glaspell a jury of her peers

Glaspell A Jury of Her Peers is a powerful one-act play that delves into
themes of gender roles, justice, and the societal expectations placed on
women in the early 20th century. Written by Susan Glaspell in 1916, this
compelling narrative is based on a real-life murder case that Glaspell
covered as a young reporter. The play's intricate exploration of female
solidarity and the complexities of morality offers a rich text for analysis,
making it a significant work in feminist literature and American drama.

Background of the Play

Author: Susan Glaspell

Susan Glaspell (1876-1948) was an American playwright, novelist, and
journalist whose works often focused on the experiences of women. As a key
figure in the feminist movement in literature, Glaspell’s writing frequently
highlighted the struggles women faced in a patriarchal society. Her
experience as a reporter covering court cases inspired her to write "A Jury
of Her Peers," which reflects her understanding of women's issues and their
societal roles.

Historical Context

The play is set in a rural farmhouse in the Midwest, reflecting the societal
norms and expectations of women during the early 1900s. During this period,
women were largely confined to domestic roles, and their contributions were
often undervalued. The legal system was also biased against women, who were
seen as incapable of understanding the complexities of crime and justice.
Glaspell's play critiques these societal norms and emphasizes the importance
of women's perspectives in understanding human experience and morality.

Plot Summary

"A Jury of Her Peers" revolves around the investigation of the murder of John
Wright, a farmer found dead in his home. The characters include:

- Mrs. Hale: A farmer's wife who knew Minnie Wright, the accused.

- Mrs. Peters: The sheriff's wife, who is accompanying her husband on the
investigation.

- Sheriff Peters: The lawman investigating the murder.



- County Attorney George Henderson: The prosecutor seeking evidence against
Minnie.

As the men search for evidence in the house, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters
discover clues that reveal the emotional turmoil Minnie faced in her
marriage. The play unfolds through their conversations, highlighting the
women’s understanding of Minnie’s plight, which the men dismiss as trivial.

Themes and Analysis

Gender Roles and Female Solidarity

One of the most prominent themes in Glaspell's work is the critique of
traditional gender roles. The play underscores how men often overlook the
significance of women's experiences and domestic lives. The women, Mrs. Hale
and Mrs. Peters, bond over their shared understanding of Minnie Wright's
situation, displaying a sense of solidarity that challenges the male
characters' views.

- Empathy: The women empathize with Minnie, recognizing the emotional abuse
she endured. Their discoveries in the kitchen, such as the broken birdcage
and the dead canary, symbolize Minnie's lost freedom and joy.

- Critique of Male Authority: The men in the play, representing the law, are
dismissive of the women’s concerns, highlighting the inadequacies of a legal
system that fails to understand women's experiences.

Justice and Morality

The play raises questions about justice and morality, particularly regarding
the legal system's treatment of women. While the men search for tangible
evidence to convict Minnie, the women find deeper truths about her emotional
state.

- Moral Ambiguity: The women's choice to conceal evidence-specifically, the
dead canary—forces the audience to grapple with the idea of justice. Should
they allow the law to punish Minnie for a crime borne out of despair and
oppression?

- Redefining Justice: By the end of the play, the women create their own form
of justice, one that considers the emotional realities of Minnie's life
rather than adhering strictly to the law.



Symbolism in the Play

Glaspell employs various symbols throughout the narrative to enhance the
themes and deepen the audience’s understanding of the characters’ struggles.

The Bird

The dead canary serves as a significant symbol in the play. It represents
Minnie Wright's lost happiness and her stifled spirit. The bird was once a
source of joy for Minnie, and its death signifies her ultimate loss of
freedom and hope.

The Kitchen

The domestic setting of the kitchen is also symbolic. It represents the
traditional female space where women are often confined. However, it is in
this space that Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters find their strength and solidarity,
transforming it from a place of oppression to one of empowerment.

Critical Reception

Since its publication, "A Jury of Her Peers" has received critical acclaim
for its exploration of feminist themes and its nuanced portrayal of women's
experiences. Scholars have noted how Glaspell's play serves as an early
example of feminist literature, challenging the status quo and advocating for
women's voices in both literature and society.

- Feminist Interpretation: Critics have praised Glaspell for her ability to
capture the female experience authentically, encouraging readers to consider
the impact of societal expectations on women's lives.

- Influence on Contemporary Theatre: The play continues to influence modern
feminist writers and playwrights, serving as a touchstone for discussions
about gender and justice.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Glaspell A Jury of Her Peers stands as a poignant exploration
of the complexities of gender, justice, and morality. Through its rich
symbolism and compelling characters, the play critiques the societal norms
that have historically marginalized women's voices. Susan Glaspell’'s work
remains relevant today, reminding us of the importance of empathy,
understanding, and the need to reconsider our definitions of justice in light



of personal experience. As we continue to explore these themes in
contemporary society, Glaspell’s play serves as both a reflection and a call
to action for greater recognition and respect for women’s experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Susan
Glaspell's 'A Jury of Her Peers'?

The main themes include gender roles, the nature of justice, and the impact
of isolation. The story highlights how women’s experiences and perspectives
are often overlooked in a male-dominated society.

How does Glaspell use setting to enhance the story's
themes?

The rural farmhouse setting reinforces themes of isolation and domesticity,
reflecting the protagonist's emotional state and the societal pressures faced
by women in that era.

What role do the female characters play in the
story?

The female characters, particularly Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, serve as the
moral compass of the narrative, ultimately understanding and empathizing with
the accused woman, Minnie Wright, and deciding to conceal evidence that could
condemn her.

How does 'A Jury of Her Peers' critique the judicial
system?

The story critiques the judicial system by illustrating how it fails to
account for women's experiences and perspectives, suggesting that true
justice may lie outside of formal legal proceedings.

In what ways does the title 'A Jury of Her Peers'
reflect the story's message?

The title suggests that the true judgment of Minnie Wright's actions comes
not from a legal jury but from her female peers, who understand her struggles
and ultimately choose solidarity over compliance with the law.

What is the significance of the canary in the story?

The canary symbolizes Minnie Wright's lost happiness and freedom. Its death



mirrors her own emotional and social captivity, serving as a catalyst for her
actions that the women ultimately empathize with.
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