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Project 3 Sample Essays

A. Insanity or Freedom? (“The Yellow Wallpaper”)
[INTRO] In “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Charlotte Perkins Gilman introduces a thought-provoking and deeply meaningful experience of a woman who is pushed into the realm of insanity due to the damaging effects of contemporary societal demands. In this text, it appears that the whole tale is merely a fictional account of a woman who is deeply nervous, and becomes increasingly so due to the yellow wallpaper in her room. However, upon closer examination, the story actually reveals Gilman’s critique of the narrator’s treatment and itsharmful effects on her psyche. Throughout the story, the female narrator is treated as an inferior child, especially by her husband. Along with being treated as if her opinion does not matter, the woman is subjected to the “Rest Cure” that her doctors thought fit to resign her to. As a result, she is denied every wish for company and stimulation and forbidden to read, write, or partake in anything creative. The entire text is written to lead up to the point where this woman finally has to free herself from the restraints that society has placed on her, and the irony comes with the fact that she can only be free when she embraces insanity. Gilman uses specific diction, creative symbolism, and an emotionally evocative tone throughout her text to criticize the social and cultural stigmas that led to the ill treatment of women in late nineteenth-century America. 

[BODY] As the text progresses, the narrator is further infantilized and the tone of the narrative becomes increasingly depressed and nearly manic, foreshadowing the psychotic breakdown that she will experience. 

[CONC.] In the end, the only freedom that the main character and the woman behind the yellow wallpaper (perhaps her “second” self) experience comes from tearing down the restraints—symbolized by the wallpaper—that have been holding them prisoner. By destroying this paper that John condemned her to live with, she is defying his medical and emotional treatment of her, and gaining the only freedom she has left in such a patriarchal and prejudiced society: her insanity. Only by locking her mind away in a place that no one but herself can reach, by testing all of the boundaries imposed upon her and breaking free of them, can she be free of the torment that she has been going through. Once the narrator has become insane, her mind is as free as it is going to be, and perhaps her husband will finally listen to her. In essence, the main message of this text is to show that although males ostensibly held the power in the patriarchal structure of nineteenth-century society, they were quite wrong in their treatment and perception of women. Gilman utilizes powerful diction, meaningful symbolism, and a dark, somber tone throughout the text to show that women will always find a way to reach their freedom, even if it leads to insanity, for that is what it took for many women to embrace their individuality and be heard. 

Topic Sentences:

(1)
Gilman uses the motif of sunlight and moonlight to represent men and women, respectively, and their corresponding roles in society. 

(2)
Gilman further manipulates the formal structure of the story by utilizing a variable tone that coincides with the narrator’s unstable mental state.

Textual Evidence:

Women were also considered to be “beneath” men because they were thought to be weak, fragile, and innocent; John reinforces these beliefs when he refers to his wife as a “blessed little goose” or “little girl” (Gilman).
B. Aging Gracefully (“A Clean, Well-Lighted Place”)


[INTRO] In his short story, “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place,” Ernest Hemingway explores the process of aging and the isolation and disconnection that often accompanies it. Published in 1926, a time of rapid social change in the United States, this story was probably even more powerful to a contemporary audience than it is to readers today. In the story, an old deaf man sits under a street light outside a café, slowly drinking brandy alone while two waiters at the café discuss his situation. An older waiter sympathizes with the old man, realizing that the café is the only connection that remains between the old man and the world. Furthermore, through his discussion, the older waiter realizes the inevitability of the increasing isolation and emptiness of life. Unlike the older waiter, the younger waiter just wants the old man to leave so that he can go home to his family and the other activities of his life. This contrast between old and young is seen through the juxtaposition of light and dark in the story, and Hemingway further comments on the aging process through the use of dirty and clean images to support the acceptance of aging, rather than rebelling against it. 


[BODY] Hemingway symbolically shows the consequences of aging and the contrast of young and old through his contradictory representations of light and dark; light signifies youth, whereas dark is indicative of old age. 


[CONC.] The dismal tone of this short story emphasizes the negative repercussions of aging. It suggests that as one ages, he or she loses their place in the world and loses those whom he or she loved. This theme was especially powerful in the 1920s, when widespread social change was occurring; political movements were gaining strength, increased mechanization was taking place, and even social customs were changing dramatically. The old, traditional way of doing things was being replaced by new standards, and the world did not seem to be the same place as the one into which many of its inhabitants were born. From this perspective, it is easy to understand why the old man does not feel as though he could be a part of the world in which he is living. 

Topic Sentences:

(1)
Hemingway establishes a gloomy, dismal tone in the first paragraph of the story when he writes that “[i]t was late and every one had left the café except for an old man who sat in the shadow the leaves of the tree made against the artificial light.” 

(2)
Throughout the text, the frequent inclusion of light—either artificial café light or the sunlight—provides a necessary contrast to the darker imagery. 

Textual Evidence:

The old man is deaf, and while being figuratively cut off from the world, in the shadows, this handicap forces his only communication to be “rapp[ing] on his saucer with his glass” (Hemingway) when he wants another drink, subjecting him to immediate loneliness and depression.

_____________________________________________________________________

C. The Mark of Nature’s Superiority to Man (“The Birthmark”)


[THESIS] Through the personification of nature, the use of foreshadowing to portend Georgiana’s death, and the overarching metaphor of the birthmark, Hawthorne argues that man cannot and should not change or control nature; further, his critique seeks to dispute contemporary scientific innovations that sought to do so. 

