a jury of her peers analysis

a jury of her peers analysis delves into Susan Glaspell’s short story that critically explores themes of gender
roles, justice, and empathy in early 20th-century rural America. This analysis examines the narrative’s plot,
characters, and symbolism to uncover the underlying social commentary on women’s experiences and
their exclusion from the legal system. By interpreting the story’s setting and the interactions between
characters, readers gain insight into the implicit critique of patriarchal justice systems. The story’s portrayal
of female solidarity and the concept of a "jury of her peers" provides a nuanced perspective on moral
judgment and societal norms. This article also discusses the story’s historical context, literary elements, and
its enduring relevance to feminist discourse. The following sections break down these aspects for a

comprehensive understanding of the story’s impact and significance.
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Overview and Historical Context

The short story "A Jury of Her Peers" was written by Susan Glaspell in 1917. It is based on a real-life
murder case Glaspell reported on as a journalist. Set in the rural Midwest, the story reflects early 20th-
century American society, particularly focusing on the lives of women and their marginalization. During
this period, women had limited legal rights and social power, often excluded from jury duty and decision-
making processes. The story critiques this exclusion by illustrating how women possess an intuitive
understanding of domestic struggles that men overlook. The historical backdrop serves to highlight the

gender inequalities prevalent at the time and emphasizes the story’s feminist undertones.



Plot Summary

"A Jury of Her Peers" centers on the investigation of a murder committed by Mrs. Minnie Wright, who is
accused of killing her husband, John Wright. The narrative follows Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale, the wives of
the men investigating the crime, as they accompany their husbands to the Wrights’ isolated farmhouse.
‘While the men focus on gathering concrete evidence, the women notice subtle clues in the domestic
environment that reveal Mrs. Wright’s emotional and psychological state. Through their observations and
conversations, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale develop empathy for Mrs. Wright’s loneliness and suffering.
Ultimately, the women choose to conceal evidence that could incriminate Mrs. Wright, symbolizing a

silent act of solidarity and resistance against a male-dominated justice system.

Themes and Symbols

The story explores multiple interwoven themes that enrich its narrative depth. Central among these are
gender inequality, justice, isolation, and female solidarity. Symbols play a crucial role in conveying these

themes, with domestic objects serving as metaphors for the protagonist’s inner life and societal constraints.

Gender Inequality

Glaspell critiques the patriarchal society that marginalizes women both legally and socially. The exclusion
of women from jury duty is symbolized by the men’s dismissive attitude and the women's keen insight
into the case. The title itself emphasizes that a "jury of her peers" should include women who understand

the domestic sphere.

Isolation and Loneliness

Mrs. Wright’s life is characterized by isolation and emotional deprivation, symbolized by the neglected
kitchen and the dead bird she once cherished. These symbols highlight the psychological toll of her

oppressive marriage and the rural environment’s harshness.

Female Solidarity

The empathy and shared understanding between Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale culminate in their decision to
protect Mrs. Wright. This solidarity challenges traditional notions of justice and underscores the importance

of female perspectives.



Key Symbols in the Story

e The Quilt: Reflects Mrs. Wright’s mental state and the unraveling of her life.
¢ The Dead Bird: Symbolizes Mrs. Wright’s lost happiness and stifled spirit.

¢ The Kitchen: Represents the domestic sphere and the site of women’s experiences.

Character Analysis

The characters in "A Jury of Her Peers" are carefully constructed to reveal the social dynamics and

thematic concerns of the story. The primary focus is on Mrs. Wright, Mrs. Peters, and Mrs. Hale.

Mrs. Wright (formerly Minnie Foster)

Mrs. Wright is the central figure whose background and psychological state emerge through the
observations of other characters. Once a lively woman who enjoyed singing, she has become repressed and
isolated due to her oppressive marriage. Her transformation symbolizes the destructive impact of gendered

oppression.

Mrs. Peters

Mrs. Peters, the sheriff’s wife, initially aligns with the legal authority but gradually empathizes with Mrs.
‘Wright. Her internal conflict reflects the tension between upholding the law and recognizing the

humanity behind the crime.

Mrs. Hale

Mrs. Hale serves as the story’s moral conscience. She regrets not visiting Mrs. Wright and expresses
solidarity with her suffering. Her perspective highlights the social neglect women endure and critiques

the lack of communal support.

Gender Roles and Feminist Perspectives

The story provides a critical feminist perspective on the gender roles imposed by society. The men’s

dismissive attitudes toward the women’s concerns illustrate the broader societal tendency to undervalue



women’s experiences and intelligence. Meanwhile, the women’s attention to domestic details reveals their
unique knowledge and emotional insight, which the men fail to appreciate. This dynamic challenges the
patriarchal notion that justice is solely a legal matter, detached from social and emotional contexts. The
narrative suggests that true understanding of justice requires acknowledging women’s perspectives and

experiences.

The Exclusion of Women from Legal Processes

Women’s exclusion from the jury serves as a metaphor for their broader marginalization in society. The
story critiques this exclusion by demonstrating that women are better suited to judge the nuances of Mrs.

‘Wright’s case due to their shared experiences.

Female Empowerment Through Solidarity

By choosing to protect Mrs. Wright, the women exercise agency within a constrained social framework.
Their covert decision symbolizes a form of resistance and empowerment, asserting the validity of women’s

moral judgment.

Legal and Moral Justice

"A Jury of Her Peers" distinguishes between legal justice and moral justice, highlighting the limitations of
the formal legal system. The men represent the law, seeking tangible evidence and adhering to rigid
procedures. In contrast, the women embody moral justice, considering the emotional and social
circumstances that led to the crime. This distinction raises questions about the fairness of legal institutions
that ignore context and humanity. The story advocates for a more empathetic and inclusive approach to

justice, recognizing the complexities of human behavior.

Conflict Between Law and Empathy

The men’s focus on physical evidence contrasts with the women’s intuitive understanding. This conflict

underscores the inadequacy of legal processes that exclude emotional intelligence and lived experiences.

The Role of Silence and Concealment

The women’s decision to conceal evidence is a silent protest against an unjust system. It symbolizes the
moral dilemma faced by individuals who must navigate between legal obligations and ethical

considerations.



Literary Techniques and Style

Glaspell employs various literary techniques to enhance the story’s themes and emotional impact. The
narrative’s limited third-person point of view closely follows the women’s perspective, fostering reader
empathy and emphasizing the gendered divide. Symbolism, imagery, and subtle dialogue contribute to the

layered meaning of the story.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolic objects such as the quilt and the dead bird enrich the narrative by representing Mrs. Wright’s
inner life and the broader social issues. The imagery of the cold, bare farmhouse contrasts with the warmth

of female companionship and understanding.

Dialogue and Tone

The restrained dialogue reflects social conventions and the characters’ internal conflicts. The tone is sober

and reflective, aligning with the story’s serious examination of justice and gender.

Setting and Atmosphere

The isolated farmhouse setting underscores themes of loneliness and entrapment. The bleak environment
mirrors the emotional desolation experienced by Mrs. Wright and accentuates the story’s critique of rural

isolation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme explored in 'A Jury of Her Peers' by Susan
Glaspell?

The main theme of 'A Jury of Her Peers' is the exploration of gender roles and the solidarity among
women in a male-dominated society. It highlights how women understand and empathize with each

other's struggles in ways men do not.

How does the setting contribute to the overall analysis of 'A Jury of Her

Peers'?

The isolated rural setting in 'A Jury of Her Peers' emphasizes the loneliness and confinement experienced



by the female characters, particularly Mrs. Wright, and reflects the limited roles and expectations placed on

women during that time period.

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

Symbolism is crucial in the story; for example, the broken birdcage and the dead bird represent Mrs.
‘Wright's lost happiness and suppressed spirit. These symbols help reveal the emotional and psychological

abuse she endured.

How do the female characters in 'A Jury of Her Peers' challenge societal

norms?

The women in the story, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, challenge societal norms by choosing to protect Mrs.
Wright from legal prosecution. Their empathy and understanding lead them to prioritize female solidarity

over strict adherence to the law, highlighting a critique of patriarchal justice.

Why is 'A Jury of Her Peers' considered a feminist work?

'A Jury of Her Peers' is considered a feminist work because it critiques the patriarchal legal system and
society that marginalizes women. It showcases women's perspectives and their shared experiences of

oppression, advocating for recognition of women's voices and justice.

Additional Resources

1. A Jury of Her Peers by Susan Glaspell: A Critical Analysis

This book offers an in-depth exploration of Susan Glaspell’s short story "A Jury of Her Peers," focusing on
themes such as gender roles, justice, and social dynamics. It examines the symbolism and narrative
techniques Glaspell uses to highlight the disparity between male and female perspectives in early 20th-
century rural America. The analysis also discusses the story’s impact on feminist literature and its relevance

today.

2. Feminist Perspectives on A Jury of Her Peers

This collection of essays delves into the feminist interpretations of "A Jury of Her Peers," analyzing how
the story critiques patriarchal society and legal justice systems. Contributors explore the ways women’s
experiences and solidarity challenge male authority and the concept of justice. The book situates Glaspell’s

work within the broader feminist literary movement.

3. Gender and Justice in Early American Literature

Focusing on works like "A Jury of Her Peers," this book examines representations of gender and legal
justice in early American literature. It highlights the social constraints faced by women and how literature
reflects and contests these limitations. The book provides critical context for understanding Glaspell’s

narrative within its historical and cultural milieu.



4. Symbolism and Social Critique in Susan Glaspell’s Works

This study analyzes the use of symbolism in Glaspell’s writing, especially in "A Jury of Her Peers," to
critique societal norms and injustices. It explores objects and settings that carry deeper meanings related to
gender oppression and empathy. The book offers insights into Glaspell’s narrative strategies and their

effectiveness in social commentary.

5. Legal Ethics and Gender Bias: Lessons from A Jury of Her Peers

This book applies the themes of Glaspell’s story to discussions about legal ethics and gender bias in the
justice system. It examines how gender influences perceptions of guilt and innocence, and the implications
for contemporary legal practice. The text encourages readers to reconsider the fairness of legal procedures

through a gendered lens.

6. Women'’s Voices in American Short Stories

Highlighting "A Jury of Her Peers" among other key works, this anthology and analysis focus on how
women authors gave voice to female experiences and challenges. It explores narrative techniques that
emphasize women’s perspectives and the social issues they face. The book underscores the importance of

these stories in American literary history.

7. Empathy and Morality in A Jury of Her Peers
This book investigates the moral questions raised by Glaspell’s story, particularly the role of empathy in
justice. It discusses how the characters’ shared experiences of womanhood lead to a nuanced understanding

of right and wrong. The analysis connects these ideas to broader ethical theories and feminist philosophy.

8. Social Class and Gender in Rural America: Insights from A Jury of Her Peers

Focusing on the intersections of class and gender, this work explores how Glaspell portrays rural American
life and its social hierarchies. It examines the constraints imposed on women of different social standings and
how these affect their choices and solidarities. The book provides a sociological perspective on the story’s

themes.

9. Historical Context and Literary Innovation in Susan Glaspell’s Writing

This text situates "A Jury of Her Peers" within its historical period, analyzing how Glaspell’s background as
a journalist influenced her literary style and thematic concerns. It discusses her innovative narrative
techniques and how they serve to critique social injustices. The book offers a comprehensive overview of

Glaspell’s contributions to American literature.
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