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	   The Age of Innocence was written by Edith Wharton, a female modernist prominent in 1920s, whose successfulness in relecting social norms in this novel based on her life experiences won her a Pulitzer Prize. The story took place in New York City in 1870s—a time when the conservative attitudes toward social rules were prevalent and the expectations of proper social behaviors were strictly regulated. Under this kind of atmosphere, the lifestyle of elites in New York society was depicted focusing on the struggle between the hypocritical social realm and the aspiration to destroy it for love.
   The story basically follows a chronological order that revolves the protagonist’s struggle between conforming to the social norms and the pursuit of love. The content is developed into ten chapters. The first two chapters introduce and reinforce the images of two main characters—Countess Ellen, a lady whose escaping from husband made her socially unacceptable, and a lawyer named Newland who was to engage with a fair lady perfectly fitting the expectations of the contemporary society. Though being a social rule minder, Newland somehow questioned the conformation of social norms. In Chapters three and four, while Newland intended to dissuade Countess from getting divorced to avoid possible humiliations that might ruin her family’s reputation, he himself was influenced and even attracted by the disobedient attitudes of Ellen, and started to ponder over how he should position himself in the restricted social rules and his future marriage. In the following chapters came the biggest struggle Newland was to face between his expected marriage life, the pursuit of his true love, and also his true identity.
   In general, this story excels itself in that it pertains not merely to the traditional romance motif, a man’s struggle of love between two women. Rather, it attends to a larger, wider, and deeper scale, that is, a detailed picture of the upper class society in New York and the question of the seemly unquestionable regulations set in the social circle at that time. However, the inner transition within Newland from a social rule minder to a disobeyer of social bound actually did not affect his decision on critical period— his marriage, which seems quite unreasonable. He chose to accept the traditional marriage, to be imprisoned by the conservative customs in which he was born with, and to submit to the reality instead of fighting against it. As a man who was enlightened to realize the need to free himself from the endless social constraints, Newland had no reason to trap himself in the end. Although this shows a lack of coherence between the thinking and the doing of the main character, this book, given its vivid depiction of the trivialness, shallowness and hypocrisy of late ninetieth century New York society, an in-depth insight on the psychological struggles of human nature and the false expectation imposed upon females, deserves considerable acknowledgement in its value of literature and the field of sociology.
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