
for a different path. The story delves into the crushing weight of obligation
and the tragic consequences of unfulfilled desires, themes that resonate with
the underlying tensions in The Other Two.

5. Marriage by Susan Glaspell

This novel, written by a contemporary of Wharton, also examines the
complexities and limitations of marriage in early 20th-century America. It
tells the story of Anne Foster, who struggles with the societal expectations
placed upon wives and her own burgeoning desires for independence and
intellectual fulfillment. Glaspell critiques the restrictive roles women were
expected to inhabit.

6. The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James

A spiritual cousin to Wharton's work, this novel features Isabel Archer, an
American heiress who inherits a fortune and travels to Europe. Her choices in
love and life are heavily influenced by the social conventions and
expectations of her time. James masterfully dissects the challenges faced by
independent-minded women within a restrictive social landscape.

7. A Modern Marriage by Lily King

This contemporary novel delves into the intricacies of a marriage facing
significant challenges, echoing the thematic concerns of The Other Two. It
explores themes of infidelity, unspoken desires, and the difficult choices



individuals make within committed relationships. The narrative offers a
modern perspective on the compromises and conflicts that can arise between
partners.

8. Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf

Set in London, this novel captures a single day in the life of Clarissa
Dalloway, a society hostess preparing for a party. It delves into her
memories, reflections on past relationships, and the societal expectations
that shape her present. Woolf's stream-of-consciousness style reveals the
inner lives and complex emotions of characters navigating social obligations.

9. The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald

Fitzgerald's iconic novel, set in the Roaring Twenties, shares Wharton's keen
observation of wealth, class, and societal aspirations in America. The
pursuit of love and status, and the often-illusory nature of the American
Dream, are central to the story. Characters grapple with past relationships
and the compromises they make to achieve their desires, much like those in
The Other Two.
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