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INTRODUCTION:
UNCOVERING A
FORGOTTEN
MASTERPIECE

In  the  vast  landscape
of  early  twentieth-
century  Amer ican
literature,  few  works
manage to  be  both  a
gripping mystery and a
p r o f o u n d  s o c i a l
commentary.  Susan
Glaspell's  A  Jury  of
Her  Peers  achieves
exactly  this  rare  feat.
First published in 1917,
this  short  story  has
e n d u r e d  a s  a
cornerstone of feminist
literary criticism and a
powerful exploration of

gender  roles,  justice,
and  empathy.  While
the  story  itself  is  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
suspense,  its  deeper
resonance  lies  in  its
q u i e t  r e v o l u t i o n
against the patriarchal
structures  of  its  time.
This article provides a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
analys is  of  Susan
Glaspell  A  Jury  of
Her Peers, examining
its  origins,  characters,
themes,  and  enduring
re levance  in  both
l iterary  and  social
contexts.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE STORY: FROM
STAGE TO PAGE

Before  understanding
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the impact of A Jury of
H e r  P e e r s ,  i t  i s
essential  to  know  its
remarkable  origin.
S u s a n  G l a s p e l l
originally wrote a one-
act play titled Trifles in
1916, which premiered
with  the  Provincetown
P l a y e r s — a
g r o u n d b r e a k i n g
theater group that also
f e a t u r e d  E u g e n e
O'Neill.  The  play  was
an immediate success.
Shortly  afterward,
Glaspell  adapted  the
play  into  the  short
story  A  Jury  of  Her
Peers,  expanding  the
n a r r a t i v e  w h i l e
preserving  its  core
tension  and  thematic
depth.

The Real-
Life

Inspiratio
n
G l a s p e l l  d r e w
inspiration from a real
m u r d e r  c a s e  s h e
covered  as  a  young
journalist  for  the  Des
Moines Daily  News.  In
1 9 0 0 ,  M a r g a r e t
Hossack  was  accused
o f  murde r i ng  he r
h u s b a n d ,  J o h n
Hossack, at their farm
in  I owa .  G l a spe l l
attended the trial  and
was struck by the way
the community and the
legal  system failed  to
consider the context of
Margaret's  life—her
isolation, her struggles,
and  the  potent ia l
domestic  abuse  she
endured.  This  seed  of
experience  grew  into
the  fictional  story  of
M i n n i e  W r i g h t ,  a
woman  accused  of
killing her husband in a
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quiet farmhouse.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
QUIET CRIME
SCENE

The story of A Jury of
Her Peers begins on a
cold, windy day when a
small  group arrives at
the Wright farmhouse.
John  Wright  has  been
strangled  in  his  bed,
and  his  wife,  Minnie
Wright,  is  in  custody,
s u s p e c t e d  o f  t h e
murder.  The  group
includes  Sheriff  Peters,
the  county  attorney
George  Henderson,  a
neighbor named Lewis
Hale,  and their  wives,
Mrs.  Peters  and  Mrs.
Hale.
While  the men search
the  house  for  a  clear
motive—focusing  on
financial  records,
weapons,  and  obvious
clues—the  women are
left  in  the  kitchen  to
g a t h e r  a  f e w

belongings  for  Minnie.
As they move through
the  domestic  space,
they  begin  to  notice
small, telling details: a
broken stove, a shabby
dress,  unfinished
quilting,  and,  most
significantly,  a  dead
canary  with  a  twisted
n e c k  h i d d e n  i n  a
sewing  box.  Through
these  fragments,  the
women  reconstruct  a
story  of  loneliness,
oppress ion,  and  a
breaking  point.  They
understand  what  the
men  cannot  see:  the
motive for the murder
l ies  not  in  what  i s
obvious,  but  in  what
has been dismissed as
trivial.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR ROLES

The brilliance of Susan
Glaspell  A  Jury  of
Her Peers lies largely
i n  i t s  c h a r a c t e r
d y n a m i c s .  E a c h
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character represents a
distinct perspective on
justice,  gender,  and
empathy.

Minnie
Wright:
The
Absent
Defendan
t
Although Minnie Wright
never appears directly
in the story, she is the
emotional center of the
narrative. Through the
m e m o r i e s  a n d
observations  of  Mrs.
Hale  and  Mrs.  Peters,
the reader learns that
Minnie  was  once  a
vibrant, cheerful young
woman  who  sang  in
the  choir  and  wore

colorful  clothing.  After
marrying  John  Wright,
she  became  isolated,
silenced,  and  worn
d o w n .  H e r
transformation  from  a
lively girl into a hollow,
frightened  woman  is
the  silent  tragedy  at
the heart of A Jury of
Her Peers.

Mrs. Hale
and Mrs.
Peters:
The
Unlikely
Detective
s
Mrs. Martha Hale is the
neighbor  who  feels
deep  gu i l t  fo r  not
visiting  Minnie  more
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often.  She  represents
the  communal  failure
to support a woman in
distress.  Mrs.  Peters,
the  sheriff's  wife,  is
more  reserved  and
initially aligns with the
law.  However,  as  the
story  progresses,  her
own memories  of  loss
and  hardship  surface,
drawing  her  into  a
quiet  solidarity  with
Minnie. Together, these
two  women  become
the true jury and judge
of Minnie's actions.

The Men:
Blind to
the
Obvious
Sheriff Peters, Attorney
Henderson,  and  Mr.
H a l e  a r e  n o t  e v i l
characters.  They  are
wel l -meaning  but

profoundly  limited  by
their  worldview.  They
search for evidence in
p laces  they  deem
important—the  bank,
the  gun  rack ,  the
b e d r o o m — w h i l e
completely overlooking
the kitchen, the sewing
box,  and  the  dead
c a n a r y .  T h e i r
c o n d e s c e n d i n g
l a u g h t e r  a t  t h e
women's  interest  in
quilting  and preserves
underscores  their
inabil ity  to  see  the
domestic  sphere  as  a
s i t e  o f  m e a n i n g ,
evidence, and truth.

THE CENTRAL
THEMES OF THE
STORY

A Jury of Her Peers is
remarkably  layered
despite  its  brevity.  Its
themes  resonate  as
strongly today as they
d i d  m o r e  t h a n  a
century  ago.
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The Law
vs.
Justice
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  themes  in
Susan  Glaspell  A
Jury of Her Peers  is
the distinction between
legal justice and moral
j u s t i c e .  T h e  m e n
represent the letter of
t h e  l a w — r i g i d ,
procedural,  and  blind
t o  c o n t e x t .  T h e
women,  on  the  other
h a n d ,  c o m e  t o
understand  that  true
justice  must  consider
c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,
emotions,  and  the
unbearable weight of a
l i f e  l i v e d  u n d e r
o p p r e s s i o n .  B y
choosing  to  hide  the
dead canary, Mrs. Hale
and Mrs. Peters make a
deliberate  decision  to
protect  Minnie  from a

lega l  system  that
w o u l d  n e v e r
understand  her  crime
in its full context.

The
Trivializat
ion of
Women's
Work
The  men in  the  story
repeatedly dismiss the
women's  concerns  as
trivial. They joke about
t h e  q u i l t  a n d  t h e
preserves,  failing  to
real ize  that  these
domestic artifacts hold
the  key  to  the  entire
mystery. Glaspell  uses
this  irony  to  critique
t h e  w a y  s o c i e t y
devalues  women's
labor  and perspective.
The  very  things  the
men  ignore—the  knot
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in  the  quilt ing,  the
c o n d i t i o n  o f  t h e
kitchen,  the  broken
birdcage—are  the
clues  that  reveal  the
truth.  In  this  way,  A
Jury  of  Her  Peers
elevates  the  domestic
sphere  to  a  place  of
profound  importance
and  insight.

Isolation
and
Domestic
Oppressio
n
Minnie Wright's life on
the  fa rm  i s  one  o f
profound isolation. Her
husband did not own a
telephone, she had no
nearby  friends  she
could  visit,  and  her
only  companion  was
the canary. When John

Wr igh t  k i l l ed  the
bird—as  the  women
deduce—he  destroyed
the  last  source  of  joy
and music  in  her  life.
This  act  of  cruelty
becomes the  breaking
point. The story serves
a s  a  d e v a s t a t i n g
p o r t r a i t  o f  h o w
l o n e l i n e s s  a n d
oppression can erode a
person's  spirit  and,  in
extreme cases, lead to
violence.

Female
Solidarity
and
Empathy
Perhaps  the  most
hopeful  theme  in  the
story is the quiet power
of  female  solidarity.
Mrs.  Hale  and  Mrs.
Peters  do  not  know
Minnie  well,  yet  they
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come  to  understand
h e r  t h r o u g h  t h e
evidence  of  her  life.
T h e i r  s h a r e d
e x p e r i e n c e s  a s
women—of  loss,  of
being  dismissed,  of
f e e l i n g
powerless—create  a
bond  that  transcends
their duty to the law. In
hiding  the  evidence,
they perform an act of
profound  empathy.
They judge Minnie not
by the law of men, but
by  the  law  of  shared
understanding.

SYMBOLISM IN THE
STORY

Glaspell  uses  subtle
b u t  p o w e r f u l
symbolism  throughout
A Jury of Her Peers
to reinforce its themes.

The Dead

Canary
The canary is the most
important  symbol  in
the story. It represents
Minnie's lost youth, her
voice, her joy, and her
freedom.  When  John
Wright kills the bird, he
symbolically  kills  the
last  remaining  part  of
Minnie's spirit.  For the
women ,  t he  dead
canary  i s  not  jus t
evidence of a motive; it
is  proof  of  a  deeper,
more profound cruelty.
The bird's twisted neck
mirrors the method of
John  Wright's  murder,
suggesting  a  terrible
symmetry  of  violence.

The Quilt
and the
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Knots
The  unfinished  quilt
a n d  t h e  e r r a t i c
stitching  are  symbols
o f  M i n n i e ' s
deteriorating  mental
s tate .  The  women
notice that her sewing
has  become  uneven,
with  some  stitches
small  and  neat  and
o t h e r s  w i l d  a n d
desperate.  The  final
decision about whether
Minnie  p lanned  to
"qui lt  i t  or  knot  it"
becomes a quiet code
f o r  t h e  w o m e n  t o
discuss what she did to
her husband. The knot
i t s e l f  b e c o m e s  a
symbol of the women's
shared secret and their
complicity in protecting
Minnie.

The

Kitchen
and the
Domestic
Space
The kitchen, dismissed
by the men as a space
of  triviality,  is  in  fact
the site  of  the story's
deepest  truths.  It  is
where  Minnie's  life  is
written  in  the  small
details: the dirty towel,
the  broken  stove,  the
empty  sugar  bowl.
These  details  tell  the
story of a woman who
stopped  caring,  who
was  worn  down  by
neglect  and  cruelty.
The  men's  refusal  to
see  the  significance  of
t h e  k i t c h e n
underscores  their
blindness  to  Minnie's
entire  existence.
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LITERARY STYLE
AND TECHNIQUE

S u s a n  G l a s p e l l ' s
writing  in  A  Jury  of
H e r  P e e r s  i s
remarkably  modern  in
i t s  e c o n o m y  a n d
subtlety.  She  uses  a
third-person  limited
point of view, primarily
following  Mrs.  Hale's
perspective,  which
allows  the  reader  to
discover  the  clues
alongside  the  women.
The dialogue is natural
and revealing, with the
men's  condescension
contrasted sharply with
the  women's  quiet
observations.
The pacing of the story
is  deliberate.  The  first
half is slow, building a
sense of  cold stillness
and dread. The second
half accelerates as the
women piece together
the  truth,  culminating
in  the  tense  moment
when they must decide

whether to reveal their
discovery.  The  story
ends  on  a  no te  o f
profound  ambiguity:
t h e  m e n  r e m a i n
oblivious,  the  women
h a v e  m a d e  t h e i r
choice,  and  Minnie's
fate  is  left  uncertain.
Th i s  open  end ing
forces the reader to sit
w i t h  t h e  m o r a l
complex i ty  o f  the
story.

HISTORICAL AND
LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE

A Jury of Her Peers
occupies  an important
place  in  American
literary history.  It  was
written during a time of
intense  social  change,
including the women's
suffrage  movement
and the early waves of
feminism.  Glaspell's
story  challenged  the
prevailing assumptions
about  gender,  justice,
and  domesticity.  It
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asserted that women's
perspectives  were  not
on ly  va luab le  but
e s s e n t i a l  t o
understanding  the  full
s c o p e  o f  h u m a n
experience.
The story has become
a  staple  of  feminist
literary criticism and is
f r e q u e n t l y
a n t h o l o g i z e d  i n
collections of American
literature and women's
writing. It is studied in
h i g h  s c h o o l s  a n d
universit ies  for  its
masterful use of irony,
s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
narrative  perspective.
Scholars  often  pair  it
with Glaspell's  original
play,  Trifles,  to  discuss
the  differences
between dramatic and
narrative storytelling.
Additionally,  the  story
is  a  precursor  to  the
modern  domest i c
t h r i l l e r  a n d  t h e
psychological  mystery.
Its focus on the interior

lives of women and its
critique of institutional
authority  can be seen
in  the  works  of  later
w r i t e r s  s u c h  a s
Margaret  Atwood,
Gillian Flynn, and Tana
F r e n c h .  S u s a n
Glaspell  A  Jury  of
Her Peers anticipated
many  of  the  themes
that  would  come  to
define  twentieth-
cen tu ry  f em in i s t
l iterature.

WHY THE STORY
STILL MATTERS
TODAY

More  than  a  century
after  its  publication,
the story continues to
resonate with readers.
Its themes of isolation,
domestic  abuse,  and
t h e  f a i l u r e  o f
institutions  to  protect
the  vulnerable  remain
d e e p l y  r e l e v a n t .
Conversations  about
how the justice system
h a n d l e s  c a s e s  o f
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domestic violence, how
women's  experiences
are dismissed, and how
empathy  can  lead  to
moral  choices  are  all
centra l  to  modern
social  discourse.
In  an  era  where  the
#MeToo  movement
h a s  b r o u g h t  n e w
attention  to  the  ways
women's  voices  are
si lenced  and  their
suffering  ignored,  A
Jury  of  Her  Peers
f e e l s  e e r i l y
contemporary.  The
story  asks  difficult
questions: Who has the
right  to  judge?  Can
there be justice outside
the law? What does it
m e a n  t o  t r u l y
understand  another
person's  pain?  These
questions do not have
easy  answers,  and
Glaspell's  story  does
not  pretend  to  offer
them.  I n s tead ,  i t
invites  readers  to  sit
with the discomfort  of

moral ambiguity.

CONCLUSION

Susan  Glaspell  A
Jury of Her Peers  is
far more than a simple
murder mystery. It is a
masterfully  crafted
work of  literature that
uses  the  conventions
of  crime  fiction  to
exp lo re  pro found
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
g e n d e r ,  j u s t i c e ,
empathy ,  and  the
value of women's lives
and labor.  Through its
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
c h a r a c t e r s ,  r i c h
symbolism,  and  quiet
but powerful narrative,
the story continues to
s p e a k  t o  r e a d e r s
across  generations.  It
reminds us that truth is
of ten  found  in  the
places we are taught to
ignore, and that justice
sometimes  requires
courage  beyond  the
l a w .  F o r  a n y o n e
seek ing  a  deeper
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unders tand ing  o f
American  literature,
feminist  thought,  or
the  art  of  the  short

story,  A Jury  of  Her
Peers  remains  an
essential,  timeless
work.


