
susan glaspell jury of her peers

susan glaspell jury of her peers is a seminal work in American literature
that explores themes of gender roles, justice, and social inequality. Written
by Susan Glaspell, this one-act play highlights the subtle yet profound ways
women experience and interpret the world differently from men, particularly
in the context of the rural Midwest in the early 20th century. The story,
adapted from Glaspell’s short story "Trifles," revolves around a murder
investigation where the perspectives of women become crucial in solving the
case. This article delves into the plot, themes, characters, and significance
of Glaspell’s work, shedding light on why "Jury of Her Peers" remains
relevant in discussions of feminist literature and legal studies.
Furthermore, it examines the symbolism and social critique embedded in the
narrative, illustrating how Glaspell challenges the norms of her time through
her portrayal of justice and female solidarity.
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Plot Summary of Susan Glaspell’s Jury of Her
Peers

The plot of susan glaspell jury of her peers centers around the investigation
of John Wright’s murder, with Mrs. Wright (formerly Minnie Foster) accused of
the crime. The story unfolds in the Wrights’ isolated farmhouse, where the
local sheriff, his wife, the county attorney, and Mrs. Hale, a neighbor,
gather to investigate. While the men search for concrete evidence to build a
legal case, the women uncover subtle clues about Mrs. Wright’s life and
emotional state. Through their observations and empathetic understanding, the
women piece together the psychological and emotional abuse Mrs. Wright
endured, leading to the implication that her actions were a response to years
of loneliness and oppression. The play emphasizes the contrast between the
male and female approaches to justice, highlighting how the women’s "jury" of
understanding offers a different perspective on guilt and innocence.

Setting and Structure

The entire story takes place in the Wright household, emphasizing the
domestic sphere as the center of female experience. The confined, somber
setting reflects Mrs. Wright’s isolation and the oppressive environment in
which she lived. The one-act structure intensifies the dramatic tension and
focuses the audience’s attention on the dialogue and interactions between
characters, which reveal the thematic elements of the play.



Key Plot Developments

The men dismiss the kitchen and domestic space as trivial, overlooking
important evidence.

Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters discover a broken birdcage and a dead canary
with a wrung neck, symbolizing Mrs. Wright’s stifled life.

The women decide to conceal the evidence of the dead bird, choosing
empathy over legal duty.

The story ends with the women silently united in their understanding and
protection of Mrs. Wright.

Main Themes and Symbolism

The themes in susan glaspell jury of her peers are deeply intertwined with
the social and cultural critique embedded within the narrative. Glaspell uses
symbolism and thematic contrasts to explore issues of gender inequality,
justice, isolation, and female solidarity.

Gender Roles and Patriarchy

At the core of the story is a critique of traditional gender roles and the
patriarchal society that marginalizes women. The men’s dismissive attitude
toward the women and their domestic concerns highlights the societal
undervaluing of women’s experiences. The play exposes how women’s roles
confined them to the private sphere, often leading to emotional and
psychological oppression.

Justice and Moral Judgment

Glaspell challenges conventional notions of justice by presenting an
alternative "jury" composed of women who judge Mrs. Wright not through
legalistic evidence but through empathy and understanding. This moral
judgment questions the fairness of the law and whether it can fully grasp the
complexities of human experience, especially those of women.

Symbolism in Domestic Items

The Broken Birdcage: Represents Mrs. Wright’s trapped and confined
existence.

The Dead Canary: Symbolizes the loss of joy and the silencing of Mrs.
Wright’s spirit.

The Quilt: Reflects the women's shared experiences and the act of
piecing together clues.



Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in susan glaspell jury of her peers provides
insight into the social dynamics and thematic depth of the play. Each
character embodies different attitudes and responses to the central conflict.

Mrs. Wright (Minnie Foster)

Mrs. Wright is the central figure of the story, though she never appears on
stage. Through the women’s discoveries, her tragic life unfolds as one marked
by isolation and emotional abuse. Her transformation from a lively young
woman to a subdued, oppressed wife is crucial to understanding the motivation
behind the murder.

Mrs. Hale

Mrs. Hale serves as a voice of empathy and female solidarity. She regrets not
visiting Mrs. Wright and acknowledges the loneliness that the latter endured.
Mrs. Hale champions the recognition of women’s experiences and challenges the
patriarchal indifference that isolates women.

Mrs. Peters

Initially hesitant and bound by her role as the sheriff’s wife, Mrs. Peters
gradually aligns with Mrs. Hale’s perspective. Her internal conflict
represents the tension women face between societal expectations and personal
empathy.

The Male Characters

The men, including the sheriff and county attorney, represent the legal and
patriarchal authority. Their dismissive attitude toward the domestic space
and women’s concerns underscores the gender divide and the limitations of
legal justice.

Historical and Social Context

To fully appreciate susan glaspell jury of her peers, it is important to
consider the historical and social context of the early 1900s in America. The
play reflects contemporary issues relating to women’s rights, social roles,
and the justice system.

Women's Role in Early 20th Century Society

During this period, women were largely confined to domestic roles with
limited legal and political rights. The suffrage movement was gaining
momentum, but societal expectations still dictated women’s behavior and
opportunities. Glaspell’s play highlights the consequences of these
restrictions on women’s lives.



Legal System and Gender Bias

The legal system depicted in the play is predominantly male and often blind
to the realities of women’s experiences. The story critiques this bias by
showing how the women’s perspective reveals truths that the men overlook,
emphasizing the need for a more inclusive understanding of justice.

Significance and Legacy

susan glaspell jury of her peers holds a significant place in American
literature and feminist discourse. Its impact extends beyond its initial
publication, influencing discussions on gender, law, and social justice.

Feminist Literary Importance

The play is considered a pioneering feminist work that foregrounds women’s
voices and experiences. It challenges traditional narratives and highlights
the power of female solidarity and empathy in confronting injustice.

Influence on Legal and Social Thought

Glaspell’s story has been studied in legal contexts for its critique of the
justice system and consideration of moral versus legal judgment. It invites
reflection on how laws and societal norms affect marginalized groups,
particularly women.

Enduring Themes in Contemporary Society

The themes of gender inequality, domestic oppression, and alternative
perspectives on justice continue to resonate today. "Jury of Her Peers"
remains relevant in conversations about women’s rights, domestic violence,
and the role of empathy in justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Susan Glaspell's 'A Jury of
Her Peers'?

The main theme of 'A Jury of Her Peers' is the exploration of gender roles
and the solidarity among women, highlighting how women understand each
other's experiences in a male-dominated society.

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

Glaspell uses symbols such as the broken birdcage and the dead canary to
represent the oppression and silencing of women, paralleling Mrs. Wright's
own stifled life and emotional isolation.



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

The rural, isolated setting emphasizes the loneliness and confinement
experienced by Mrs. Wright, reinforcing the story’s themes of isolation and
the limited roles available to women in early 20th-century society.

How do the women in 'A Jury of Her Peers' demonstrate
empathy towards Mrs. Wright?

The women empathize with Mrs. Wright by noticing the small details in her
domestic life, such as unfinished sewing and a dead bird, which reveal her
emotional suffering and lead them to withhold evidence to protect her.

Why is the title 'A Jury of Her Peers' significant in
Susan Glaspell's story?

The title is significant because it highlights the idea that only women, who
share similar life experiences, can truly understand Mrs. Wright’s situation,
acting as a figurative jury that judges her circumstances with compassion.

Additional Resources
1. A Jury of Her Peers by Susan Glaspell
This classic one-act play explores themes of gender roles, justice, and
empathy through the story of two women who uncover the reasons behind a
murder in a rural community. It highlights the limited perspectives of men in
the legal system and emphasizes the silent strength and solidarity among
women. The narrative challenges the idea of objective justice by illustrating
the power of understanding and compassion.

2. Trifles and Other Stories by Susan Glaspell
This collection includes the famous play "A Jury of Her Peers" along with
other short stories that delve into the lives of women in early 20th-century
America. Glaspell’s works often address social issues such as gender
inequality, isolation, and the pursuit of identity. Readers gain insight into
the struggles and resilience of women during this period.

3. Women and Justice: Feminist Perspectives on Law and Society
This book explores how legal systems have historically marginalized women and
how feminist theory seeks to address these inequalities. It connects well
with the themes in "A Jury of Her Peers," particularly the critique of male-
dominated judicial processes. The essays provide a broader context for
understanding the intersection of gender and justice.

4. Gender and Justice: Why Women in the Judiciary Really Matter
Focusing on the role of women within the legal system, this book argues for
greater female representation in judicial positions. It discusses how women's
perspectives can influence legal outcomes and promote fairness. The text
complements the themes in Glaspell’s work by highlighting the importance of
empathy and diverse viewpoints in justice.

5. The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
A seminal feminist short story that, like "A Jury of Her Peers," explores the
oppression of women in domestic settings. The narrative follows a woman’s



descent into madness due to the constraints imposed by her husband and
society. It critically examines mental health, gender roles, and the lack of
autonomy afforded to women.

6. Women Who Run with the Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estés
This book delves into the power of female intuition and storytelling through
myths and folktales. It resonates with themes in "A Jury of Her Peers" by
emphasizing women’s inner strength and wisdom often overlooked by patriarchal
societies. Estés encourages reclaiming the wild, instinctual nature of women
as a source of empowerment.

7. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development by
Carol Gilligan
Gilligan’s groundbreaking work challenges traditional psychological theories
that often ignore women’s moral development. She introduces the concept of an
“ethic of care,” which aligns with the empathetic understanding shown by the
women in Glaspell’s play. This book provides a theoretical foundation for
interpreting female perspectives on justice and morality.

8. The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood
This dystopian novel portrays a society where women’s rights are severely
restricted, highlighting themes of oppression, resistance, and solidarity.
Though more extreme in setting, it shares with "A Jury of Her Peers" the
exploration of women’s responses to patriarchal control. Atwood’s narrative
is a powerful commentary on gender and power dynamics.

9. Gender and the Jury: How Gender Influences Jury Deliberations and Verdicts
This academic text examines how the gender composition of juries affects
trial outcomes and deliberation processes. It provides empirical research
that complements Glaspell’s dramatized critique of male juries in "A Jury of
Her Peers." The book offers insight into the ongoing relevance of gender in
the pursuit of justice.
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