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Summary of Rewriting Identities in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’
In “Rewriting Identities in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper,’ Nidesh Lawtoo analyzes Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” to support her argument that the political efficacy of Gilman’s story comes from the various points of uncertainty in the narrative, which force the reader to generate their meaning rather than passively consume the message of Gilman’s narrative. More specifically, Lawtoo (2004) focuses on explaining how the reader of Gilman’s story is involved in altering his perception of women and himself through the conflicting messages conveyed by Gilman to “disrupt patriarchal structures of thought which violently divide masculine from feminine roles, public from private identities and reason from madness”. Lawtoo’s (2004) approach is based on Wolfgang Iser’s theory of aesthetic response which essentially postulates that it is more important to determine what literature does to the reader than what it means.
According to Lawtoo (2004), Gilman’s story is written in the form of a woman’s diary to convey a certain personal message to the public while inviting the public into the author’s private space. Inviting the reader to share the author’s personal experience creates a connection that fosters the creation of meaning in the reader’s mind. Lawtoo (2004) goes on to explain that Gilman begins her narrative with a sense of uncertainty by using words that force the reader to ask themselves why these words are used in the first place. He suggests that the diary in Gilman’s narrative is written by a woman whose husband’s patriarchal attitude discourages her imaginative potential since imagination may empower women, who then become a threat to the man’s dominance in a patriarchal society (Lawtoo, 2004). The woman is locked inside a room with yellow wallpaper and is forbidden from writing the diary because it cultivates her imagination (Lawtoo, 2004). Subsequently, Gilman entices the readers to understand their prejudices against women so that they can be challenged in the course of Gilman’s narrative (Lawtoo, 2004). According to Lawtoo (2004), Gilman does this by using language that alludes to the irrationality of women’s imagination.
Lawtoo (2004) proposes that Gilman uses vague language in certain areas of the narrative to allow the readers to form their meaning. For instance, the woman describes her room in three different ways in her diary, which forces the reader to question what the woman is trying to say (Lawtoo, 2004). The woman “sees things” in the yellow wallpaper covering her room, and this wallpaper serves the narrator as an open text where her feelings of imprisonment are projected and thus given shape and consistency (Lawtoo, 2004). Additionally, the woman initially uses the word “work” to mean writing, but later is used to mean removing the yellow wallpaper, which symbolizes looking for freedom from patriarchy (Lawtoo, 2004). The woman progressively deteriorates mentally, but this deterioration is used by Gilman to symbolize thought patterns that question the patriarchal frameworks that oppress the woman (Lawtoo, 2004). Gilman further avoids using language that narrows down the meanings of her article into one through bombarding the reader with ambiguities (Lawtoo, 2004).
Gilman, according to Lawtoo (2004), further complicates her narrative by introducing a new character towards the end of the narrative. This new character, Jane, perpetuates patriarchy by preventing the narrator from writing her diary, yet is a victim of patriarchy as she does not wish to achieve more in her life because she is a woman (Lawtoo, 2004). However, Lawtoo (2004) argues that Jane is the narrator herself, symbolizing the narrator’s failed attempts to liberate herself from patriarchy. As such, the narrator transforms her identity throughout the story, but eventually attains superiority over her husband, who faints (Lawtoo, 2004). Even more confusing, the mental deterioration of the narrator ultimately results in her mental clarity and freedom which come from reversing the roles with her husband and overcoming patriarchy (Lawtoo, 2004). Consequently, Gilman attempts to convey that challenging patriarchy is often perceived as madness, yet it eventually results in the liberation of the woman. Furthermore, the reversal of the roles between the man and the woman conveys the fact that societal gender roles are only ideological and not permanent and can therefore be challenged by the woman seeking freedom from patriarchal oppression. However, Lawtoo (2004) concludes by stating that the readers could only understand this by creating their meaning from Gilman’s narrative rather than passively reading it.
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