a jury of her peers by susan glaspell

a jury of her peers by susan glaspell is a seminal short story that explores themes of gender
roles, justice, and empathy within early 20th-century American society. Written by Susan Glaspell, the
narrative draws from real-life events and highlights the subtle complexities of women’s experiences,
particularly through the lens of domestic life and societal expectations. This story is often studied for
its rich symbolism, feminist undertones, and critique of the legal system. In this article, an in-depth
analysis of the plot, characters, themes, and historical context of a jury of her peers by susan glaspell
will be provided. Additionally, the literary techniques and critical reception of the work will be
examined to offer a comprehensive understanding. The discussion will also include the story’s
relevance in contemporary literary studies and feminist discourse.
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Plot Summary of a Jury of Her Peers

The story unfolds as Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters accompany their husbands, who are investigating a
murder in a rural farmhouse. The accused, Mrs. Wright, is suspected of killing her husband, Mr.
Wright. The men focus on tangible evidence to solve the crime, but the women uncover subtle clues
about Mrs. Wright’s life and emotional state. Through their observations, they piece together the
oppressive and lonely existence Mrs. Wright endured, leading them to empathize with her situation.
The narrative culminates in the women choosing to conceal key evidence to protect Mrs. Wright,
effectively becoming a jury of her peers in a metaphorical sense.

Characters and Their Roles

The characters in a jury of her peers by susan glaspell serve as representations of gender roles and
social dynamics of the period. Their interactions and perspectives deepen the story’s exploration of
justice and empathy.



Mrs. Wright (formerly Minnie Foster)

Mrs. Wright is the central figure whose life and actions are at the heart of the story. Formerly a lively
woman named Minnie Foster, she is transformed by years of isolation and emotional neglect into a
subdued and desperate individual. Her character symbolizes the consequences of societal and marital
oppression.

Mrs. Hale

Mrs. Hale is a neighbor who regrets not visiting Mrs. Wright more often and empathizes deeply with
her loneliness. She represents the female perspective often ignored or dismissed by the male-
dominated society and legal system.

Mrs. Peters

Mrs. Peters, the wife of the county sheriff, initially aligns with the law but gradually sympathizes with
Mrs. Wright's plight. Her internal conflict underscores the tension between legal duty and personal
empathy.

The Men

The male characters, including Mr. Hale and the sheriff, embody the patriarchal authority and focus
narrowly on physical evidence, overlooking the emotional and social context that the women
perceive.

Themes and Symbolism

a jury of her peers by susan glaspell is rich with themes that critique societal norms and explore the
nuances of justice and gender. The use of symbolism enhances the story’s depth and meaning.

Gender Roles and Patriarchy

The story highlights the rigid gender roles of the early 1900s, where women’s experiences and voices
were marginalized. The men’s dismissive attitude toward the women’s observations reflects the
broader societal neglect of female perspectives.

Justice and Empathy

The title itself alludes to the concept of a “jury,” suggesting a group that judges and decides. The
women’s decision to protect Mrs. Wright challenges the legal system’s objectivity, emphasizing
empathy and understanding over strict adherence to the law.



Isolation and Oppression

Mrs. Wright's life is marked by isolation, symbolized by the disordered kitchen and the unfinished
quilting project. These elements represent the emotional and physical confinement experienced by
many women of the time.

Symbolism in the Quilt and the Canary

Key symbols include the broken stitching in the quilt and the dead canary found by the women. The
quilt signifies Mrs. Wright's disrupted life and mental state, while the canary’s death symbolizes the
loss of joy and freedom in her marriage.

e Broken stitching: Represents Mrs. Wright's unraveling spirit
e Dead canary: Symbolizes silenced happiness and oppression

e Kitchen setting: Reflects domestic confinement

Historical and Social Context

Understanding the historical and social backdrop of a jury of her peers by susan glaspell is essential
to grasping its full significance. The story was written in 1917, a period marked by limited rights for
women and traditional gender expectations.

Women's Status in Early 20th Century America

During this era, women were largely relegated to domestic roles and excluded from political and legal
participation, including jury service. This exclusion is a critical element in the story, as the women
become an informal jury through their shared experiences.

Influence of Real Events

Susan Glaspell based the narrative on a real murder case she covered as a journalist. The authenticity
of the story’s themes and characters stems from this real-life inspiration, adding a layer of social
critique.

Literary Techniques and Style

Susan Glaspell employs various literary techniques in a jury of her peers by susan glaspell to convey
her themes and engage readers effectively.



Symbolism and Imagery

The story uses detailed imagery of the domestic space to symbolize broader social issues. Symbolism
is intricately woven into objects and actions, such as the quilt and the canary, to deepen thematic
resonance.

Point of View and Narrative Style

The third-person limited point of view focuses on the women'’s perspectives, allowing readers to
understand their growing solidarity and moral decision-making. The narrative style is concise yet
evocative, enhancing the story’s emotional impact.

Irony

The story employs situational irony, particularly in how the men overlook crucial evidence that the
women discover. This contrast underscores the gender biases inherent in the justice system.

Critical Reception and Legacy

a jury of her peers by susan glaspell has been widely acclaimed for its pioneering feminist perspective
and literary craftsmanship. It remains a staple in American literature and women'’s studies courses.

Feminist Interpretation

Critics have praised the story for highlighting women'’s solidarity and resistance within a patriarchal
society. It is often cited as an early feminist text that challenges traditional narratives about crime
and justice.

Influence on Drama and Literature

The story was adapted into a one-act play titled Trifles, which further popularized its themes and
narrative. Its influence extends to contemporary discussions about gender and legal ethics.

Relevance in Modern Literary and Feminist Studies

Today, a jury of her peers by susan glaspell continues to be relevant for its insightful examination of
gender dynamics and justice. It offers critical perspectives in discussions on feminist theory, legal
studies, and American literature.



Gender and Justice in Contemporary Discourse

The story’s exploration of how empathy can challenge formal justice systems resonates with modern
debates about equity and fairness. It encourages reconsideration of whose voices are heard in legal
and social arenas.

Educational Importance

As a frequently taught text, the story provides valuable lessons on literary analysis, symbolism, and
historical context. It fosters critical thinking about societal norms and ethical dilemmas.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Jury of Her Peers' by Susan
Glaspell?

The central theme of 'A Jury of Her Peers' is the exploration of gender roles and the solidarity among
women in a patriarchal society, highlighting how women understand each other's experiences in ways
men do not.

How does Susan Glaspell use symbolism in 'A Jury of Her
Peers'?

Glaspell uses symbolism such as the broken birdcage and the dead canary to represent Mrs. Wright's
trapped and oppressed life, reflecting her emotional and social isolation.

What role does the setting play in 'A Jury of Her Peers'?

The rural, isolated farmhouse setting emphasizes the loneliness and confinement experienced by Mrs.
Wright, reinforcing the themes of isolation and gender-based oppression.

How do the women in ‘A Jury of Her Peers' demonstrate
empathy and understanding?

The women, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, empathize with Mrs. Wright’'s plight by noticing domestic
details and emotional clues that the men overlook, leading them to protect her by concealing
evidence.

What is the significance of the title ‘A Jury of Her Peers'?

The title signifies the idea that only women, as Mrs. Wright's true peers, can fully understand her
circumstances and judge her actions with empathy, contrasting with the male legal system that fails
to do so.



Additional Resources

1. Trifles by Susan Glaspell

This is the original one-act play on which "A Jury of Her Peers" is based. It explores themes of gender
roles, justice, and the perception of women in early 20th-century society. The story centers on two
women who uncover critical evidence about a murder while the men overlook important details. It
highlights the subtle ways women communicate and understand each other.

2. The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman

A seminal short story that delves into the mental health struggles of a woman confined by her
husband for supposed hysteria. The narrative examines themes of female oppression and the impact
of societal expectations on women’s autonomy. Like "A Jury of Her Peers," it critiques the limited roles
and misunderstandings women faced in a patriarchal society.

3. Washington Square by Henry James

This novel focuses on Catherine Sloper, a quiet and intelligent woman overshadowed by her father’s

skepticism and societal constraints. It explores themes of gender, power, and the struggle for female
independence. The story’s examination of women’s roles and emotional resilience resonates with the
themes found in Glaspell’s work.

4. The Awakening by Kate Chopin

Set in the late 19th century, this novel follows Edna Pontellier as she seeks personal freedom and self-
expression in a repressive society. The book addresses the limitations placed on women, particularly
in marriage and motherhood, paralleling the feminist undertones in "A Jury of Her Peers." Chopin’s
work is a landmark in early feminist literature.

5. A Room of One’s Own by Virginia Woolf

This extended essay argues for women'’s financial independence and intellectual freedom as
prerequisites for creative work. Woolf's exploration of gender inequality and the societal barriers
women face complements the themes of justice and recognition in Glaspell’s story. It remains a
foundational text in feminist literary criticism.

6. Little Women by Louisa May Alcott

This classic novel portrays the lives and struggles of the March sisters as they navigate societal
expectations and personal ambitions. It highlights themes of female solidarity, moral strength, and
the pursuit of individuality, echoing the bonds and understanding among women depicted in "A Jury of
Her Peers." The book celebrates women'’s resilience and agency.

7. Alias Grace by Margaret Atwood

Based on a true story, this novel explores the life of Grace Marks, a domestic servant accused of
murder in 19th-century Canada. It delves into themes of gender, power, and the justice system, much
like Glaspell’s work. Atwood’s narrative questions the reliability of truth and the societal treatment of
women accused of crimes.

8. Girl, Woman, Other by Bernardine Evaristo

This contemporary novel weaves together the stories of twelve interconnected characters, mostly
women of diverse backgrounds in Britain. It explores themes of identity, gender, race, and social
justice, expanding on the complexities of womanhood that "A Jury of Her Peers" touches upon.
Evaristo’s work highlights the multiplicity of female experiences.

9. The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath



A semi-autobiographical novel chronicling the mental health struggles of Esther Greenwood, a young
woman confronting societal pressures and personal despair. It examines themes of female identity,
mental illness, and societal expectations, resonating with the feminist and psychological insights in
Glaspell’s story. Plath’s work provides a powerful exploration of women’s inner lives.
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