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“Women’s economic dependency on men stunts not only the 

growth of women but that of the whole human species.”  

—Charlotte Perkins Gilman  

from Women and Economics (1898) 

 

Response to Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-Paper” 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short fictional story, “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” somewhat 

chronicles her personal experiences under medical supervision to treat what was then 

uncategorized as post-partum depression. In the late 1800s, little was understood about 

the hormonal changes that occur in women, especially after giving birth. An unyielding 

patriarchal society strongly supported women as the weaker sex, and fits of crying and 

fatigue associated with post-partum depression provided concrete evidence that women 

required careful coddling. 

In “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” Gilman expertly employs symbolism that reveals the 

subordination of women in marriages. She shapes only a handful of characters—each 

representing a different stereotypical role. Readers are introduced to Jane, the primary 

narrator, through the pages of her diary. She records her struggles during her “rest cure,” 

and shares her declining mental state with readers. However, Jane wavers between her 

desire to be allowed self-expression—a feminist point-of-view—and her desire to honor 

her socially constructed domestic responsibilities. In her efforts, Jane hides both her 

thoughts and journal entries from her husband, John, and his sister, Jennie. John represents 
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everyday man, existing among the upper class of society. He provides a healthy income for 

his family and occupies a respected status in the community as a doctor. Similarly, his sister 

performs as the ideal woman, ever the subordinate to men and financially dependent on 

her brother to provide life’s comforts. It is safe to assume that Jennie is unmarried and, 

thus, left under the care of her brother, who then charges her to care and serve as example 

to his ailing wife, Jane. Further, Gilman demonstrates her use of symbolism, through Jane’s 

interaction with the yellow wallpaper. Consequently, the wallpaper becomes a decorative 

covering that adheres to the societal constructs of patriarchy and subjugates women as 

pretty objects that attend to and accessorize men. Lastly, the woman Jane discovers 

trapped in the designs of the wallpaper signifies the emerging views of a feminist woman 

aligned with the Women’s Rights Movement.  

A close reading of the last two pages from the text offers support of Gilman’s use of 

symbolism. Jane successfully isolates herself, throws the key to her room into the bushes 

below her window, and secures her thoughts as her own, away from the influential 

elements of her husband (everyday man) and her sister-in-law (the ideal socially 

constructed, domesticated woman). Jane’s first stated goal is to “astonish” her husband 

(496). Her plan is to achieve compliance in her role as wife and mother. In fact, she states, 

“I can tie her!” because she believes the woman in the wallpaper might escape to sway Jane 

away from her goal to comply (496). Jane falters, however, when she realizes she is 

powerless to block the efforts of feminism and she cannot freely participate in the political 

movement for women’s rights and still remain in the lifestyle that she is accustomed to. 

Jane states, “I could not reach far without anything to stand on!” (496). In a patriarchal 

society, Jane is irrevocably tied to her husband, financially. Furthermore, her options to 
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vote and affect change in the political system that dictates women’s financial abilities (or 

rather non-abilities) are non-existent. Jane complains, “This bed will not move!” a reference 

to her marriage bed and her associated obligations to the institution of marriage (496). 

Providing additional support, Jane complains that the wallpaper “sticks horribly,” which 

muddles her efforts and the efforts of the Feminist Movement to address the firmly 

positioned societal constructs pertaining to women’s civil rights (496). 

Jane gives up, stating that “the bars are too strong even to try.” She continues to 

relent in the next two lines: “Besides, I wouldn’t do it. Of course not. I know well enough 

that a step like that is improper and might be misconstrued” and “I don’t like to look out of 

the windows even—there are so many of those creeping women, and they creep so fast” 

(496). The socially constructed ideals attributed to women, firmly imbedded since birth, 

require subversive behavior to avert, hence the creeping women she imagines. Moreover, 

the window in the imagery suggests reluctance to participate in a concept she is newly 

exposed to. But once a window opens and a new thought takes root, it is impossible to 

return to a prior state of innocence. Ultimately, Jane relinquishes her course to rebel, 

knowing that it is beyond her ability to adopt the ideals of feminism while still enjoying her 

upper class status. The cost, however, is the further decline of her mental status that 

parallels with her increasing frustration in not being allowed self-expression.  

Gilman’s text exhibits a shift in perspective. Whether it is Jane of a new mind or not, 

the woman in the wallpaper breaks free and finishes the narration of the story from the 

feminist perspective. The shift can be identified in the following lines: 

  Feminist: I wonder if they all come out of that wall-paper as I did?  
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Jane: But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don’t get 

me out in the road there!  

Feminist: I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes 

night, and that is hard! (496) 

The position of the feminist speaker clearly originates from within the wallpaper and not 

the room. Jane utters her final line as the compliant wife within her constrained 

domesticity, as symbolized by the rope that binds her, both from the earlier passage and 

the current one. Further evidence is given of role reversal between John, or everyday man, 

and the feminist when she addresses him as “young man” and selects the word “crying” to 

describe his search for an axe (496-97). John secures his child-like position when the 

feminist describes his tantrum: “How he does call and point!” She also speaks to him in a 

child-like manner when he exhibits insolence: “And then I said it again, several times, very 

gently and slowly” (497). The feminist steps into the dominant role while everyday man 

stomps his feet in defiance, which only results in reprimand. 

In the last lines of Gilman’s text, John responds to the feminist: “For God’s sake, what 

are you doing!” (497). John’s response resonates even in today’s continued patriarchal 

society, though not as often, but just as loudly. As stated earlier, once a window opens that 

introduces a new ideal that takes root, that action cannot be rescinded. The final words of 

the feminist who emerges from the wallpaper sums it up nicely: “‘I’ve got out at last,’ said I, 

‘in spite of you and Jane! And I’ve pulled off most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!’” 

(497). And, if that doesn’t work, women will just have to “creep over him” to succeed in 

their continued efforts at equality (497).  
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