
the yellow wallpaper literary analysis
essay
The Yellow Wallpaper Literary Analysis Essay

"The Yellow Wallpaper," a short story written by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, is a seminal work
in feminist literature that explores themes of mental health, gender roles, and the
oppressive structures of society. Published in 1892, it reflects the author's personal
experiences with postpartum depression and the treatment she underwent, which involved
the "rest cure" popularized by Dr. S. Weir Mitchell. Through its rich symbolism, narrative
style, and psychological depth, the story serves as a powerful critique of the patriarchal
society that confines women's autonomy and individuality. This essay delves into the
thematic and symbolic complexities of "The Yellow Wallpaper," analyzing how these
elements contribute to the overall message of the text.

Introduction to Themes

At the heart of "The Yellow Wallpaper" lies the theme of mental illness and the societal
perception of women's mental health in the 19th century. The protagonist, often referred to
as Jane, is subjected to a treatment regime that disregards her personal needs and
experiences. This theme can be further dissected into several interconnected ideas:

1. Oppression of Women: The protagonist's confinement is a direct reflection of the societal
norms that subjugate women.
2. Isolation and Mental Health: The enforced solitude exacerbates her mental illness,
illustrating the dangers of misunderstanding and mishandling mental health.
3. The Role of Imagination: The wallpaper itself becomes a canvas for Jane’s imagination,
symbolizing her struggle for self-expression.

Symbolism in "The Yellow Wallpaper"

Charlotte Perkins Gilman employs rich symbolism throughout the narrative, most notably
through the yellow wallpaper itself. The wallpaper serves as a powerful metaphor for the
constraints placed on the protagonist and, by extension, all women of her time.

The Wallpaper as a Symbol of Entrapment

The yellow wallpaper in the protagonist's room becomes a symbol of her confinement.
Initially described as "sickly," the wallpaper reflects her deteriorating mental state. As she
spends more time in isolation, she begins to see figures trapped within its chaotic patterns.
These figures represent her own feelings of entrapment and the societal expectations that
bind her. The act of peeling the wallpaper becomes a desperate attempt to break free from



these constraints.

The Room as a Physical and Psychological Space

The setting of the story is crucial to understanding the protagonist's plight. The room, with
its barred windows and locked door, symbolizes both physical and psychological
imprisonment:

- Physical Imprisonment: The room is a literal space where Jane is confined, echoing the
societal norms that restrict women's freedom.
- Psychological Imprisonment: The oppressive atmosphere of the room mirrors Jane's mind,
which becomes increasingly unstable as her isolation deepens.

Narrative Style and Perspective

The story is told through a first-person perspective, allowing readers to experience Jane's
descent into madness intimately. This narrative style is significant for several reasons:

1. Unreliable Narrator: Jane's mental state raises questions about the reliability of her
observations. As her grip on reality weakens, the readers are compelled to discern what is
real versus what is a product of her imagination.
2. Stream of Consciousness: The fragmented and disjointed flow of thoughts mirrors Jane's
deteriorating mental state, immersing the reader in her psychological turmoil.
3. Intimate Confession: The use of journal entries gives a personal touch, allowing readers
to connect deeply with Jane's struggles and emotions.

The Role of Gender and Power Dynamics

Gilman's story is also a critique of the gender dynamics prevalent in her time. The
protagonist's husband, John, embodies the patriarchal authority that dictates her life. He is
a physician who believes he knows what is best for her, illustrating the broader societal
tendency to dismiss women's voices and experiences.

John as a Symbol of Patriarchy

John's character represents the medical and societal systems that enforce conformity and
control over women's lives. His patronizing attitude and dismissive behavior towards Jane's
feelings exacerbate her isolation. Key aspects of John's character include:

- Patronizing Language: John's use of diminutive terms like "little girl" reflects his view of
Jane as inferior.
- Dismissal of Emotions: He downplays her distress and insists she must follow his
prescribed rest cure, disregarding her autonomy.



The Climax and Transformation

The climax of "The Yellow Wallpaper" occurs when Jane finally tears down the wallpaper, an
act that symbolizes her rebellion against the constraints imposed upon her. This moment
signifies a transformation:

1. Empowerment through Desperation: In her frantic tearing of the wallpaper, Jane
experiences a moment of clarity and empowerment, reclaiming her agency.
2. Descent into Madness: However, this empowerment comes at a cost. As she identifies
with the trapped figures in the wallpaper, it becomes clear that her mental state has
irrevocably deteriorated.

Final Scene Analysis

The final scene of the story is haunting and complex. As Jane proclaims, "I’ve finally got out
at last," she embodies a paradox. While she has freed herself from the physical constraints
of the wallpaper, she has also succumbed to madness. This duality presents a chilling
commentary on the lengths to which individuals may go to escape oppression, raising
questions about what true freedom entails.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of "The
Yellow Wallpaper"

"The Yellow Wallpaper" remains a pivotal text in discussions of feminism, mental health,
and the historical treatment of women. Gilman's exploration of the protagonist's struggle
against societal constraints resonates with contemporary audiences, highlighting ongoing
issues regarding women's rights and mental health awareness. The story serves as a
reminder of the importance of self-expression and the potentially devastating effects of
isolation and oppression.

In conclusion, "The Yellow Wallpaper" is more than just a story about a woman's descent
into madness; it is a profound critique of the societal norms that have historically
marginalized women's voices. Through its rich symbolism, narrative style, and exploration
of gender dynamics, Gilman's work continues to inspire and provoke thought, making it a
timeless piece of literature that invites readers to reflect on the implications of
confinement—both physical and psychological.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Yellow



Wallpaper'?
The central themes include mental illness, the oppression of women, and the struggle for
self-identity. The story critiques societal norms and the treatment of women in the 19th
century.

How does the setting of 'The Yellow Wallpaper'
contribute to the narrator's mental state?
The setting, particularly the confined space of the room with the yellow wallpaper,
symbolizes the restrictions placed on the narrator. It reflects her isolation and contributes
to her descent into madness.

What role does the yellow wallpaper itself play in the
story?
The yellow wallpaper serves as a symbol of the narrator's mental state and her struggle for
freedom. As she becomes obsessed with it, it represents her confinement and the societal
constraints on women.

How does the narrator's relationship with her husband
affect her mental health?
The narrator's relationship with her husband, John, is patronizing and controlling. His
dismissal of her feelings and his treatment of her as a child exacerbate her mental illness
and feelings of helplessness.

What literary techniques does Charlotte Perkins Gilman
use in 'The Yellow Wallpaper'?
Gilman employs symbolism, imagery, and a first-person narrative to convey the narrator's
psychological distress and to emphasize the oppressive nature of her environment.

How is the concept of 'rest cure' criticized in 'The
Yellow Wallpaper'?
The 'rest cure' is criticized as it promotes passivity and isolation for women, ultimately
leading to the deterioration of the narrator's mental health rather than improvement.

What does the ending of 'The Yellow Wallpaper' signify?
The ending signifies a complete break from reality for the narrator, as she identifies with
the woman trapped in the wallpaper. It highlights her final rebellion against the oppressive
forces in her life.



In what ways does 'The Yellow Wallpaper' reflect
feminist literary criticism?
The story reflects feminist literary criticism by highlighting the struggles of women against
patriarchal oppression, advocating for women's autonomy, and illustrating the detrimental
effects of societal expectations on mental health.
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