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Charlotte Perkins Gilman The Yellow Wallpaper Analysis

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story “The Yellow Wallpaper,” published in 1892, is a seminal work in
feminist literature that explores themes of mental iliness, gender roles, and the oppressive nature of
societal expectations. The narrative is presented through the first-person perspective of a woman
suffering from what is presumed to be postpartum depression. Confined to a room with yellow
wallpaper by her husband, John, who is also her physician, the protagonist’'s descent into madness
serves as a poignant critique of the medical and societal norms of the time. This analysis delves into
the story's themes, symbols, and the historical context surrounding Gilman's writing.

Historical Context
The Role of Women in the 19th Century

In the late 19th century, women were largely relegated to the domestic sphere, expected to fulfill
roles as wives and mothers without pursuing personal ambitions or aspirations. The medical
community often dismissed women's issues as mere hysteria, reinforcing the belief that women were
emotional and incapable of rational thought. Gilman’s own experiences with mental health and her
subsequent treatment by male physicians deeply informed her writing, particularly in how women'’s
mental health was misunderstood and mistreated.

The Rest Cure

The treatment prescribed to the protagonist in “The Yellow Wallpaper” reflects the popular medical
practice known as the "rest cure," developed by Dr. Silas Weir Mitchell. This approach involved
isolating women from intellectual stimulation and physical activity, based on the belief that such
activities exacerbated their mental health issues. Gilman herself underwent this treatment, which she
later criticized as damaging rather than healing.

Themes

1. Mental Iliness

The story is a powerful commentary on mental illness, particularly how it was viewed and treated in
the 19th century. The protagonist's descent into madness is portrayed as a direct result of the
isolation and lack of autonomy imposed upon her.

- Symptoms of Mental Iliness: The protagonist exhibits signs of depression and anxiety, which are
dismissed by her husband and the medical establishment.

- Isolation: The enforced solitude exacerbates her condition, leading to a fixation on the wallpaper in
her room.

2. Gender Roles and Oppression

Gilman critiques the patriarchal structure that restricts women's autonomy. The protagonist's lack of
agency reflects the broader societal constraints on women during this period.



- The Role of John: As both husband and physician, John embodies the patriarchal authority that
dismisses his wife's feelings and needs. His patronizing attitude further contributes to her sense of
helplessness.

- Societal Expectations: The protagonist’s struggle against the wallpaper symbolizes a rebellion
against the domestic roles imposed on women.

3. The Search for Identity

The protagonist's obsession with the wallpaper represents her struggle for self-identity in a society
that seeks to suppress her individuality.

- Symbol of the Wallpaper: The wallpaper itself becomes a manifestation of her mental state,
transforming from a mere design into a complex symbol of her entrapment and desire for liberation.
- Transformation: As she begins to identify with the woman trapped within the wallpaper, her journey
reflects a broader search for identity amidst repression.

Symbols
1. The Yellow Wallpaper

The wallpaper in the story is perhaps the most significant symbol. Initially described as repulsive and
chaotic, it becomes a projection of the protagonist’s psyche.

- Color Significance: The yellow color may signify decay and illness, representing societal constraints
that suffocate the protagonist.

- Pattern: The intricate, confusing patterns reflect the complexity of her mental state and the societal
expectations that entrap her.

2. The Room

The room where the protagonist is confined symbolizes the domestic space in which women were
expected to find fulfillment.

- Isolation: The barred windows and locked doors emphasize her captivity and lack of freedom.
- Transformation of Space: As the protagonist’s mental state deteriorates, the room transforms from a
place of confinement to a space where she seeks to assert her identity.

3. The Figure Behind the Wallpaper

The woman the protagonist sees trapped behind the wallpaper represents the struggle against
societal oppression.

- Symbol of Rebellion: As the protagonist identifies with the figure, it becomes a symbol of her own
desire for freedom and self-expression.

- Duality: The figure’s struggle to escape mirrors the protagonist’s own fight against the constraints
placed upon her by society.

Literary Style

First-Person Narrative



Gilman employs a first-person narrative to create an intimate portrayal of the protagonist’s mental
deterioration. This perspective allows readers to experience her thoughts and feelings firsthand,
fostering empathy and understanding.

Stream of Consciousness

The use of stream-of-consciousness technique illustrates the protagonist’s fragmented mental state.
Her thoughts shift erratically, reflecting her growing anxiety and confusion.

Conclusion

Charlotte Perkins Gilman's “The Yellow Wallpaper” remains a powerful exploration of mental health,
gender roles, and societal oppression. Through the lens of the protagonist’s experience, Gilman
critiques the treatment of women in the 19th century and the detrimental effects of isolation on
mental well-being. The story continues to resonate with contemporary readers, serving as a reminder
of the ongoing struggles for women'’s rights and mental health awareness.

In analyzing “The Yellow Wallpaper,” it becomes evident that Gilman’s work transcends its historical
context, offering insights into the complexities of identity, freedom, and the human condition. The
story's enduring relevance underscores the necessity of understanding mental health as a
multifaceted issue influenced by cultural, social, and historical factors. As we continue to grapple with
these themes today, Gilman’s narrative serves as a powerful call for empathy, understanding, and
reform in the treatment of mental health, particularly for women.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'The Yellow Wallpaper' is the oppression of women and the impact of mental
iliness, particularly how societal expectations can lead to the deterioration of one's mental health.

How does the setting influence the narrator's mental state in
‘The Yellow Wallpaper'?

The setting, particularly the isolated room with the yellow wallpaper, symbolizes the confinement and
restrictions placed on the narrator, which exacerbates her mental decline and reflects her struggle for
autonomy.

What role does the wallpaper itself play in the story?

The wallpaper serves as a symbol of the narrator's mental state; its chaotic patterns reflect her
growing obsession and her descent into madness as she tries to make sense of her confinement.

How does Charlotte Perkins Gilman use first-person narration
in 'The Yellow Wallpaper'?

Gilman uses first-person narration to provide an intimate glimpse into the narrator's thoughts and



feelings, allowing readers to experience her isolation and mental turmoil directly, which enhances the
story's emotional impact.

What does the ending of ‘'The Yellow Wallpaper' signify?

The ending signifies the narrator's ultimate rebellion against her oppression; by tearing down the
wallpaper, she asserts her identity and agency, albeit in a tragic and disturbing manner, highlighting
the consequences of her repression.

In what ways does 'The Yellow Wallpaper' critique the medical
practices of its time?

The story critiques the 'rest cure' prescribed to women suffering from mental iliness, illustrating how
such treatments often ignored women's voices and needs, leading to further psychological harm
rather than healing.

How can 'The Yellow Wallpaper' be interpreted as a feminist
text?

As a feminist text, 'The Yellow Wallpaper' highlights the struggles of women against patriarchal
control and the silencing of their voices, ultimately advocating for women's autonomy and mental
health awareness.
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