
trifles a jury of her peers

Trifles: A Jury of Her Peers is a one-act play by Susan Glaspell that
explores themes of gender roles, justice, and the complexities of domestic
life. Written in 1916, the play is based on a real-life murder case that
Glaspell covered as a young reporter. It examines the lives of women in a
patriarchal society and highlights the subtle yet significant ways they
navigate their roles. Through the interactions of the characters and the
unfolding of the plot, Glaspell invites the audience to contemplate the
meaning of justice and the value of women's experiences.

Historical Context

The Role of Women in Early 20th Century America

In the early 1900s, women were primarily seen as homemakers, responsible for
maintaining the household and raising children. They had limited rights and
were often excluded from significant societal roles, including politics and
professional careers. This context is crucial for understanding the
characters in "Trifles," as their experiences reflect the limitations imposed
on women during this time.

The Real-Life Case

The play is inspired by the murder of John Hossack, who was killed in his
farmhouse in Iowa in 1900. His wife, Margaret Hossack, was arrested and
charged with the crime, but the evidence against her was largely
circumstantial. Glaspell covered the trial and used her experiences to create
a poignant narrative that highlights the injustices faced by women.

Summary of the Play

Setting

"Trifles" is set in the early 20th-century rural Midwest, specifically in the
abandoned farmhouse of the Wrights, where John Wright was found murdered. The
play unfolds in the kitchen, a space that symbolizes the domestic sphere
where women traditionally operated. The stage directions emphasize the
disarray of the kitchen, hinting at the turmoil in Minnie Wright's life.

Characters

- Mrs. Hale: A neighbor of the Wrights who feels guilty for not visiting
Minnie more often. She is empathetic and perceptive, recognizing the
importance of small details.
- Mrs. Peters: The sheriff's wife, who initially adheres to societal norms
but gradually becomes more sympathetic to Minnie's situation.
- Mr. Hale: A local farmer, who represents the male perspective and often
dismisses women's concerns.
- Sheriff Peters: The local sheriff, who embodies patriarchal authority and
exhibits a condescending attitude towards women.
- County Attorney George Henderson: The prosecutor, who is more interested in
winning the case than understanding the lives of the women involved.

Plot Overview

The play begins with the arrival of the men—Mr. Hale, Sheriff Peters, and
County Attorney George Henderson—at the Wright farmhouse to investigate John



Wright's murder. As they search for evidence, they dismiss the domestic space
and its contents, viewing them as "trifles." Meanwhile, Mrs. Hale and Mrs.
Peters explore the kitchen and uncover clues that reveal Minnie's isolation
and suffering.

The women discover a broken birdcage and a dead canary, which symbolize
Minnie's lost happiness and her husband's oppressive nature. As they piece
together Minnie's story, they begin to understand her motives and the
circumstances that led to the murder. Ultimately, they decide to conceal the
evidence they have found, thus becoming a "jury of her peers" who protect
Minnie from a system that has historically marginalized women.

Themes

Gender Roles

One of the central themes of "Trifles" is the exploration of gender roles and
the societal expectations placed on women. The men in the play dismiss the
women's concerns as insignificant, reflecting the broader societal tendency
to undervalue women's experiences. This theme is evident in several ways:

- Male Dominance: The male characters exhibit a sense of superiority,
believing that their work is more important than the domestic sphere. They
overlook crucial evidence because they consider it trivial.
- Female Solidarity: Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters bond over their shared
experiences, ultimately choosing to protect Minnie. Their solidarity
illustrates the strength of female relationships in the face of patriarchal
oppression.

Justice and Morality

The concept of justice is intricately woven into the narrative. The play
raises questions about the nature of justice and who gets to define it. The
legal system is portrayed as flawed and disconnected from the realities of
women's lives. Key points include:

- Sympathy for Minnie: As Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters learn more about Minnie's
life, they come to empathize with her actions. Their decision to hide the
evidence reflects an alternative sense of justice rooted in understanding
rather than legalistic definitions.
- Critique of the Legal System: The play critiques the legal system for its
inability to recognize the complexities of women's lives. The men's focus on
tangible evidence blinds them to the emotional and psychological factors that
led to the crime.

Isolation and Loneliness

Minnie Wright's isolation is a critical aspect of the play. Her life is
marked by loneliness and despair, which ultimately drives her to commit
murder. This theme is expressed through:

- Symbolism of the Bird: The dead canary represents Minnie's lost freedom and
joy. The bird's song once brought her happiness, but its death signifies the
complete control John Wright exerted over her life.
- Physical and Emotional Isolation: The setting of the farmhouse underscores
Minnie's isolation. She is physically removed from the community and
emotionally cut off from meaningful connections.

Symbolism



The Kitchen

The kitchen serves as a powerful symbol of women's lives and experiences. It
is a space that reflects the domesticity women are expected to adhere to, yet
it is also where the most significant revelations occur. The disarray in the
kitchen parallels Minnie's chaotic emotional state and highlights the neglect
of women's concerns.

The Birdcage and Canary

The birdcage and the dead canary symbolize Minnie's lost freedom and the
oppressive nature of her marriage. The broken cage represents her
confinement, while the canary's death signifies the end of her spirit. These
symbols serve as crucial evidence in understanding Minnie's motives.

The Quilt

The unfinished quilt further symbolizes Minnie's disrupted life. The way it
is sewn reflects her emotional state—torn and incomplete. The act of
quilting, often associated with women's work, becomes a metaphor for the
stitching together of their stories and experiences.

Conclusion

In "Trifles: A Jury of Her Peers," Susan Glaspell masterfully weaves together
themes of gender roles, justice, and isolation to create a powerful narrative
that resonates with audiences even today. The play's exploration of women's
experiences and the societal structures that oppress them remains relevant,
inviting ongoing discussions about gender equality and the complexities of
justice. Through the lens of Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, Glaspell encourages
us to recognize the value of women's voices and the importance of empathy in
understanding human actions. The play stands as a testament to the strength
of female solidarity and the need for a more inclusive definition of justice
that takes into account the lived experiences of all individuals.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Trifles: A Jury of Her
Peers'?

The main theme revolves around the roles of women in society, the importance
of their experiences, and how their insights can lead to justice, contrasting
with the male characters' dismissive attitudes.

Who are the key characters in 'Trifles: A Jury of Her
Peers'?

The key characters include Mrs. Hale, Mrs. Peters, and the men investigating
the murder of John Wright, who overlook crucial evidence.

How does the setting of 'Trifles' contribute to the
story?

The setting in a rural farmhouse emphasizes isolation and the domestic



sphere, highlighting the women's knowledge of household items that ultimately
reveal the motive behind the crime.

What role does symbolism play in 'Trifles: A Jury of
Her Peers'?

Symbolism is evident in items like the broken birdcage and the dead canary,
representing Mrs. Wright's lost freedom and happiness, which becomes a
pivotal aspect of the case.

How do the men in 'Trifles' illustrate gender
dynamics of the time?

The men represent patriarchal attitudes, dismissing women's concerns as mere
'trifles,' which highlights the broader societal view of women as inferior
and unimportant.

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

The title suggests that the women, despite not being an official jury,
possess the understanding and empathy needed to judge Mrs. Wright's actions,
underscoring their role in seeking justice.

What message does Susan Glaspell convey about justice
in 'Trifles'?

Glaspell conveys that justice is not solely a legal concept but can also be
achieved through understanding and compassion, as the women choose not to
expose Mrs. Wright's motive.

How does 'Trifles' reflect the historical context of
women's rights?

Written in 1916, 'Trifles' reflects the early feminist movement, emphasizing
women's struggles for recognition and equality, and critiques the societal
norms that marginalize their experiences.
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