
the yellow wallpaper literary analysis
The Yellow Wallpaper is a seminal piece of literature written by Charlotte
Perkins Gilman, first published in 1892. This short story is often regarded
as one of the earliest feminist texts, exploring themes of mental illness,
gender roles, and the oppression of women in a patriarchal society. Through
its intricate narrative structure and vivid imagery, "The Yellow Wallpaper"
critiques the treatment of women and the societal norms that confine them. In
this article, we will delve into a comprehensive analysis of the story,
examining its themes, characters, symbols, and its historical context.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical background of "The Yellow Wallpaper" is crucial
to grasping its significance. Written during the late 19th century, a time
when women’s rights were severely restricted, the story reflects the societal
attitudes towards women's health and mental well-being.

The Medical Treatment of Women

During this period, women were often diagnosed with "hysteria" or "nervous
conditions," which were poorly understood and frequently attributed to their
supposed fragility. Treatment often included:

1. Rest Cure: Women were prescribed complete rest, often isolating them from
social interactions and intellectual stimulation.
2. Confinement: Many women were confined to their homes or even
institutionalized, reinforcing their dependency and limiting their autonomy.
3. Lack of Agency: Women had little say in their treatment, which was largely
dictated by male doctors, reflecting broader societal norms that marginalized
women's voices.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman herself experienced a similar treatment, which
inspired her to write "The Yellow Wallpaper." The protagonist's descent into
madness serves as a critique of these oppressive practices.

Plot Summary

The narrative follows an unnamed female protagonist who is suffering from
what is presumed to be a temporary nervous depression. Her husband, John, a
physician, prescribes a rest cure, confining her to an isolated mansion for
the summer. The protagonist becomes fixated on the yellow wallpaper in her
room, which she initially detests but eventually becomes obsessed with.



As the story progresses, her mental health deteriorates, leading her to
believe that there is a woman trapped within the wallpaper. In a climactic
moment, she tears down the wallpaper in an attempt to free this imagined
woman, symbolizing her own struggle against confinement and oppression. The
story concludes with her complete mental breakdown, leaving readers to
question the implications of her actions.

Character Analysis

The Protagonist

The unnamed narrator represents the struggles of many women of her time. Her
character is characterized by:

- Isolation: The rest cure confines her to a room, symbolizing societal
constraints placed upon women.
- Loss of Identity: As she succumbs to madness, her individual identity
fades, reflecting the loss of self many women experienced in a patriarchal
society.
- Resistance: Her obsession with the wallpaper can be seen as a form of
rebellion against the restrictions imposed upon her.

John

John, the narrator's husband, embodies the patriarchal authority of the time.
His character is marked by:

- Patronizing Attitude: He treats his wife as a child, dismissing her
thoughts and feelings.
- Control: John's insistence on the rest cure illustrates the control men
exert over women's lives.
- Blindness to Suffering: Despite his good intentions, he fails to recognize
the depth of his wife's despair, showcasing the limitations of male
authority.

Themes

Mental Illness and Gender

One of the central themes of "The Yellow Wallpaper" is the intersection of
mental illness and gender. The story critiques how women's mental health



issues were trivialized and often misdiagnosed.

- Patriarchy and Power Dynamics: The protagonist’s struggles mirror those of
women who were confined not only physically but also psychologically by
societal norms.
- Self-Expression: The wallpaper becomes a vehicle for the narrator’s self-
expression, highlighting the importance of finding one's voice in a
repressive environment.

Confinement and Freedom

The motif of confinement permeates the narrative, representing both physical
and psychological imprisonment.

- Physical Confinement: The protagonist is literally confined to a room, a
representation of societal restrictions.
- Psychological Confinement: Her obsession with the wallpaper symbolizes her
internal struggle against the constraints imposed upon her, leading to her
eventual breakdown.

Identity and Selfhood

The struggle for identity is a recurring theme in the story.

- Fragmentation of Self: As the narrator descends into madness, her identity
fragments, reflecting the toll of societal oppression on women.
- Reclamation of Self: The act of tearing down the wallpaper symbolizes a
desperate attempt to reclaim her identity, even if it leads to madness.

Symbolism

The Yellow Wallpaper

The wallpaper itself is a rich symbol in the narrative.

- Entrapment: The chaotic pattern of the wallpaper reflects the narrator's
mental state and her feelings of entrapment.
- The Woman Behind the Wallpaper: The imagined woman trapped within the
wallpaper serves as a representation of the narrator’s own struggles against
societal constraints and her desire for freedom.



The Room

The room in which the protagonist is confined represents:

- Domesticity: It symbolizes the traditional roles women were expected to
fulfill within the home.
- Isolation: The barred windows and the locked door signify the physical and
emotional isolation imposed by patriarchal society.

Conclusion

"The Yellow Wallpaper" remains a powerful exploration of the intersections
between mental illness, gender roles, and societal oppression. Through its
poignant characters, rich symbolism, and themes of confinement and identity,
Gilman's narrative continues to resonate with readers today. The story serves
as a critical reminder of the struggles women faced and the importance of
self-expression in reclaiming one's identity. As we reflect on the
protagonist's journey, we are compelled to acknowledge the ongoing challenges
surrounding mental health and gender equality, making "The Yellow Wallpaper"
a timeless piece of literature that transcends its historical context.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the wallpaper in 'The
Yellow Wallpaper'?
The wallpaper symbolizes the oppression and confinement experienced by the
narrator. As she becomes increasingly obsessed with it, it reflects her
descent into madness and serves as a metaphor for the societal constraints
placed on women.

How does the narrator's mental health evolve
throughout the story?
The narrator's mental health deteriorates as she is isolated and denied
creative expression. Initially, she shows signs of restlessness, but as her
confinement continues, her obsession with the wallpaper leads to a complete
psychological breakdown.

What role does the setting play in 'The Yellow
Wallpaper'?
The setting, particularly the isolated mansion and the room with the yellow
wallpaper, creates a claustrophobic atmosphere that mirrors the narrator's



entrapment. It enhances the themes of isolation and the struggle for self-
identity.

How does 'The Yellow Wallpaper' critique 19th-
century gender roles?
The story critiques 19th-century gender roles by highlighting the
restrictions placed on women, particularly in terms of mental health
treatment and autonomy. The narrator's experiences exemplify the lack of
agency women had, as they were often dismissed and infantilized.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Yellow
Wallpaper'?
Prominent literary devices include symbolism, imagery, and stream-of-
consciousness narration. The wallpaper itself is a key symbol, while vivid
imagery illustrates the narrator's mental state, and the stream-of-
consciousness style captures her unraveling thought processes.

What is the role of the narrator's husband, John, in
the story?
John, the narrator's husband, embodies the patriarchal authority of the time.
His dismissive attitude towards her feelings and his control over her
treatment reflect the societal norms that contribute to her oppression and
mental decline.

How does 'The Yellow Wallpaper' reflect the theme of
identity?
The theme of identity is central to the story, as the narrator struggles to
maintain her sense of self amidst societal and marital constraints. Her
fixation on the wallpaper and the woman she perceives within it symbolize her
quest for freedom and self-realization.
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