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In eighth grade, I discovered the true definition of “feminism.” I felt cultured, but 

surprised. Powerful, but never impactful. Truthfully, I didn’t know what to do with this 

newfound knowledge. For years, it had been muttered like dirty word. With the rise of social 

media, it became a bit more prominent, and the fact that I didn’t have Instagram or Twitter meant 

that I was sheltered from news such as this. When I asked my friends, who were on Instagram 

what it meant, they would answer: “man hater” with a disgusted face and then “I am not a 

feminist.”  

After I knew the true definition – not “man hater,” but rather “equality advocate” – I 

created my first social media account, which was Pinterest and the only thing my parents thought 

was relatively appropriate for a thirteen year old. On Pinterest, one of the first boards I created 

was labelled “feminism” and in that board was a slew of screenshots from Reddit and Tumblr 

about what feminism means, its intersectionality, and that it’s different for everyone. I remember 

one of the first pictures I pinned was of a woman marching, almost completely naked, with body 

paint written along her skin in bold, dark letters saying, “MY BODY, MY CHOICE.” As a 
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thirteen-year-old, I felt a bit shameful looking at it – it was too risqué, yet I was astounded by the 

bravery of this woman and the clear message it sent. Her body was the center of a debate that she 

wasn’t a part of, and so she put it on display to claim it back. That image is still there on that 

board, which is now made private. I still look at it sometimes and I find it hilarious that Pinterest, 

of all things, was the catalyst of my feminist ideology. As I analyze literature written by women, 

I notice that they dealt with similar and ever-present problems – inequality in relations to men 

and the patriarchy. (As I’ve seen said multiple times on every social media platform, 

#fuckthepatriarchy.) 

Today, I will be analyzing one of my favorite works in regard to feminism, “The Yellow 

Wallpaper,” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman. (Though I love this story, I can’t say I love her as a 

person; through researching this podcast, I found she was extremely racist). Along with the 

previous piece, I will be talking about a few poems from an inspiring poet, Emily Dickinson, and 

her take on gender norms. Both authors wrote and published their work in the late nineteenth 

century – a time when women’s literature was not new, but their work was scarcely published. In 

the post-civil war period, women writers were assumed to have written to “bring joy, comfort, 

and moral enlightenment to others’ lives” (Szalay 63) based off of their own personal 

experiences. At this time, women’s experiences were drastically different from men’s because of 

their roles in society. Likewise, the expectations of women were much harsher; while the themes 

of their work were meant to be personal, their work could have ramifications of being deemed 

immodest (Szalay 63). However, after the post-Civil War era, came a changing tide for women’s 

roles, and thus an emergence of women’s suffrage and feminist literature. The nineteenth century 

was a pivotal period for women to educate and emphasize the complexities of female inequality.  
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” 

Gilman writes in a published note, entitled “Masculine Literature,” that she wrote “The 

Yellow Wallpaper” as a response to the taxing attempts of curing women of illnesses by 

capturing their livelihood. Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” follows a 

nameless female character as she battles depression and attempts to cure it with her husband’s 

guidance. However, the husband, John, is controlling and authoritative. He removes any power 

that the woman has. He attempts to take care of her when she is sick, such as ordering her to 

sleep, eat, and take pills, but he just demeans her livelihood and makes her mental state 

deteriorate. He even calls her his “’little girl’” (Gilman 517), which only emphasizes the idea 

that their relationship is not made up of two equal parts – however, that was the norm at the time. 

The more and more time John commits her to stay in the room, the more and more the narrator 

becomes restless – feral, even – she begins to believe that women are trapped behind the 

wallpaper and even begins to bite the bedframe (Gilman 522). While the woman appears to 

suffer from an increasingly detrimental form of psychosis, William Veeder suggests that “the 

heroine's projective fantasy functions less as a retreat from a hostile life than as a therapeutic 

effort to make that life more habitable” (Veeder 46). Veeder reveals that Gilman’s parents were 

emotionally unavailable – her father was absent, and she had a strict and anxious mother (Veeder 

42). Gilman’s relationship with her parents fostered her struggle with bodily maturity and a 

“tendency to return to that infantile state” (Veeder 42) as a coping mechanism.  

Much like Gilman’s reality, the heroine of “The Yellow Wallpaper” returns to an 

infantile state – both literally and mentally. The woman stays in a room she calls a “nursery” 

(Anthology 512) and describes the nursery to have certain safety features for children.  
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Gilman wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper” in a Gothic genre, which includes distressed 

women, suspense, and supernatural or inexplicable events. Delamotte notes that “Women’s 

Gothic speaks for women's feelings of vulnerability in a world where their only power was the 

power of ‘influence’” (4). In a time where women’s roles were changing so quickly, Gilman’s 

choice in genre only emphasizes the feminine experience of an inequal social order. The narrator 

uses their rental property as a vehicle to escape from her domestic relationship, and allows 

herself to explore her own interior, just as she examines the wallpaper. First, the woman is angry 

at the wallpaper, but she continues to obsess over it. As the story progresses, the woman 

becomes more accepting of the wallpaper, yet spiteful towards her husband. In the end, she runs 

off with the woman in the wallpaper. This sequence of events is very similar to the narrator’s 

own life. Despite assuring her husband she is fine; she stays in the nursery for the entirety of her 

stay. Her anger is not, in fact, with the wallpaper, but with her husband’s authoritative position in 

her life. He does not listen to her. In her solitude, she is able to take care of her own needs 

without having to think of the repercussions on her child, her husband, or any other outlying 

members of society, like her sister-in-law. Her final escape in this short story is a reflection of 

her realization that she is quite capable on her own, without the command of a husband.  

 

Emily Dickinson’s Poetry 

Women’s poetry, like much most literature of the post-Civil War era, was assumed to be 

written for aesthetic purposes. However, Szalay argues that Dickinson’s “vehement opposition to 

the pervasive gender-directed ideologies of her time in itself indicates her intellectual 

engagement in contemporary political discourse” (65). During her life as a poet, Dickinson was 
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rather isolated from political and social events, yet she still discussed them. Her poetry does not 

blatantly attack any agenda, but rather lures it into interrogation and questions the consequences.  

In the late eighteenth century, women had no authority over men of any kind. Women 

could not take legal action against their husbands, nor could they own anything without it 

technically being owned by the husband. At this time, law decreed that “when a woman was 

married, she was no longer a separate being from her husband” (Glover 7-8). This is particularly 

important regarding her poem “Because I could not stop for Death –” (Anthology 94). Dickinson 

utilizes Death as a metaphor for marriage. In many ways, Dickinson writing this poem to rebel 

against the idea that women are property of men in marriage, especially when she writes, “He 

knew no haste / And I had to put my labor away” (Dickinson 5-6). These few lines are important 

to note because they emphasize the gender norms during the late nineteenth: that a woman’s 

activity revolved around men. Dickinson writes her character to stop what she’s doing for Death 

– “For His Civility” (Dickinson 8). Death is characterized as a man; not to mention, dying is an 

eternal state, much like how marriage was viewed in the late eighteenth century and divorce was 

highly controversial. Szalay notes that problematic roles of authority are often addressed in 

Dickinson’s work as male titles, such as God, Father, Man, and Master (71). Dickinson utilizes 

the same titles for Death, referring to the character as “he.” By doing so, Death automatically 

more authority in the poem than Dickinson’s character. Likewise, Dickinson emphasizes the 

authority of men by finishing the poem stating, “We passed the Setting Sun – / Or rather – He 

passed us” (Dickinson 12-13). Death – the man of this metaphorical marriage – makes it known 

that he is in control. Dickinson’s character corrects herself under his authority.  

In a more honest and straightforward poem, Dickinson challenges misogynistic ideals of 

her own church by writing, “The Bible is an antique Volume – / Written by faded Men / At the 
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suggestion of Holy Spectres” (Dickinson 1-2). Dickinson blatantly states that the principles of 

the church are at the whims of ungodly men who fight for their own authority to hold power, 

which directly disadvantages the women in their society. To quote a hashtag I’ve seen on 

Twitter: #MenAintShit, which stems from online discussions of women’s rights, rape culture, 

and sexism. Though the phrase is unbecoming to men, it draws attention to the fact that most 

men choose to perpetuate this toxic, patriarchal culture and continue to benefit from those 

unchanged ideals, rather than losing power by permitting women to share it. Often, it is usually 

rebutted by #NotAllMen which derails this important discussion, rather than engaging with it. 

Dickinson’s poem urges a Christian audience to not trust the Word – she shows herself turning 

away from the church and urges others to as well because of this same culture. What I find 

interesting about this poem is that it ends with a sort of suggestion based on Greek Mythology. 

Dickinson writes, “Orpheus’ Sermon captivated – / It did not condemn –” (Dickinson 15-16). As 

a Catholic, it’s rather odd that she would bring in another figure that was religiously praised in 

the past. She does this to show how welcoming these Greek figures were in comparison to the 

Christian church, which casts out anyone who sins, especially when the principle of sin is 

aligned with political and social norms of any given time – even in the present. 

The last poem I will analyze from Emily Dickinson is a surprising favorite of mine. 

“These are the days when Birds come back –” is at first thought to be a poem about the 

melancholy of an oncoming winter – or so I thought! Oh, how I was wrong! Dickinson uses 

fascinating diction in accordance with yonic symbols in this poem that inspired quite a different 

take the second time around. According to Paula Bennet, “Clitoral symbols – that is symbols of 

small but precious objects – are ubiquitous in nineteenth century American women’s writing. 

…this symbolic network not only covers buds, berries, and seeds, but jewels as well” (237). This 
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is important, especially regarding her sexuality in which it is now confirmed that she did, in fact, 

have a relationship with her sister-in-law, Susan Dickinson (formerly Susan Gilbert). The poem 

at first begins with seemingly two birds leaving for the winter (but of course, nothing is ever 

what it seems in literature). As it transitions into the second stanza, as she writes, “The old – old 

sophistries of June – / A blue and gold mistake” (Dickinson 5-6). Sophistries are arguments that 

are meant to be deceiving or fallacious. In the literal context of the poem, the end of summer 

feels like the beginning and the “mistake” that is referenced in the poem seems beautiful, but 

unreal – something that wasn’t meant to be. Metaphorically, this poem stands for her relationship 

with Susan. Dickinson felt as though her relationship with Susan was beautiful and perfect, but I 

can imagine the feeling of melancholy that arise due to societal pressures that enforce 

heteronormativity – much like the feeling of an oncoming winter after a beautiful summer. 

In stanza four, Dickinson writes, “Till ranks of seeds their witness bear – / And softly 

thro’ the altered air / Hurries a timid leaf” (Dickinson 10-12). As previously mentioned, the 

depiction of the seed was “ubiquitous” during Dickinson’s lifetime, symbolizing a clitoris. These 

lines speak metaphorically of oral sex, as the “seeds” are bore witness, and Dickinson follows 

with imagery of a blossoming leaf. Blossoming flowers and plants often symbolize the female 

orgasm in many forms of media, from literature to film (which is used more commonly now than 

then). In the last two stanzas, Dickinson employs the use of religious imagery, and compares 

their love to something holy, yet emphasizes again that it was not meant to be by mentioning the 

host and the wine. The host and wine are believed to be the body and blood of Jesus Christ in the 

Christian church and are given out during mass to symbolize the great love that Jesus had for 

humanity – so much love, that he sacrificed himself. Dickinson’s poem is more than a work 
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about the melancholy one feels during the changing of summer to winter, but of the melancholy 

one feels for never being with the person they love. 

One of the things I appreciate the most about Dickinson’s work, especially after 

researching, was how incredibly subtle she is at undermining controversial and scandalous topics 

at the time, especially regarding her sexuality and what it means to be a woman. Through her 

discussions of gender roles, in political and social contexts, it’s clear that Dickinson’s poetry 

undermines the traditional idea of a woman – of the submission and domesticity that was 

expected of them. 

These texts rebel against the turn-of-the-century ideals for women to be still and 

complacent, to be held at the will of men. Both of these women open the discussion about how 

we can claim back our roles under the authority of the patriarchy, but on opposite sides of the 

spectrum – Dickinson with her subtlety and Gilman’s fantastical storyline. Having been written 

more than a century ago, these works show how much progress has been made and how much 

progress can be made. 
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