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ABSTRACT

This paper examines Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth, offers an insightful critique of the rigid social structures that
governed American upper-class society during the early twentieth century. In The House of Mirth, Wharton presents the
tragic life of Lily Bart, a woman whose beauty, intelligence, and social charm fail to protect her from the oppressive
forces of society. This novel portrays a world where wealth, reputation, and social conformity determine an individual’s
value. This research article examines the concept of society as a tyrannical force that ultimately shapes Lily Bart’s
destiny. Her tragedy is not simply the consequence of personal weakness but rather the result of an oppressive social
system that punishes those who fail to conform. This article argues that Wharton exposes the cruelty and superficiality
of elite social culture. This novel ultimately reveals the destructive consequences of a society that values wealth and
status above compassion and moral integrity.

Keywords: Society as Tyrant, Lily Bart, Social Pressure, Patriarchal Society, Social Convention, Wealth and Class and
Moral Hypocrisy.

In this social environment, the novels of Edith Wharton stand out for their detailed portrayal of the moral and
psychological struggles faced by individuals living within rigid social structures. Wharton’s works frequently examine
the tension between personal desires and social expectations. Her characters often confront difficult choices between
maintaining their social status and preserving their personal integrity. One of the most powerful explorations of this
conflict appears in The House of Mirth, a novel that focuses on the life of Lily Bart. Lily is a beautiful and intelligent
woman who belongs to the elite social circles of New York but lacks the financial security necessary to maintain her
position within this competitive environment.

This novel begins with a memorable scene in which Lily meets Lawrence Selden at Grand Central Station. Selden
observes Lily with admiration but also recognizes the social pressures that govern her life. At one point, Selden
describes Lily as someone who is trapped within the expectations of society. Edith Wharton observes that Lily belongs
to “a society which measured worth by material standards.”

Lily’s situation illustrates the difficulties faced by women who lack financial independence in such a society. Lily must
rely on marriage as a means of securing economic stability without wealth of her own. However, her reluctance to marry
purely for financial reasons creates a conflict between her personal values and the expectations imposed by society. The
central argument of this article is that society in The House of Mirth functions as a tyrannical force that controls
individual behavior and ultimately determines Lily Bart’s tragic fate. The elite social world portrayed in the novel
enforces conformity and punishes those who fail to follow its rules through mechanisms such as gossip, social
exclusion, and economic pressure.

Social status was closely connected to wealth and consumption during this era. Members of the upper class often
demonstrated their status through luxurious homes, fashionable clothing, and extravagant social gatherings. However,
beneath this display of prosperity existed a strict social hierarchy that governed personal relationships and behavior.
Social acceptance depended upon adherence to a complex set of unwritten rules. Although she has been raised within
elite society, her lack of financial resources places her in a vulnerable position. As she herself recognizes, and
maintaining her social status requires constant effort.

Edith Wharton describes Lily’s awareness of her precarious position: “She had learned by experience that the qualities
distinguishing her from the herd of her sex were chiefly external.” This observation highlights the superficial standards
by which women are judged in the social world of this novel. Beauty and charm may attract admiration, but they do not
guarantee long-term security. As Lily grows older, the pressure to secure a wealthy marriage becomes increasingly
urgent. Society expects her to use her beauty and social skills to attract a suitable husband. However, Lily’s personal
ideals prevent her from fully embracing the strategic nature of marriage within her social environment.

The concept of society as a tyrannical force can be understood through sociological and literary theories that emphasize
the relationship between power and social structures. In The House of Mirth, society operates as an invisible authority
that regulates individual behavior through social expectations. Unlike political tyranny, which relies on legal authority
and physical force, social tyranny functions through psychological pressure and moral judgment. Individuals within the
social world of this novel constantly observe and evaluate one another’s behavior. Reputation becomes a form of social
currency that determines access to privilege and opportunity. Lily Bart’s experiences illustrate how social power can
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shape individual destiny. Despite her intelligence and moral awareness, she cannot escape the constraints imposed by
her social environment.

Therefore, this novel suggests that social structures can be as powerful and oppressive as political institutions. Lily Bart
occupies a unique position within the social hierarchy depicted in the novel. Although she belongs to the upper class by
birth, her lack of financial resources places her at a disadvantage compared with wealthier members of society. Her
beauty and charm initially allow her to maintain her place within elite social circles. However, these qualities alone
cannot guarantee long-term security.

Her friendship with Lawrence Selden represents one such possibility. Selden often speaks about the importance of
personal independence and intellectual freedom. At one point, Selden describes his philosophy of life as belonging to
“the republic of the spirit,” a realm in which individuals are free from the material ambitions that dominate society.
However, Lily gradually realizes that this form of freedom is difficult to achieve within the social world she inhabits.
Her dependence on wealth and social acceptance prevents her from fully embracing Selden’s ideals. The social
environment depicted in The House of Mirth is governed by a rigid class hierarchy that determines an individual’s status
and opportunities. Wealth functions as the primary measure of success, and social acceptance depends upon an
individual’s ability to maintain the appearance of prosperity. Within this social world, the wealthy elite occupy a
position of authority that allows them to shape social norms and expectations. Those who lack financial resources must
constantly struggle to preserve their place within this competitive environment.

Lily Bart’s situation illustrates the oppressive nature of this class structure. Although she belongs to the upper class by
birth, her financial insecurity places her in a precarious position. She must rely on the generosity of wealthy friends and
relatives in order to maintain her lifestyle.

The elite of New York functions as a closed world in which individuals constantly monitor one another’s behavior.
Those who fail to meet the expectations of the group risk social exclusion. She is particularly vulnerable to these
pressures because Lily lacks financial independence. Edith Wharton reveals the ways in which social power operates
within elite society through this portrayal of class hierarchy. Wealth provides not only comfort and luxury but also
authority and influence. One of the most significant aspects of the social system depicted in The House of Mirth is the
role of marriage as an economic institution. For women in Lily Bart’s social class, marriage represents the primary
means of securing financial stability. Because opportunities for employment are limited, women must depend on
advantageous marriages to maintain their social position. As a result, romantic relationships often become closely
connected to financial considerations.

Another important mechanism through which society exercises control in The House of Mirth is gossip. Rumors and
speculation circulate rapidly within elite social circles, influencing the reputations of individuals and determining their
social acceptance. Because reputation plays such a crucial role in maintaining social status, even minor incidents can
have serious consequences. Lily becomes the subject of gossip on several occasions throughout this novel. Her
association with certain individuals and her financial difficulties create opportunities for rumors to spread. Edith
Wharton notes that within elite society “a single misstep might expose a woman to lifelong suspicion.” This observation
reveals the severity of the moral standards applied to women.

Men often enjoy greater freedom in their social interactions, while women face strict expectations regarding their
behavior. Therefore gossip functions as a form of social surveillance. Members of society constantly observe one
another, ready to judge any action that appears to violate social norms.Wharton illustrates how society enforces
conformity without the need for formal authority through this portrayal of gossip. Although elite society in The House
of Mirth claims to uphold high moral standards, the behavior of many of its members reveals a striking degree of
hypocrisy. Financial speculation, manipulation, and dishonesty are common among the wealthy characters of the novel.
However, these actions are often tolerated as long as they remain hidden from public view.

On the other hand, Women are judged far more harshly. Even the appearance of impropriety can damage a woman’s
reputation and lead to social exclusion. Lily’s experiences demonstrate this double standard. While wealthy men engage
in questionable financial practices without serious consequences, Lily’s reputation becomes vulnerable to criticism.
Edith Wharton emphasizes this imbalance when describing the rigid expectations placed upon women within the social
world of this novel. Edith Wharton critiques a society that values outward respectability more than genuine moral
integrity by exposing this hypocrisy.

As rumors about Lily begin to circulate, her position within society becomes increasingly unstable. Friends who once
welcomed her into their homes gradually distance themselves. Invitations to social gatherings become less frequent, and
Lily finds herself excluded from the social events that once defined her life. This isolation has a profound emotional
impact. Lily becomes increasingly aware that her survival depends upon the approval of the very society that now
rejects her. Edith Wharton observes Lily’s growing sense of despair as she begins to realize that her social world is
collapsing around her. Lily’s options become increasingly limited without financial independence or strong social
support.Therefore her isolation represents both a social and psychological crisis.

The combined pressures of financial insecurity, gossip, and social exclusion gradually lead to Lily’s downfall. Although
she continues to struggle to maintain her dignity, the opportunities available to her become increasingly limited. The
social system that once appeared glamorous and exciting now reveals its oppressive nature. Lily’s tragedy lies in the fact
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that she cannot fully escape this system, even when she recognizes its cruelty. Her life therefore becomes a powerful
illustration of the destructive consequences of social tyranny.

One of the most significant aspects of Lily Bart’s character is the psychological struggle she experiences throughout this
novel. Unlike many members of the society in which she lives, Lily possesses a deep awareness of the moral
contradictions that shape the social world around her. She understands that the pursuit of wealth and status often
requires individuals to compromise their integrity. However, she also recognizes that survival within this society
depends upon the ability to conform to its expectations. This conflict between personal values and social demands
creates a persistent tension in Lily’s life. She desires the security and comfort that wealth can provide, yet she resists the
idea of sacrificing her moral independence in order to obtain it.

The social world portrayed in The House of Mirth is fundamentally patriarchal. Men possess the financial resources and
social authority that allow them to shape the structure of society, while women must adapt to the conditions created by
male power. Women in Lily Bart’s social class are expected to maintain beauty, elegance, and charm in order to attract
wealthy husbands. Their value is often defined in terms of their ability to enhance the status of the men they marry.
Economic independence for women is extremely limited. As a result, marriage becomes the primary means through
which women can secure financial stability and social respectability.

Lily’s experiences illustrate the restrictive nature of these gender expectations. Although she is intelligent and
perceptive, society offers her very few opportunities to pursue independence. The narrator emphasizes this limitation
when describing the narrow path available to women within elite society. In contrast, male characters possess far greater
freedom. They are able to pursue careers, accumulate wealth, and make decisions without facing the same level of social
scrutiny. This imbalance reveals the patriarchal structure that governs the social world of this novel.

Edith Wharton exposes the injustice of a system that restricts women’s autonomy while granting men greater power and
opportunity through Lily’s experiences. Lawrence Selden represents an alternative perspective on society among the
characters in the novel . Unlike many members of the elite social world, Selden expresses skepticism about the
importance of wealth and status. He often speaks about the possibility of living according to higher intellectual and
moral values.

Selden describes his philosophy as belonging to what he calls “the republic of the spirit,” a concept that suggests a realm
of intellectual freedom independent of social ambition. This idea fascinates Lily because it offers a vision of life that is
not controlled by the rigid conventions of society. However, Lily gradually realizes that such freedom is difficult to
achieve in practice. Her dependence on wealth and social approval prevents her from fully embracing Selden’s ideals.
Although Selden admires Lily’s beauty and intelligence, he also hesitates to challenge the social conventions that govern
their world. This hesitation ultimately contributes to Lily’s isolation.

Another important theme in this novel is the idea of social performance. Members of elite society must constantly
present themselves in ways that conform to the expectations of others. Clothing, conversation, and behavior all become
elements of a carefully constructed social identity. For Lily Bart, maintaining this identity requires continuous effort.
She must appear confident, elegant, and financially secure even when she is struggling with debt and uncertainty. The
pressure to maintain this appearance contributes to the emotional strain she experiences throughout this novel. Therefore
her identity becomes closely tied to the expectations of the society around her.

As Lily’s financial difficulties increase and her reputation becomes increasingly vulnerable to gossip, she begins to
experience a growing sense of despair. The society that once celebrated her beauty and charm gradually turns against
her. Former friends become distant, and the opportunities that once seemed available begin to disappear. Lily gradually
realizes that the social world she once admired is capable of great cruelty. Her isolation deepens as she recognizes that
she no longer possesses the resources necessary to maintain her place within elite society. This realization marks a
turning point of this novel and signals the beginning of the final stage of Lily’s tragic journey.

Economic dependency plays a crucial role in the tragic downfall of Lily Bart. In the social world depicted in The House
of Mirth, wealth functions as the primary foundation of social status. Individuals who possess financial resources are
able to maintain their influence and authority, while those who lack wealth face increasing vulnerability.

Lily’s financial difficulties gradually intensify throughout this novel. Although she initially enjoys the privileges
associated with elite society, her inability to manage money places her in a precarious position. The luxurious lifestyle
expected of women in her social class requires considerable expenditure. Expensive clothing, travel, and participation in
fashionable social events all demand financial resources that Lily does not possess. As a result, she becomes dependent
on the generosity of wealthy acquaintances. This dependency weakens her position within society and exposes her to
manipulation.

Lily becomes aware of the consequences of her financial vulnerability. Edith Wharton describes her realization that
maintaining her social identity requires a constant display of wealth, even when she cannot afford it. Her situation
demonstrates how economic inequality reinforces social power. Those who control wealth possess the ability to shape
social relationships and determine the fate of others. Edith Wharton exposes the harsh realities of a society in which
financial resources determine an individual’s value through Lily’s experiences. As Lily’s financial situation becomes
more unstable, her position within society begins to deteriorate. The elite social circles that once welcomed her

2879


http://www.veterinaria.org
http://www.veterinaria.org/

REDVET - Revista electronica de Veterinaria - ISSN 1695-7504
Vol 25, No.2 (2024)

http://www.veterinaria.org

Received:13/08/2024 Revised:22/10/2024 Accepted:17/11/2024

gradually withdraw their support. Friends who previously admired her beauty and elegance now become cautious in
their interactions. Invitations to social gatherings become less frequent, and Lily finds herself increasingly isolated.

This process of exclusion reflects the rigid moral standards imposed by society. Women are expected to maintain
impeccable reputations, and even minor suspicions can damage their social standing. Edith Wharton describes how
society judges women according to strict expectations of behavior: “A woman’s reputation is the most fragile of all
possessions.”This statement emphasizes the vulnerability of women in the social world of this novel. Reputation
functions as a form of social currency that determines access to privilege and opportunity.

Once Lily’s reputation becomes the subject of gossip and speculation, her ability to maintain her social position declines
rapidly. Wharton illustrates how society enforces conformity by punishing those who fail to meet its expectations
through this portrayal of social judgment. Her identity is closely connected to her position within elite society. Her
beauty, elegance, and social charm make her one of the most admired women in fashionable circles. However, as her
reputation deteriorates and her financial resources diminish, this identity begins to collapse. The luxurious world that
once celebrated Lily’s presence gradually becomes inaccessible to her. She is forced to confront the reality that her
social identity was dependent upon circumstances that she can no longer control.

In the social environment depicted in The House of Mirth, employment is often associated with lower social status.
Women of Lily’s class are expected to rely on marriage rather than work for financial support. Consequently, Lily’s
attempt to earn a living represents a dramatic shift in her social identity. However, she finds it difficult to adapt to the
discipline and routine required by employment. Her upbringing within a privileged social environment has not prepared
her for the challenges of working life.

Edith Wharton describes Lily’s frustration as she struggles to perform tasks that demand patience and concentration.
This experience deepens her sense of alienation and reinforces her awareness that she no longer belongs to the world she
once inhabited. As the novel approaches its conclusion, Lily’s isolation becomes nearly complete. Her financial
resources are exhausted, and her social connections have largely disappeared. She begins to recognize that the society
she once admired has played a significant role in shaping her tragic fate. The tragic end of Lily Bart represents the
culmination of the social pressures and personal struggles that shape her life throughout this novel. As her financial
resources disappear and her social reputation declines, Lily becomes increasingly aware that she no longer belongs to
the society that once admired her. The narrator observes that Lily feels exhausted by the constant struggle to maintain
her social identity.

The tragedy of Lily Bart represents one of the most powerful examples of social criticism in the works of Edith Wharton.
This novel exposes the oppressive nature of a society governed by rigid conventions, material ambition, and moral
hypocrisy through Lily’s experiences. Throughout The House of Mirth, society functions as a tyrannical force that
controls individual behavior and determines social destiny. Gossip, economic pressure, and rigid gender expectations
combine to create an environment in which women possess limited opportunities for independence. Therefore Lily
Bart’s downfall is not merely a personal tragedy but a reflection of the broader social forces that shape her life. By
portraying the conflict between individual identity and social convention, Wharton reveals the destructive consequences
of a society that values wealth and reputation above compassion and understanding. This novel ultimately serves as a
powerful critique of the cultural values that govern elite social life and highlights the need for a more humane and
equitable social order.
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