YELLOW WALLPAPER LITERARY ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION TO “THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER"

“THe YELLOW W/ ALLPAPER” IS A SHORT STORY WRITTEN BY CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN, FIRST PUBLISHED IN 1892, THIS
SEMINAL WORK OF FEMINIST LITERATURE EXPLORES THEMES OF MENTAL HEALTH, GENDER ROLES, AND THE OPPRESSIVE FORCES OF
SOCIETAL NORMS. THROUGH THE LENS OF A WOMAN’'S DESCENT INTO MADNESS, GILMAN CRITIQUES THE TREATMENT OF WOMEN
DURING THE LATE 19TH CENTURY, PARTICULARLY REGARDING ISSUES OF AUTONOMY AND MENTAL HEALTH. THIS ARTICLE
PROVIDES A COMPREHENSIVE LITERARY ANALYSIS OF “THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER,” EXAMINING ITS THEMES, CHARACTERS,
SYMBOLS, AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT.

HisToricAL CONTEXT

To UNDERSTAND “THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER,” IT IS ESSENTIAL TO CONSIDER THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT IN WHICH GILMAN
WROTE. THE LATE 19TH CENTURY WAS A TIME OF STRICT GENDER ROLES AND SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS. \W/ OMEN WERE OFTEN
CONFINED TO DOMESTIC SPHERES AND DENIED AUTONOMY, BOTH IN THEIR PERSONAL LIVES AND IN THEIR MENTAL HEALTH
TREATMENT. GILMAN HERSELF EXPERIENCED A PERIOD OF REST CURE, A COMMON TREATMENT FOR WOMEN SUFFERING FROM WHAT
WAS THEN LABELED AS “HYSTERIA” OR “NERVOUS DEPRESSION.” THIS EXPERIENCE PROFOUNDLY INFLUENCED HER WRITING AND
HER CRITIQUE OF THE MEDICAL ESTABLISHMENT'S TREATMENT OF WOMEN.

THe ResT CURE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

THE REST CURE, PROMOTED BY Dr. S. WEIR MITCHELL, INVOLVED ISOLATION AND ENFORCED INACTIVITY, WHICH GILMAN
EXPERIENCED FIRSTHAND. THIS TREATMENT WAS BASED ON THE BELIEF THAT WOMEN WERE INHERENTLY FRAGILE AND NEEDED TO BE
PROTECTED FROM THE STRESSES OF LIFE. IN “THE YELLOW \X/ALLPAPER," THE PROTAGONIST IS SUBJECTED TO THIS TREATMENT,
LEADING TO HER PSYCHOLOGICAL UNRAVELING. THE STORY ILLUSTRATES THE DETRIMENTAL EFFECTS OF SUCH AN APPROACH,
HIGHLIGHTING THE NEED FOR UNDERSTANDING AND AUTONOMY IN MENTAL HEALTH CARE.

PLoT SUMMARY

“THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER” IS NARRATED BY AN UNNAMED WOMAN WHO HAS BEEN PRESCRIBED THE REST CURE BY HER
PHYSICIAN HUSBAND/JOHN. SHE IS CONFINED TO A ROOM IN A SECLUDED MANSION, WHERE SHE IS FORBIDDEN FROM ENGAGING IN
ANY CREATIVE OR INTELLECTUAL ACTIVITIES. THE ROOM'S MOST STRIKING FEATURE IS THE YELLOW WALLPAPER, WHICH
BECOMES A SYMBOL OF HER CONFINEMENT AND DESCENT INTO MADNESS.

AS THE STORY PROGRESSES, THE NARRATOR BECOMES INCREASINGLY OBSESSED WITH THE WALLPAPER, BELIEVING THAT THERE IS
A WOMAN TRAPPED WITHIN ITS INTRICATE PATTERNS. HER FIXATION ON THE WALLPAPER MIRRORS HER OWN FEELINGS OF

ENTRAPMENT AND ISOLATION. THE CLIMAX OF THE STORY OCCURS WHEN SHE BELIEVES SHE MUST FREE THE WOMAN IN THE
WALLPAPER, LEADING TO HER ULTIMATE BREAKDOWN.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

THE CHARACTERS IN “THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER” ARE PIVOTAL TO UNDERSTANDING THE STORY'S THEMES AND MESSAGES.



THE NARRATOR

THE UNNAMED NARRATOR REPRESENTS THE STRUGGLES OF WOMEN IN A PATRIARCHAL SOCIETY. |NITIALLY, SHE APPEARS
COMPLIANT AND PASSIVE, BUT AS HER ISOLATION DEEPENS, HER TRUE FEELINGS OF ANGER AND DESPERATION EMERGE. HER MENTAL
STATE DETERIORATES AS SHE GRAPPLES WITH HER LACK OF AGENCY AND THE CONSTRAINTS IMPOSED UPON HER BY HER HUSBAND
AND SOCIETY.

JOHN

JOHN, THE NARRATOR'S HUSBAND, EMBODIES THE DOMINANT MALE FIGURE OF THE TIME. HEe IS A PHYSICIAN WHO BELIEVES HE
KNOWS WHAT IS BEST FOR HIS WIFE, DISMISSING HER FEELINGS AND CONCERNS. His PATRONIZING ATTITUDE HIGHLIGHTS THE
POWER IMBALANCE IN THEIR RELATIONSHIP AND REFLECTS THE BROADER SOCIETAL ATTITUDES TOWARDS WOMEN'S MENTAL
HEALTH.JOHN/S INABILITY TO SEE HIS WIFE'S SUFFERING ULTIMATELY CONTRIBUTES TO HER BREAKDOWN.

THE W OMAN IN THE W ALLPAPER

THE WOMAN TRAPPED IN THE WALLPAPER SYMBOLIZES THE NARRATOR'S OWN CONFINEMENT. AS THE STORY UNFOLDS, THE
NARRATOR IDENTIFIES WITH THIS FIGURE, PROJECTING HER FEELINGS OF ENTRAPMENT ONTO HER. THE STRUGGLE TO FREE THE
WOMAN IN THE WALLPAPER BECOMES A METAPHOR FOR THE NARRATOR'S DESIRE TO BREAK FREE FROM SOCIETAL CONSTRAINTS.

THEMES

SEVERAL KEY THEMES EMERGE THROUGHOUT “THE YELLOW \X/ALLPAPER,“ EACH CONTRIBUTING TO ITS CRITICAL STANCE ON
GENDER ROLES AND MENTAL HEALTH.

MADNESS AND ISOLATION

THE THEME OF MADNESS IS CENTRAL TO THE STORY. THE NARRATOR'S DESCENT INTO INSANITY IS EXACERBATED BY HER
ISOLATION AND CONFINEMENT. GILMAN ILLUSTRATES HOW SOCIETAL PRESSURES AND LACK OF AUTONOMY CAN LEAD TO MENTAL
HEALTH ISSUES, PARTICULARLY FOR \WOMEN. THE STORY SERVES AS A CRITIQUE OF THE WAYS IN WHICH WOMEN'S EMOTIONS
AND EXPERIENCES ARE OFTEN DISMISSED OR MISUNDERSTOOD.

GENDER ROLES AND OPPRESSION

GILMAN EXPLORES THE RESTRICTIVE GENDER ROLES IMPOSED UPON WOMEN IN THE LATE 19TH CENTURY. THE NARRATOR'S
HUSBAND,JOHN, REPRESENTS THE PATRIARCHAL AUTHORITY THAT DICTATES HER LIFE. THE STORY CRITIQUES THE SOCIETAL
EXPECTATION THAT WOMEN SHOULD BE SUBMISSIVE AND PASSIVE, EMPHASIZING THE NEED FOR FEMALE AUTONOMY AND SELF-
EXPRESSION.

SYMBOLISM OF THE W/ ALLPAPER

THE YELLOW WALLPAPER ITSELF SERVES AS A POWERFUL SYMBOL THROUGHOUT THE NARRATIVE. ITS INTRICATE AND CHAOTIC

PATTERNS REPRESENT THE COMPLEXITY OF THE NARRATOR'S MIND AND HER STRUGGLE AGAINST CONFINEMENT. AS THE NARRATOR
BEGINS TO SEE THE WOMAN TRAPPED WITHIN THE WALLPAPER, IT SYMBOLIZES HER OWN FEELINGS OF ENTRAPMENT AND HER DESIRE
TO ESCAPE FROM SOCIETAL NORMS.



LiTerRARY DEVICES

GILMAN EMPLOYS VARIOUS LITERARY DEVICES TO ENHANCE THE STORY'S THEMES AND EVOKE EMOTIONAL RESPONSES FROM
READERS.

FIRsT-PErSON NARRATION

THE USE OF FIRST-PERSON NARRATION ALLOWS READERS TO EXPERIENCE THE NARRATOR'S THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS DIRECTLY.
THIS PERSPECTIVE CREATES AN INTIMATE CONNECTION WITH HER STRUGGLES, ALLOWING READERS TO EMPATHIZE WITH HER
DESCENT INTO MADNESS.

IMAGERY

GILMAN EMPLOYS VIVID IMAGERY TO CONVEY THE NARRATOR'S MENTAL STATE AND THE OPPRESSIVE ATMOSPHERE OF THE ROOM.
DESCRIPTIONS OF THE YELLOW WALLPAPER BECOME INCREASINGLY DETAILED AND DISORIENTING, REFLECTING THE NARRATOR'S
PSYCHOLOGICAL UNRAVELING. FOR EXAMPLE, THE WALLPAPER'S “SICKLY” COLOR AND “UNPLEASANT” PATTERNS EVOKE
FEELINGS OF UNEASE AND CONFINEMENT.

FORESHADOWING

THE STORY CONTAINS ELEMENTS OF FORESHADOWING THAT HINT AT THE NARRATOR'S EVENTUAL BREAKDOWN. EARLY ON, HER
FEELINGS OF UNEASE ABOUT THE WALLPAPER SUGGEST THAT HER MENTAL STATE IS FRAGILE. THIS TECHNIQUE BUILDS TENSION
AND PREPARES THE READER FOR THE STORY’S CLIMAX.

CoNcCLUSION

IN “THe YELLOW W/ ALLPAPER,” CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN OFFERS A PROFOUND CRITIQUE OF THE SOCIETAL NORMS AND
MEDICAL PRACTICES THAT OPPRESSED WOMEN IN THE LATE 19TH CENTURY. THROUGH THE LENS OF ONE WOMAN'S STRUGGLE
WITH MENTAL HEALTH AND CONFINEMENT, GILMAN HIGHLIGHTS THE IMPORTANCE OF AUTONOMY, UNDERSTANDING, AND SELF-
EXPRESSION. THE STORY REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY AS A POWERFUL COMMENTARY ON THE ONGOING ISSUES OF GENDER
INEQUALITY AND MENTAL HEALTH TREATMENT. BY EXAMINING ITS THEMES, CHARACTERS, AND LITERARY DEVICES, READERS CAN
GAIN A DEEPER APPRECIATION FOR THE COMPLEXITIES OF “THE YELLOW W/ ALLPAPER” AND ITS ENDURING SIGNIFICANCE IN
FEMINIST LITERATURE. THROUGH THIS ANALYSIS, IT BECOMES CLEAR THAT THE STORY SERVES NOT ONLY AS A REFLECTION OF
ITS TIME BUT ALSO AS A CALL FOR GREATER AWARENESS AND CHANGE IN THE TREATMENT OF WOMEN'S MENTAL HEALTH.

FREQUENTLY ASkeD QUESTIONS

\WHAT ARE THE MAIN THEMES EXPLORED IN ‘'THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER'?

THE MAIN THEMES INCLUDE MENTAL ILLNESS, GENDER ROLES, AND THE OPPRESSION OF \WOMEN. THE STORY CRITIQUES THE
PATRIARCHAL SOCIETY OF THE LATE 19TH CENTURY AND HIGHLIGHTS THE IMPACT OF ISOLATION ON WOMEN'S MENTAL HEALTH.

How DOES THE SETTING OF 'THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER' CONTRIBUTE TO THE



PROTAGONIST'S MENTAL DECLINE?

THE SETTING, PARTICULARLY THE ISOLATED ROOM WITH THE YELLOW WALLPAPER, SYMBOLIZES CONFINEMENT AND OPPRESSION.
THE PROTAGONIST'S DESCENT INTO MADNESS IS EXACERBATED BY HER LACK OF STIMULATION AND CONTROL OVER HER
ENVIRONMENT.

\WHAT ROLE DOES THE WALLPAPER ITSELF PLAY IN THE STORY?

THE WALLPAPER SERVES AS A SYMBOL OF THE PROTAGONIST'S MENTAL STATE. ITS CHAOTIC PATTERNS REFLECT HER GROWING
OBSESSION AND EVENTUAL BREAKDOWN, REPRESENTING THE CONSTRAINTS IMPOSED ON HER BY SOCIETY AND HER HUSBAND.

How DOES THE NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVE AFFECT THE INTERPRETATION OF 'THE YELLOW
\W/ ALLPAPER'?

THE FIRST-PERSON PERSPECTIVE ALLOWS READERS TO EXPERIENCE THE PROTAGONIST'S PSYCHOLOGICAL DETERIORATION
INTIMATELY. THIS SUBJECTIVE VIEWPOINT CREATES A SENSE OF IMMEDIACY AND ENHANCES THE IMPACT OF HER STRUGGLES WITH
MENTAL ILLNESS.

WHAT DOES THE ENDING OF ‘THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER' SIGNIFY?

THE ENDING, WHERE THE PROTAGONIST TEARS DOWN THE WALLPAPER AND BELIEVES SHE HAS LIBERATED HERSELF, SYMBOLIZES A
DESPERATE ASSERTION OF IDENTITY AND RESISTANCE AGAINST SOCIETAL CONSTRAINTS. |T RAISES QUESTIONS ABOUT THE
NATURE OF FREEDOM AND MADNESS.

IN WHAT WAYS DOES ‘THE YELLOW W ALLPAPER' REFLECT THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
OF WOMEN'S TREATMENT IN THE 19TH CENTURY?

THE STORY REFLECTS THE MEDICAL AND SOCIETAL ATTITUDES OF THE TIME, WHICH OFTEN DISMISSED WOMEN'S MENTAL HEALTH
ISSUES AS HYSTERIA. |T CRITIQUES THE 'REST CURE’ PRESCRIBED TO WOMEN, WHICH MANDATED ISOLATION AND INACTIVITY,
ULTIMATELY LEADING TO FURTHER PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS.

How poes CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN USE SYMBOLISM IN ‘' THE YELLOW
\W/ ALLPAPER'?

GILMAN EMPLOYS SYMBOLISM THROUGHOUT THE STORY, WITH THE WALLPAPER REPRESENTING THE SOCIETAL CONSTRAINTS ON
WOMEN, THE ROOM SYMBOLIZING CONFINEMENT, AND THE ACT OF TEARING DOWN THE W ALLPAPER SYMBOLIZING REBELLION
AGAINST OPPRESSION AND A QUEST FOR SELF-IDENTITY.
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