the jury of her peers

the jury of her peers is a compelling short story written by Susan Glaspell that explores
themes of gender roles, justice, and empathy. Set in the early 20th century, the narrative
revolves around a group of women who uncover the deeper truths behind a murder case
that their male counterparts overlook. This story is widely studied in literature courses for
its nuanced portrayal of female solidarity and the critique of patriarchal legal systems. The
discussion of its symbolism, characters, and social context provides valuable insight into
early feminist literature. This article will delve into the plot, major themes, character
analysis, and the historical significance of "The Jury of Her Peers," offering a comprehensive
understanding of the story and its enduring relevance.
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Plot Summary of The Jury of Her Peers

The jury of her peers tells the story of Mrs. Wright, formerly Minnie Foster, who is accused
of murdering her husband, John Wright. The story unfolds as Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters
accompany their husbands to the Wright household to collect some belongings for Mrs.
Wright, who is now in custody. As the women explore the kitchen and domestic space, they
discover subtle clues that reveal the emotional and psychological abuse Mrs. Wright
endured. The men, focused on finding concrete evidence, overlook these details. The
women, empathizing with Mrs. Wright's plight, piece together the motive behind the crime.
Their silent understanding and decision not to share these insights with the men form the
story’s crux, highlighting the gendered divide in perceptions of justice.

Setting and Narrative Structure

The story takes place primarily in the isolated Wright farmhouse, emphasizing the
loneliness and confinement experienced by Mrs. Wright. The narrative is told through a
third-person limited perspective focused on the women, allowing readers to uncover the
story’s layers alongside them. This structure enhances the tension and reveals the disparity
between male and female viewpoints.



Key Events

Important moments include the women's discovery of the unfinished quilting, the broken
birdcage, and ultimately the dead canary with a wrung neck. These symbolic items serve as
evidence of Mrs. Wright's emotional suffering and lead the women to empathize with her,
contrasting with the men’s dismissive attitudes.

Themes and Symbolism

The jury of her peers is rich with themes that explore gender dynamics, justice, and the
power of empathy. The story uses symbolism to deepen these themes, portraying the
domestic space as a site of both oppression and resistance.

Gender Roles and Patriarchy

The story critiques the rigid gender roles of the early 1900s, where women'’s experiences
were minimized or ignored by the male-dominated legal system. The men in the story
dismiss the kitchen and the women’s observations as trivial, while the women’s insights
ultimately reveal the truth. This theme underscores the systemic inequalities faced by
women.

Justice and Morality

Glaspell presents an alternative perspective on justice, where legal definitions conflict with
moral understanding. The women’s decision to withhold evidence is an act of solidarity and
a challenge to the legal system that fails to recognize Mrs. Wright's suffering. This raises
guestions about the nature of justice and the role of empathy in its administration.

Symbolism in Household Objects

e The Quilt: Represents Mrs. Wright’s interrupted life and emotional turmoil.

* The Birdcage and Dead Canary: Symbolize Mrs. Wright's lost happiness and stifled
spirit.

e The Kitchen: Acts as both a prison and a place where truth is uncovered.

Character Analysis

The characters in the jury of her peers are crafted to embody various social attitudes and
psychological states, enriching the story’s exploration of gender and justice.



Mrs. Wright (Minnie Foster)

Once a lively young woman, Mrs. Wright is portrayed as isolated and oppressed by her
marriage. Her transformation highlights the detrimental effects of loneliness and emotional
abuse. Though silent, her presence is central to the story’s emotional impact.

Mrs. Hale

Mrs. Hale is a compassionate and observant character who regrets not visiting Mrs. Wright
more often. She represents female empathy and the recognition of shared struggles among
women. Her reflections critique societal neglect of women’s emotional needs.

Mrs. Peters

Initially torn between duty and empathy, Mrs. Peters gradually aligns with Mrs. Hale’s
perspective. Her internal conflict symbolizes the challenges faced by women caught
between societal expectations and personal conscience.

The Male Characters

The men, including the sheriff and Mr. Hale, embody the patriarchal legal authority. Their
dismissive attitude toward the women’s observations and the domestic sphere underscores
the gender divide central to the story’s conflict.

Historical and Social Context

The jury of her peers was written in 1917, during a period of significant social change in the
United States, particularly concerning women'’s rights. The story reflects contemporary
debates about gender equality, suffrage, and the legal system’s treatment of women.

Women'’s Suffrage Movement

At the time of the story’s publication, the women’s suffrage movement was gaining
momentum. Glaspell’s narrative echoes the call for women'’s voices to be heard and for
their experiences to be validated both socially and legally.

Legal and Social Status of Women

Women in the early 20th century often lacked legal rights and were confined to domestic
roles. The story critiques these limitations by demonstrating how the legal system fails to
understand women'’s realities, particularly in cases involving domestic abuse or emotional
distress.



Glaspell’s Personal Influence

Susan Glaspell was a journalist and playwright who championed women’s issues. Her own
experiences informed the story’s themes and its critique of systemic injustice, making it a
pioneering work in feminist literature.

Literary Significance and Impact

The jury of her peers holds an important place in American literature as a pioneering
feminist text that challenges traditional narratives about crime and justice. Its emphasis on
female perspective and solidarity has influenced numerous works and continues to be
studied for its literary and social insights.

Feminist Literary Criticism

The story is often analyzed through the lens of feminist theory, highlighting how it exposes
gender biases in legal and social institutions. Its portrayal of women’s silent resistance and
moral judgment offers a powerful critique of patriarchal power structures.

Influence on Modern Literature

Glaspell’s work paved the way for later feminist writers by centering women'’s experiences
and challenging dominant narratives. It remains a vital text in discussions about gender,
law, and literature.

Educational Use

"The Jury of Her Peers" is widely included in academic curricula to illustrate themes of
gender inequality, justice, and narrative perspective. Its rich symbolism and layered
storytelling make it a valuable resource for critical analysis.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme of 'The Jury of Her Peers' is the exploration of gender roles and the
solidarity among women, highlighting how societal expectations influence justice and
empathy.



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

Glaspell uses symbolism such as the broken birdcage and the dead bird to represent Mrs.
Wright's oppressed life and emotional suffering, which ultimately leads to the story's
climax.

What is the significance of the title 'The Jury of Her
Peers'?

The title signifies how the women, being Mrs. Wright's 'peers,' understand her situation and
implicitly judge her actions differently from the men, suggesting a critique of the legal
system's gender biases.

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

The women empathize with Mrs. Wright by noticing the small details of her neglected
household and broken spirit, choosing to protect her by withholding evidence from the men
investigating the crime.

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

The rural, isolated setting underscores Mrs. Wright's loneliness and confinement, which
contributes to the story’s exploration of isolation and its psychological impact on women.

In what way does 'The Jury of Her Peers' critique the
justice system?

'The Jury of Her Peers' critiques the justice system by illustrating how it overlooks women's
experiences and perspectives, leading to a lack of true understanding and fairness in legal
judgments.

How is Mrs. Wright portrayed in ‘'The Jury of Her Peers'?

Mrs. Wright is portrayed as a tragic figure whose life of isolation and emotional abuse drives
her to a desperate act, evoking sympathy and challenging traditional views of guilt.

What literary techniques are prominent in ‘The Jury of
Her Peers'?

Prominent literary techniques include symbolism, irony, and limited third-person narration,
which together build suspense and deepen the story's feminist message.



Why do the women in 'The Jury of Her Peers' choose to
hide the evidence from their husbands?

The women hide the evidence to protect Mrs. Wright because they understand her suffering
and believe that the law, dominated by men, would not deliver true justice considering the
context of her life.

Additional Resources

1. "A Jury of Her Peers" by Susan Glaspell

This is the original short story that inspired the phrase "a jury of her peers." It explores
themes of gender roles, justice, and empathy as two women uncover the motives behind a
murder that the male characters fail to understand. The story is a critical commentary on
the legal system and societal expectations in the early 20th century.

2. "Trifles" by Susan Glaspell

A one-act play adaptation of "A Jury of Her Peers," "Trifles" focuses on the subtle
observations made by women that reveal the emotional and psychological abuse suffered
by Mrs. Wright. It highlights the power of female solidarity and the limitations imposed on
women by society and the law.

3. "The Yellow Wallpaper" by Charlotte Perkins Gilman

This novella delves into the mental health struggles of a woman subjected to the "rest cure"
prescribed by her husband. Like "A Jury of Her Peers," it critiques the patriarchal attitudes
that dismiss women's experiences and voices, revealing the damaging effects of such
oppression.

4. "The Handmaid's Tale" by Margaret Atwood

Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel explores themes of female oppression, autonomy, and
resistance within a totalitarian society. Although set in a different context, it shares with "A
Jury of Her Peers" a focus on women's perspectives and the societal forces that seek to
silence them.

5. "Their Eyes Were Watching God" by Zora Neale Hurston

This novel follows the journey of Janie Crawford as she seeks her own voice and identity
amid societal and gender expectations. Like "A Jury of Her Peers," it centers on a woman's
inner life and resilience in the face of external judgments and constraints.

6. "The Color Purple" by Alice Walker

Alice Walker’s novel tells the story of African American women overcoming abuse and
finding empowerment through sisterhood and self-expression. Its themes of female
solidarity and resistance resonate with the spirit of "A Jury of Her Peers."

7. "Little Women" by Louisa May Alcott

While differing in tone, "Little Women" explores the lives and struggles of women
navigating societal roles and personal ambitions. The novel shares with "A Jury of Her
Peers" an interest in women's experiences and the bonds that support them.

8. "The Awakening" by Kate Chopin



This novel centers on Edna Pontellier’s quest for self-discovery and independence in a
restrictive society. Similar to "A Jury of Her Peers," it raises questions about gender roles,
autonomy, and the consequences of defying social norms.

9. "The Secret Life of Bees" by Sue Monk Kidd

Set in the American South, this novel explores themes of female empowerment,
community, and healing. It reflects the importance of female bonds and understanding,
echoing the themes found in "A Jury of Her Peers."
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