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Short Paper 2 - The Mad Author and the Yellow Wallpaper 

 The main character in “The Yellow Wallpaper,” who struggles within an oppressive 

marriage, exemplefies the struggles Charlotte Perkins Gilman experienced as an author in the 

late ninteeth century. “The Yellow Wallpaper” is a metaphor for the frustration Gilman must have 

felt stereotyped and oppressed as a female author according to Susan M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar’s theories in The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteeth-Century 

Literary Imagination.  

 According to Gilbert and Gubar, all authors feel anxieties “when they confront not only 

the achievements of their predecessors but the traditions of genre, style, and metaphor that they 

inherit from such ‘forefathers’” (Gilbert, Gubar, 46).  In the nineteenth century, a woman writer 

needed to learn to navigate in a world where literary authority was established by the historically 

patriarchal system, since there were no significant female writers that came before them. There 

was predominantly a “patriarchal psychosexual context in which so much of Western literature 

was authored” which can “help us distinguish the anxieties and achievements of female writers 

from those of male writers” (Gilbert, Gubar, 48). These issues such as identity, oppression, 

expectations of women, and the subsequent anxiety produced by these, are evident in Gilman’s 

“The Yellow Wallpaper.” 
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 Gilbert and Gubar identify the female author’s “‘anxiety of authorship’ - a radical fear 

that she cannot create, that because she can never become a ‘precursor’ the act of writing will 

isolate or destroy her” (Gilbert, Gubar, 49). Despite insistence from doctors and husbands that 

writing, or using the brain, would make women sick, writers like Gilman continued to create 

works of literary art. In “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Gilman shows us a woman, like herself, who 

refuses to succumb to such coersion and also finds a way to express herself.  

 Women writers confront additional anxieties simply because they are women.  Artistole 

declared his “notion that femaleness was in and of itself a deformity” (Gilbert, Gubar 53) and 

Sigmund Freud insisted that hysteria was a “female disease caused by the female reproductive 

system” (Gilbert, Gubar 53). These irrational ideals fueled the sytem of patriarchal oppression 

and affect all women and overshadow the work of female authors.  

 Gilbert and Gubar illuminate a model which states “these precursors incarnate patriarchal 

authority...they attempt to enclose her (the female writer) in definitions of her person and her 

potential which, by reducing her to extreme stereotypes (angel, monster) drastically conflict with 

her own sense of self - that is, her subjectivity, her autonomy, her creativity” (Gilbert, Gubar, 48).     

Struggling against these unfair and sexist expectations put a strain on the female writer and made 

it difficult for her to express herself freely within a male dominated system. “It is debilitating to 

be any woman in a society where women are warned that if they do not behave like angels they 

must be monsters” (Gilbert, Gubar, 53).  

 An angel at this time would have been a woman who behaved properly by not 
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asserterting herself or her personal opinions, or expressing herself as an artist. Gilman’s fight 

against these oppressive sterotypes screams out from her work in “The Yellow Wallpaper.” 

Unable to identify with, and emulate fully, the male authors that came before her, she was instead 

compelled to express the frustration she was feeling through her character in “The Yellow 

Wallpaper.”  

 The main character in “The Yellow Wallpaper” struggles to appear as an angel to her 

husband - to appear healthy and not disgrace her husband by expressing her imagination, 

discontent and anxiety through her writing. Despite being intelligent and artistic, evidenced in 

her dialogue and the fact that she is educated in things like “the principle of design” and 

Romanesque achitecture on page 678, she struggles to deny these aspects of herself in order fit 

the stereotype of a good wife and not “neglect proper self-control” (Gilman, 674). She even 

attempts to edit her own thoughts to conform to her husband’s expectations of her.  

 Gilman could not fit in to the male dominated literary establishment. Gilbert and Gubar 

insist that a woman writer does not fit in. According to Gilbert and Gubar, “at first glance, 

indeed, (the woman writer) seems to be anomalous, indefinable, alienated, a freakish 

outsider” (Gilbert, Gubar, 48) just as Gilman’s main character in “The Yellow Wallpaper.” 

Although she insists she and her husband are “mere ordinary people” (Gilman, 678) her husband 

insists she stay secluded at the house and rest instead of visiting with friends and family. 

Although the main character appears rational at the beginning of the story,  perhaps her husband 

does not want others to witness what he labels her “temporary nervous condition” and “hysterical 
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tendency” (Gilman, 674). 

 The wife in “The Yellow Wallpaper” is locked into her marriage, as Gilman was confined 

to the limitations placed on her as a female writer. “Locked into structures created by and for 

men, eighteenth- and nineteeth-century woman writers did not so much rebel the prevailing 

aesthetic as feel guilty about their inability to conform to it...such women were plainly much 

troubled by the fact that they needed to communicate truths which other (i.e. male) writers 

apparently never felt or expressed” (Gilbert, Gubar, 75). Just as Gilman was compelled to write 

and to express herself, her main character in “The Yellow Wallpaper” feels an overwhelming 

desire to write, despite her need to hide it from the scrutiny of her husband and sister-in-law.  

 Concerned for her health, Gilman’s doctor prescribed her to “devote herself to domestic 

work and her child and “never touch pen, brush or pencil as long as you live’.” Similarly, her 

main character is “absolutely forbidden to ‘work’ until (she) is well again” by her doctor-

husband (Gilman, 674). She struggles with this: “And I know John would think it absurd. But I 

must say what I feel and think in some way - it is such a relief!” (Gilman, 678). She’s habitually 

scurrying to hide the fact that she’s writing, to conform to her husband’s expectations.  At the 

same time she privately assterts, “Personally I disagree with their ideals. Personally, I believe 

that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good” (Gilman, 674). This kind 

of agonizing causes much anxiety for women.  

 She struggles to be a good girl and believe her husband’s insistence that her nervous 

condition is the cause of her sickness, when actually it is caused by her oppressvie husband. He 
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personifies patriarchal society which insists she be something she is not, and that she deny her 

true artistic self. According to Gilbert and Gubar, “social scientists and social historians...have 

begun to study the ways in which patriarchal socialization literally makes women sick, both 

phsysically and mentally” (53). Having scientific proof would have helped women in the 

ninteeth century believe their gut insticts.  

 “Any young girl, but especially a lively or imaginative one, is likely to experience her 

education in docility, submissiveness, self-lessness as in some sense sickening. To be trained in 

renunciation is almost necessarly to be trained to ill health, since the human animal’s first and 

strongest urge is to his/her own survival, pleasure, assertion” (Gilber, Gubar, 54). Having the 

ability to express themselves honestly, would have alleviated many of the anxieties experienced 

by women in the ninteenth century, including authors like Charlotte Perkins Gilman.   

 As Gilman’s main character struggles, her despair is apparent in her repeated phrase 

“What is one to do?” (Gilman, 674). Through the progression of the story we see her find 

freedom as she overcomes her oppression and finds a way to express herself, even though she 

appears mad to others, just as Gilman’s story “The Yellow Wallpaper” appeared crazy and was 

rejected from publication in 1892 by the “prestigious Atlantic Monthly, whose editor found it too 

personally distressing to publish” (Gilman, 672). This was a message that urged Gilman to 

ignore her story, to hide it. Gilman shows this pressure on women in “The Yellow Wallpaper” as 

her character was expected to hide her thoughts, compulsions and desires for artistic expression 

through writing.  
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 Charlotte Perkins Gilman risked being thought of as distruptive or insane because she 

refused to conform to ninteeth century ideals for women. She challenged these constrictions 

through her writing by expressing her independent and feminist ideas. After failed attempts to 

confide in her husband, and repeatedly being dismissed by him, her character in “The Yellow 

Wallpaper” found an outlet of expression through this specific wallpaper pattern with it’s hideous 

color, and details that only she notices that change according to the light.  

 She describes the wallpaper at great length throughout the story. Toward the end, she 

witnesses a transformation: “At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candlelight, and worst of 

all by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern I mean, and the woman behind it as plain 

as can be” (Gilman, 680). The wallpaper with it’s torturous pattern, reminiscient of a fungus, 

signifies the patriarchal constructs of nineteeth-century society. The affects of this patriarchy 

were felt by all women no matter what their station in society: housewife or author. In the end, 

Gilman’s character brakes free of these confines by riping the wallpaper and releasing the 

trapped woman within it.   

 Of course, through her compulsive actions of observing and finally riping down all of the 

wallpaper, Gilman’s charcter is seen as insane. Her husband is so horrified that he faints at the 

sight of her. “This madwoman emerges over and over again from the mirrors women writers hold 

up both to their own natures and to their own visions of nature” (Gilbert, Gubar, 77). The 

struggles of the main character in “The Yellow Wallpaper” mirror Gilman’s struggles an a 

woman writer. However, a divorce and dedication to her work and through expressing her 
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assertive ideas restored Gilman’s health while succumbing into a kind of insanity allowed 

Gilman’s main character a way to freedom from her oppression.  
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