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"The Yellow Wallpaper" Short
Story Synopsis

“The Yellow Wallpaper” follows the deterioration of a woman’s mental health as she becomes
increasingly trapped and affected by the confines of a room in a seaside manor home.

 
Text of the short story is available here: https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1952

 
The story opens with the protagonist writing in her journal, reveling in the home she and her
husband are staying in for the summer. Her husband is a physician and has prescribed a
prolonged time of rest to help with her “nervous depression” after the birth of their child.
While her husband, John, has prohibited her from doing anything, even as simple as writing,
the narrator decides to keep her journal to “relieve her mind.” Overall, her impressions of their
temporary home are mostly positive, but she indicates that something is “strange about the
house” and that the yellow wallpaper in her room (a former nursery) is “revolting.”

 
As the weeks wear on, the narrator rails against John’s controlling ways and longs for some
outside stimulation. Again, she turns to the wallpaper, which has now become slightly
menacing, to the point where she has asked John to change it, for which he chastises her in
fear that she is fixated upon it. The narrator has a vivid imagination, picturing people walking
outside the house and remembering back to her fantastic visions as a child. She notices some
unsettling details in the room, and especially the wallpaper, when Jennie, John’s sister and her
caretaker, arrives.

 
After the 4th of July, the narrator’s family has visited and she is more exhausted than ever.
John threatens to send her to another doctor, Weir Mitchell, the real-life doctor of author
Gilman. The narrator is alone most of the time and she is starting to find the wallpaper
fascinating instead of upsetting. She begins to see a woman in the background pattern of the
wallpaper. Every time she asks John about leaving the house, he rebukes her, and her
obsession with the wallpaper grows.

 
The narrator’s fixation on the wallpaper continues to grow, and the woman she sees in the
paper dominates her imagination. John mistakes her singular obsession with tranquility and
believes that she is improving. She hides all of her focus on the wallpaper in fear of judgement.
The woman behind the paper seems to be trying to escape and supposedly shakes the pattern
at night, leading the narrator to start destroying the paper in order to free her.

 
As the story concludes, the narrator has become fully consumed by the wallpaper, ripping and
tearing it, creeping around the room, and believing that she is one of many women who have
come out of the walls. John breaks into the locked room and promptly faints at the sight,
leaving the narrator “to creep over him every time!”

 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1952


"The Yellow Wallpaper" as a
Feminist Touchstone

While the story “The Yellow Wallpaper” did not rise to sizable prominence during Gilman’s
lifetime, it gained traction when feminists found it again in the 1970s. The story became a sort of
feminist touchstone, reflective not only of Gilman’s time and beliefs, but also ideas that 1970s
feminists were advocating for too. Oddly enough, the writer upon which they had heaped so
much praise did not consider herself a feminist, and in fact, said in her letters “I abominate
being called a feminist.”

While it is easy to read “The Yellow Wallpaper” as a feminist story that pushes against the
patriarchal oppression of its protagonist, there are more issues at play in the piece. Second wave
feminists who embraced Gilman’s work such as “The Yellow Wallpaper” and her utopian fiction
Herland series, saw many of Gilman’s ideas as aligning with their own. Gilman was a strong
advocate for women’s economic independence and railed against many Victorian ideals of
womanhood in her personal life. She saw her fictional work as a way to present her ideas to the
world in a more palatable form. 

In “The Yellow Wallpaper” the trapped existence of the protagonist can be seen as
representative of the oppression of women at the hands of the patriarchy. The piece can also be
read as an attack on the qualities of women that were valued during the time such as femininity,
calm, and a peaceful spirit. The protagonist’s emotions and sensitivity are considered
detrimental to her wellbeing. Her husband patronizes her, using language often reserved for
children, and makes it very clear that he knows better what is good for her. Even things in the
room itself such as the bars on the windows, the nailed down bed, and the mysterious wallpaper
can be read as symbols of the protagonist’s, and in turn, women’s oppression.

A feminist reading of this piece is perhaps the easiest examination of the story and the one that
has been most appealing since the piece reappeared fifty years ago. Unfortunately, many of the
failings of the feminist movement of that time can also be applied to the reading of “The Yellow
Wallpaper.” White women have long dominated the criticism of Gilman’s work and have exalted
its relevance. As the feminist movement has evolved, so have viewpoints on Gilman’s most
famous writing. While some of the ideas of empowerment that made the story so appealing still
ring true, it is hard to see them without also seeing the criticisms of Gilman and her centering of
white women’s problems.



A Brief Summary of Critical
Analysis of the Text

As a strong condemnation of the mental healthcare system of Gilman’s time
As a feminist touchstone advocating for the rights and autonomy of women
As an analysis and treatise on the effects and downplaying of postpartum depression and
psychosis
As a reflection of Victorian ideals of gender dynamics
As a gothic horror story
As a symbolic representation of layers of oppression in Victorian society

“The Yellow Wallpaper” has been studied and analyzed by scholars from many different
schools of literary criticism, but most often by those working within feminist literary thought.
The piece gained popularity when a feminist publishing house “rediscovered” it in the early
1970s. Since then, the short story has been included in many literature survey courses,
textbooks, and is often considered a quintessential American short story.

Critical analysis of the story varies based on the literary critic’s point of analysis. Some
perspectives from which the short story has been approached:

In “Feminist Criticism, 'The Yellow Wallpaper,' and the Politics of Color in America,” written in
1989, Susan Lanser urges those looking at Gilman’s work to take a new approach:

I believe we have also entered a moment not only of historical possibility but also of historical
urgency to stop reading a privileged, white, New England woman's text as simply--a woman's
text. If our traditional gesture has been to repeat the narrator's own act of underreading, of
seeing too little, I want to know the risk of overreading, seeing perhaps too much. My reading
will make use of textual details that traditional feminist interpretations have tended to ignore,
but I do not propose it as a current or final reading; I believe no such reading is either possible or
desirable and that one important message of "The Yellow Wallpaper" is precisely that.

Lanser views the piece through the anti-immigrant sentiment of the late 1800s and early
1900s and “The Yellow Peril” that highlighted anti-Asian ideas of the time. In subsequent
readings of the text, some scholars have looked at the piece through a more anti-racist lens,
highlighting Gilman’s racist and xenophobic beliefs and how they reveal themselves in her
fiction.

 



Charlotte Perkins Gilman: A
Problematic Pioneer

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, author of “The Yellow
Wallpaper,” was known as a leading activist, social
reformer, and progressive crusader in her day.
Unfortunately, Gilman’s fight for progress seemed to
extend only to white, middle to upper class women,
as was common for many suffragists and women’s
rights activists of her day.

Gilman was born in Hartford, Connecticut in July of
1860. Gilman grew up in poverty, as her father
abandoned their family. Her schooling was sporadic.
At the age of 24, she married, but soon thereafter had
a mental health crisis and sought help from Weir
Mitchell, a noted psychiatrist of the time. She was
prescribed a “rest cure” which later served as the
inspiration for “The Yellow Wallpaper.” Eventually,
Gilman divorced her husband and sent their daughter
to live with him and his new wife.

During this period, Gilman moved to California,
where she lived out the rest of her life. During the
1890s, she began to write and lecture prolifically for
social causes, and saw her fiction works such as “The
Yellow Wallpaper” as vehicles for her ideas. One of
her most notable works of the time was Women and
Economics (1898), which was translated into seven
languages, and advocated for the economic
independence of women and the centering of
domestic tasks to those “best suited” for that work.

Over the ensuing years, Gilman published many
articles and writings advocating for the economic and
domestic independence of upper class white women,
while ardently opposing rights for other groups. From
1909 to 1916, Gilman edited a feminist magazine called
Frontrunner. In her later years, she was diagnosed
with cancer, and with no working treatment, she took
her own life in 1935.

Portrait of Gilman, 1900. Photo credit: Wikipedia.

Cover from a 1901 edition of "The Yellow Wallpaper." Photo
credit: Wikipedia.



While many in her time, and some in more modern feminist circles, view her as a pioneer in
the advancement of equal rights for women, the objectionable nature of many of her
viewpoints cannot be ignored. Gilman, like many in her time, subscribed to eugenicist, racist,
and xenophobic ideas alongside her calls for equality for women like her.

Gilman wrote extensively on issues of race and social class in the guise of advancing societal
growth. In “A Suggestion on the Negro Problem,” Gilman asserts several ideas for the
advancement of society through the continued oppression of Black Americans. Throughout
the piece, Gilman reflects on the supposed inherent inferiority of African Americans and
suggests that those who cannot rise to a white standard be forced into compulsory service. Of
course, this rings of slavery, which she insists it is not, but the civilizing of the “inferior” race
can only be achieved through forced labor according to Gilman. This program she suggests
also would serve as an economic boom for the country. So, Gilman is packaging slavery with a
new fancy bow.

Gilman also espouses her racists beliefs in a section of a piece called Concerning Children
(1902), writing:

There are degrees of humanness … If you were buying babies, investing in young human stock as
you would in colts or calves, for the value of the beast, a sturdy English baby would be worth more
than an equally vigorous young Fuegian. With the same training and care, you could develop
higher faculties in the English specimen than in the Fuegian specimen, because it was better
bred. The savage baby would excel in some points, but the qualities of the modern baby are those
dominant to-day.

Gilman was also a self-described and staunch Nativist, advocating for the rights of “native-
born” Americans over immigrants and believing that intellectual capabilities were innate,
especially to particular racial and ethnic groups. Halle Butler described Gilman thusly in a
recent article in The Paris Review: “Put bluntly, she was a Victorian white nationalist.” In many
of her works, she put forth ideas that highlighted the rights of people like her, while
suggesting oppression of others for the sake of growth and “progress.” 

Some prefer to ignore Gilman’s problematic ideas or dismiss them as reflective of their time,
but as modern readers, we must look at her work and life more holistically instead of just
picking ideas that are palatable to our modern progressive sensibilities. Having a full
understanding of Gilman and her work allows us to have more fruitful discussions and
examinations of her writing and viewpoints.

Looking a Gilman Through a Modern Lens



"The Yellow Wallpaper" in
Popular Culture

Since its original publication in 1892, “The Yellow Wallpaper” has been a recurring source for
many adaptations of the story in other media. In 1973, a feminist publishing house
rediscovered the piece that had been out of print for half a century and reissued it, allowing it
to become the darling of Women’s Literature classes from the 1970s onward. From films to
television episodes to radio dramas to visual art to stage plays and musicals, the story
continues to fascinate and serve as a lens through which artists can examine mental health,
patriarchy, and other issues that arise in the work.

Alexandra Loreth in The Yellow Wallpaper, 2021. Photo credit:
Eyeforfilm.co.uk

The Yellow Wallpaper, art installation by Lindsey Medick, 2020. Photo credit: Eastside Projects via The
Guardian.

Still from “Something in the Walls” episode of The Twilight
Zone inspired by “The Yellow Wallpaper,” 1985. Photo credit:

Talesfromthepaulside.com.

 



Discussion Questions
How are “unreliable narrators” received in the media? 

Why are most unreliable narrators women? 

How does The Yellow Wallpaper condemn the mental health industry? 

How do we look at stories through our own lenses?

 If we do not experience the story in the way the author intended, does that mean the

author has failed, or that we have failed to recognize "the point?" 

What makes a book to stage adaptation successful? 

How might a book-to-stage adaptation differ from a book-to-film adaptation? 

Given Gilman’s problematic history with race, should she be “cancelled?” 

Can we separate an artist from their work, or are they inherently part of one another?

What was gained or lost by not showing the wallpaper in this adaptation?

What was gained or lost by not expanding the narrative to show other characters in

this adaptation? 

Why was "The Yellow Wallpaper" so important to the feminist movement of the 1960s

and 70s? How do we think about it differently now? 

Is "The Yellow Wallpaper" a horror story? 

What changes do you think the mental healthcare industry still needs to improve

upon? How?

Do you consider yourself a feminist? Why or why not?

Does historical context excuse people like Gilman from bad behavior or objectionable

viewpoints?

In what ways has the healthcare industry failed BIPOC and non-cisgender male

people? Have you personally experienced these failures?

In what ways in our contemporary society are women infantilized like our protagonist

is by her husband and other caretakers?



Mental Healthcare: a History of
Inequality

While mental healthcare or “mental hygiene” as terms in the medical field were coined in the last
few centuries, the effective and therapeutic care of those with mental health issues has been a
longstanding problem in society. Gilman wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper” in response to her own
poor treatment at the hands of S. Weir Mitchell and the popular “rest cure” of her time. This
treatment was only one of many ineffective and, at times, dangerous cures for mental health
issues, especially perpetrated upon women or BIPOC at the hands of white male doctors.

The Middle Ages to 16th Century
Those with mental health issues were often thought to be possessed by demons, seen as
witches, or have physical ailments. Treatments often consisted of isolation, exorcisms,
malnutrition, boring holes in the skull, inappropriate medications, or bloodletting. In the case
of “witches,” death was often the cure.

17th Century to 19th Century
Institutions became commonplace for those with mental health issues. Isolation from society was
key. Treatment was often inhumane, from chaining patients to submerging them in ice baths.

With the advent of neurology as a medical discipline, the idea of disorders of the nervous system
leading to mental illness became popular. This led to the rise of nerve tonics peddled by medical
entrepreneurs and made with questionable ingredients. These tonics were often the “cure” of the
masses, as other treatments were expensive and out of reach of everyday people.

Early 1900s
In the early 1900s, treatments for mental illness included
talk therapy, electroconvulsive therapy, insulin coma
therapy, induced seizure therapy, lobotomies, and infection
with malaria, not to mention inhumane and overcrowded
conditions in many mental health hospitals. The height of
institutionalization of those with mental illness occurred in
the 1950s, with strong backlash in the 1960s when moves
towards more community-based and outpatient treatments
emerged. 

A convalescent young woman reading. Gouache painting by David
Bles, 19th century. Image credit: Wellcome Collection.



Hysteria was a disorder associated with women going back
thousands of years. Symptoms were often: shortness of
breath, heaviness in the abdomen, muscular spasms and
fainting. Anxiety, irritability and embarrassing or unusual
behaviors were also noted. “Hysteria” became a catch-all for
ailments from depression to endometriosis to anxiety.
Several ancient cultures thought of the uterus wandering
throughout the body, leading to hysterical symptoms. One of
the most popular treatments for hysteria during the late
1800s and early 1900s was using a vibrator (as an important
medical device) until orgasm. Doctors felt that the calming
effect achieved by the treatment was one of the best ways to
fight hysteria. Other treatments included perfumes or other
strong smells, sexual intercourse, continued abstinence, or
hysterectomies. 
*We acknowledge that we now understand that not all people with uteruses are
women and not all women have uteruses. For the purposes of this historical context,
the connection between women and uteruses was made.

HysteriaThe Rest Cure
The “rest cure” that the protagonist
of “The Yellow Wallpaper”
undergoes was most often
prescribed for the treatment of
neurasthenia, a condition that
indicated depressive symptoms. In
addition to six to eight weeks of
low to no activity and bed rest, the
treatment also included massage,
electrotherapy, and a fatty diet.
Again, this treatment was a luxury
of those with the money and free
time to do so.

 

Systematic Racism in Mental Healthcare
The unequal treatment of BIPOC by the healthcare system is longstanding, and is especially egregious
in the world of mental health and wellness. From the early 1800s, doctors and psychiatrists argued
Social Darwinist ideas, stating that African Americans were innately inferior. One of these people,
Samuel Cartwright, argued that slavery was a natural state for African Americans and they could not
function outside of the system. This belief informed mental healthcare for Black Americans
throughout the 1800s and into the 1900s.

Cartwright also believed that all Black people had child-like simplicity and complex emotional
processes. Leaders of many hospitals used these arguments as justification for segregation and
inhumane conditions in mental health facilities for African Americans patients. Many Black patients
were put to work instead of being treated in line with Cartwright’s argument that manual labor was
excellent “treatment” for people of color.

These conditions and ideas were not challenged until the 1960s when the Civil Rights and
deinstitutionalization movements coincided. Multiple court cases objected to the treatment of Black
patients in facilities, especially in the South. After the deinstitutionalization movement, systematic
racism carried on with pharmaceuticals marketed only to Black patients, Black schizophrenic patients
being labeled “aggressive,” and higher rates of schizophrenia diagnoses for Black men. 

Systematic racism in mental healthcare is still prevalent today as treatments are less accessible for
many BIPOC, healthcare providers do not take non-white patients as seriously, and Black men with
mental illness are much more likely to end up in prison than in treatment.

 



First Wave (1848-1920): The early suffrage
movement.
Second Wave (early 1960s-1980s): “Women’s
liberation” movement which focused on not
just political, but social equality, Roe v. Wade
was a major win of this era.
Third Wave (1991-?): There is some debate on
when this “wave” concluded or whether it
continues today. Much of the focus of this wave
was against workplace sexual harassment, the
coining of intersectionality and including trans
rights in the conversation, and the influence of
the Riot Grrls in the 1990s.
Fourth Wave (now?): Some scholars speculate
that with the advent of #MeToo, the Women’s
Marches, and a record number of women
running for and taking office, perhaps the
Fourth Wave has finally arrived. 

The feminist movement has often been cited as
existing in “waves,” but what defines those waves
has long been up for debate. Many scholars and
activists feel that the wave metaphor is reductive
and does not make clear the varied issues of each
era and the connection between the continued
struggle for gender equality. Regardless, when
speaking of feminism, some refer to it in waves by
the following definitions:

Feminism: Marching Forward
and Looking Back 

The feminist movement is as vast as the people who support it and the debates around
feminism have once again come to the forefront in the wake of the #MeToo movement, the
Women’s Marches, and debate about what it even means to be a feminist in our time. Scholars
and activists debate timelines and definitions, but below is a quick glance into understanding
the progression of the feminist movement in the past 150 years.

Waves of Feminism

Leading African-American suffragists. Photo credit: Vogue.

 

Women’s suffrage parade, 1917. Photo Credit: Wikipedia.



Intersectional Feminism
Intersectional feminism examines the overlapping systems of oppression and discrimination that
all people face, based not just on gender but on ethnicity, sexuality, economic background and a
number of other axes. In other words, one’s identity and how they experience the world cannot be
separated out into separate boxes, but all parts of who they are intersect. These intersections
impact the individual as a person, but also how they are treated in the world. For example: a
white, cisgender heterosexual woman experiences discrimination and oppression differently than
a Latinx transgender bisexual woman. Intersectional feminism aims to fight for equality inclusive
of these overlapping identity indicators, not in spite of them.

White Feminism
“White Feminism” is the opposite of intersectional feminism. It looks at the world and the
problems faced by women exclusively through a white, cisheteronormative lens. The failures
of this viewpoint lead to the exclusion of the issues and experiences of many people that the
feminist movement purports to help. While many in feminist circles like to imagine that
white feminism is a thing of Gilman's time, it is still very much an issue in the movement of
today.

Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, who coined the term
‘intersectional feminism” speaks at Women’s March Los Angeles

2018. Photo Credit: Zimbio.

Members of the Combahee River Collective gather to protest
in the 1970s. Photo Credit: Timeline.com.

 

2017 Women’s March on Washington. Photo Credit: The Atlantic.



Uncover the secret.


