literary analysis of a jury of her
peers

literary analysis of a jury of her peers offers a profound exploration of
Susan Glaspell’s short story, highlighting its themes, characters, and
symbolism within the context of early 20th-century gender roles and justice.
This article delves into the narrative structure and the ways the story
critiques the legal system through the lens of women’s experiences. The
analysis uncovers how Glaspell uses setting and characterization to reveal
societal constraints and the subtle forms of rebellion against patriarchal
norms. By examining key motifs and the story’s moral implications, this
literary analysis of a jury of her peers reveals the complexity behind the
seemingly simple plot. Readers will gain insight into the feminist undertones
and the narrative techniques that make the story a pivotal work in American
literature. The following sections will cover the plot overview, thematic
elements, character analysis, symbolism, and the story’s historical and
feminist context.
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Plot Overview

The plot of A Jury of Her Peers centers on the investigation of a murder in a
rural setting, where a man named John Wright has been found dead. The story
follows Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, who accompany their husbands and the
county attorney to the Wright household to collect evidence and ascertain the
motive behind the crime. While the men search for concrete proof, the women
uncover subtle domestic details that reveal Mrs. Wright'’s emotional and
psychological state. The narrative focuses on the women’s empathy and
understanding, contrasting with the men’'s dismissive attitudes toward the
domestic sphere. This difference in perspective ultimately leads the women to
conceal key evidence, showcasing their silent solidarity and critique of the
justice system.



Narrative Structure

The story employs a third-person limited point of view, primarily focusing on
Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. This perspective allows readers to experience the
unfolding mystery through the eyes of the women, highlighting their
sensitivity and insight. The plot unfolds in a linear fashion, gradually
revealing the emotional and psychological tension beneath the surface of the
domestic environment. The pacing intensifies as the women piece together
clues that the men overlook, culminating in their decision to protect Mrs.
Wright.

Setting and Atmosphere

The rural setting of the Wright farmhouse is described as isolated and bleak,
mirroring Mrs. Wright’s loneliness and oppression. The cold, unfinished
household reflects the emotional barrenness and neglect experienced by Mrs.
Wright, which is crucial for understanding the motive behind the crime. The
atmosphere is tense and somber, underscoring the story’s themes of
confinement and repression.

Themes in A Jury of Her Peers

The story explores several significant themes, including gender roles,
justice, isolation, and empathy. These themes interweave to create a rich
commentary on the societal issues faced by women during the early 1900s.

Gender and Patriarchy

One of the central themes is the critique of patriarchy and the rigid gender
roles that confine women to the domestic sphere. The men’s dismissive
attitude toward the women’s observations reflects societal norms that
undervalue female experience and knowledge. Through Mrs. Hale and Mrs.
Peters, the story exposes how women’s lives are marginalized and their voices
silenced, leading to a form of injustice that legal systems fail to address.

Justice and Morality

The story questions the nature of justice by contrasting legal justice with
moral justice. While the law seeks tangible evidence and factual proof, the
women understand the emotional and psychological abuse Mrs. Wright endured.
Their decision to hide the evidence suggests an alternative form of justice
based on empathy and shared experience rather than strict adherence to the
law.



Isolation and Loneliness

Isolation is a pervasive theme, symbolized by the desolate farmhouse and Mrs.
Wright'’s solitary existence. The story emphasizes the damaging effects of
social and emotional isolation on mental health and human relationships,
providing context for Mrs. Wright'’s actions.

Character Analysis

The characters in A Jury of Her Peers are carefully crafted to represent
differing perspectives on gender and justice. The analysis of the main
characters reveals their symbolic roles within the narrative.

Mrs. Hale

Mrs. Hale is portrayed as empathetic and nurturing, yet regretful for not
supporting Mrs. Wright in the past. She represents the female perspective
that recognizes the hardships of domestic life and the emotional toll of
isolation. Her compassion motivates her to protect Mrs. Wright, illustrating
solidarity among women.

Mrs. Peters

Mrs. Peters initially appears more reserved and aligned with the law through
her role as the sheriff’s wife. However, as the story progresses, she becomes
increasingly sympathetic toward Mrs. Wright'’s plight. Her internal conflict
reflects the tension between societal expectations and personal empathy.

Mrs. Wright (formerly Minnie Foster)

Though Mrs. Wright is mostly absent from the narrative, her character is
central to understanding the story’s themes. Once a lively and cheerful
woman, her transformation into a subdued and oppressed figure symbolizes the
impact of an unhappy marriage and social confinement. Her silence and
isolation provoke the women’s empathy and their ultimate decision to shield
her.

Symbolism and Motifs

Symbolism and recurring motifs enrich the narrative, providing deeper layers
of meaning that enhance the literary analysis of a jury of her peers.



The Broken Birdcage and the Dead Bird

The dead canary found by Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters symbolizes Mrs. Wright's
lost happiness and stifled spirit. The bird’s broken cage represents her
broken life and the confinement she endured. This motif underscores the theme
of female oppression and the desire for freedom.

The Quilt and Domestic Work

The quilt Mrs. Wright was sewing serves as a symbol of her attempt to
maintain normalcy and control in her life. The erratic stitching patterns
reflect her disturbed mental state. Domestic work, often dismissed by the
male characters, emerges as a crucial element revealing Mrs. Wright's inner
turmoil and the women’s understanding of her situation.

The Title: “A Jury of Her Peers”

The title itself is symbolic, indicating that the true judgment of Mrs.
Wright'’'s actions comes from women who share her experiences, rather than the
formal male legal system. It highlights the idea that justice can be
subjective and rooted in empathy rather than rigid legalism.

Historical and Feminist Context

Understanding the historical and feminist context is essential for a
comprehensive literary analysis of a jury of her peers. The story was
published in 1917, a period marked by limited rights for women and the
burgeoning women’s suffrage movement in the United States.

Women’s Role in Early 20th Century Society

During this era, women were largely confined to the home, expected to fulfill
roles as wives and mothers without legal or social autonomy. The story
reflects these limitations through Mrs. Wright'’s character and the dismissive
attitudes of the male characters, illustrating the broader societal
constraints placed on women.

Feminist Critique of the Legal System

Glaspell’s narrative critiques the male-dominated legal system that fails to
recognize the nuances of women’s lives. The women’s decision to protect Mrs.
Wright acts as a form of resistance against a justice system that ignores
emotional and social realities. This feminist critique aligns with the
contemporary push for women’s rights and social reform.



Influence of Susan Glaspell’s Background

Susan Glaspell drew from her experiences as a journalist and playwright to
craft a story that challenges traditional narratives. Her work often focused
on women’s issues and social justice, making A Jury of Her Peers a seminal
piece in feminist literature and a critical reflection of its time.
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Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme is the exploration of gender roles and the solidarity among
women, highlighting how societal expectations and isolation can lead to
empathy and understanding beyond legal judgments.

How does Susan Glaspell use symbolism in 'A Jury of
Her Peers'?

Glaspell uses symbolism such as the unfinished quilting and the broken
birdcage to represent Mrs. Wright's emotional confinement and the loss of her
joy and freedom.

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

The isolated rural setting emphasizes the loneliness and oppression Mrs.
Wright experiences, which contributes to the story's themes of isolation and
gender inequality.

How is irony employed in 'A Jury of Her Peers'?

Irony is present in the way the women, who are dismissed by the men as
unimportant, become the true jurors by understanding Mrs. Wright's motives,



highlighting the gap between male and female perspectives.

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

The title suggests that the women, as Mrs. Wright's peers, are the ones who
truly understand her situation, contrasting with the male legal jury that
fails to grasp the emotional and social context of her actions.

How does the narrative perspective influence the
story's impact?

The third-person limited perspective focuses on the women’s observations,
allowing readers to see the subtle clues they notice and fostering empathy
for Mrs. Wright's plight.

What does the broken bird cage symbolize in the
story?

The broken bird cage symbolizes Mrs. Wright's trapped and oppressed life,
while the dead bird reflects her lost happiness and the cause of her
emotional suffering.

How do the women in 'A Jury of Her Peers'
demonstrate feminist solidarity?

The women share a silent understanding and protect Mrs. Wright by concealing
evidence, showing empathy and resistance against the patriarchal legal system
that dismisses their insights.

What is the role of domestic space in the story?

Domestic space is portrayed as both a site of confinement and a source of
insight; the women’s attention to household details reveals truths that the
men overlook.

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

The story critiques the justice system by showing how it fails to consider
women's experiences and emotional realities, suggesting that true justice
requires understanding context beyond legal facts.



Additional Resources

1. Exploring Gender and Justice in "A Jury of Her Peers"

This book delves into the themes of gender roles and justice within Susan
Glaspell's "A Jury of Her Peers." It examines how women’s perspectives and
experiences shape the narrative and influence the outcome of the story. The
analysis highlights the subtle forms of resistance and solidarity among women
in a male-dominated society.

2. Feminist Readings of "A Jury of Her Peers"

Focused on feminist literary criticism, this volume explores the story’s
depiction of female oppression and empowerment. It provides a detailed look
at the characters' interactions and the social commentary embedded in
Glaspell’s work. Readers gain insight into the historical context and the
emergence of feminist thought through the narrative.

3. Symbolism and Subtext in "A Jury of Her Peers"

This book offers a comprehensive analysis of the symbols and underlying
messages in "A Jury of Her Peers." It discusses the significance of domestic
objects and settings as metaphors for broader social issues. The author
unpacks the layers of meaning that contribute to the story’s critique of
justice and gender norms.

4. Justice and Morality in Susan Glaspell’s "A Jury of Her Peers"

Exploring the complex notions of justice and morality, this book analyzes how
the story challenges conventional legal systems. It investigates the moral
dilemmas faced by the characters and the contrast between law and personal
ethics. The work situates Glaspell’'s story within broader debates about
justice and equity.

5. Historical Contexts of "A Jury of Her Peers": Women and Law

This scholarly work places "A Jury of Her Peers" in its early 20th-century
legal and social context. It examines the realities of women’s legal status
and societal expectations during the period. Through historical analysis, the
book reveals how these factors influence the story’s themes and character
motivations.

6. Character Dynamics and Social Critique in "A Jury of Her Peers"

Focusing on character relationships, this book analyzes how interpersonal
dynamics reflect larger social critiques. It explores the nuanced portrayals
of women’s solidarity and isolation within rural communities. The study
highlights Glaspell’s skill in using character interactions to expose
systemic inequalities.

7. Psychological Perspectives on "A Jury of Her Peers"

This text applies psychological theory to interpret the motivations and inner
lives of the characters in "A Jury of Her Peers." It explores themes of
repression, empathy, and identity, providing a deeper understanding of the
characters’ actions. The analysis enriches the reading of the story by
uncovering psychological undercurrents.



8. Narrative Techniques and Point of View in "A Jury of Her Peers"
Examining Glaspell’s narrative style, this book discusses how point of view
and storytelling techniques shape the reader’s experience. It considers the
impact of limited perspectives and the role of silence and omission in
building tension. The study reveals how narrative choices reinforce the
story’s themes.

9. Legal and Ethical Dimensions in "A Jury of Her Peers"

This book explores the intersection of legal frameworks and ethical
considerations within the story. It analyzes how the characters navigate
conflicting duties to law and conscience. The work contributes to
understanding the story as a critique of patriarchal legal institutions and
moral complexity.
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