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The Yellow Wallpaper, by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, is about a woman named Jane who has an ailment. She has moved into a temporary home by her husband, and there is a horrible yellow wallpaper in the bedroom she is put in. Jane becomes obsessed with it, causing her to eventually become mad and mentally unstable. Gilman, being a victim of depression herself, uses conflict, irony, and symbolism to create the theme of confinement to the story. 


Jane’s husband, John, is a physician. He has taken Jane to a temporary home so she can recover from this depression she has. When John shows her the room she will be staying in, she is not pleased; “I don’t like our room one bit. I wanted the one downstairs that opened on the piazza... but John would not hear of it” (Gilman 174). This creates a man versus man conflict. John is symbolic of the typical man of the time. He is the leader in the marriage and tells his wife what do without her having a voice. Jane says, “There comes John, and I must put this away-- he hates to have me write a word” (Gilman 175). Jane says over and over how John takes care of her, but is clearly doing the opposite. Not having her write and express herself is in reality, and literally, driving her crazy. She says, “...if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve the press of ideas and rest me... It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work” (Gilman 176). This creates dramatic irony, for he has good intentions to make her well, but makes things worse day by day. John, being the symbolic man of the 19th century, believed that he knew what was best for a woman. Jane says in her journal, “So I take phosphates... tonics, and journeys, and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to ‘work’ until I am well again. Personally, I disagree with their ideas. Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good” (Gilman 173). From the beginning, she is told what to do by her husband; “John in the face of interdicted desire can avail himself of the advantages accorded to males by patriarchy” (Veeder). This creates a man versus society conflict, for women had no say and listened to their husbands because the men were the top dogs in society. Overall, John presents conflict, irony, and symbolism within the story to say that he is an obvious villain to Jane. 


Jane and John are settled in the home they will be living in. Jane has to stay in a room she doesn’t like. Jane describes it to us as a nursery, playroom, and gymnasium. She says; “...The floor is scratched and gouged and splintered...this great heavy bed...looks as if it had been through the wars” (Gilman 177). This is dramatic irony, for Jane has no idea that the description reads to us that this was previously an asylum. This also creates situational irony. A nursery is a place to bring a person to good health, and we know later it doesn’t for her. The room also symbolizes how her husband treats her: as if she were a child. John says to her, “‘What is it, little girl... Don’t you go walking about like that- you’ll get a cold’” (Gilman 181). He calls her little girl and belittles her, symbolic of having her in a nursery where, “The woman is legally a child; socially, emotionally, and philosophically she must be led by an adult- her husband” (MacPike). 

The room is symbolic as an imprisonment from society; “Out of one window... I get a lovely view of the bay...I always fancy I see people walking...but John has cautioned me not to give way to fancy in the least” (Gilman 176). Jane has a small window to look through, which symbolizes her seeing the world with no voice, just like women did in the 19th century. There is a bed in the room. It has been described by Jane as “this great immovable bed- it is nailed down, I believe” (Gilman 179). This is dramatic irony. She thinks the bed is bolted down so children cannot move the bed, but it symbolizes her status in her marriage with John. The bed is bolted down symbolic of women having no sexual control or power in the marriage. During the time, “young women (of a certain background and respectability) already faced what we would consider significant restrictions on their life choices” which meant “the insanity and the sex, or sexual role” (Hedges). This concludes to be a man versus society conflict. The room has been described as having a yellow wallpaper. Jane says, “I never saw a worse paper in my life... The color is repellant, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow... It is dull yet orange lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others” (Gilman 175). This is a man versus environment conflict since she is repulsed by it. The “smouldering unclean yellow” is symbolizing sickness or weakness. This creates dramatic irony since we know she is sick, but she doesn’t know that the color of the wallpaper is representing her state of mind. Jane later grows fond of it, and notices a woman-shaped pattern on the wallpaper; “Her initial discomfort decreases as she sees mirrored in the wallpaper her own existence” (Korb). Since Jane cannot escape from the restrictions made by John, by him not allowing her to escape mentally through writing or interacting with the outside world, “she must seek relief elsewhere: in the yellow wallpaper” (Korb). This causes man versus man and man versus society conflict. Jane starts to be obsessed with the wallpaper. She starts to see a woman try to escape from it. She tells herself, “If that woman does get out, and tries to get away, I can tie her!” (Gilman 187). Jane found a rope in the room, and while planning this, she seems to consider suicide. By Jane killing herself, it symbolizes her having no social support from society. This is also a man versus society conflict. Jane starts to “creep around as I please...creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder fits in that long smooch around the wall” (Gilman 188). By Jane creeping, it is symbolism that, “the narrator has become the woman behind the wallpaper, who can creep down the road, away from the house and her husband's authority” (Korb). Once John arrives, a man versus man conflict occurs; “‘open the door my darling’… [then Jane responds,] …‘it is no use, young man, you can’t open it!’” (Gilman 188). John is being dominant but Jane refuses to let it happen. She is finally having a voice and power. When John finally does enter the room, she tells him, “’I’ve got out at last…in spite of you…and I’ve pulled out most of the paper so you can’t put me back’” (Gilman 188). John faints and Jane says, “why should that man have fainted... right across my path by the wall... I had to creep over him every time!” (Gilman 189). This creates situational irony because one wouldn’t expect a dominant man like John, a “force that keeps her in the home, has become an inanimate object... She releases herself from her maternal role as she occupies the role of a ‘madwoman’. And, by refusing to write it anymore, she has freed herself from the text that chronicles her mental breakdown” (Korb). The room and wallpaper have created imagery to show conflict, symbolism, and irony in the story.


The main characters in the story have symbolic meanings. Jane is the narrator of the story, and we know her husband is John. Both of them are of a high class in the 19th century. Throughout the story, Jane does exactly what her husband commands without her say in anything. The name Jane, as in Jane Doe, is “a woman who is a party to legal proceedings and whose true name is unknown or withheld” (Webster). Jane symbolizes her being a woman without a name, just like women in society at the time were nobody. They were just “women, [who] because of their economic dependence on men, do not make a full contribution to social progress” (Evans). This creates man versus society conflict. John throughout the story doesn’t tell us who he is, other than a physician. His name symbolizes John Doe, which means “a man who pays money to a prostitute for sex” (Webster). This symbolizes how he only sees his wife superficially, just like he has been “...suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I’ve caught him several times looking at the wallpaper” (Gilman 183). He doesn’t see the struggling woman inside, only the exterior. This creates man versus man conflict. The next character is Jennie. She is John’s sister and has an occupation as a housekeeper. She takes care of Jane throughout the story. Jennie’s name is a reference to “a female bird and/or a female donkey” (Webster). Not only does she symbolize a mindless animal;  her “…business is private housework; they remain, industrially, at the level of private domestic hand labor” (Felton). She symbolizes women of the time who only work to pleasure what men need and want. Jennie has been caught “studying that pattern” (Gilman 183). When Jennie notices that Jane has been ripping the wallpaper, she “laughed and said she wouldn’t mind doing it herself” (Gilman 187). Jane seems to be shocked; “How she betrayed herself that time!...no one touches this paper but me” (Gilman 187). This situation creates verbal irony. Jane knows she is being sarcastic, but showing her true colors of belittling Jane this whole time. This also shows how she doesn’t go out of her way to understand Jane and her struggle. She only sees Jane suffer, but doesn’t have the power of a strong woman to help her, only making her feel like a child. This creates man versus man conflict. Mary is a minor character in the story. She takes care of the John and Jane’s baby. It is clear that Jane cannot take mentally take care of her own child, and John physically cannot since he goes to the city every day to see patients. Jane writes, “It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby” (Gilman 175). The name Mary refers to “The mother of Jesus” (Webster). Mary symbolizes the Virgin Mary. She is pure with the baby, protecting it from the madness or danger that happens around the house. Lastly, the last character in the story is the woman in the wallpaper. The woman behind the wallpaper is symbolic of Jane’s struggle to be more than a typical woman in a male-dominated society. Jane notices that “The front pattern does move-- and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it!” (Gilman 185). The wallpaper takes on human characteristics; “Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only one...” (Gilman 185). This is dramatic irony, for Jane is the same position as the woman:  imprisoned and unable to escape without social expectation from others in 19th century society. This is also a man versus society conflict. Jane says, “I wonder if they all come out of that wallpaper as I did?” (Gilman 188). Once Jane escaped her curiosity, she cannot gain back her sanity. She somehow freed the woman in the wallpaper, but Jane’s mind will be in a jail of hysteria. This creates man versus self conflict. These characters have shown symbolism, conflict, and irony to have meaning in the story. 


Throughout the story, John tells Jane she needs to rest. The rest cure was experienced by Gilman herself. S. Weir Mitchell treated Gilman after she was diagnosed with “Nervous Hysteria,” what is now known as post-partum depression. Her own experience had the worst effect on her. Mitchell’s rest cure is symbolic of what women had to forcefully be at the time; 
Although Mitchell's Rest Cure was in accordance with the most advanced neurological thinking of his day, in modern eyes it can be read as an attempt to reorient women to the domestic sphere (and away from influences of their changing world) so that they could fulfill their most important role in society: to bear and rear children.  (Golden)

Gilman wrote The Yellow Wallpaper to, in her words, “‘to reach Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, and convince him of the error of his ways’” (qtd in Living 121). The rest cure by Mitchell was so bad, that even Jane in The Yellow Wallpaper says; “John says if I don’t pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall. But I don’t want to go there at all” (Gilman 178). This creates dramatic irony, for we know that the character’s friend in reality is Gilman herself. This is also a man versus man conflict. Gilman’s horrid experience shows us that the bed rest cure at the time was driving depressed women insane. 


The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman tells a story of a woman who lost her mind because of what men thought what was best for women at the time. Gilman writes from first hand experience using symbolism, conflict, irony of what she went through from this story.
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