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Compare-Contrast Essay: The "Chrysanthemums" And "The Yellow Wallpaper”
From the surface level, both John Steinbeck’s "Chrysanthemums" and Charlotte Perking Gilman’s “"The Yellow Wallpaper” may seem like just some interesting narratives. However, their meanings and purposes are more profound and especially in regards to the issue of gender inequality. Both narratives have some similarities and difference demonstrated through the lives and experiences of the female protagonists, husbands and as well as the settings.
The female protagonists in both narratives are used to demonstrate the oppression of women in the society. On this note, both Jane in “The Yellow Wallpaper” and Elisa, in “Chrysanthemums" are constrained and trapped in various ways. Jane is trapped naturally in her insanity and physically in the asylum ward. She wishes to get out but cannot because of the confinement. On the other hand, nature encloses Elisa in the Salinas Valley and emotionally by virtue of being a woman, she is trapped in the domestic field and away from the real world and things that pleasure her mind. She wishes to go out into the world, but forces beyond her make it impossible because of the patriarchal society that she lives in deems it unfit for a woman (Steinbeck Np). Their tribulations demonstrate women confined to unsatisfying marriages that deprive them of any chance to become better in life. However, whereas Jane is insane Elisa is of sound mind and therefore her point of view could be more credible.
 
On the same note, both authors use the husbands to show the effects of uncontrolled male dominance in the society. In other words, Gilman, as well as Steinbeck, use John and Henry, Jane’s and Elisa’s husbands respectively as the forces that hinder women from expressing themselves and voicing out their genuine concerns. John in a doctor while Henry is a rancher and each uses his power and position to impose his will on the wife. Therefore, to a great extent, the husbands in both narratives exacerbate the oppression of the women – they are overly controlling and discriminately perceive women, represented by their wives, as weaklings. For this reason, both of them infantilize their wives. For example, John keeps referring to Jane as “a blessed little goose” (Gilman 649) while Henry teases and praises Elisa as he would a small child (Steinbeck Np). Although they do this unintentionally, the effects are nonetheless grave. Jane’s husband, out of ignorance and belief that he knows what is best for his wife significantly contributes to her insanity by continually trivializing the matter and forbidding Jane from doing anything, including going out, which finally lead her insanity (Gilman 649). On the other hand, Henry thwarts Elisa’s ideas and wishes to help in the ranch and finally, she feels so alone and disappointed but cannot express her true feelings to him because as always he will not understand or take her plight seriously.


The setting in both narratives are significantly different especially in regards to the time setting yet hold a basic and similar meaning. Both stories are set at different times and the symbols used in each to demonstrate oppression and confinement are different. On this note, Gilman’s “"The Yellow Wallpaper” is set in summer while Steinbeck’s “The Chrysanthemums” is set during winter. Therefore, although Steinbeck’s protagonist is not confined to any specific room or house –literally, the winter weather, and especially the fog ensure that she cannot see the outside world (Steinbeck Np). On the other hand, the weather in Gilman’s story is bright and sunny thereby allowing the protagonist to see far and beyond her present location. However, the physical confines of the room barred windows, and locked doors keep her from going out to experience the outside world in person (Gilman 656). It is also important to note that each of the two settings is appropriately suitable for the characters and their way of life. On this note, Steinbeck’s characters are farmers and therefore the events takes place in a farming countryside setting while Gilman’s predominantly occur within a ward as most of the primary characters are in the medical profession [John and his sister, Jennie] and the protagonist is married to a doctor. Therefore, both authors employ the elements of setting, husbands, and female protagonists in comparative ways.
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