
the other two by edith wharton
the other two by edith wharton is a compelling short story that exemplifies Edith
Wharton’s masterful exploration of social dynamics, marriage, and human psychology. This
narrative delves into the complexities of relationships and societal expectations in the early
20th century, highlighting Wharton’s signature style of subtle critique and keen
observation. The story’s intricate plot centers on the protagonist’s interactions with the
other two individuals, revealing layers of irony and emotional tension. As one of Wharton’s
notable works, it reflects themes of jealousy, social status, and personal identity. This
article provides a comprehensive analysis of the story’s plot, characters, themes, and
literary significance, as well as its place within Edith Wharton’s broader oeuvre. The
detailed examination will enhance understanding of the narrative’s depth and the author’s
artistic intentions.
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Plot Summary of The Other Two by Edith Wharton
The story unfolds around the protagonist, Alice Waythorn, and her experiences with her
husband, Mr. Waythorn, as he navigates the complexities of his previous marriages. The
narrative structure reveals the evolving relationship between Waythorn and the “other two”
women from his past — his former wives. The plot examines how these past relationships
affect the present and explores the social intricacies of remarriage and blended families
during the early 1900s. Wharton’s storytelling is nuanced, using subtle dialogue and
descriptive passages to expose the underlying tensions and emotional conflicts within the
characters. The progression of the story highlights Waythorn’s internal struggle with
jealousy, societal judgment, and personal dignity.

Introduction to the Storyline
The story begins by introducing Mr. Waythorn, a successful and respectable man, who has
recently married Alice. The narrative carefully sets the stage for the unfolding drama by
hinting at the existence of Waythorn’s previous marriages. The “other two” refer to his past
wives, whose presence continually influences Waythorn’s current life. Wharton crafts the



storyline to gradually reveal the complexities of these relationships, focusing on how
Waythorn manages the social expectations and emotional challenges posed by his former
marriages.

Development and Climax
Throughout the story, Waythorn encounters situations where he must interact with his ex-
wives, leading to moments of discomfort and reflection. These interactions serve as pivotal
points in the narrative, emphasizing themes of jealousy, acceptance, and societal roles. The
climax often revolves around a particular social gathering or conversation where the
tensions between the characters become most apparent, illuminating the nuances of their
interconnected lives.

Main Characters and Their Roles
The characters in the other two by edith wharton are intricately drawn, each serving a
specific function to advance the story’s themes and emotional depth. The protagonist, Mr.
Waythorn, is central to the narrative, while Alice and the two former wives represent
varying perspectives on marriage and social expectations. The interactions among these
characters drive the story’s tension and provide insight into early 20th-century social
norms.

Mr. Waythorn
Mr. Waythorn is portrayed as a dignified and somewhat conservative individual, navigating
the delicate balance between his past and present. His character embodies the societal
pressures of maintaining a respectable image and the personal challenges of dealing with
former relationships. Waythorn’s internal conflict and evolving attitudes toward his ex-
wives reveal much about his personality and the cultural context of the time.

Alice Waythorn
Alice, the current wife, is a pivotal character whose perspective offers a fresh lens on the
complexities of remarriage and blended families. Her reactions and interactions with
Waythorn and the other two women highlight themes of jealousy, insecurity, and social
propriety. Alice’s character development throughout the story provides a nuanced
understanding of the emotional landscape of second marriages.

The Other Two Wives
The former wives play crucial roles as symbolic and narrative devices. Each ex-wife
represents different aspects of Waythorn’s past and societal attitudes toward marriage
dissolution and remarriage. Their presence in the story challenges Waythorn’s attempts to
compartmentalize his past and illustrates the social complications arising from multiple



marriages in that era.

Themes and Symbolism in The Other Two
Edith Wharton’s story is rich with themes and symbolism that deepen its exploration of
human relationships and societal conventions. The narrative addresses issues such as
jealousy, social status, identity, and the evolving nature of marriage. Symbolic elements
within the story reinforce these themes and invite readers to consider broader questions
about social norms and personal fulfillment.

Jealousy and Emotional Complexity
Jealousy is a central emotional undercurrent in the story, particularly experienced by Mr.
Waythorn as he confronts the ongoing presence of his ex-wives. Wharton portrays jealousy
not simply as possessiveness but as a complex psychological and social phenomenon
influenced by societal expectations and personal insecurities. The emotional nuances of
jealousy contribute to the story’s tension and character development.

Social Status and Respectability
The narrative critically examines the importance of social status and public image in the
lives of the characters. Marriage is depicted not only as a personal relationship but also as a
social contract that affects reputation and standing within the community. The “other two”
wives symbolize the social complications and judgments arising from multiple marriages,
reflecting broader concerns about respectability and social acceptance.

Identity and Personal Transformation
The story explores how past experiences and relationships shape personal identity. Mr.
Waythorn’s struggle to reconcile his past with his present highlights the challenges of
personal transformation and self-understanding. The characters’ interactions reveal the
fluidity of identity within the constraints of societal norms and expectations.

List of Key Themes

Jealousy and emotional conflict

Social status and public perception

Marriage and remarriage dynamics

Personal identity and transformation

Societal expectations and gender roles



Edith Wharton’s Writing Style and Techniques
Wharton’s writing style in the other two by edith wharton is characterized by its
elegance, subtlety, and incisive social commentary. Her narrative techniques effectively
convey complex themes through concise yet vivid prose, nuanced characterization, and
realistic dialogue. These stylistic features contribute to the story’s enduring literary value
and critical acclaim.

Use of Irony and Subtlety
Irony is a prominent device in the story, used to highlight discrepancies between
appearance and reality, as well as societal hypocrisy. Wharton’s subtle treatment of
character interactions and social situations allows readers to perceive underlying tensions
without overt exposition. This approach enriches the narrative and invites critical reflection
on the characters’ motives and social contexts.

Characterization and Dialogue
Wharton employs detailed characterization and naturalistic dialogue to create believable
and relatable characters. The interactions between Mr. Waythorn, Alice, and the other two
wives reveal layers of personality and social complexity. The dialogue serves both to
advance the plot and to expose the characters’ inner conflicts and societal pressures.

Descriptive Imagery and Setting
The use of descriptive imagery and setting enhances the story’s mood and thematic
resonance. Wharton’s attention to detail in depicting social environments, such as the
domestic spaces and social gatherings, underscores the narrative’s focus on social
conventions and personal relationships. The settings act as a backdrop against which the
characters’ dramas unfold.

Historical and Social Context of the Story
the other two by edith wharton is deeply embedded in the social and historical context
of the early 20th century, a period marked by shifting attitudes toward marriage, gender
roles, and social mobility. Understanding this context is essential to fully appreciate the
story’s themes and character dynamics.

Marriage and Divorce in the Early 1900s
During Wharton’s time, marriage was a fundamental social institution, often tied to
economic security and social status. Divorce, while becoming more common, still carried



significant stigma, particularly for women. The story reflects these realities by focusing on
the complications arising from multiple marriages and the societal judgments faced by
those involved.

Gender Roles and Social Expectations
The story illustrates the rigid gender roles and expectations that governed personal
behavior and social interactions. Women’s roles were largely confined to the domestic
sphere, and their social value was often linked to their marital status. Wharton’s portrayal
of Alice and the other wives highlights these constraints and the subtle ways in which
women navigated them.

Social Class and Mobility
The narrative also touches on issues of social class and the desire for upward mobility. Mr.
Waythorn’s concern with maintaining a respectable social position reflects broader societal
values of the time. The interactions between characters of different social standings reveal
tensions related to class and the pursuit of social acceptance.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance
the other two by edith wharton has been widely studied and praised for its insightful
portrayal of human relationships and social critique. Critics have noted Wharton’s skillful
narrative technique and her ability to address complex themes with subtlety and precision.
The story remains an important work within Wharton’s literary canon and American
literature in general.

Contemporary and Modern Criticism
At the time of its publication, the story was recognized for its realistic depiction of social life
and psychological depth. Modern critics continue to analyze its themes of marriage,
identity, and social conventions, often highlighting its relevance to ongoing discussions
about gender and social roles. The story’s layered narrative and rich symbolism make it a
subject of continued scholarly interest.

Influence and Legacy
The story has influenced other writers and contributed to the development of the short
story as a literary form. Wharton’s nuanced approach to social critique and character study
set a standard for narrative complexity and thematic depth. the other two by edith
wharton exemplifies her contribution to American literature and her enduring legacy as a
writer who captured the intricacies of human experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Other Two' by Edith
Wharton?
'The Other Two' explores themes of marriage, social status, and the complexities of
relationships, particularly focusing on how past marriages influence present ones.

Who are the main characters in 'The Other Two'?
The main characters are Alice Waythorn, her current husband Waythorn, and her two
former husbands, Haskett and Varick.

How does Edith Wharton portray marriage in 'The Other
Two'?
Wharton portrays marriage as a complex social contract influenced by societal
expectations, personal history, and the negotiation of individual desires within social norms.

What role does social class play in 'The Other Two'?
Social class is significant in the story, as the characters navigate social standings and
reputations, affecting their interactions and the dynamics of their relationships.

How does 'The Other Two' reflect early 20th-century
societal attitudes?
The story reflects early 20th-century attitudes toward divorce, remarriage, and the evolving
role of women in society, highlighting tensions between personal freedom and social
conventions.

What is the narrative perspective of 'The Other Two'?
The story is told from a third-person limited perspective, primarily focusing on Waythorn’s
point of view, which allows insight into his feelings about Alice’s past.

How does Edith Wharton use irony in 'The Other Two'?
Wharton uses irony to highlight the contradictions in social expectations and personal
relationships, especially in how Waythorn’s jealousy contrasts with his social etiquette.

What is the significance of the title 'The Other Two'?
The title refers to Alice's two former husbands, emphasizing how her past relationships
continue to affect her present life and marriage.



How does 'The Other Two' address the concept of
identity?
The story examines identity through the lens of marital history and social roles, showing
how characters define themselves in relation to others and societal expectations.

Additional Resources
1. The Age of Innocence
Set in upper-class New York society during the 1870s, this novel explores themes of love,
duty, and societal expectations. The story centers on Newland Archer, who is caught
between his passion for the unconventional Countess Ellen Olenska and his engagement to
the proper May Welland. Wharton vividly portrays the constraints imposed by rigid social
conventions and the consequences of defying them.

2. Ethan Frome
A tragic tale set in a bleak New England town, this novella follows the life of Ethan Frome, a
man trapped in a loveless marriage and haunted by his feelings for his wife’s cousin, Mattie
Silver. Wharton’s narrative delves into themes of isolation, duty, and the crushing weight of
unfulfilled desires. The stark winter landscape mirrors the characters' emotional desolation.

3. The House of Mirth
This novel chronicles the life of Lily Bart, a beautiful but impoverished woman navigating
the treacherous social circles of New York’s elite. Wharton examines the ways in which
wealth, reputation, and social status dictate a woman’s fate. Lily’s struggle to secure a
comfortable future exposes the harsh realities faced by women in a patriarchal society.

4. The Custom of the Country
Focusing on the ambitious and manipulative Undine Spragg, this novel critiques the
materialism and social climbing prevalent in early 20th-century America. Undine’s
relentless pursuit of wealth and status leads her through a series of marriages and social
encounters. Wharton uses Undine’s story to explore themes of identity, morality, and the
American Dream.

5. The Reef
In this psychological drama, Wharton examines the complexities of love, desire, and
betrayal among a group of expatriates and Americans in Europe. The story centers on
George Darrow, who becomes entangled with Anna Leath, a woman with a complicated
past. The novel explores the consequences of secrets and misunderstandings on personal
relationships.

6. Summer
A coming-of-age story, this novel follows Charity Royall, a young woman from a poor
background who experiences a passionate and tumultuous summer romance. Set in a rural
New England town, Wharton addresses issues of class, innocence, and self-discovery. The
narrative contrasts Charity’s limited opportunities with her yearning for freedom and love.

7. The Mothers
This novella explores the complex relationships between mothers and daughters, as well as



the social pressures faced by women. Wharton delves into themes of sacrifice, societal
judgment, and the constraints placed on female autonomy. The story highlights the
emotional struggles and resilience of women navigating family and society.
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