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“The Yellow Wallpaper,” Depression, and Misogyny
	The topic of depression in women in the late 1800’s was not addressed in the same manner as it is today. It was believed that women tended to have “hysterical tendencies” (Gillman 926), and therefore suffered occasionally with mild nervousness and depression. Most doctors thought that this was only temporary, so there was no need to worry too much about this condition. The issue doctors like Kellogg and Mitchell, it seems, had with this illness is the inability to equate it with measurable results or a definite cure. They thought rest and isolation were best for the woman until the condition improved. This is clearly not always the case, as evidenced by the narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper.”
	Mitchell assumes a nearly arrogant tone while discussing his “rest cure”. Although he found success with it when dealing with war veterans, this could very well be because the men were truly exhausted from the physical demands of battle. Women and men have different types of hormones, and Mitchell does not seem to acknowledge that this cure might not be best for everyone. He feels proud of his accomplishment in curing Mrs. G, and he takes credit for her condition’s improvement as he describes her as “what I made her” (Mitchell 942). He makes some valid points in his speech, as he recognizes the need for some exercise. He also mentions using massage therapy, which we now know can be very beneficial to one’s state of mind, depressed or not. Mitchell seems so sure of this cure that he seldom modifies it to fit the individual needs of his patients. It is not clear why Mitchell seems to believe that his patients do best when secluded, without “friends, relatives, books, and letters” (Mitchell 942). He obviously feels that these influences are factors in her stress level and does not consider that chemical imbalances and hormones might be the main cause. In my opinion, one would be better able to cope with depression and overcome it with the help of friends and family, as well as taking part in activities that can be relaxing, like reading and exercise. Unfortunately, Mitchell seems to believe that women are very fragile and are best kept quiet and calm so their condition can improve.
	Kellogg’s ideas are even more extreme than Mitchell’s in that his opinions on how women should act during pregnancy and motherhood are nearly impossible for any woman to live up to. He feels that any actions of the mother-to-be will affect the baby’s character. Kellogg asserts that a pregnant woman “should not yield to the depressing influences which often crowd upon her” (Kellogg 945), as if a woman has any control over her emotions and feelings. He thinks that if a woman gives in to those feelings, she will leave “a profoundly evil impression on the child” (Kellogg 945). She should not feel anything but calm for the well-being of the child. He goes on to say that what a woman eats affects what the child will like or crave. Any activities a woman engages in, including sex, will directly affect her child. Whatever the woman is interested in, the child will be as well. He clearly believes that a woman is completely responsible for the outcome of her child’s personality. This creates a lot of pressure for a woman to be “perfect”. Kellogg, like Mitchell, thinks that keeping a woman isolated while depressed is the best cure. He states that it is best for the woman not to be alone with her child, as he “has known many instances where attempts have been made to destroy it” (Kellogg 947). He  does not want the woman to have any visitors until “returning rationality appears”, and only then does he recognize that social interaction can be a good thing for the woman (Kellogg 948). 
	The regard with which men held women’s emotional abilities is very telling of why the narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper” came unraveled as she did. Men, particularly doctors, felt that postpartum depression was somewhat real, although they had no concept of what it was like to suffer from it. It was their opinion that women were simply exhausted and needed rest and a calm environment to recover. This theory proved two key things: they did not understand the effect of hormones on mood, and they also did not think women could handle her normal everyday life without going completely insane. Men like Kellogg who placed such high expectations on pregnant women can nearly be blamed for the detrimental effect it had on women. No woman could possibly live up to such high standards, nor could she be expected to feel overjoyed about being a new mother. 
	The narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper” goes through a range of emotions in the story. First, she is subdued, as her doctor and husband expect her to be. She seems resigned to her fate of the “rest cure” as she repeats her lament of “what can one do?” (Gillman 926). She realizes that her condition is not well understood by her husband, a physician who “scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures” (Gillman 926). Depression was not a well-studied illness during Gillman’s time, and doctors did not know how to approach the subject, other than to assume that women are just more emotional than men are. She cannot let her husband know she is writing, even though it seems to be very therapeutic for her in the beginning. He deprives her of any company or fresh air, and she stays in a room that disturbs her due to the wallpaper. Being isolated for such a period of time does not help her in the least, as she begins to obsess about the peeling wallpaper and begins to imagine things. Without any other distractions, she starts to unravel mentally. Her tone in the beginning of the story is one of gratitude towards her husband and delight in the beautiful country house, but the longer she stays in that one room, all alone, the more she starts to hate it. She loses interest in writing and spends all of her time studying the wallpaper and the imagined woman behind it. She stops sleeping, and the lack of sleep starts to affect her. She imagines the wallpaper also disturbs John and his sister. In truth, they are concerned about her well-being. By the end of the story, she is locking herself in the room to peel off the wallpaper and assumes the role of the woman she had previously imagined being behind the wallpaper. She is hallucinating about “so many of those creeping women” as she sees them everywhere she looks (Gillman 937). It is disturbing to see her condition become so much worse, and it is evident that the rest cure is not working in the least to rid her of depression.
	It is a blessing that depression has been much more studied in our time. Doctors now know that postpartum depression is a very real illness and needs to be taken seriously. It is now acceptable for women to acknowledge and discuss feelings of despair, and they are not viewed as being crazy for having such feelings. Medications are now used to assist with the body’s chemicals involved in depression. Even without medication, it is well documented that a natural cure for depression can also be achieved with proper diet, sufficient sleep, and exercise. In Gillman’s time, it was believed that the women were tired and overstimluated, causing her to be overwhelmed. Now we know that tiredness and lack of interest in pleasurable activities are actually symptoms of depression, not a cure. The best cure is to surround oneself with loved ones and fresh air. While the depressed new mother should be aware of how her illness could cause her to interact with her newborn baby, every effort should be made to bond with and spend time with the child. Mitchell and Kellogg advocated keeping mother and baby apart, which certainly could not have helped the mother in the end. Most new mothers feel overwhelmed and slightly depressed as they move into the next stage of life. There have always been high expectations placed on women to be great mothers and still maintain a household while selflessly being available to her family. The main difference between now and then is that at least now the medical profession acknowledges that depression is real, normal, and curable. One could wonder whether that has anything to do with the fact that we have many women doctors today. Not every woman is the same; therefore, the treatment should be individualized. It is reassuring that women can admit their depression without fear of being locked up in an asylum. She can carry on with her daily life while recovering rather than being expected to be isolated for months on end until the depression goes away on its own. If “The Yellow Wallpaper” were to be written today, the story would certainly be very different. The narrator’s condition would probably not have worsened if her doctor had taken the same approach with her treatment that he would today.

