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The Yellow Wallpaper Analysis

"The Yellow Wallpaper," written by Charlotte Perkins Gilman in 1892, is a
seminal work in feminist literature that encapsulates the struggles of women
in the 19th century. The story is narrated by a woman suffering from what is
presumed to be postpartum depression, and it explores the themes of mental
illness, the oppression of women, and the quest for self-identity. Through
its rich symbolism and profound psychological insights, Gilman's narrative
serves as a critique of the medical and social attitudes toward women's
mental health during her time.

Plot Summary

The story is framed as a series of journal entries written by an unnamed
female narrator who is confined to a secluded mansion by her husband, John, a
physician. He prescribes a "rest cure," which involves complete isolation and
forbids her from engaging in any writing or creative activities. The
narrator's confinement takes a toll on her mental state, and she becomes
increasingly obsessed with the wallpaper in her room, which is yellow and
patterned in a way that disturbs her.

As the story progresses, the narrator's mental health deteriorates. She
begins to see figures trapped within the wallpaper and believes she must free
them. Ultimately, her fixation leads her to identify with these figures,
culminating in a chilling climax where she tears the wallpaper off in a
desperate bid for freedom.

Thematic Analysis

Oppression and Identity

One of the central themes of "The Yellow Wallpaper" is the oppression of
women. The narrator's confinement is a metaphor for the broader societal
constraints placed on women during the 19th century. Her husband, John,
represents the patriarchal authority that dismisses her feelings and
autonomy.

- The rest cure reflects the medical practices of the time, which often
disregarded women's voices and experiences.

- The narrator's gradual loss of identity is illustrated by her inability to
express herself, as her writing is forbidden.



- The wallpaper itself symbolizes her mental state: initially chaotic and
confusing, it becomes a representation of her entrapment.

Mental Illness and Misunderstanding

Gilman's story also addresses the theme of mental illness, particularly how
it was misunderstood and mistreated. The narrator's descent into madness can
be seen as a response to her oppressive environment.

- Her isolation exacerbates her condition, demonstrating the importance of
social interaction and creative expression for mental health.

- The dismissive attitude of her husband and the medical establishment
reflects the broader societal tendency to trivialize women's mental health
issues.

- The narrator's eventual breakdown serves as a powerful critique of the
"rest cure," highlighting its ineffectiveness and the danger of ignoring
women's voices in discussions about their health.

Symbolism of the Wallpaper

The yellow wallpaper itself is one of the most significant symbols in the
story. It embodies the narrator's internal struggle and her quest for
freedom.

- Color: The yellow color can be interpreted in various ways. It might
symbolize decay, illness, or the oppressive nature of her confinement.
Alternatively, it could also represent the vibrancy of her inner life, which
is stifled by her surroundings.

- Pattern: The chaotic and repetitive pattern of the wallpaper reflects the
complexity of the narrator's mental state. As she becomes more obsessed with
it, she begins to see shapes and figures within the pattern, indicating her
detachment from reality.

- The Woman in the Wallpaper: The figure the narrator perceives trapped in
the wallpaper symbolizes her own entrapment. As she identifies with this
figure, it becomes clear that her struggle is not just against her mental
illness but also against the societal constraints that confine her.

Character Analysis

The Narrator

The narrator is a complex character whose evolution throughout the story is
both tragic and enlightening. Initially, she appears to be a compliant wife



who accepts her husband's authority. However, as her isolation deepens, her
true self emerges.

- Initial Compliance: At the beginning of the story, she demonstrates a
desire to please John and conform to societal expectations.

- Descent into Madness: Her mental state deteriorates as she becomes
increasingly consumed by the wallpaper. This transformation highlights her
struggle for autonomy and identity.

- Final Confrontation: By the end of the story, she has taken charge of her
narrative, tearing down the wallpaper in an act of rebellion. This moment is
both liberating and horrifying, as it signifies her complete break from
reality.

John

John, the narrator's husband, is a representation of the patriarchal medical
establishment. While he genuinely believes he is helping her, his actions are
ultimately damaging.

- Patriarchal Authority: John embodies the male-dominated society that
dictates what is best for women without consulting them.

- Dismissiveness: He frequently dismisses the narrator's concerns, which
exacerbates her feelings of isolation and helplessness.

- Contrast to the Narrator: His rational, scientific approach contrasts
sharply with the narrator's emotional and intuitive understanding of her own
condition, illustrating the limitations of the medical model at the time.

Literary Devices

Gilman employs various literary devices to enhance the story's impact and
convey its themes.

First-Person Narrative

The use of a first-person narrative allows readers to experience the
narrator's thoughts and feelings intimately. This perspective fosters empathy
and provides insight into her mental state, making her descent into madness
all the more poignant.

Imagery

Vivid imagery is prevalent throughout the story, particularly in descriptions
of the wallpaper and the setting. This imagery serves to immerse readers in



the narrator's world and underscores the themes of entrapment and madness.

Foreshadowing

Gilman uses foreshadowing to hint at the narrator's eventual breakdown.
Subtle clues in the early journal entries suggest her increasing obsession
with the wallpaper and her deteriorating mental state.

Conclusion

"The Yellow Wallpaper" remains a powerful exploration of women's mental
health and societal oppression. Through the lens of the narrator's
confinement, Gilman critiques the medical practices of her time and
highlights the importance of self-expression and autonomy. The symbolism of
the wallpaper, the complexities of the characters, and the rich thematic
elements all contribute to the story's enduring relevance. As a pioneering
work of feminist literature, it invites readers to reflect on the historical
treatment of women and the importance of listening to their voices in
discussions about mental health and identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Yellow Wallpaper'?

The main theme of 'The Yellow Wallpaper' is the oppression of women,
particularly in the context of mental health and the societal expectations of
the 19th century.

How does the wallpaper itself serve as a symbol in
the story?

The wallpaper symbolizes the confinement and restriction of the narrator's
mind and body, representing the societal constraints placed on women, as well
as her eventual descent into madness.

What role does isolation play in the narrator's
mental health in 'The Yellow Wallpaper'?

Isolation exacerbates the narrator's mental health issues as she is cut off
from stimulating relationships and activities, which ultimately leads to her
obsession with the wallpaper and her breakdown.



How does the narrative style contribute to the
story's impact?

The first-person, stream-of-consciousness narrative style immerses readers in
the narrator's deteriorating mental state, creating a sense of urgency and
confusion that reflects her chaotic thoughts.

What is the significance of the ending of 'The
Yellow Wallpaper'?

The ending signifies the narrator's complete break from reality, as she
identifies with the woman trapped in the wallpaper, symbolizing her ultimate
rebellion against her oppression and societal norms.

What does 'The Yellow Wallpaper' suggest about the
medical treatment of women in the 19th century?

The story critiques the 'rest cure' prescribed to women, highlighting how it
often worsens their conditions by denying them autonomy and intellectual
engagement, which reflects broader issues in the treatment of women's mental
health.

How does the setting influence the narrator's
psychological state?

The oppressive and confining setting of the room with the yellow wallpaper
amplifies the narrator's feelings of entrapment, mirroring her mental decline
and the societal constraints she faces.

What literary techniques does Charlotte Perkins
Gilman use to enhance the story's themes?

Gilman employs symbolism, imagery, and foreshadowing to enhance themes of
mental illness and gender oppression, particularly through the detailed
descriptions of the wallpaper and the narrator's changing perceptions.

In what ways can 'The Yellow Wallpaper' be
interpreted as a feminist text?

The story can be interpreted as a feminist text by critiquing the patriarchal
society that confines women, advocating for women's rights to self-
expression, and challenging the medical establishment's control over their
lives.
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