Repression And Escape In The Yellow Wallpaper And The Tiredness Of Rosabel 

Haiyan Luo 2246266
Abstract

This paper examines the themes of repression and escape in The Yellow Wallpaper (Charlotte Perkins Gilman) and The Tiredness of Rosabel (Katherine Mansfield), highlighting how they reflect women’s alienation and struggles under patriarchal and capitalist systems. In The Yellow Wallpaper, Gilman portrays the protagonist’s repression and eventual breakdown within the confines of marriage and domesticity, while Mansfield illustrates Rosabel’s exhaustion and fantasies as a response to the intersecting oppressions of class and gender. Both stories use symbolism and psychological depth to critique societal norms and explore women’s yearning for autonomy and liberation.
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Introduction

This paper examines the themes of repression and escape in The Yellow Wallpaper (Charlotte Perkins Gilman) and The Tiredness of Rosabel (Katherine Mansfield), highlighting how they reflect women’s alienation and struggles under patriarchal and capitalist systems. 
1.1 Charlotte Perkins Gilman and The Yellow Wallpaper

Charlotte Perkins Gilman was a famous and radical feminist at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries. The work that had the most influence among her writings was The Yellow Wallpaper, which has become a small "classic" in women's literature. "Among the novels she wrote, this one is the most significant, straightforward, imaginative, and full of realism." The prominent feminist leader, Carrie Chapman Catt, ranked her among the top twelve greatest women in the United States. In her time, Gilman was a leading intellectual in the American women's movement, actively speaking out on socialist and women's issues.  
In the novel, the female protagonist suffers from neurosis and should have received careful treatment. However, her husband, John—a well-known neurologist—believes she has no real illness, and if she does, it's only a temporary nervous depression, a mild form of hysteria. So, John takes her to the countryside, renting a house that has been empty for a long time and is far from civilization. He arranges for her to stay in a room that was once used as a nursery. She dislikes the house and the room and asks to leave, but her husband opposes her request and suppresses her desire to write. While John goes out on his daily rounds, she stays at home, bored and listless. Gradually, the yellow wallpaper on the wall in the room captivates her and stirs her chaotic imagination. The wallpaper displays various bizarre patterns, and in her hallucinations, she sees vague human shapes behind the patterns, which resemble women, and they move with the changing light. One woman in particular catches her attention. After being confined in the room for so long, her mental state deteriorates, and she slowly descends into madness. The female protagonist, like the woman behind the wallpaper, crawls on the floor unrestrained, and she develops a strong emotional attachment to the yellow color and smell of the wallpaper. When her husband enters the room and sees her crawling on the floor, he is stunned. He faints and falls by the wall, blocking her path. She continues to crawl over him. In the end, the female protagonist succumbs to madness.

1.2  Rosabelle’s Tiredness
The story of Rosabelle begins with her exhaustion as she finishes her day’s work at the hat shop and boards a crowded bus home. Surrounded by a sea of people, the air is suffocating, and her body feels heavy. But what tires her most is the despair and loneliness in her heart. On the bus, she gazes aimlessly out the window, unable to escape the pressures of the day. She reflects on her day at work, especially her interaction with a wealthy couple (a man and his companion). The man is handsome and well-dressed, while the woman is beautiful and fashionable. They clearly belong to the upper class, in stark contrast to Rosabelle. The wealthy woman shows an air of superiority and vanity as she chooses a hat, while Rosabelle, merely a worker who must cater to the customer’s needs, is completely ignored in terms of her opinions and identity. The man shows an interest in Rosabelle, gazing at her appreciatively and conversing with her. This brief exchange provides Rosabelle with a momentary distraction from her monotonous, exhausting day. After finishing work, Rosabelle falls into a daydream: in this fantasy, she not only wishes to escape her class predicament but also hopes to achieve emotional fulfillment—someone who would care for her and rescue her from loneliness. However, her fantasy abruptly ends when she reaches home, where the reality of her life returns: she lives in a cramped, cold little room with old furniture and dim lighting. The story ends with Rosabelle wearily preparing for bed. She wraps herself in her narrow life, without sighing or shedding tears, yet the silence of her resignation makes her situation even more poignant.

 Repression in 'The Yellow Wallpaper' and 'The Tiredness of Rosabel' 
   In both The Yellow Wallpaper and The Tiredness of Rosabel, repression is central to the protagonists' struggles, where societal expectations and gender roles limit their agency and self-expression. In Gilman’s story, the protagonist’s creativity and desires are stifled by her husband’s control, while Rosabel’s inner fantasies are suppressed by her socio-economic constraints and the demands of her job.

Repression in 'The Yellow Wallpaper' (Charlotte Perkins Gilman)

 In the novel, the female protagonist suffers from neurosis and should have received careful treatment. However, her symptoms are ignored, and her feelings are suppressed. She dislikes the house and the room, requesting to leave, but this need is also suppressed. Her desire to write is likewise repressed.

In this house, the wife is required to stay in a room that was once used as a nursery, with children's toys like iron rings hanging on the walls. The windows are fitted with bars to prevent children from crawling out. These items serve as symbols of repression. He affectionately calls her "dear little fool" and "little girl." He says, "Don't walk around like that, you'll catch a cold." This is the kind of language used by a parent toward a child, and it reflects the repression from the elder toward a weaker, child-like figure. He treats his wife as if she has no will or thoughts of her own, like a child or a doll, much like Nora in Ibsen's A Doll's House. The female protagonist asks for a room of her own, a small space where she can be by herself, but she does not want to stay in a nursery-like room. She wishes to move to a room downstairs. However, in the late 19th century, "a wife had no right to choose her own room."

The female protagonist loves writing, but every time she wishes to write, she faces opposition and discouragement. The traditional female role is to stay at home, obedient and passive. John, her brother, Dr. Mitchell, and even John's sister all oppose her writing. Yet, the protagonist believes, "If I could write something, it would relieve some of the pressure in my mind, and my condition would improve." But her work receives no "sympathy," and even when she writes, it must be done "secretly, or else there will be great resistance." She feels deeply frustrated. The house symbolizes her being confined and locked in her body, while the two windows represent her two eyes. Though her body is imprisoned, her mind and thoughts break free. She sees the beautiful nature and longs for freedom.

The protagonist complains, "He says I am his most beloved, his comfort, his everything. I must take care of myself and maintain my health for his sake." The marital relationship is not placed on an equal footing; the husband treats the wife as his most precious possession, a commodity that he cares for and treasures—"John tells me I must pull myself together, that I need to take cod liver oil and other tonics, not to mention beer, wine, and tenderly cooked meat."

The various patterns in the wallpaper, as seen in the protagonist’s hallucinations, form countless women, symbolizing the enslaved women of the Victorian era. Gilman cleverly designed the wallpaper to carry symbolic significance, representing the male-centered society of the 19th century. The woman in the wallpaper trying to break free symbolizes the protagonist herself. Both John, as the representative of patriarchy, and John's submissive sister, notice the wallpaper and its patterns: "Several times I found John staring at the wallpaper, and Jennie was the same. Once, I even saw her touching the wallpaper with her hand." This suggests that both men and women see the miserable condition of women but choose to ignore it. This directly leads to the protagonist's repression. In the wallpaper, the protagonist sees her own situation: "When you hold on tightly to it, it suddenly flips over, throwing you off. It slaps you, knocks you to the ground, and tramples on you, almost like a dream."

Repression in The Tiredness of Rosabel 

In the Tiredness of Rosabel by Katherine Mansfield, repression emerges as a key theme that shapes Rosabel’s emotional and psychological landscape. Rosabel’s life is defined by a constant struggle for survival within the confines of her low socio-economic status, which confines her to a monotonous and exhausting existence. As a shop assistant in a millinery store, her daily life is a series of repetitive, physically demanding tasks, and her personal ambitions are crushed under the weight of economic necessity. She is forced to suppress her desires for self-expression, creativity, and personal fulfillment because her role in society demands that she focus solely on the needs and demands of others. Her work is not only physically draining but also emotionally exhausting, as her sense of self-worth becomes tied to her labor and the approval of others, rather than her own aspirations and identity.

Moreover, Rosabel’s romantic desires are repressed, highlighting the tension between her inner world and the reality she faces. In her brief encounter with a wealthy couple at the shop, Rosabel is struck by the stark contrast between their carefree, seemingly ideal life and her own constrained existence. The man, who shows her a moment of attention and kindness, sparks in Rosabel a fleeting hope for romance and emotional connection. She fantasizes about escaping her monotonous life and being rescued by a more glamorous and fulfilling reality. These brief moments of connection and affection ignite in Rosabel a desire for something beyond the limitations of her station.

However, her ability to act on these feelings is stifled by the social and class barriers that define her world. The gap between Rosabel’s socio-economic status and that of the couple, particularly the wealthy woman, renders any romantic possibility unattainable. Her fantasy serves as an escape from the oppressive reality of her life, but the societal constraints she faces—both in terms of class and gender—prevent her from expressing or pursuing these desires. In this way, repression becomes a central mechanism in the story, illustrating how class and gender-based restrictions shape not only Rosabel’s outward reality but also her internal world, leaving her trapped in a cycle of longing and frustration.
Escape in 'The Yellow Wallpaper' (Charlotte Perkins Gilman) and 'The Tiredness of Rosabel' (Katherine Mansfield)

 In The Yellow Wallpaper, the protagonist's escape is symbolized through her hallucinations of a woman trapped behind the wallpaper, reflecting her own desperate desire to break free from the confines of her oppressive environment. In The Tiredness of Rosabel, escape manifests through Rosabel's fantasies of a romantic and more fulfilling life, offering her a temporary refuge from the harsh realities of her monotonous existence and social limitations.

3.1 Escape in 'The Yellow Wallpaper' (Charlotte Perkins Gilman) 

The woman behind the wallpaper is the protagonist's own incarnation, desperately trying to break free from her restraints. The protagonist witnesses her struggle: "Sometimes I feel there are many women behind it, and sometimes there is only one. She circles around, crawling quickly, and every time she crawls, the whole pattern shakes. Then, in a very bright place, she stands still; in a very dim place, she grabs the bars (the lines in the wallpaper pattern symbolize bars) and shakes them desperately, always trying to crawl out."

"It is so good at strangling people's necks. I think that's why there are so many heads in the pattern." They pass through, and this pattern strangles them to death, then flips them upside down, making them roll their eyes. At the end of the novel, the protagonist merges with the many women in her hallucination behind the wallpaper. These women crawl out of the wallpaper, along the long path beneath the trees. The protagonist detests their crawling. On the last day, just before leaving the house, she rips off all the wallpaper she can reach from the floor, crawling around the floor. She completely fails, she has gone mad. This also symbolizes her escape.

Gilman spent her life fighting to break traditional views of women and to advocate for women's independence, freedom, and liberation. She believed that in order for women to achieve true freedom and liberation, they must first be economically independent.

She firmly believed that the suffering of women stemmed from their inability to achieve financial independence: "Among our spiritually advanced species, only this species, women, depend on men for support, and the relationship between the sexes is also an economic one."

Gilman believed that only by freeing women from the household and integrating them into society, making them producers, could they gain freedom, escape oppression, and overcome the unequal societal status and discrimination they faced. Women would then be able to pursue the professions they loved, such as scientists, artists, teachers, or company managers. Those women who lacked these talents but had gifts and expertise in cooking or child-rearing should participate in public service and join the movement to socialize household labor. The work of these women must also be highly valued in society.

So, what is the ultimate standard of women's liberation? Although Gilman’s reform ideas could not be realized in a society with underdeveloped productive forces, her broad ideas, bold concepts, and meticulous practical plans are worthy of recognition. In interpreting The Yellow Wallpaper, she particularly emphasized work. The freedom Gilman sought was not the hedonistic freedom, but the freedom to achieve women’s social and spiritual existence.

3.2 Escape in The Tiredness of Rosabel 
Rosabel's imagination becomes her escaping mechanism for the repressed emotions and desires she cannot fulfill in reality. In her fantasy, she reshapes her identity, envisioning herself as beautiful, desired, and free from her current struggles.

However, this imaginative escape highlights the deep divide between her aspirations and reality. Her dreams underscore her inability to confront or change her circumstances, reinforcing the repression she experiences.

Emotional Suppression and Isolation:

Rosabel's isolation exacerbates her repression. The story subtly hints at her lack of close relationships or support systems, leaving her to silently bear the weight of her struggles.

Even her dreams, while liberating in the moment, remind her of what she cannot have, deepening her feelings of dissatisfaction and helplessness.

 Repression in "The Tiredness of Rosabel" reflects the broader societal constraints faced by working-class women in early 20th-century England. Rosabel's inability to express or act on her desires reveals the limitations imposed by class, gender, and economic hardship. Mansfield masterfully portrays how repression shapes Rosabel's inner world, blending realism and psychological depth to evoke empathy for her struggles.

 Themes relating to feminist literary perspective

  Female Alienation

Female alienation refers to the social, emotional, and psychological estrangement that women experience due to societal norms, expectations, and structures that marginalize or dehumanize them. It often arises from gender inequality, patriarchy, and the limiting roles prescribed to women.    At the end of the 19th century, the women's liberation movement in the United States had not yet gained significant traction. Women writers often resorted to implicit and symbolic imagery to convey their pain, anger, and resistance. 

In The Yellow Wallpaper, environmental descriptions play a crucial role in reflecting the protagonist's psychological state and societal constraints. These include barriers like fences, walls, and locked iron gates; isolated small rooms; maze-like hallways partitioned by boxes; and overgrown, disordered gardens with gnarled trees and decaying greenhouses. These elements create an oppressive, chaotic, and claustrophobic atmosphere. What appears to be a tranquil retreat is, in fact, a metaphorical prison for women. These surroundings symbolize the intangible yet pervasive force of patriarchy, which ultimately drives the protagonist to madness.

Patriarchal culture, characterized by male-centered norms, regards men as the standard and marginalizes women as deviations. In the novel, the protagonist ("I") stands in stark contrast to John’s sister, who represents the idealized "angel in the house." The former is a victim of patriarchal oppression, while the latter serves as its enabler, dutifully obeying her brother’s authority. The sister epitomizes the patriarchal ideal of a woman: selfless, docile, and devoted to pleasing others. Trained to relinquish spontaneity and transform herself into an object for others’ admiration, she derives satisfaction from the limited power granted to her over her female peers, unaware that she is ultimately a tool of male dominance. Thus, the sister is as much a victim of patriarchy as the protagonist, embodying the tragedy of internalized oppression.

   In a patriarchal society, a wife is often seen as her husband’s property. Her beauty and decorum are not her own but serve as symbols of her husband’s success and status. Women's health and sanity are evaluated, regulated, and controlled by male figures such as husbands, brothers, and doctors.John, the protagonist’s husband, dismisses her perceptions as mere delusions caused by her nervous condition. He forbids her from indulging in imagination or creative pursuits, reinforcing his control over her physical and mental state. The protagonist’s deviation from the idealized "angel" archetype leads to her mental condition being pathologized, with her writing suppressed under the guise of treatment.

 In capitalist patriarchy, women are denied autonomy in the process of raising children, yet they are forced to adhere to societal standards of motherhood. In the novel, the protagonist’s supposed illness results in her isolation from her baby, stripping her of her maternal rights. The baby is confined to a nursery, separated from the "adult world." The protagonist’s inability to connect with her child reflects her alienation from the maternal role. The baby, symbolizing a continuation of patriarchal values, exacerbates her sense of detachment.

Women lack the confidence and opportunity to voice their thoughts publicly. In the novel, the protagonist silently endures her husband’s unfair treatment, turning instead to the lifeless wallpaper as a confidant. Denied a platform for self-expression, she descends into madness, finding freedom only through her breakdown.

In Katherine Mansfield’s The Tiredness of Rosabel, the themes of exhaustion and fantasy mirror the exploration of female oppression and alienation. From a feminist literary perspective, the story delves into gender, class, and female subjectivity.

In The Tiredness of Rosabel, Mansfield’s nuanced portrayal of Rosabel’s exhaustion and fantasies transforms her from a passive participant in a male-dominated world into an active subject of her own narrative. By delving into Rosabel’s inner thoughts, Mansfield challenges the patriarchal literary tradition, which often marginalizes or oversimplifies women’s experiences. Rosabel’s physical fatigue from labor mirrors her emotional exhaustion from systemic oppression, where her value is tied to her ability to serve others. Her identity as a shop assistant is commodified, rendering her a "thing" designed to fulfill consumer demands. This dual exploitation—economic and gendered—underscores the limited agency available to working-class women, whose aspirations and individuality are often erased by societal norms.

 Gender Constructs and Female Roles

Rosabel’s fatigue is emblematic of the gender constructs that shape and confine women’s roles. She is expected to embody selflessness, service, and docility—qualities that reinforce her position as a subordinate in both public and private spheres. The wealthy female customers Rosabel serves represent societal ideals of femininity and beauty, which are unattainable for a working-class woman. This dichotomy alienates Rosabel from self-acceptance, as she is constantly reminded of her perceived inadequacies. Mansfield critiques this dynamic, illustrating how patriarchal and class-based ideals create psychological and physical burdens for women like Rosabel, who are trapped by the expectation to “live for others” while suppressing their own desires and potential. Rosabel’s romantic fantasies of marrying a wealthy man offer a poignant commentary on the intersection of class and gender oppression. For women of her socioeconomic background, marriage to a man of higher status often appears to be the sole pathway to a better life. This dream, however, reflects a deeply ingrained patriarchal script that positions men as saviors and women as dependents, perpetuating cycles of dependency and escapism. Mansfield uses Rosabel’s longing to critique how societal structures not only limit women’s opportunities but also condition them to see men as their only means of escape, rather than cultivating self-reliance or collective empowerment.

Similarly, The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman examines the alienation of women under patriarchal norms. Both Rosabel and Gilman’s unnamed protagonist experience the oppressive weight of societal expectations, though the contexts differ. Gilman’s protagonist is alienated within her domestic sphere, her creativity and agency stifled by her husband’s dominance and the medical establishment’s paternalistic gaze. Meanwhile, Rosabel’s alienation occurs in the public sphere of labor, where her identity is reduced to her economic function. Yet, both women endure psychological tolls as a result of systemic constraints, illustrating the pervasive nature of patriarchal and capitalist oppression across different domains of life.

Through Rosabel’s struggles and fantasies, Mansfield critiques the gender and class inequalities that limit women’s autonomy and subjectivity. When viewed alongside The Yellow Wallpaper, it becomes evident that both texts highlight the alienation of women and the ways patriarchal and capitalist systems exacerbate their disempowerment. Together, these works underscore the need for resistance, self-awareness, and systemic change to liberate women from the confines of traditional roles and societal expectations.

Summary

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper and Katherine Mansfield’s The Tiredness of Rosabel reveal the pervasive impact of patriarchy and societal expectations on women’s lives. In The Yellow Wallpaper, the protagonist’s confinement, dictated by her husband, represents the broader repression of women’s intellectual and emotional autonomy. Her descent into madness symbolizes both the devastating effects of this repression and her ultimate escape from its constraints, albeit through psychological collapse.

In The Tiredness of Rosabel, Mansfield examines the oppressive realities faced by working-class women. Rosabel’s fatigue stems from her economic struggles and societal expectations, while her daydreams of romance and upward mobility underscore her yearning for escape. However, her fantasies highlight the limitations imposed by class and gender, leaving her aspirations unfulfilled.

From a feminist literary perspective, both stories critique the alienation and subjugation of women in their respective contexts. They emphasize the need for systemic change to empower women and dismantle patriarchal norms. These works remain poignant explorations of the intersection of gender, class, and societal oppression, urging readers to consider the enduring relevance of these issues.
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