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Introduction

“Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no
gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the
freedom of my mind.”

— Virginia Woolf

Feminist literature is fiction, nonfiction, drama, or poetry,
which supports the feminist goals of defining, establishing,
and defending equal civil, political, economic, and social
rights for women. It often identifies women's roles as
unequal to those of men - particularly as regarding status,
privilege, and power - and generally portrays the
consequences to women, men, families, communities, and
societies as undesirable.

In the 15th Century, Christine de Pizan wrote The Book of
the City of Ladies which combats prejudices and enhances
the importance of women in society. The book follows the
model of De Mulieribus Claris, written in the 14th Century by
Giovanni Boccaccio.

The feminist movement produced feminist fiction, feminist
non-fiction, and feminist poetry, which created new interest
in women's writing. It also prompted a general reevaluation
of women's historical and academic contributions in
response to the belief that women's lives and contributions
have been underrepresented as areas of scholarly interest.
There has also been a close link between feminist literature



and activism, with feminist writing typically voicing key
concerns or ideas of feminism in a particular era.

Much of the early feminist literary scholarship was given
over to the rediscovery and reclamation of texts written by
women. In Western feminist literary scholarship, Studies like
Dale Spender's Mothers of the Novel (1986) and Jane
Spencer's The Rise of the Woman Novelist (1986) were
ground-breaking in their insistence that women have always
been writing.

Commensurate with this growth in scholarly interest,
various presses began the task of reissuing long-out-of-print
texts. Virago Press began to publish its large list of 19th and
early-20th-century novels in 1975 and became one of the
first commercial presses to join in the project of reclamation.
In the 1980s, Pandora Press, responsible for publishing
Spender's study, issued a companion line of 18th-century
novels written by women. More recently, Broadview Press
continues to issue 18th- and 19th-century novels, many
hitherto out of print, and the University of Kentucky has a
series of republications of early women's novels.

Particular works of literature have come to be known as key
feminist texts. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)
by Mary Wollstonecraft, is one of the earliest works of
feminist philosophy. A Room of One's Own (1929) by Virginia
Woolf, is noted in its argument for both a literal and figural
space for women writers within a literary tradition
dominated by patriarchy. Germaine Greer's The Female
Eunuch (1970) questions the self-limiting role of the woman
homemaker.

The widespread interest in women's writing is related to a
general reassessment and expansion of the literary canon.
Interest in post-colonial literature, gay and lesbian literature,
writing by people of color, working people's writing, and the
cultural productions of other historically marginalized



groups have resulted in a whole scale expansion of what is
considered "literature" and genres hitherto not regarded as
"literary" such as children's writing, journals, letters, travel
writing, and many others are now the subjects of scholarly
interest. Most genres and subgenres have undergone a
similar analysis, so literary studies have entered new
territories such as the "female gothic" or women's science
fiction.

According to Elyce Rae Helford, "Science fiction and fantasy
serve as important vehicles for feminist thought, particularly
as bridges between theory and practice." Feminist science
fiction is sometimes taught at the university level to explore
the role of social constructs in understanding gender.
Notable texts of this kind are Ursula K. Le Guin's The Left
Hand of Darkness (1969), Joanna Russ' The Female Man
(1970), Octavia Butler's Kindred (1979), and Margaret
Atwood's Handmaid's Tale (1985).

Feminist nonfiction has played an important role in voicing
concerns about women's lived experiences. For example,
Maya Angelou's | Know Why The Caged Bird Sings was
extremely influential, as it represented the specific racism
and sexism experienced by black women growing up in the
United States.

In addition, many feminist movements have embraced
poetry as a vehicle to communicate feminist ideas to public
audiences through anthologies, poetry collections, and
public readings.



The Yellow Wallpaper

Charlotte Perkins Gilman

It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and
myself secure ancestral halls for the summer.

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, | would say a
haunted house, and reach the height of romantic felicity,—
but that would be asking too much of fate!

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer
about it.

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood
so long untenanted?

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in
marriage.

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with
faith, an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly
at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in
figures.

John is a physician, and perhaps—(l would not say it to a
living soul, of course, but this is dead paper and a great
relief to my mind)—perhaps that is one reason | do not get
well faster.

You see, he does not believe | am sick!
And what can one do?

If a physician of high standing, and one's own husband,
assures friends and relatives that there is really nothing the



matter with one but temporary nervous depression,—a
slight hysterical tendency,—what is one to do?

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing,
and he says the same thing.

So | take phosphates or phosphites,—whichever it is,—and
tonics, and journeys, and air, and exercise, and am
absolutely forbidden to "work" until I am well again.

Personally | disagree with their ideas.

Personally | believe that congenial work, with excitement
and change, would do me good.

But what is one to do?

| 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.

| sometimes fancy that in my condition if | had less
opposition and more society and stimulus—but John says
the very worst thing | can do is to think about my condition,
and | confess it always makes me feel bad.

So | will let it alone and talk about the house.

The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well
back from the road, quite three miles from the village. It
makes me think of English places that you read about, for
there are hedges and walls and gates that lock, and lots of
separate little houses for the gardeners and people.

There is a delicious garden! | never saw such a garden—
large and shady, full of box-bordered paths, and lined with
long grape-covered arbors with seats under them.

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now.

There was some legal trouble, | believe, something about
the heirs and co-heirs; anyhow, the place has been empty



for years.

That spoils my ghostliness, | am afraid; but | don't care—
there is something strange about the house—I can feel it.

| even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said
what | felt was a draught, and shut the window.

| get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I'm sure |
never used to be so sensitive. | think it is due to this
nervous condition.

But John says if | feel so | shall neglect proper self-control; so
| take pains to control myself,—before him, at least,—and
that makes me very tired.

| don't like our room a bit. | wanted one downstairs that
opened on the piazza and had roses all over the window,
and such pretty, old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John
would not hear of it.

He said there was only one window and not room for two
beds, and no near room for him if he took another.

He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without
special direction.

| have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he
takes all care from me, and so | feel basely ungrateful not to
value it more.

He said we came here solely on my account, that | was to
have perfect rest and all the air | could get. "Your exercise
depends on your strength, my dear," said he, "and your food
somewhat on your appetite; but air you can absorb all the
time." So we took the nursery, at the top of the house.

It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows
that look all ways, and air and sunshine galore. It was
nursery first and then playground and gymnasium, | should



judge; for the windows are barred for little children, and
there are rings and things in the walls.

The paint and paper look as if a boys' school had used it. It
is stripped off—the paper—in great patches all around the
head of my bed, about as far as | can reach, and in a great
place on the other side of the room low down. | never saw a
worse paper in my life.

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing
every artistic sin.

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced
enough to constantly irritate, and provoke study, and when
you follow the lame, uncertain curves for a little distance
they suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous
angles, destroy themselves in unheard-of contradictions.

The color is repellant, almost revolting; a smouldering,
unclean vyellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning
sunlight.

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur
tint in others.

No wonder the children hated it! | should hate it myself if |
had to live in this room long.

There comes John, and | must put this away,—he hates to
have me write a word.

We have been here two weeks, and | haven't felt like writing
before, since that first day.

| am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery,
and there is nothing to hinder my writing as much as |
please, save lack of strength.

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases
are serious.

| am glad my case is not serious!



But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing.

John does not know how much | really suffer. He knows there
is no reason to suffer, and that satisfies him.

Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not
to do my duty in any way!

| meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and
comfort, and here | am a comparative burden already!

Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little |
am able—to dress and entertain, and order things.

It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear
baby!

And yet | cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.

| suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at
me so about this wall paper!

At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he
said that | was letting it get the better of me, and that
nothing was worse for a nervous patient than to give way to
such fancies.

He said that after the wall paper was changed it would be
the heavy bedstead, and then the barred windows, and then
that gate at the head of the stairs, and so on.

"You know the place is doing you good," he said, "and really,
dear, | don't care to renovate the house just for a three
months' rental."”

"Then do let us go downstairs," | said, "there are such pretty
rooms there."

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little
goose, and said he would go down cellar if | wished, and
have it whitewashed into the bargain.



But he is right enough about the beds and windows and
things.

It is as airy and comfortable a room as any one need wish,
and, of course, | would not be so silly as to make him
uncomfortable just for a whim.

I'm really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that
horrid paper.

Out of one window | can see the garden, those mysterious
deep-shaded arbors, the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and
bushes and gnarly trees.

Out of another | get a lovely view of the bay and a little
private wharf belonging to the estate. There is a beautiful
shaded lane that runs down there from the house. | always
fancy | see people walking in these numerous paths and
arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give way to fancy
in the least. 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 | ought to
use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So | try.

| think sometimes that if | were only well enough to write a
little it would relieve the press of ideas and rest me.

But | find | get pretty tired when | try.

It is so discouraging not to have any advice and
companionship about my work. When | get really well John
says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia down for a long visit;
but he says he would as soon put fire-works in my pillow-
case as to let me have those stimulating people about now.

| wish | could get well faster.

But | must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if
it knew what a vicious influence it had!



There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a
broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you upside-
down.

| got positively angry with the impertinence of it and the
everlastingness. Up and down and sideways they crawl, and
those absurd, unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one
place where two breadths didn't match, and the eyes go all
up and down the line, one a little higher than the other.

| never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing
before, and we all know how much expression they have! |
used to lie awake as a child and get more entertainment
and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture than most
children could find in a toy-store.

| remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big old
bureau used to have, and there was one chair that always
seemed like a strong friend.

| used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce
| could always hop into that chair and be safe.

The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious,
however, for we had to bring it all from downstairs. |
suppose when this was used as a playroom they had to take
the nursery things out, and no wonder! | never saw such
ravages as the children have made here.

The wall paper, as | said before, is torn off in spots, and it
sticketh closer than a brother—they must have had
perseverance as well as hatred.

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the
plaster itself is dug out here and there, and this great heavy
bed, which is all we found in the room, looks as if it had
been through the wars.

But | don't mind it a bit—only the paper.



There comes John's sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so
careful of me! | must not let her find me writing.

She is a perfect, an enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for
no better profession. | verily believe she thinks it is the
writing which made me sick!

But | can write when she is out, and see her a long way off
from these windows.

There is one that commands the road, a lovely, shaded,
winding road, and one that just looks off over the country. A
lovely country, too, full of great elms and velvet meadows.

This wall paper 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.

But in the places where it isn't faded, and where the sun is
just so, | can see a strange, provoking, formless sort of
figure, that seems to sulk about behind that silly and
conspicuous front design.

There's sister on the stairs!

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are all gone and |
am tired out. John thought it might do me good to see a
little company, so we just had mother and Nellie and the
children down for a week.

Of course | didn't do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now.
But it tired me all the same.

John says if | don't pick up faster he shall send me to Weir
Mitchell in the fall.

But | don't want to go there at all. | had a friend who was in
his hands once, and she says he is just like John and my
brother, only more so!

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far.



| don't feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for
anything, and I'm getting dreadfully fretful and querulous.

| cry at nothing, and cry most of the time.

Of course | don't when John is here, or anybody else, but
when | am alone.

And | am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town
very often by serious cases, and Jennie is good and lets me
alone when | want her to.

So | walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit
on the porch under the roses, and lie down up here a good
deal.

I'm getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall paper.
Perhaps because of the wall paper.

It dwells in my mind so!

| lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, |
believe—and follow that pattern about by the hour. It is as
good as gymnastics, | assure you. | start, we'll say, at the
bottom, down in the corner over there where it has not been
touched, and | determine for the thousandth time that
| will follow that pointless pattern to some sort of a
conclusion.

| know a little of the principles of design, and | know this
thing was not arranged on any laws of radiation, or
alternation, or repetition, or symmetry, or anything else that
| ever heard of.

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise.

Looked at in one way, each breadth stands alone, the
bloated curves and flourishes—a kind of "debased
Romanesque" with delirium tremens—go waddling up and
down in isolated columns of fatuity.



