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"Breaking the Pattern: A Feminist Analysis of 'The Yellow Wallpaper' by Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman" 

In Charlotte Perkins Gilman's haunting short story, "The Yellow Wallpaper," we are 

thrust into the unsettling world of a 19th-century woman confined to a secluded room within 

her own home. This gripping narrative delves into the complexities of women's mental 

health, societal expectations, and the consequences of suppressing one's identity. Set against 

the backdrop of a society that often pathologized women's emotions, the story follows an 

unnamed narrator's descent into madness as she grapples with confinement, isolation, and the 

eerie presence of the titular yellow wallpaper. As we explore the narrative's historical context, 

the narrator's character development, and the symbolism inherent in the wallpaper itself, this 

analysis seeks to unveil the profound insights contained within Gilman's exploration of the 

perils faced by women in a society dominated by male authority and patriarchal norms. 

Through a close examination of this seminal work, we aim to illuminate the enduring 

relevance of "The Yellow Wallpaper" as a critique of societal constraints and a powerful 

testament to the resilience of the human spirit in the face of oppression. 

PLOT SUMMARY 

"The Yellow Wallpaper" opens with the narrator, an unnamed woman, detailing her 

circumstances. She and her husband, John, have rented a colonial mansion in the countryside 
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for the summer, in hopes of aiding her supposed "nervous condition." John, a physician, 

prescribes a "rest cure" treatment, which requires her to remain confined to a spacious, yet 

ominously decorated, room in the mansion. This room is embellished with a particularly 

disturbing element—a vivid and unsettling yellow wallpaper. The narrator reluctantly 

complies with her husband's wishes, despite her growing unease about both the room's decor 

and her own mental state. Throughout the story, the reader observes her daily routine, marked 

by her increasing isolation and obsession with the wallpaper. This confinement and her 

husband's overbearing control set the stage for the narrative's exploration of her descent into 

madness (Gilman 650-654). 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

The unnamed narrator of "The Yellow Wallpaper" is a complex character whose 

development throughout the story is central to understanding the narrative's themes. Initially, 

she presents herself as a woman struggling with a vague "nervous condition" that has left her 

dependent on her husband's medical expertise. She is obedient, compliant, and determined to 

follow her husband's prescribed treatment, despite her reservations. As the story progresses, 

her character evolves significantly. Her growing fixation on the yellow wallpaper in her 

confined room reveals her burgeoning curiosity and rebellion against her husband's authority. 

She becomes increasingly convinced that there is a woman trapped behind the wallpaper, and 

her obsession with freeing this imaginary figure mirrors her own desire for liberation from 

societal constraints. This transformation highlights the psychological toll of her isolation and 

her husband's control over her, ultimately culminating in a disturbing and powerful climax 

that underscores the depths of her descent into madness (Gilman 655-657). 
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SYMBOLISM OF THE YELLOW WALLPAPER 

The yellow wallpaper in the narrator's room serves as a powerful symbol that encapsulates 

the story's themes of confinement and deteriorating mental health. Initially, the wallpaper 

appears merely as a decorative element in the room, but as the narrator's obsession deepens, it 

takes on a more sinister and oppressive meaning. The color yellow, often associated with 

illness and decay, becomes a representation of the narrator's deteriorating mental state. The 

wallpaper's intricate and chaotic pattern, resembling bars and a creeping woman trapped 

behind them, mirrors the narrator's own sense of entrapment and her growing desperation to 

escape her confined existence. Her fixation on the wallpaper intensifies as she believes she 

can see the woman struggling to break free, and her determination to liberate the imaginary 

figure reflects her own desire for freedom from the constraints of her husband and societal 

expectations. Ultimately, the wallpaper becomes a reflection of the narrator's madness, as she 

tears it apart in her final act of rebellion (Gilman 660-664). 

WRITING STYLE AND LITERARY TECHNIQUES 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman employs a distinct writing style and a range of literary techniques 

in "The Yellow Wallpaper" to convey the narrator's mental descent and the eerie atmosphere 

of the story. One of the notable techniques is the use of first-person narration, which 

immerses the reader in the narrator's inner thoughts and emotions. This perspective allows for 

a deep exploration of the protagonist's psyche, making her journey into madness all the more 

intimate and disturbing. Additionally, Gilman utilizes a stream-of-consciousness narrative, 

allowing the reader to witness the narrator's fragmented thoughts and her descent into 

obsession. The author's choice of language is particularly noteworthy, as she employs vivid 

and evocative imagery to depict the yellow wallpaper's grotesque pattern and the creeping 

woman behind it. The use of personification, such as when the narrator states, "the pattern 
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does move as I get down," adds to the unsettling atmosphere (Gilman 661). Moreover, 

Gilman employs repetition to emphasize the narrator's growing fixation and her sense of 

entrapment, as seen in the repetitive descriptions of the wallpaper's pattern and the phrase 

"I'm getting out of this place" (Gilman 663). These literary techniques collectively contribute 

to the story's chilling and claustrophobic ambiance, enhancing the reader's understanding of 

the narrator's psychological turmoil. 

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

To fully appreciate "The Yellow Wallpaper," it is essential to consider the historical and 

cultural context of the late 19th century when the story is set. This period was marked by 

rigid societal norms and beliefs about women's roles and mental health. Women were often 

subjected to oppressive gender expectations and were pathologized for exhibiting any form of 

emotional distress. The "rest cure" treatment prescribed to the narrator was a real medical 

practice during this era, reflective of a society that believed women should be confined to 

domestic roles and that their emotional well-being was secondary to their prescribed duties. 

Moreover, the notion of "hysteria," a diagnosis frequently given to women experiencing 

psychological distress, highlights the gender bias in medicine at the time. Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman herself experienced postpartum depression and was subjected to a similar treatment, 

which inspired her to write the story as a critique of these oppressive practices. 

Understanding this historical and cultural context is crucial for interpreting the protagonist's 

experiences and the societal constraints that ultimately lead to her mental deterioration 

(Gilman 650-652). 
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FEMINIST INTERPRETATION 

A feminist interpretation of "The Yellow Wallpaper" sheds light on the story's deeper critique 

of gender roles and women's oppression in the late 19th century. The protagonist's 

experiences mirror the subjugation of women within the domestic sphere, where their voices 

and agency were often silenced. Her husband, John, embodies the patriarchal authority of the 

era, dictating her treatment and dismissing her concerns. The story underscores the damaging 

effects of such male-dominated power structures on women's mental and emotional well-

being. The narrator's gradual descent into madness can be seen as a metaphor for the stifling 

of women's intellect and creativity in a society that valued their obedience and conformity 

above all else. Furthermore, the yellow wallpaper itself symbolizes the mental and emotional 

imprisonment that many women faced, as they were confined to prescribed roles and denied 

the opportunity to express their true selves. Gilman's critique of this gender-based oppression, 

rooted in her own experiences with postpartum depression and the "rest cure," makes "The 

Yellow Wallpaper" a seminal feminist work, challenging societal norms and advocating for 

women's autonomy and self-expression (Gilman 651-654). 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Charlotte Perkins Gilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper" stands as a powerful 

work of literature that transcends its 19th-century origins to offer enduring insights into the 

struggles of women trapped within oppressive gender roles. Through a masterful blend of 

vivid symbolism, psychological exploration, and a feminist critique of the era's patriarchal 

norms, Gilman crafts a haunting narrative that resonates with readers today. The yellow 

wallpaper, with its creeping pattern and the woman trapped behind it, symbolizes the mental 

and emotional imprisonment that women often endured, making it a potent emblem of the 

societal constraints faced by women in the late 19th century. As we have seen, the story's 
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historical context, character development, and literary techniques all contribute to its thematic 

richness and enduring relevance. "The Yellow Wallpaper" serves as a testament to the 

enduring strength of women and a call for the recognition of their agency and autonomy. 

Through the lens of this literary masterpiece, we are reminded of the importance of 

challenging oppressive norms and advocating for gender equality, ensuring that the voices of 

women are heard and their experiences valued. In this way, "The Yellow Wallpaper" 

continues to be a beacon of empowerment and a source of inspiration for those who seek to 

break free from the confines of societal expectations. 
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