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Abstract 

This essay explores the feminist message in Kate Chopin’s short story “The Story of an 

Hour” and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “An Extinct Angel” and “The Yellow 

Wallpaper”. The relationship between space and gender will be examined in connection 

with theoretical conceptions of female consciousness. The study makes use of feminist 

theory and is particularly inspired by Virginia Woolf’s conception of the gender-space 

relationship, along with later feminist critics’ works on gender consciousness. It is 

argued that the authors, through these short stories, describe the contemporary female 

experience and propose the claiming of space as the solution to end female repression. 

The study ultimately shows that these stories convey the authors’ appeal for the 

awakening of the feminist consciousness - an appeal to kill ‘the angel in the house’. 
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Introduction 

Nineteenth century America was a time and place of developing ideals of Womanhood. 

“In response to women’s dependent situation”, a growing awareness of the patriarchal 

inequalities led to a development in “the Woman Movement”, starting in the 1840s 

(Cruea 187-88). This movement was a reaction towards the “Cult of True Womanhood” 

which had up to this point defined the notion of a true woman (187-88). In the 1890s, 

the New Woman started to appear with fresh ideals of Womanhood; the New Woman 

was not to be “defined by marriage and childbirth”, as though her only place in the 

social structure was in the domestic sphere. She demanded access to the social sphere, 

the opportunity to enter the labor market, and equal rights to engage in political 

concerns (Leslie 1). This period also saw a radical increase in female writers emerging 

in the literary market, with published short stories “as their weapon of choice to attack 

societal norms” (1). From this group of prominent late nineteenth century female 

writers, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Kate Chopin can be discerned. 

Unlike many of the prominent figures in the medical and biology fields during 

this time period (Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, Dr. F. Hollick, Dr. Stanley Cobb, Patrick 

Geddes), Charlotte Perkins Gilman argued that the gender differences and inequalities 

in her contemporary society had no biological ground but were socially constructed and 

sustained through patriarchal designs. She was an advocate for changes in the social 

structure that would allow women to partake in the social sphere, and wrote numerous 

books on the topic during her lifetime. Her short stories are well known today, and she 

is regarded as a role model for subsequent feminist movements. Although Kate Chopin 

never actively engaged herself politically or joined suffragette movements, she never 

adhered to the social norms of how a married woman was supposed to behave. Her 

short stories as well as her nowadays widely acknowledged masterpiece, the novel The 
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Awakening, convey a feminist spirit likeminded to Perkins Gilman’s. Her short stories 

have been read extensively, and she is regarded as a forerunner for subsequent feminist 

authors. 

Given the literary value of the works of these two authors’ short stories to the 

feminist movement, and because of the author of this paper’s personal admiration for 

their fiction, three short stories by Chopin and Perkins Gilman have been selected as the 

objects of analysis from a feminist perspective to explore the feminist message. Firstly, 

the explicit short story “An Extinct Angel” by Perkins Gilman will be analyzed and 

interpreted with reference to historical and critical sources. Next, “The Yellow 

Wallpaper” by Perkins Gilman and “The Story of an Hour” by Chopin will be analyzed. 

The analyses will be supported with evidence from the stories, other critics’ 

interpretations, and with reference to the main message found in “An Extinct Angel”. 

Many critics have interpreted “The Yellow Wallpaper” and “The Story of an Hour” in 

various ways, but little has been thought of the protagonists' moment of realization. 

Both stories are often interpreted as fictionalizations of a losing battle against 

patriarchy, culminating in the protagonists’ death or madness. However, keeping in 

mind the relevance of their awakening, this essay aims to propose a more positive and 

empowering interpretation of the otherwise tragic end. What will be emphasized is how 

the protagonists respond to the expectations on women of the patriarchal structures as 

well as how their response changes as their consciousness develops, so that the endings 

can be interpreted as the symbolical killing of the Angel of True Womanhood. It will be 

maintained that, through the stories, Perkins Gilman and Chopin express an appeal for 

the awakening of the repressed female mind. Additionally, it will be argued that the 

authors suggest that the claiming of space is what facilitates the development of a 

feminist consciousness. 
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As a starting point, the theoretical framework will be outlined. This will be 

based on feminist theory as introduced by Lois Tyson. The study is inspired by Virginia 

Woolf’s conception of space in connection with artistic creativity and gender 

differences and by later feminist critics’ work on female consciousness. A historical 

perspective of contemporary social norms and beliefs is necessary for a proper 

understanding of the short stories and will be provided based on scholarly works by 

Barbara Welter, Susan M. Cruea, and Michael S. Kimmel. The analysis of the selected 

stories will be conducted with support from both older and more recent critics’ works 

along with connections to the historical evidence. Finally, the essay will be concluded 

with an explanation of what has been conveyed throughout the analysis. 

Theoretical Framework 

Barbara Welter described the ideal True Woman as the very cornerstone of “morality 

and decency” in the domestic sphere; her innate, natural tendency to be virtuous 

excelled any man’s (Cruea 188). It was a woman’s duty to take care of the home, to 

produce and raise children, and to install into the minds of these children - and her 

husband - the importance of religion and civilized behavior. Because these tasks were of 

such pivotal importance, young girls were immersed into this way of life early on. Their 

role in society was communicated through their homes, churches, and education, but 

also through all available literature in the form of “‘periodical and popular literature, 

medical texts, and etiquette manuals’” (188). Women were required to acquire a 

multitude of knowledge in all things domestic, and to perform flawlessly: “according to 

Mrs. Farrar [author of The Young Lady’s Friend]… ‘there is more to be learned about 

pouring out tea and coffee, than most young ladies are willing to believe’” (Welter 165). 

A woman was also expected to possess great skills in needlework, floriculture, and 

medical remedies. She was encouraged to practice musical skills, write letters, and to a 
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certain extent to read; novel reading, however, was to be avoided since it “interfered 

with ‘serious piety’” (165). Novels containing what could be interpreted as an “attack 

on woman’s accepted role in society” could give her ‘unnatural’ ideas about her 

righteous place and pursuits in life (166). Women’s magazines, however, could safely 

be perused “without any loss of concern for the home” (166), an assertion not causing 

too much surprise considering the multitude of ‘womanly’ advice these magazines 

contained. A woman of intellect was deemed unnatural and even repulsive since an 

intellectual mind was considered a male characteristic (Cruea 189). Women like Mary 

Wollstonecraft were considered unwomanly to the highest degree and even referred to 

as “‘mental hermaphrodites’” (Welter 173). 

Furthermore, the fragility of a woman’s mind and body could not be emphasized 

enough. She was strongly advised to avoid any kind of physically or mentally 

demanding activities (Cruea 189). Women were dissuaded from having any other 

schooling than “religious instruction and basic ‘book learning’” (188-89). Furthermore, 

wives should adhere to their husbands’ orders and refrain from taking initiative, 

weighing in or stating opinions, and always act accordingly with gentleness and 

calmness (Welter 161). If the goal was to achieve a happy marriage and life, they were 

advised to “‘always conciliate’” and to never “‘expect too much’” (161). Indeed, a 

woman was expected to accept submission “in all her roles”, and, if she suffered from 

this, to suffer in silence (162). Grace Greenwood, a mid-century author, journalist, and 

activist who advocated for women’s rights, was one of many who went as far as to 

proclaim that “true feminine genius…is ever timid, doubtful, and clingingly dependent; 

a perpetual childhood’” (160).  

However, empowered by their asserted moral superiority, many women became 

actively involved in activities within religious communities and thus extended their role 

as virtuous Angels to social spheres, attempting to “right the wrongs…inflicted on 
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society by sinful men” (Cruea 190). Fortunately for the minds suspicious of the 

breaking of traditional roles, “church work” aligned perfectly with the submissive and 

domestic role of women and so did not jeopardize social stratification in a way that 

other social activities would have done (Welter 153). Of course, no woman in her right 

senses would allow any “intellectual pursuits” to interfere with her womanly duties in 

the domestic sphere (153). Hence, social activity in the form of religious work was 

sensible as it promoted the same duties. Other socioeconomic factors also contributed to 

women’s necessity to venture into the social spheres, such as filling job positions during 

the Civil War and securing an income for survival after being widowed (Cruea 190-91). 

Out of these circumstances, a new ideal, the Real Woman, emerged. This ideal 

promoted physical activity for the sake of their health, “a minor degree of 

independence, and…economic self-sufficiency as a means of survival” (191). While this 

allowed women to enter the social sphere to a slightly greater extent, the jobs available 

were still directly connected to the domestic sphere, and the primary responsibilities 

were still considered those of a wife and mother. “A wife who submerged her own 

talents to work for her husband” (Welter 160) was praised as an exemplary woman. 

As women became increasingly involved in the “moral and cultural welfare of 

their communities”, they successively gained more access to the social sphere in a 

“‘legal, political, spatial, and cultural sense’”, which created opportunities to take jobs 

outside the realm of the domestic sphere (Cruea 193). The Public Woman emerged 

under these circumstances, as an ideal promoting increased access to the public realms. 

Innovations such as the typewriter created the opportunity to take work as 

stenographers, typists, and writers (however for a minimal wage) (195-96). Indeed, the 

increased popularity of the novel as a literary form created opportunities for 

professional writing for women and gave them “a public forum through which they 

could share experiences in an effort to reveal common concerns [and] explore solutions 
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to the social problems that plagued [them]” (197). However, this opportunity was 

countered by the difficulty of being published: “after all, from a patriarchal standpoint, 

women’s perspectives, feelings, and opinions don’t count unless they conform to those 

of patriarchy” (Tyson 91). It should be taken into account that Tyson’s generalization 

on this matter fails to account for female writers like Jane Austen, who was moderately 

successful as a published writer during her lifetime. Of course, it should also be noted 

that Austen, like many other female writers of the time, published her work 

anonymously. Regardless, the difficulty of being published was a common concern for 

many female writers, a perfect example being Kate Chopin’s novel The Awakening, 

which was “was buried due to its feminist content, not to be reprinted until it was 

rediscovered by feminists in the late 1960s” (90). 

In the two final decades of the nineteenth century, the new “generation of 

women”, brought up by their “‘public’ mothers”, demanded even more out of society 

(Cruea 198). They had witnessed first-hand the struggles of women in gaining limited 

public access and were not content with settling for this position. The New Woman 

demanded complete emancipation “from the social expectations and conventions forced 

upon them by tradition” - rights previously unimagined by their foremothers (198). It 

was their firm opinion that “gender, no more than race, should determine human rights 

or a person’s sphere of living” (199). With equal access to education being a primary 

part of their “‘first self-conscious demands’”, women began to attend not just women’s 

colleges, but also male universities (199). They were met with heavy opposition from 

their male peers, viewing their entrance as an “invasion” of a space designated to them 

(199). However, the hard resistance with which these women were met did not 

discourage them from pursuing the right to equal education; by finding support from 

other females venturing into the same spheres, they formed a “sisterhood” to help each 

other in their collective pursuit.  
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Of course, education was not the only concern for these women; rights to jobs 

outside the domestic sphere and a career that could meet “her personal needs and [fulfil] 

her interests” was of equal importance (Cruea 200). Thus, “rejecting marriage and 

motherhood” as the soul fulfilling occupational position for women, they placed a heavy 

focus on “emotional and intellectual fulfillment” (200). Citing the work of Carrol 

Smith-Rosenberg addressing gender relations in Victorian America, Cruea notes that the 

number of women college graduates who chose independence over marriage “from the 

1870’s through the 1920’s” rose tremendously to between 40 and 60 percent (200). 

However, they did not amount to a majority on a larger scale, as “only 10 percent of all 

American women” chose to remain unmarried during this time-period (200). Thus, 

despite the development from the True Woman to the New Woman - “a transformation 

as startling in its ways as the abolition of slavery or the coming of the machine age” - 

the influence of traditional Victorian ideals was hard to erase; according to Welter, the 

“mystique” of womanhood “persisted, bringing guilt and confusion in the midst of 

opportunity” (Welter 174). 

This complete rejection of marriage, motherhood, and the domestic sphere, 

previously unthought of, was at odds with practically every contemporary social norm, 

and the public response was not encouraging to this radical movement (Cruea 200). It 

has been argued that “the ‘real gender drama in this period involve[d] the changes in 

men’s lives and their reactions to them’” (Kimmel 266). Quoting the prominent 

sociologist William J. Goode on the topic of the women’s movement and the sociology 

of superordinates, Kimmel writes that the smallest of losses of superiority was 

perceived by men as a threat (266). Furthermore, for the sake of upholding American 

civilization, the New Woman was advised to “assimilate back into mainstream culture 

through marriage or else be considered a lonely, old spinster” (Cruea 202). If women 

were not at home, upholding “‘virtues as grace, gentleness, beauty, courtesy, and 
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piety’”, then the home as a safe haven for the hard-working man would cease to exist 

(202). Naturally, this can be perceived as an overextended generalization. However, the 

structural changes would have altered and affected the everyday life for many men, who 

were used to coming home to arms of gentleness, dinner at the table, and a clean house. 

Without women making use of their natural tendency to be virtuous by maintaining the 

domestic sphere, “the public feared the desecration” of the civilized, American home 

(202). 

While “getting beyond” a dominating ideology of thought is a relevant obstacle 

for any theory, it is rarely addressed so explicitly as within feminism (Tyson 94). There 

are many diverging ideas of how to get beyond a patriarchal ideology, and while some 

argue that one should be careful to make use of other theoretical frameworks (such as 

Marxism) due to their patriarchal underpinnings, others see the benefit of incorporating 

ideas from other fields as it can be helpful in making new connections and broaden the 

understanding of the female experience (Tyson 93-4). According to Tyson, “one of 

feminism’s strengths is the freedom with which it borrows ideas from other theories and 

adapts them to its own rapidly evolving needs” (94). Being, thus, an interdisciplinary 

field, feminism can attack the obstacle of getting beyond a patriarchal ideology from 

many different angles. 

One of the main distinctions made by feminists is that of sex and gender, where 

sex is the biological construction of the human body as male or female. Gender, on the 

other hand, is the culturally constructed roles which society ascribes to individuals as 

either feminine or masculine (Tyson 86). Within the English language, the distinction 

between those two, indeed very different categorizations, often gets lost. The split 

between male/masculine and female/feminine is easily overlooked, and the pairs 

become synonyms. This idea of being born into a gender is exactly what Simone de 
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Beauvoir reacted against in The Second Sex (1949) when she wrote that “one is not 

born, but rather becomes, a woman.” 

On the topic of gender, Judith Butler argued that “the repeated public 

‘performance’ of gender reinforces gender identity” (Wrede 10). With this argument, 

she also made clear the relationship between gender and space (10). Prerna Siwach 

elaborates on this relationship by stating that spaces are gendered; spaces are here 

defined as not restricted to geographic locations but include “everyday spaces”. 

Straightforward examples of considered gendered spaces are those of public and private 

space, where the public space– “the space of transcendence, production, politics, and 

power” –is designated to men, while the “private productive space–the sphere of 

reproduction–is the women’s space” (Siwach). This perspective acknowledges “the 

complexities of a patriarchal society” and it is clear how the patriarchal definitions of 

gender roles “help [sustain] gender stratification on the physical space” (Siwach). 

One of the main messages of Virginia Woolf’s essay ‘A Room of One’s Own’ is 

that women’s creativity as artists and writers is inhibited by the lack of space within and 

outside their designated sphere as determined by societal structures: “all the conditions 

of her life, all her own instincts, were hostile to the state of mind which is needed to set 

free whatever is in the brain” (43). Women confined to the domestic sphere were never 

allowed a personal space, nor as little as “‘half [an] hour… that they [could] call their 

own’” without being interrupted (56). Woolf reflects on her own experience of being 

secured with a fixed income, and what difference this made to her conditions with 

reference to her previous circumstances. She concludes that a steady income released 

her from the hard work and long hours which prevented her from thought and creativity, 

and as she depicts herself on a bench by a river, in a moment of tranquility, she writes, 

Thought…had let its line down into the stream. It swayed, minute after minute, 

hither and thither among the reflections and the weeds, letting the water lift it 
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and sink it until—you know the little tug—the sudden conglomeration of an idea 

at the end of one's line: and then the cautious hauling of it in, and the careful 

laying of it out. (Woolf 5) 

The concept of space seems to be crucial for any man or woman in terms of not only 

creativity but also thought. The difference, however, is evidently the availability of 

space; a woman was confined to the domestic sphere, and with her home being her 

place of work (and of course, her home not being the property of her but of her 

husband), no room was designated to her as her own space. Attempting to venture 

outside this sphere mainly led to dead ends. For a woman, the obstacle thus becomes 

that of creating a space of her own where she is free to reflect, to think, to feel. 

On the topic of gender consciousness, Temma Kaplan brings forward the idea of 

female consciousness. The concept of female consciousness is defined as the 

“recognition of what a particular class, culture, and historical period expect from 

women” (545). Further, she elaborates on this definition, stating that a woman with 

female consciousness embraces the conventions of the gender-based system in the 

society of which she is part. According to her, “such consciousness emerges from the 

division of labor by sex, which assigns women the responsibility of preserving life” 

(545). A woman with female consciousness, then, is a woman who adheres to the 

patriarchal structures which ascribe to women the duties of marriage, tending to 

domestic labor, and childbearing. 

Pearl Green states that “women become feminists either through a change in 

consciousness…or as a result of particular socialization patterns” (359). Consciousness 

is here defined as “the organization of perceptions of women that [include] an 

awareness or self-consciousness of this organization” (Green 359). In other words, 

having a feminist consciousness entails an awareness of the interpretation of 

circumstances or conventions as discriminating towards the female self, and, by 
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extension, the female gender. Sara Ahmed further describes the process of a change in 

consciousness, suggesting that it begins with a sensation. The initial response to 

something is not “organized or intentional” but leaves one “with an impression that is 

not clear or distinct” (Ahmed 22). She further states that 

Only when we reflect on our initially puzzling irritability, revulsion, anger, or 

fear may we bring to consciousness our ‘gut- level’ awareness that we are in a 

situation of coercion, cruelty, injustice or danger’...Maybe it begins as a 

background anxiety, like a humming noise that gradually gets louder over time 

so that it begins to fill your ear, canceling out other sounds…A sensation that 

begins at the back of your mind, an uneasy sense of something amiss, gradually 

comes forward, as things come up. (Ahmed 27) 

It becomes increasingly clear that a change in consciousness requires time for reflection 

on the initial sensation of something being ‘amiss’. 

Considering the information that has been provided this far, it can be concluded 

that the main obstacle for a woman in the nineteenth century to get beyond patriarchal 

ideology is the lack of a personal space where she could reflect upon her own feelings, 

thoughts, and desires. Being further discouraged to communicate her needs or feelings, 

encouraged to sacrifice her personal desires for the greater good of the American 

civilization, and advised that “it [is] better to pray than think” (Welter 153), she is prone 

to ask the same question as the nameless narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper”: “What is 

one to do?” 

“An Extinct Angel” 

In “An Extinct Angel”, the narrator tells the reader about the hardships of women 

during a time when what Barbara Welter described as ‘the cult of true womanhood’ 

ruled the perceptions of reality. According to Michela Barisonzi, the well-known 
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expression “The Angel in the House” initially comes from Coventry Patmore’s poem 

with the same title. She states that 

The poem is dedicated to Patmore’s wife, whom he considered the perfect 

spouse according to Victorian standards, as exemplified by verses such as ‘Man 

must be pleased [...] Dearly devoted to his arms; / She loves with love that 

cannot tire’ (125-26). This expression came to be used in reference to the 

Victorian ideal woman as a devoted mother and a loyal and perfect spouse, 

while at the same time it gained use as a criticism of this nineteenth-century 

female stereotype. (Barisonzi 128) 

It is evident that Charlotte Perkins Gilman wrote “An Extinct Angel” in reaction to this 

female stereotype, as she, as Barisonzi puts it, “describes, through a pungent irony, the 

subalternate role of the woman in the household…and the highly moral condemnation, 

reserved for those ‘angels that dare to fall, failing to perform as expected’” (128).  

The narrator relates information about the lives of “a species of angels” that used 

to inhabit close to every household around the planet. These angels are described as 

being owned by human beings, their virtues being of the utmost advantage to their 

owners. Certainly, there is no doubt that these angels are representations of the ideal 

True Woman of the Victorian period, whose duty it was “to assuage, to soothe, to 

comfort, to delight” (Gilman 6). The narrator further tells of the paradoxical nature of 

the domestic work these angels must perform, such as “kitchen service, cleaning, 

sewing, nursing, and other mundane tasks”, which came to fall upon these virtuous 

creatures due to a natural limitation for any real human to perform such ‘mundane tasks’ 

(6). Furthermore, the narrator stresses the necessity to perform such household work 

“without the slightest diminution of the angelic virtues”, since a fallen angel faced 

severe punishment and condemnation by the human owner (6). As Welter wrote, “a 

‘fallen woman’ was a ‘fallen angel,’ unworthy of the celestial company of her sex…to 
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be guilty of such a crime, in the women’s magazines at least, brought madness or death” 

(154). The tragedy of an angel who had lost her virtues was thus the optimal way to 

scare other women into adhering to conventions, a fact which the narrator in “An 

Extinct Angel” addresses: “She was a great convenience to walk on, and, as was stoutly 

maintained by the human creature, helped keep the other angels clean” (6). The irony 

with which all this information is presented assures the reader that the narrator is well 

aware of the oppression of women and the damage inflicted upon these ‘angels’ by 

patriarchal ideology. It can thus be concluded that the narrator has a feminist 

consciousness. 

Furthermore, it becomes evident that the angels in “An Extinct Angel” possess a 

female consciousness. With a pitiful tone, the narrator tells of the angels’ inability to see 

past the conventions and perceptions of the time: “the angels—bless their submissive, 

patient hearts!—never thought of questioning it” (6). The angels adhered to the 

expectations of society and reconciled the idea that “the angel was an angel and the 

work was an angel’s work” (6). The narrator particularly attributes this to the fact that 

“every possible care was taken to prevent the angels from learning anything” of the 

human wisdom, which tells of the brutality of denying half of the inhabitants on the 

planet any source for information except the “books of advice” written by men “on how 

they should behave” (7). This further indicates the lack of access to the social sphere as 

a major attribute to the angels’ inability to ‘get beyond patriarchal ideology’ (7). Being 

confined to the home, they had no other idea to rely on and simply accepted their role; 

because “what more [could] you want?” (7). However, the lack of personal space for 

contemplation of personal feelings is also suggested to play a part in their ability to 

reconcile with their circumstances; the existence of the angel is described as only for the 

benefit of the human, and “unless self-sacrifice may be called a passion”, an angel was 

not to have any personal passions at all (7). An angel, then, was supposed to live out her 
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life without considering herself and her own wishes, neglecting that she could even 

have any personal passions, and to be fully devoted to making the human’s life 

smoother, more peaceful, and more joyful. 

As the narrator proceeds, the reader is provided with evidence of a changing 

consciousness among the angels - a process of a developing feminist consciousness. 

Despite the hardships of the life of the angels and the continuous efforts made by the 

human to keep them in their place, “little by little…the angel longed for, found and ate 

the fruit of the forbidden tree of knowledge” (7). It can be argued that the narrator is 

referring to the continuous efforts made by women to gain increased access to the social 

sphere which led to a gradual change of ideals of womanhood in the nineteenth century, 

resulting in the transition from the True Woman to the New Woman. Through this 

transition, the angel realized that she was not a celestial creature with inherent virtues, 

but a human being with her own feelings and desires. The narrator states that “in that 

day she surely died” (7). Having finally found her way to knowledge about the ways in 

which she has been wronged by a society that has excluded her and denied her human 

rights, the New Woman had successfully killed ‘the angel in the house’ and taken her 

true shape as a human being. The narrator proclaims that, although there are still angels 

to be found “in places where no access is to be had to the deadly fruit…the race as a 

race is extinct” (7), ensuring the reader that the New Woman is here to stay.  

“The Yellow Wallpaper” 

The story revolves around the narrator and her small family and takes place in the 

country where they have rented an ancestral home over the summer months to aid the 

narrator’s recovery from what her physician husband has declared to be a slight 

depression. As the small family arrives at the ancestral home, the narrator explains that 

she asked to be placed in a room on the ground floor, which “opened on the piazza and 
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had roses all over the window” (22), but her husband/doctor did not pay any attention to 

her wishes. Being a man of reason, one who is “practical in the extreme” (21), he would 

never act based on fancies, but reasonably argues against this room on account of 

(according to him) practical inconveniences. In fact, every time the narrator relates a 

wish she has made to her husband about her circumstances, it is inevitably followed by, 

“but John would not hear of it” (22). She is placed, seemingly strategically, in a room in 

the attic with “barred windows”, a “heavy bedstead” which is nailed to the floor, and a 

“gate at the head of the stairs” leading up to the room (23). All these details speak of the 

entrapment the narrator is experiencing, being confined to this room against her will, 

but more extensively to her situation in marriage and life; the barred windows and gate 

by the stairs indicate her confinement to the domestic sphere, the nailed-down bedstead 

her obligation to turn to motherhood as her primary occupation. Being thus situated in 

this room in the attic that she despises, in a house that is not hers, she does not have a 

room of her own, a personal space for reflection and contemplation. 

It becomes increasingly clear that the narrator is well aware of what is expected 

of her, and that she tries hard to meet these expectations. As Welter wrote, it was a 

woman’s duty to make sure “that her home shall be made a loving place of rest and joy 

and comfort for those who are dear to her” (166-67). The narrator in “The Yellow 

Wallpaper” confides to the reader that she “meant to be such a help to John, such a real 

rest and comfort” (23), indicating that she, indeed, is aware of her duty as a woman and 

wife according to societal norms. Furthermore, she expresses her disappointment in not 

being able to perform those duties: “It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in any 

way…here I am a comparative burden already” (23). Additionally, according to Welter, 

a woman was expected to accept submission and adhere to her husband’s orders (161). 

In “The Yellow Wallpaper”, the narrator relates how her husband “is very careful and 

loving, and hardly lets [her] stir without special direction” (22). Even though she 
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acknowledges that she “disagree[s] with their ideas” (21) and personally believes that 

his instructed restrictions on her mental and physical activity are aggravating her 

condition, she is burdened with guilt for not being more grateful for his support: “he 

takes all care from me, and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more” (22). At 

least initially, she tries hard to do as told and ignore her own feelings: “I get 

unreasonably angry with John sometimes…But John says if I feel so I shall neglect 

proper self-control; so I take pains to control myself” (22). Considering this evidence in 

the context of Kaplan’s definition of female consciousness, it is evident that the 

narrator/protagonist indeed recognizes the conventions and structures making up the 

society of which she is part and that she makes an effort to adhere to these structures. 

It is evident that the narrator has a love for writing, and had she had the choice, 

it does not seem unlikely that she would have pursued a career as a professional writer. 

Unfortunately, contemporary structures prevent her from pursuing anything other than 

success in domestic work and motherhood. The narrator admits that it is her personal 

belief that “congenial work, with excitement and change, would do [her] good” (21). It 

becomes evident that congenial work, to her, is writing, as she continues: “I did write 

for a while in spite of them; but it does exhaust me a good deal—having to be so sly 

about it, or else meet with heavy opposition” (21). Her husband “hates to have [her] 

write a word” (23) and has ordered her to avoid work completely, domestic or 

otherwise, until she has recuperated from what he has diagnosed as “a slight hysterical 

tendency” (21). The narrator writes: “He says that with my imaginative power and habit 

of story-making a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited 

fancies, and that I ought to use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try” 

(24). Finding no support for her interests and beliefs, she tries hard to accommodate her 

husband/doctor, but it comes at the cost of repressing her own thoughts, feelings, and 

desires. 
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In an effort to avoid contemplating her condition, as advised, the narrator 

develops a fixation with the wallpaper in her room, and this wallpaper comes to act as a 

facilitator to her process of realization. She begins to analyze the wallpaper and finds 

that “[it] has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, for 

you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then” (25). As she studies the 

wallpaper extensively, she occasionally discerns “a strange, provoking, formless sort of 

figure, that seems to sulk about behind that silly and conspicuous front design (25)”. 

Citing the influential studies of Gilman’s short story by feminist critics Anette Kolodny, 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Jean E. Kennard writes that “the narrator creates 

meaning in the wallpaper in her need to find an image of herself which will affirm the 

truth of her own situation and hence her identity” (177). Considering this, it is evident 

that the narrator, by reading into the wallpaper, is trying to make sense of her own, 

repressed feelings about her circumstances.  

On multiple occasions, the narrator relates her own disagreement to what is 

rationalized and communicated by her husband, but “like so many women up to the 

present day, she has internalized society’s expectations of women” (Kennard 176). For 

the narrator, “this conflict is felt as a split within herself” (176). This split is conveyed 

through her efforts to decipher the meaning of the wallpaper. Despite the pattern being 

“dull enough to confuse the eye in following” (23), the narrator is determined to “follow 

that pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion” (26). Gilbert and Gubar describe the 

wallpaper as a symbol for the social structures: “as ‘ancient, smoldering, ‘unclean’ as 

the oppressive structures of the society in which [the narrator] finds herself’” (Kennard 

175). Eventually, the narrator writes: “Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get 

clearer every day. It is always the same shape, only very numerous. And it is like a 

woman stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern. I don’t like it a bit. I 

wonder—I begin to think—I wish John would take me away from here!” (28). It is 
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evident that the narrator is beginning to realize the horrible truth of her reality, but she 

interrupts her own train of thoughts with a wish to step back into the ‘comfort’ of reality 

as she has known it all her life; a reality where she is subordinate, and her husband can 

save her from her own fragile mind. As Sara Ahmed points out, developing a feminist 

consciousness is a process, and often a painful one: “sometimes we are too fragile to do 

this work; we cannot risk being shattered because we are not ready to put ourselves 

back together again” (27). For this reason, the narrator separates her own perception 

from the normative and accepted perception of reality, and, with her mind, creates this 

‘double’ of herself which is trapped behind the front pattern of the wallpaper. This 

allows her to take a step back from the intensity of her developing realization and 

observe it more objectively. 

Successively, the narrator starts to redefine her situation and create a space of 

her own. Kennard states that “it is significant that the central experience…takes place” 

in an “enclosed…room” and that the narrator “crawl[s] around its perimeter” (181). She 

elaborates on this by suggesting that “although still indicative in contemporary fiction 

by women of the limitations of women’s sphere…rooms are also claimed as 

independent space” (181). In “The Yellow Wallpaper”, a transition of the physical space 

in which the narrator finds herself is evident. This process of transition starts with a 

change in her behavior; she becomes increasingly obstinate and writes, “I don’t feel as 

if it was worth while to turn my hand over for anything, and I’m getting dreadfully 

fretful and querulous” (26). Up to this point, she has kept her opinions to herself and 

only written them down on paper, in secret, whenever she has had the opportunity and 

privacy. At this stage, however, she starts to mediate her disagreement verbally; she 

contradicts her husband’s assertions about her physical improvement: “‘I don’t weigh a 

bit more,’ said I, ‘nor as much’” (28). Furthermore, she is showing physical resistance 

by demanding solitude and by “always lock[ing] the door” so that she can “creep by 
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daylight” (32). Eventually, the narrator has successfully created ‘a room of her own’: “I 

have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path. I don’t want to go 

out, and I don’t want to have anybody come in” (33). As Kennard suggests, “‘You keep 

me in’ has become ‘I keep you out’” (181). The room has become her independent 

space where she is free to reflect, to feel, and to act; in passionate fury, she rips the 

wallpaper off from the wall to release her ‘double’ and reassemble herself into one 

whole, recovered human being, driven no longer by a female consciousness but by a 

feminist consciousness. It must also be noted that there is a great significance attached 

to the fact that she does not want to go outside the room anymore; she has observed the 

outside landscape with its “hedges and walls and gates that lock” (Gilman 21) 

consecutively through the barred windows. She knows that, as of yet, there is no space 

outside this room that she is allowed to venture into or can claim as her own. 

By releasing the ‘double’ that she created with her mind and integrating back 

into herself her own true emotions and perceptions, she has successfully dislodged the 

idealistic True Woman from her mind. Although the common conception is that the 

narrator has finally deteriorated into insanity at this stage, one must keep in mind that 

contemporary conventions prohibited women writers from departing from patriarchal 

expectations of art or else “face the consequences (as Kate Chopin did at the turn of the 

twentieth century when her work was buried due to its feminist content, not to be 

reprinted until it was rediscovered by feminists in the late 1960s)” (Tyson 90). It can 

thus be argued that, by presenting an end-state that could reasonably be perceived as 

insanity by the common people, Charlotte Perkins Gilman successfully and cleverly hid 

the truth in the ‘sub pattern’ of the text for other women to discover. Considering this, 

one cannot read “The Yellow Wallpaper” without recognizing the encouragement of a 

change in consciousness and an appeal to kill ‘the angel in the house’. 
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“The Story of an Hour” 

The short story revolves around a young wife, Mrs. Mallard, and, as the title suggests, 

plays itself out over the course of an hour. Despite her young age, she is “afflicted with 

a heart trouble” (4). What sort of heart trouble she suffers from is never explained 

specifically, however, taking the history of women’s conditions into account, it can very 

well be assumed that the pressures of her domestic confinement and subservient 

position have given her physical ailments related to mental stress and isolation. As 

Xuemei Wan writes, “only when she was told the news of her husband’s sudden death 

did she breathe the free and fresh air” (168). Furthermore, the way in which Mrs. 

Mallard is “pressed down [into an armchair] by a physical exhaustion that haunted her 

body and seemed to reach into her soul” (Chopin 4) speaks of the physical exhaustion 

her domestic obligations have brought upon her, but also of the effect that submission 

has on her mentality and spirit. Physically, she is described as a woman “with a fair, 

calm face, whose lines bespoke repression” (4). The fairness suggests the limited 

amount of time outside she gets and thus tells of her confinement to the house. That her 

‘lines bespoke repression’ indicates how her own will has been neglected, even by 

herself, and can further be seen as evidence of the efforts made by her to adhere to the 

expectations of her as a woman and wife according to social norms. Thus, it can be 

declared that Mrs. Mallard has had a female consciousness up to this point. 

Just as for the narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper”, the concept of space 

becomes an important aspect for Mrs. Mallard. Upon receiving the news of her 

husband’s death in careful, “broken sentences”, the protagonist cries “with sudden, wild 

abandonment” at the loss of her significant other (4). However, “when the storm of grief 

[has] spent itself”, she leaves her messengers to lock herself in a room (4). Kennard’s 

recognition of the meaning of enclosed rooms as indicators of “independent space[s]” 
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(181) becomes relevant in relation to “The Story of an Hour” as well. As the protagonist 

locks herself in a room, allowing “no one [to] follow her”, she creates a personal space, 

a ‘room of her own’ as Woolf phrased it. She sits in an armchair with “a dull stare in her 

eyes…It was not a glance of reflection, but rather indicated a suspension of intelligent 

thought” (4). Josephine and Richards seem to be representations of patriarchal ideology 

as they beg her to open the door in fear of her making herself ill by contemplation, 

which indicates the assumed fragility of the female mind. Only when she has locked 

herself in and away from them is she able to reflect on her true feelings about the new 

situation she finds herself in, as a widow. 

It is of significance that the window in her room is open, allowing her to observe 

“the tops of trees…[and] the patches of blue sky”, to feel “the breath of rain”, and to 

hear “countless sparrows…twittering in the eaves” (4). She is “drinking in a very elixir 

of life through that open window” (5). While the narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper” is 

surrounded by “barred windows” (23), cultivated gardens, and numerous “hedges and 

walls and gates that lock” (Gilman 21), Mrs. Mallard is surrounded by open views and 

open nature. Kennard writes that “like so many other women in literature, the only 

access to nature the narrator [in “The Yellow Wallpaper”] has is to a carefully cultivated 

and confined garden” (175). She further notes that “Gilbert and Gubar point out that, in 

contrast, the idea of ‘open country’ is the place of freedom” (175). This contrast 

conveys the difference in opportunities for freedom outside their rooms for the two 

protagonists; while the former is still trapped in marriage, the latter is not. Mrs. Mallard 

is widowed and has thus been presented with the possibility to live for herself, to choose 

not to remarry. 

It becomes evident that Mrs. Mallard struggles to accept her own emotions and 

conception of reality. She is “beginning to recognize” the realization of her own truth 

that is “approaching to possess her” (4). Just like Ahmed points out, putting in motion 
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the work of developing a feminist consciousness “is often about timing” and requires an 

individual to be “prepared to be undone” (22). The death of her husband acts as the 

catalyst and her ability to create a personal space provides the opportunity for her 

process of realization. However, like the narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper”, Mrs. 

Mallard is fearful of the “creeping” realization “coming to her…too subtle and elusive 

to name” (4). She is “striving to beat it back with her will- -as powerless as her two 

white slender hands would have been” (4). This line emphasizes the dual nature of her 

life: “‘that outward existence which conforms, the inward life which questions’…her 

social role conflicts with her true identity’” (Wan 168). Furthermore, her ‘powerless’, 

‘white’, and ‘slender hands’ also indicate the physical and mental fatigue the domestic 

confinement has caused her. Her mind, however, seems to represent the “strength” 

conveyed in her face, and it is this inner existence that she is trying to fight back with 

her will in an attempt to avoid ‘coming undone’. 

At last, Mrs. Mallard caves in to her inner strength and allows her own, true 

emotions and perceptions to successively take over. The process is careful at first: “a 

little whispered word escaped her slightly parted lips. She said it over and over under 

her breath: ‘free, free, free!’” (4). No sooner than she has uttered the word, the rest of 

her body follows in a complete awakening: “The vacant stare and the look of terror that 

had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen and bright. Her pulses beat fast, 

and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body” (4). Discarding the 

thought of whether the exalted joy she feels would be “monstrous” considering the 

circumstances, she contemplates her new situation with excitement: 

There would be no one to live for her during those coming years; she would live 

for herself. There would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind 

persistence with which men and women believe they have a right to impose a 

private will upon a fellow-creature. A kind intention or a cruel intention made 
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the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon it in that brief moment of 

illumination. (Chopin 5). 

It is evident that, at this stage, she has completely developed a feminist consciousness, a 

transition that makes her whole body and mind come to life. As she opens the door and 

enters the rest of the world anew, she has a “feverish triumph in her eyes” and strides 

“like a goddess of Victory” (5). 

The most significant line in terms of her feminist awakening is the very last one. 

As her husband suddenly shows up at the door, having not, in fact, been killed in an 

accident but had been far from the scene. Due to the expressed fragility of her heart and 

fear of how a shock would affect her condition, Richards jumps in front of her in an 

attempt to shield her from the view of her alive and well husband. The narrator 

concludes: “But Richards was too late. When the doctors came they said she had died of 

heart disease—of joy that kills” (5). Relating back to the narrator in “An Extinct 

Angel”, who proclaims the death of the angel upon realization of her true shape as a 

human being, it is evident that the death of Mrs. Mallard is rather ambiguous in its 

meaning. While the literal level of the text declares her actual, physical death, there is 

another layer to the text; Mrs. Mallard’s transition from a female consciousness to a 

feminist consciousness represents the historical transition from the True Woman - ‘the 

angel in the house’ - to the New Woman. She has claimed her life as her own and 

created her own identity as a human being, and, in the process, successfully killed the 

Angel. As was stated in relation to Perkins Gilman’s ending of “The Yellow 

Wallpaper”, the conventional restrictions on art which hindered female authors from 

diverging from patriarchal expectations (Tyson 90) must be taken into account. Equally 

successfully, Kate Chopin managed to hide her strong feminist content between the 

lines of her short story about ‘poor’ Mrs. Mallard. 



 

24 

 

Conclusion 

When considering the analyses made, a set of conclusions can be made. What becomes 

strikingly clear is the importance of space as a facilitator for the process of developing a 

feminist consciousness. In “An Extinct Angel”, the angels’ confinement to the domestic 

sphere hindered their development of a feminist consciousness. Being isolated to the 

home and allowed access only to the male descriptions of what a ‘woman’ is and how 

she should behave, they had no possibility to share their experiences with other females 

or to even realize that they were exposed to gender oppression. The cult of true 

womanhood had a strong influence on the common view of society and how it should 

function. However, the angels’ gradual access to knowledge, which hints at women’s 

gradual success in claiming rights to access the social sphere, allowed them to finally 

realize the generality of the oppression of the entire female sex. In proclaiming the 

death of the angel as the result of the emergence of the New Woman, Perkins Gilman 

indicates that the female fight for a right to social spaces acts as the facilitator for the 

development of a feminist consciousness. 

In “The Yellow Wallpaper”, the narrator’s process of realization starts as she 

enters the room in the attic. Her female consciousness initially hinders her from coming 

to terms with her own feelings. Still, by creating a double of herself and positioning this 

double behind the front pattern of the wallpaper, she makes use of the room that she is 

confined to and gradually realizes the gruesome reality of her situation. By finally 

claiming the room as her own and locking everyone else out of it, she finds the strength 

to accept her own truth and reintegrates into herself the feminist consciousness, 

previously confined to the wallpaper.  

Similarly, in “The Story of an Hour”, Mrs. Mallard’s development of a feminist 

consciousness starts the moment she steps into the room. It is evident that she has been 
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inflicted with both mental and physical ailments, caused by the subservient position she 

has been forced into by gender, and that she has repressed her own opinions about the 

matter up until the point of her husband’s ‘sudden death’. As Josephine and Richards 

beg her to open the door, they express fear of what ‘intelligent thought’ might do to her 

fragile mind; they fear that she is making herself ill. They act as reminders of the 

subservient state that Mrs. Mallard is still confined to due to contemporary beliefs about 

the fragility of the female body and mind. Mrs. Mallard, however, does not allow 

anyone into her room, nor does she make an exit before coming to terms with herself 

and her own feelings. The concept of space is suggested to play a pivotal part in the 

protagonist’s ability to start her process of awakening and develop a feminist 

consciousness. 

Considering the idea of literary conventions as described by Tyson, it can be 

declared that the success for female authors in getting published depended on their 

acceptance of the patriarchal expectations of art. Regarding novel writing, this meant 

that feminist content was prohibited from entering the literary market on account of the 

unsettling consequences of such content for the social structure. For authors like Perkins 

Gilman and Chopin, who are known for their feminist opinions, this meant that the 

ability to publish a story concerning the female experience required wits enough to 

disguise the content in an ambiguous narrative, seemingly adhering to conventions and 

ending with the obstinate woman’s death or deterioration into madness. But the feminist 

message would be there for the female reader, who would recognize her own experience 

and realize the generality of the patriarchal oppression of women, to find. Through these 

short stories, Chopin and Perkins Gilman describe the female experience and propose 

the claiming of space as the solution to end female repression. Thus, these stories can be 

read as an appeal for a social awakening of the feminist consciousness - an appeal to kill 

‘the angel in the house’.  
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