susan glaspell a jury of her peers

Understanding Susan Glaspell's "A Jury of Her
Peers": A Deep Dive

susan glaspell a jury of her peers stands as a pivotal work in American
literature, a short story that masterfully dissects themes of justice, gender
roles, and female solidarity in the early 20th century. This exploration
delves into the profound implications of Glaspell's narrative, examining its
enduring relevance and the societal critiques it so powerfully conveys. We
will uncover the story's historical context, analyze its complex characters,
particularly the silent yet insightful Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, and
scrutinize the symbolic weight of everyday objects that ultimately reveal the
truth. Furthermore, we will discuss the story's impact on feminist literature
and its continued resonance with contemporary audiences grappling with issues
of systemic inequality and the search for authentic justice. This
comprehensive article aims to illuminate the brilliance of "A Jury of Her
Peers" and its lasting legacy.
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Historical and Social Context of "A Jury of Her
Peers"

Susan Glaspell penned "A Jury of Her Peers" in 1917, a period marked by
significant social upheaval and burgeoning feminist movements. The early 20th
century in America was a time when women's voices were largely marginalized,
and their legal and social standing was considerably limited. The story
directly confronts the patriarchal structures that dictated women's lives,
particularly within the domestic sphere. The legal system itself, as depicted
in the story, is implicitly male-dominated, with the male characters making
assumptions and judgments without truly understanding the circumstances of
the accused woman, Minnie Wright. Glaspell’s work emerged from a rich



tradition of progressive thought, and she herself was a prominent figure in
the Provincetown Players, a theatrical group that championed experimental and
socially conscious drama. Understanding this backdrop is crucial to
appreciating the audacity and insight of "A Jury of Her Peers."

The Role of Women in Early 20th Century Society

In the era when "A Jury of Her Peers" was written, women's lives were largely
confined to the home. Their roles were primarily defined by domestic duties,
child-rearing, and subservience to their husbands. Opportunities for
education, professional careers, and public participation were severely
restricted. This societal expectation of domesticity, while often
romanticized, frequently led to isolation, frustration, and a profound lack
of agency for many women. The story reflects this reality through Minnie
Wright’s seemingly bleak existence and the emotional void that her marriage
represented. The men in the story represent the societal norms that viewed
women's concerns as trivial, a perspective that Glaspell actively challenges.

The Influence of the Progressive Era and Feminism

The Progressive Era was a period of significant social activism and reform,
addressing issues such as corruption, industrialization, and women's
suffrage. While not explicitly a suffrage story, "A Jury of Her Peers" taps
into the broader spirit of questioning authority and advocating for
marginalized groups. The nascent feminist movement was gaining momentum,
raising awareness about women's rights and challenging traditional gender
roles. Glaspell, through her story, provides a powerful literary
representation of the silent suffering and eventual agency of women who were
denied a voice in a society that consistently underestimated their
intelligence and emotional depth. The story can be seen as a testament to the
growing awareness of women's collective experiences and the potential for
solidarity.

Character Analysis: The Women of the Story

"A Jury of Her Peers" is a masterclass in character development, particularly
in its portrayal of the female protagonists, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. Their
journey from hesitant observers to active participants in a clandestine form
of justice is the heart of the narrative. Their evolving understanding of
Minnie Wright’s plight, mirrored by their own experiences as wives 1in a
patriarchal society, drives the story's moral and emotional core. Their
initial detachment gradually transforms into empathy and a shared sense of
purpose, highlighting the power of female connection.

Mrs. Peters: The Sheriff's Wife and Her Internal
Conflict

Mrs. Peters, the sheriff's wife, initially embodies a sense of duty and



adherence to the law. Her husband, Sheriff Peters, is actively investigating
the murder of his neighbor, John Wright. Mrs. Peters, accompanying the men to
the Wright farmhouse, initially seems to be a passive observer, caught
between her loyalty to her husband and the emerging empathy she feels for
Minnie. Her own past experiences of hardship, particularly the loss of a
child and a struggling farm, resonate deeply with Minnie’s isolated
existence. This personal history creates an internal conflict for Mrs.
Peters, forcing her to reconcile her societal role with her burgeoning sense
of justice for a fellow woman. Her decision to aid in concealing evidence
marks a significant shift in her character, demonstrating a profound act of
solidarity.

Mrs. Hale: The Compassionate Neighbor and Her Growing
Awareness

Mrs. Hale, a close neighbor to the Wrights, brings a more overtly
compassionate perspective from the outset. She expresses regret for not
visiting Minnie more often, acknowledging a shared responsibility in Minnie’s
isolation. Mrs. Hale’s keen observational skills and her understanding of
domestic life allow her to notice the subtle clues that the men overlook. She
recognizes the significance of the disordered kitchen, the unstrung canning
jars, and the birdcage. Her growing awareness of Minnie’s suffering, fueled
by her own experiences and observations, propels her towards action. She
becomes the driving force behind the women’s collective decision to protect
Minnie, demonstrating a powerful sense of justice that transcends legal
technicalities.

Minnie Wright: The Accused and Her Silenced Voice

Minnie Wright, the accused murderer, remains a largely silent figure
throughout the story. Her voice is never heard directly, yet her story is
powerfully told through the observations and deductions of Mrs. Hale and Mrs.
Peters. She is presented as a victim of circumstance, trapped in a loveless
and oppressive marriage, whose spirit has been systematically broken. The
evidence of her life—the unkempt quilting, the broken birdcage, the dead
canary—speaks volumes about her despair and her final act of desperate
rebellion. Minnie Wright symbolizes the countless women whose inner lives and
suffering were invisible to the patriarchal society they inhabited. Her
silence underscores the need for understanding and empathy beyond superficial
judgments.

Symbolism in "A Jury of Her Peers"

Susan Glaspell masterfully employs symbolism in "A Jury of Her Peers" to
convey the deeper meanings of the narrative. The objects and details that the
men dismiss as "woman's work" become crucial clues, revealing the
psychological landscape of Minnie Wright and the nature of her crime. These
symbols highlight the contrast between the male perspective, focused on logic
and outward appearances, and the female perspective, which understands the
nuances of emotional experience and domestic life.



The Birdcage: Symbol of Oppression and Freedom

The broken birdcage is one of the most potent symbols in the story.
Initially, it appears to be an ordinary household item, but upon closer
inspection, the broken latch and the scattered feathers suggest something
more profound. The cage represents Minnie’s own entrapment within her
marriage and her suffocating home life. The fact that the bird is dead, with
its neck wrung, parallels the violence that Minnie may have experienced or
witnessed, and ultimately, the violence she inflicted upon her husband. The
bird itself, often a symbol of song and freedom, becomes a tragic
representation of Minnie’s stifled spirit and her eventual act of liberation,
however wviolent.

The Dead Canary: The Stolen Song of Minnie's Life

Connected to the birdcage, the dead canary symbolizes the silencing of
Minnie’s joy and spirit. Canaries were often kept for their beautiful
singing, representing life, happiness, and vibrancy. In Minnie's case, the
canary’s death—its neck broken—suggests that her life and spirit have been
systematically crushed by her husband. The men’s dismissiveness of the
birdcage and its contents highlights their inability to grasp the emotional
significance of these objects to Minnie, and by extension, to women. The
canary’s fate becomes a poignant metaphor for Minnie’s own existence,
stripped of its song and vitality.

The Quilting: A Woman's Work and a Cry for Help

The unfinished quilting project is another significant symbol. The men
dismiss it as "crazy" stitching, failing to recognize the coded messages
embedded within. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, however, understand that the
uneven stitches and the varied patterns might reflect Minnie’s disturbed
mental state and her internal turmoil. The act of quilting itself is often
associated with domesticity and patience, but here, it becomes a desperate,
albeit unconscious, form of communication. The women interpret the poorly
executed stitches as a sign of Minnie's distress, a narrative of her
suffering woven into the fabric of her life. The contrast between the men's
pragmatic disregard and the women's empathetic interpretation underscores the
story's central themes.

Thematic Exploration: Justice, Gender, and
Solidarity

"A Jury of Her Peers" delves into profound themes that continue to resonate
with readers today. The story critically examines the nature of justice, the
limitations imposed by gender roles, and the powerful force of female
solidarity. Glaspell challenges conventional notions of legal Jjustice by
presenting a scenario where informal, empathetic understanding among women
leads to a form of moral resolution that the official legal system cannot
achieve.



Redefining Justice Beyond Legal Frameworks

The story presents a powerful critique of a legal system that often fails to
account for the complexities of human experience, particularly for women. The
male characters operate on a superficial understanding of the crime, seeking
tangible evidence that fits their preconceived notions. They are blind to the
emotional and psychological context that drove Minnie’s actions. In contrast,
Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters construct their own understanding of justice based
on empathy and shared experience. Their decision to conceal evidence, while
legally illicit, represents a moral choice to protect a woman they believe
has been driven to extreme measures by years of oppression. This highlights a
tension between legal justice and a more compassionate, perhaps even
intuitive, form of fairness.

The Oppression of Gender Roles and Expectations

Glaspell’s narrative vividly illustrates the oppressive nature of rigid
gender roles in the early 20th century. Minnie Wright is a victim not only of
her abusive husband but also of a society that expects women to endure
hardship silently and conform to domestic expectations. Her isolation and
lack of agency are direct consequences of these societal constraints. The
men's patronizing attitudes towards the women’s concerns—dismissing their
observations as trivial "woman's worries"—further emphasize the patriarchal
power structure that renders women invisible and their experiences invalid.
The story argues that such systemic oppression can have devastating
consequences.

The Power of Female Solidarity and Empathy

Perhaps the most significant theme in "A Jury of Her Peers" is the power of
female solidarity. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, initially strangers brought
together by circumstance, discover a profound connection through their shared
understanding of Minnie's suffering. Their ability to empathize with Minnie,
to see the world through her eyes, and to recognize the unspoken narrative of
her life is what allows them to piece together the truth. Their collective
decision to protect Minnie is an act of defiance against a patriarchal system
that has failed her. This solidarity represents a gquiet but potent form of
resistance, demonstrating the strength that women can find in each other when
united by shared experiences and a common cause.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

"A Jury of Her Peers" has garnered significant critical acclaim since its
publication and is widely recognized as a seminal work of feminist
literature. Its impact on literary discourse and its enduring relevance are
testaments to Susan Glaspell's skill as a storyteller and her profound
understanding of the human condition. The story's innovative narrative
techniques and its unflinching social commentary have cemented its place in
literary history.



Early Responses and Feminist Interpretations

Upon its release, "A Jury of Her Peers" was lauded for its subtle yet
powerful portrayal of women's lives and its critique of patriarchal society.
Feminist critics quickly recognized the story's significance, highlighting
its exploration of female consciousness, the silencing of women's voices, and
the potential for collective action. The narrative’s focus on domestic
details and emotional nuance, which were often overlooked by male writers,
was seen as a groundbreaking assertion of women's experiences as valid and
important subjects for literary exploration. Its direct challenge to
traditional notions of justice, as adjudicated by men, resonated deeply with
a growing feminist readership.

Glaspell's Place in American Literature

Susan Glaspell is now celebrated as a pivotal figure in American Modernism
and a pioneering feminist writer. "A Jury of Her Peers," along with her
plays, showcases her commitment to exploring complex psychological states and
social injustices. She was a key figure in the Provincetown Players,
contributing significantly to the development of American drama. Her work is
admired for its lyrical prose, its keen psychological insight, and its early
exploration of themes that would become central to feminist literary theory.
The story's lasting impact lies in its ability to provoke thought and inspire
empathy, making it a staple in literary studies and a powerful reminder of
the ongoing struggle for gender equality.

Enduring Relevance of "A Jury of Her Peers"

The themes explored in "A Jury of Her Peers" remain remarkably relevant in
the 21st century. While societal norms have evolved, the challenges of gender
inequality, the complexities of Jjustice, and the importance of empathy and
solidarity continue to resonate. The story serves as a timeless reminder of
the need to listen to marginalized voices and to recognize the profound
impact of societal structures on individual lives.

Contemporary Applications of the Story's Themes

In contemporary society, "A Jury of Her Peers" continues to spark discussions
about issues such as domestic violence, the justice system's blind spots, and
the underestimation of women's perspectives. The story’s portrayal of a woman
driven to desperate measures by years of emotional neglect and oppression
finds echoes in modern conversations about the psychological toll of abusive
relationships. Furthermore, the concept of a "jury of her peers" takes on new
meaning as society grapples with ensuring diverse representation and
understanding within legal and social institutions. The story’s emphasis on
empathy and collective understanding remains a crucial element in navigating
complex social issues and fostering more equitable outcomes.



Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme is the oppression of women in a patriarchal society and the
solidarity women find in recognizing and acting upon their shared experiences
and injustices, even outside the legal system.

Who is Mrs. Wright (Minnie Foster) and what is her
situation in the story?

Mrs. Wright, formerly Minnie Foster, is accused of murdering her husband,
John Wright. She is presented as a formerly cheerful and vibrant woman who
has become withdrawn and isolated due to her unhappy marriage and oppressive
home life.

What symbolic significance does the dead canary hold
in 'A Jury of Her Peers'?

The dead canary is a powerful symbol of Minnie Wright's stifled spirit and
lost joy. Its broken neck mirrors the abuse she endured and suggests a
desperate act of self-preservation or rebellion against her abusive husband.

How do the women in the story (Mrs. Peters and Mrs.
Hale) discover the motive for the murder?

They discover the motive through observing the details of Minnie's life that
the men overlook: her neglected sewing, her empty birdcage, and finally, the
broken-necked canary, which they infer was killed by Mr. Wright in an act of
cruelty.

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

The title is deeply ironic. The women, acting as an informal jury of their
'peers' (fellow women who understand their plight), decide to conceal the
evidence, effectively delivering their own verdict and circumventing the
male-dominated legal system which they believe would not understand or
sympathize with Minnie's situation.

How does the story critique the legal system and the
role of men?

The story critiques the legal system by portraying the male investigators as
dismissive, unobservant, and incapable of understanding the nuances of a

woman's life or the emotional context of the crime. They focus on superficial
details, missing the profound emotional suffering that led to the murder.

What does the knitting or quilting symbolize for the



women in the story?

The knitting and quilting symbolize domesticity and the women's gquiet, often
overlooked, creative and nurturing roles. However, in the story, the
unfinished and erratic stitching of Minnie's quilt also reflects her
distressed mental state, and the act of the women finishing it becomes a
subtle act of solidarity and understanding.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Susan Glaspell's "A Jury of Her Peers,"
along with short descriptions:

1. The Long Goodbye: A Novel

This classic detective novel, penned by Raymond Chandler, explores themes of
justice and loyalty in a murky underworld. While set in a different era and
genre, it shares "A Jury of Her Peers'" focus on uncovering the truth through
careful observation and understanding the hidden motivations of individuals,
even when the official system might overlook them. The protagonist, Philip
Marlowe, often finds himself questioning established notions of right and
wrong, much like Mrs. Wright's quiet defiance.

2. The Awakening: A Novel

Kate Chopin's groundbreaking work delves into a woman's struggle for self-
discovery and liberation within the restrictive societal norms of the late
19th century. Similar to Mrs. Wright's suppressed life, Edna Pontellier
experiences a profound internal shift and rebellion against her prescribed
role. Both narratives highlight the stifling nature of patriarchal
expectations and the quiet, often internal, ways women find to assert their
agency.

3. The Yellow Wallpaper: A Gothic Short Story

Charlotte Perkins Gilman's chilling narrative depicts a woman's descent into
madness as a result of her enforced rest cure and isolation. The story, like
Glaspell's, uses domestic details as metaphors for confinement and the
psychological toll of societal constraints placed upon women. The unnamed
narrator's growing obsession with the wallpaper mirrors the subtle yet
significant observations made by Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters about Mrs.
Wright's environment.

4. In Cold Blood: A True Account of a Multiple Murder and Its Consequences
Truman Capote's seminal work of non-fiction novel blurs the lines between
reportage and literary narrative, delving into the psychology of both
perpetrators and the community affected by a brutal crime. Like "A Jury of
Her Peers," it examines the broader social and psychological underpinnings of
violent acts and the ways in which seemingly ordinary lives can be shattered.
Capote's deep dive into the lives of the Clutter family and their killers
resonates with Glaspell's exploration of the quiet desperation that can lead
to extreme measures.

5. Little Women: A Novel

Louisa May Alcott's beloved novel portrays the lives of four sisters
navigating the challenges of womanhood, poverty, and societal expectations in
19th-century America. While seemingly lighter in tone, it shares "A Jury of
Her Peers'" focus on the domestic sphere and the internal lives of women. The
March sisters' close bonds and individual struggles offer a contrasting yet
complementary perspective on female experience and resilience in a
patriarchal world.



6. The Handmaid's Tale: A Novel

Margaret Atwood's dystopian masterpiece explores a society where women are
stripped of their rights and reduced to reproductive vessels. This novel,
much like Glaspell's story, exposes the devastating consequences of extreme
patriarchal control and the silencing of women's voices. The protagonist
Offred's quiet acts of resistance and internal thoughts echo the silent
rebellion and shared understanding found among the female characters in "A
Jury of Her Peers."

7. Middlemarch: A Novel

George Eliot's epic novel scrutinizes the complexities of provincial life,
marriage, and individual ambition in early 19th-century England. It delves
deeply into the inner lives of its characters, particularly its female
protagonists, showcasing their intelligence, limitations, and desires within
a constrained society. The novel's exploration of unfulfilled potential and
the subtle ways individuals cope with disappointment offers a broader, more
detailed parallel to Mrs. Wright's circumstances.

8. The Color Purple: A Novel

Alice Walker's powerful epistolary novel tells the story of Celie, an African
American woman who endures abuse and hardship in the early 20th-century
South. Like "A Jury of Her Peers," it highlights the resilience of women in
the face of immense suffering and the importance of female solidarity. The
narrative's exploration of finding one's voice and reclaiming agency, even
from within oppressive circumstances, strongly resonates with the underlying
message of Glaspell's work.

9. The Plot: A Novel

Jean Hanff Korelitz's contemporary thriller centers on a writer who steals a
deceased student's brilliant story and achieves fame. While a modern mystery,
it shares "A Jury of Her Peers'" interest in the power of narrative and how
seemingly small details can unravel a larger truth. The investigation into
the stolen plot parallels the women's investigation into the details of Mrs.
Wright's life, revealing hidden motives and a concealed injustice.
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