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The White Stocking 

There is no unanimity among scholars regarding the agreeable definition or 

the vital ingredients of a short story. However, it is a widely shared view that a 

short story must have a plot, theme, character, and setting .According to Somerset 

Maugham, it must have a definite design , which includes a point of departure , a 

climax and point of test. On the other hand, Edgar Allan Poe holds the view that it 

should have unity of impression and singleness of purpose. Additionally, it must 

aimed at the creation of an effect. Contrastingly, Anton Chekov believes that a 

short story does not need to have a beginning or an end. Furthermore, he has also 

rejected the stereotyped story of “effect” and introduced a” natural and realistic and 

individual method” of story writing. His method was followed by A.E Coppard, 

Katherine Masefield, and Sherwood Anderson.  

Like Kafka, Joyce and Woolf, Lawrence was also eager to stretch the 

realistic short story in such a way as to allow the writer to light up certain areas of 

the human psyche which realism had left dark.  In the stories, Lawrence not only 

explore psychology and the inner depths of personality which are not readily 

accessible or understandable, but he also look, outwards to society, human social 

behavior, traditions, the relationship of the past with the present. He uses man; 



forms, from total realism to mythic-fable and his prose often shows the rhythmic, 

symbolical intensity which we associate most readily with the novels. His 

sensibility creates through repetition, rhythmic, often impressionistic prose, even in 

most stories which are, on another level, the most 'realistic.'  

 Lawrence's short fiction has enormous variety in it. The tales vary not only 

in length, but their raw material ranges from the life of working class folk in the 

Midland of Lawrence's childhood to the fashionable cosmopolitan circle of literary 

expatriates in America and on the continent. The narrative tone of the stories also 

has a wide range. His tone is that of a sympathetic chronicler in many of his early 

stories with a Midland setting. In some stories, Lawrence uses a tone of satirical 

banter.  

Lawrence also experimented with different kinds of narrative technique 

including the first-person narrator, the impartial and omniscient narrator and the 

narrator who is himself a participant in the story. Lawrence did not believe in self 

conscious attempt to create a work of art. That Lawrence did not employ the 

distant ironic voices of Flaubert and Maupassant. On the other hand, he applied the 

voices of Chekov, Verga and Tolstoy to English material. The main element of 

these voices being that they draw no apparant distinction between the perspectives 

of narrator, character and community.  

 “The White Stocking” was written in 1907.The story is centred on the 

couple Ted and Elsie Whiston and their forty year old factory owner Sam Adams. 

It is comprised of three sections. The first section unfolds on Valentine Day , two 

years after Whiston’s marriage. The second section is a cutback to a Christmas 

party at Sam Adam’s house. The third section switches back to the present.  



The first section records that the protagonists, Ted and Elsie Whiston have 

been married two years before .  She is a former factory worker, small and pretty, 

but also coquettish and superficial (“she seemed witty, although, when her sayings 

were repeated, they were entirely trivial”). He is a traveling sales representative, 

slow but solid, totally confident in the love of his wife . She has grown bored, 

however, and now tends to take him for granted, even mocking and jeering at him, 

although in spite of this she feels a deep attachment to him. It is the tension 

between these two contradictory attitudes that propels the story along its course. 

The story begins on the morning of Valentine’s Day. Elsie is excited to find 

in the mail a package addressed to her. She discovers that it contains a long white 

stocking, in which a pair of pearl earrings has been placed. She puts them on 

immediately, and her vain pleasure at the sight of herself in the mirror sets an 

ominous tone for the remainder of the story. Hiding the earrings, Elsie pretends to 

her husband that the white stocking is only a sample, but at breakfast she feels 

compelled to admit that this was a lie. Throughout the story, her naïveté, her 

insensitivity to the subtlety and delicacy of the feelings with which she is dealing, 

and her vacillation and duplicity contribute to the story’s violent climax. 

It transpires that the stocking was a gift from her former employer and 

admirer, Sam Adams, and she unconsciously goads her husband more by telling 

him that earlier in the year Adams sent her another stocking, but she concealed it 

from him. Concealment followed by later confession is her regular pattern of 

behavior. Worse is to follow (at least from Ted’s point of view). She has been 

seeing Sam Adams, but only, she says, for coffee at the Royal. As Ted goes to 

work, they part in a state of unresolved tension, caught in a situation that neither of 

them has the maturity to grasp fully or to resolve. Cut adrift from their stable, day-

to-day moorings, they are now at the mercy of powerful subconscious forces. 



The middle section of the story is an extended flashback, revealing the 

significance of the friendship that Elsie had with Sam Adams and the uneasy 

triangle it formed with Ted. The flamboyance of Adams, the factory owner, is in 

sharp contrast to the dour steadiness of Ted. Adams, a forty-year-old bachelor, is a 

ladies’ man, fashionably dressed and possessed of considerable charm. He is at 

home on the dance floor, in contrast to Ted, who does not dance.                                                 

This is one of the critical points of the story and is highlighted by an 

incident, recalled in a flashback, that leads directly to the gift of the white stocking. 

Ted and Elsie attend a Christmas party given by Adams. Adams invites Elsie to 

dance, and she finds the experience completely exhilarating. Something about 

Adams, “some male warmth of attraction,” ignites her; the rhythm of the dance and 

the close physical presence of her partner seem to transport her away from herself, 

into the deepest recesses of her partner’s being. It is a new state of consciousness 

for her, and a pure physical pleasure. Adams has touched a vein of feeling, 

sensuality, and physical response in her that is quite beyond the reach of dull Ted, 

moodily playing cribbage in another room, and Elsie becomes momentarily aware 

of a grudge against Ted for failing to satisfy this aspect of her being. However, she 

is also disturbed by Adams. However, her behavior triggers off an angry quarrel 

between the lovers.  

The third section switches back to the present . The jealousy caused by the 

valentine day gift has been festering his mind all day long . After returning home , 

Elsie nonchalant irresponsible behavior and confession further irritates him and he 

administers a good slap on her mouth . The story ends with the jewellery  being 

sent back to Sam Adams and the reconciliation between the wife and the husband . 



The White Stocking is a story about relationships and human connections 

are mutually and helplessly dependent upon each other and this is how the 

relationship progresses between Ted and Elsie. The story reveals how hard it is for 

a man and a woman to attain stability and wholeness in a close relationship, and 

the destructive and irrational behavior that results when the attempt fails. In the 

story, it seems to be the woman who is causing the contrast and imbalance in the 

relationship: it is the woman who seems to reflect the destructive nature of the 

imbalance. The relationship between a man and a woman is harmful and incorrect 

in The White Stocking . 

The story describes women as having deceptive feelings towards their 

partners. Although she is preparing the ball with her fiancé, she neglects him to 

dance with Sam Adams all night, which is only a harsh punishment for the 

emotional spirit. Elsie was not only untrue but also to Ted, because she brought 

him on a passionate ride. In the story, it seems that women unite in their 

relationships, with one man, while trying to persuade or another court. By playing 

this kind of game with Sam, Ted, and herself, everyone is hurt and concerned with 

Sam’s angry emotions and feelings. 

The triangular relationship is expressed through the story of the Christmas 

party: Elsie dances with Adams and seems to revel in the physicality of dancing 

with him. Indeed, the experience is described as being ‘an intoxication to her’,  and 

we see how much she shapes her own identity through her own enjoyment of 

physical and erotic contact with others. At the same time, her husband’s ontology 

and identity are defined in terms opposite to her own which ostensibly reject the 

erotic and which enforce boundaries of contact and affection. Ted Whiston 

instructs his wife to shun close contact with Adams, telling her that: “You don’t 

want to be too free with Sam Adams…You know what he is”, and yet a mixture of 



pride, anger and reticence prevent him from explaining to Elsie why she should 

reject Adams’ attentions. 

 

At the heart of the story, the titular white stocking comes to represent the rift 

in the marriage between Ted and Elsie, and yet to symbolise how Elsie draws out 

the passion and an unexpected redemptive quality in Ted’s character. When they 

are walking back from the Christmas party after the incident in which Elsie 

mistakenly dropped the white stocking, it is Elsie’s apparent remorse and regret 

which leaves her tearful and vulnerable, and which evokes in Ted a need to 

forgive, and in a moment of sudden epiphany to realise that he cares for and loves 

her very deeply indeed: 

“….And he held her very safe, and his heart was white-hot with love for her. 

His mind was amazed. He could only hold her against his chest that was white-hot 

with love and belief in her. So she was restored at last….”  

In essence, the Christmas party establishes a pattern of behaviour within the 

marital relationship whereby Elsie’s continued attraction to Adams both provokes 

her husband’s violent jealousy to the point where he almost lashes out at her in 

piques of violence. Yet, if one looks at the relationship and the subsequent 

marriage between Ted and Elsie, it becomes the way in which her social identity is 

subsequently defined, and in which she finds a peculiar sense of security: 

“….Inside of marriage she found her liberty. She was rid of the 

responsibility of herself. Her husband must look after that. She was free to get 

what she could out of her time….” 

 



Like most of Lawrence’s early stories, it is marked by a down-to-earth 

realism, and this makes an important contribution to its effectiveness. The 

commonplace setting, for example, the Whistons’ small, “seven and sixpenny” 

dwelling, and the homeyness and simplicity of their daily routine, is disturbingly 

limited and ordinary. This is reinforced by the effect of the diction. The 

predominance of short sentences containing a high proportion of monosyllabic 

words has a simple, almost childlike effect, suggesting that the characters are 

undeveloped in their understanding of life; they lack sophistication and self-

knowledge. (This changes only in the rich, flowing prose used to describe the 

dance, which ably conveys the new reality that Elsie has discovered.) The presence 

of an omniscient narrator, who sees so much more than any individual character is 

able to see, tends to emphasize for the reader the smallness and inadequacy of the 

Whistons’ own perspective. 

These stylistic elements effectively highlight, by contrast, the surging, 

primeval forces that the characters unleash in themselves and in one another, for 

which they are totally unprepared. It is as if they are living only on the surface of 

life. The bewilderment expressed in Elsie’s final reconciling words, “I never 

meant—,” is highly significant. The rational, everyday world that they inhabit 

makes them helpless before the dark and irrational psychic forces that they 

unwittingly arouse. They might well echo the cry  “I do not understand my own 

actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” 

The White Stocking evokes the life of the urban middle class with ease and 

assurance . The opening of the story is vibrant with ease and spontaneity altogether 

unforced. Free from any sentimentalizing or idealizing bent with its irresistible 

truth it gives dignity to human life. In the story there is a progressive voyage from 



sentimentality to psychological realism. And Lawrence successfully guides the 

story towards the psychological realism. 

In the lawrence’s code of beliefs, there must always be this conflict between 

opposites; they complement each other and in a sense are in control of each other. 

Though he is master, he cannot exist without her. Though she can flirt and rouse 

other men’s passions she needs him as the blossoms of flower needs its roots. And 

though blossoms and roots are fused into one thing, they are essentially opposites. 

F.R Leavis writes: “Whiston strikes his wife a blow on the mouth but it is 

not a brutal view of life that  we are given but a positively an essentially 

humanizing one”. 

This blow provides a needed catharsis . It is surprising that the feminist 

critics like Simon de Beauvoir in her book The Second Sex and Kate Millet in her 

Sexual Politics have raised their voice against Lawrence’s philosophy and have 

declared it anti-feminine but refrained from talking to the irresponsible and 

flirtatious behavior of Elsie.  
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