
the outside by susan glaspell

the outside by susan glaspell is a compelling short story that explores
complex themes such as isolation, identity, and the human connection to
nature. Written by Susan Glaspell, a notable American playwright and author,
this story delves into the emotional and psychological nuances of its
characters, set against a vivid natural backdrop. The narrative highlights
the struggles of living on the fringes of society and the search for meaning
beyond conventional boundaries. This article provides a detailed analysis of
"The Outside" by Susan Glaspell, discussing its plot, themes, characters, and
literary significance. Additionally, it examines the story’s historical
context and its place within Glaspell’s broader body of work. Readers will
gain a comprehensive understanding of how Glaspell’s storytelling techniques
and thematic concerns contribute to American literature. The article also
includes an exploration of critical interpretations and the story’s relevance
in contemporary discussions on gender and environment.
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Plot Summary of The Outside by Susan Glaspell

The outside by Susan Glaspell tells the story of a woman who has chosen to
live a solitary life on the edge of a wilderness, away from societal norms
and expectations. The narrative unfolds through her reflections and
interactions with the natural environment and the few people she encounters.
The protagonist’s isolation is both physical and emotional, as she grapples
with memories and the consequences of her past choices. Throughout the story,
the tension between the outside world and her inner world is a central focus,
illustrating the complex relationship between individual freedom and social
constraints. The plot subtly reveals her motivations and the reasons behind
her reclusive lifestyle, culminating in moments of introspection and
revelation.

Main Themes in The Outside

Isolation and Solitude

Isolation is a predominant theme in the outside by Susan Glaspell,
emphasizing the protagonist’s separation from society. This solitude is
portrayed not just as physical distance but also as emotional detachment,



reflecting on how isolation can lead to self-discovery as well as alienation.
The story examines both the benefits and drawbacks of living apart from the
communal life.

Nature and the Environment

Nature serves as a powerful symbol and setting in the story, representing
freedom, chaos, and the unknown. The protagonist’s surroundings deeply
influence her mental state and worldview, illustrating the theme of human
connection with the natural world. Glaspell uses vivid descriptions of the
landscape to evoke the mood and underscore the contrasts between civilization
and wilderness.

Identity and Self-Discovery

The narrative explores the theme of identity through the protagonist’s
journey of self-reflection. Her life on the outside forces her to confront
her past and question her sense of self, highlighting the fluidity of
identity and the impact of external circumstances on personal growth. This
theme resonates with broader questions about the roles imposed by society and
the pursuit of authentic individuality.

Societal Expectations and Gender Roles

The story implicitly critiques traditional gender roles and societal
expectations, particularly regarding women’s autonomy. The protagonist’s
choice to live outside conventional norms challenges the prescribed roles of
women in early 20th-century America. Glaspell’s narrative invites readers to
consider the limitations imposed by societal structures and the possibilities
of resistance and empowerment.

Character Analysis

The Protagonist

The central character in the outside by Susan Glaspell is a woman whose life
on the fringe reflects her complex inner world. She is introspective,
resilient, and marked by a desire for independence. Her relationship with
nature and her environment reveals much about her psyche and emotional state.
Through her, Glaspell portrays the struggles and strengths of individuals who
exist outside societal conventions.

Supporting Characters

While the story primarily focuses on the protagonist, the supporting
characters play important roles in illuminating her circumstances and
choices. These figures often represent the societal pressures and
expectations from which she seeks to escape. Their interactions with the
protagonist provide insights into the social dynamics and conflicts central
to the story.



Symbolic Figures

Some characters and elements in the story function symbolically, representing
broader concepts such as freedom, constraint, or the passage of time. These
symbolic figures enhance the thematic depth of the narrative and invite
multiple interpretations.

Literary Style and Techniques

Use of Symbolism

Susan Glaspell employs rich symbolism throughout the outside, using natural
elements and settings to represent internal states and thematic concerns. The
wilderness, weather, and objects within the story serve as metaphors for
freedom, isolation, and transformation.

Narrative Perspective

The story is often told through a limited third-person perspective that
closely follows the protagonist’s thoughts and feelings. This narrative
choice allows readers intimate access to her internal struggles and heightens
the emotional impact of the plot.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Glaspell’s vivid imagery brings the outside world to life, creating a sensory
experience that immerses readers in the protagonist’s environment. Her
descriptive language emphasizes contrasts between light and darkness,
stillness and movement, enhancing the story’s mood and tone.

Historical and Cultural Context

Early 20th Century America

The outside by Susan Glaspell was written during a period marked by changing
social attitudes and cultural tensions in America. The early 1900s saw shifts
in gender roles, increasing urbanization, and evolving views on
individualism, all of which inform the story’s themes and characters.

Women’s Roles and Feminism

Glaspell’s work is often associated with early feminist literature,
addressing issues related to women’s independence and social expectations.
The story reflects contemporary debates about women’s rights and the
challenges faced by those who defied traditional roles.



Literary Movements

The story aligns with literary movements such as realism and naturalism,
focusing on detailed depiction of characters and environments, as well as
exploring social and psychological forces. Glaspell’s narrative style
incorporates these elements to create a nuanced and compelling work.

Critical Interpretations and Legacy

Feminist Readings

Many critics interpret the outside by Susan Glaspell through a feminist lens,
emphasizing the protagonist’s resistance to patriarchal structures. The story
is seen as a critique of gender inequality and a celebration of female
autonomy and strength.

Environmental Perspectives

Scholars have also examined the story’s portrayal of nature, noting its role
in shaping identity and providing a space for reflection and escape. This
environmental reading highlights the complex interplay between humans and
their surroundings in Glaspell’s work.

Influence on American Literature

The outside contributes to the legacy of Susan Glaspell as a pioneering
writer who expanded the scope of American literature to include marginalized
voices and perspectives. The story’s exploration of isolation, identity, and
social critique continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike.

Key Elements of The Outside by Susan Glaspell

Exploration of isolation and solitude

Deep connection with natural surroundings

Focus on female identity and independence

Use of symbolism and vivid imagery

Reflection of early 20th-century social issues

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'The Outside' by Susan
Glaspell?

'The Outside' explores themes of isolation, the harshness of nature, and the
struggles of women seeking independence and self-identity in a male-dominated
society.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Outside' and what
challenges does she face?

The protagonist is a woman who has left her conventional life to live alone
in a remote lighthouse. She faces challenges of loneliness, societal
judgment, and the struggle to define her own identity outside traditional
roles.

How does Susan Glaspell use setting in 'The Outside'
to enhance the story's message?

The isolated and rugged setting of the lighthouse symbolizes the
protagonist's emotional isolation and her desire for freedom from societal
constraints, reinforcing the story’s themes of solitude and self-discovery.

What role does nature play in 'The Outside' by Susan
Glaspell?

Nature in 'The Outside' serves as both a physical and metaphorical backdrop,
representing both the beauty and harshness of independence, as well as the
protagonist’s internal emotional landscape.

How does 'The Outside' reflect Susan Glaspell's
feminist views?

'The Outside' reflects Glaspell's feminist views by portraying a woman who
rejects traditional domestic roles and seeks autonomy, highlighting the
struggles women face when challenging societal norms.

What is the significance of the title 'The Outside'
in Susan Glaspell’s story?

The title 'The Outside' signifies the protagonist’s position outside
conventional society, both physically and metaphorically, emphasizing themes
of alienation, independence, and self-exploration.

How does the narrative style of 'The Outside'
contribute to its impact?

Glaspell’s narrative style, with its introspective and evocative prose,
immerses readers in the protagonist’s inner world and the stark environment,
enhancing the emotional depth and thematic resonance of the story.



Additional Resources
1. The Outside by Susan Glaspell
This play explores themes of isolation, mental health, and societal
expectations. It centers around a woman who has been confined to a mental
institution and her struggle to reconnect with the outside world. Glaspell
uses symbolism and a minimalist setting to emphasize the protagonist's
emotional journey. The play challenges conventional notions of sanity and
freedom.

2. A Jury of Her Peers by Susan Glaspell
Based on her own play "Trifles," this short story delves into themes of
gender roles and justice. It tells the story of women who uncover the
emotional motives behind a murder while the men overlook crucial clues.
Glaspell highlights the differences in male and female perspectives and
critiques the legal system's biases. The story remains a powerful feminist
commentary.

3. Trifles by Susan Glaspell
This one-act play addresses the limited roles and recognition of women in
early 20th-century society. Through the investigation of a suspicious death,
the female characters reveal the emotional and social "trifles" that men
dismiss. The play critiques patriarchal attitudes and advocates for empathy
and understanding of women's experiences. It is considered an important work
in feminist literature.

4. Collected Stories by Susan Glaspell
This compilation includes a variety of Glaspell’s short stories that often
explore themes of identity, gender, and social constraints. Her narratives
frequently focus on women’s inner lives and their struggles within a
restrictive society. The stories are marked by psychological depth and a keen
observation of human behavior. This collection showcases Glaspell’s literary
range and social awareness.

5. The Verge by Susan Glaspell
A play about a woman who retreats to the wilderness to escape societal
pressures and find personal freedom. It examines the conflict between
societal expectations and individual desires. Glaspell uses the natural
setting as a metaphor for liberation and self-discovery. The work highlights
early feminist ideas and the quest for autonomy.

6. Inheritors by Susan Glaspell
This play explores themes of tradition versus progress and the generational
clash of values. Set in a rural community, it depicts characters grappling
with change and the legacy they leave behind. Glaspell uses the outside
environment to symbolize the broader societal transformations occurring. The
drama reflects on the costs and benefits of modernization.

7. The Glory of the Conquered by Susan Glaspell
A narrative that delves into themes of sacrifice, loss, and the human
spirit’s resilience. The story often contrasts the inner emotional world of
characters with the external realities they face. Glaspell’s writing captures
the tension between personal desires and societal expectations. It is a
poignant exploration of strength amid adversity.

8. Brook Evans by Susan Glaspell
A novel that follows the life of a young woman striving for independence and
self-definition in a restrictive society. The story addresses themes of
identity, freedom, and the limitations placed on women. Glaspell’s portrayal



of the protagonist’s relationship with the outside world highlights the
challenges of breaking free from traditional roles. The book is a significant
early feminist work.

9. Fidelity by Susan Glaspell
This play examines the complexities of loyalty, love, and self-sacrifice. It
portrays characters caught between personal desires and social duties, often
set against the backdrop of changing social norms. Glaspell’s nuanced
characterizations provide insight into the psychological conflicts faced by
individuals. The work reflects on the tension between private emotions and
public expectations.
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