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In Susan Glaspell’s short story A Jury of Her Peers, symbolism plays a crucial role in
revealing the deeper themes and character dynamics. Among the various symbols, the
birdcage stands out as a powerful motif that encapsulates key elements of the story’s
exploration of gender roles, oppression, and empathy. The birdcage symbolizes the
confinement and suppression experienced by women, especially the character of Mrs.
Wright. It also reflects the broader societal constraints placed on women during the early
20th century, as well as the theme of liberation and empathy that the story ultimately
advocates. Understanding the symbolism of the birdcage enriches our interpretation of the
narrative, shedding light on the hidden lives of women and the subtle acts of resistance
they engage in within oppressive environments.

---

Overview of the Birdcage Symbol in Literature

Before delving into its specific significance in A Jury of Her Peers, it’s important to recognize
the broader literary context of the birdcage as a symbol.

Common Symbolic Meanings of Birdcages

- Confinement and Oppression: Birdcages often symbolize restriction, capturing the idea of
being trapped or limited.
- Protection and Safety: Conversely, they can also represent a form of shelter or safety,
protecting the bird from external dangers.
- Imprisonment of Freedom: The cage signifies the loss or denial of freedom, especially
when associated with captivity.
- Control and Power Dynamics: The owner of the cage holds power over the bird,
symbolizing dominance and control.

By understanding these general interpretations, we can better analyze how the birdcage
functions symbolically within the context of the story.

---

The Birdcage as a Reflection of Women’s



Oppression

Mrs. Wright’s Confinement

In A Jury of Her Peers, the birdcage is closely linked to Mrs. Wright, formerly Minnie Foster.
The story hints that her life has been a form of imprisonment, both emotionally and
physically.

- Symbol of Marital Suppression: The birdcage represents the restrictive marriage Mrs.
Wright endured. Her vibrant, joyful personality as a young woman was stifled over the
years, much like a bird confined in a cage.
- Loss of Identity: The cage signifies the suppression of her individuality and happiness—her
voice, her desires, and her spirit crushed beneath societal expectations.

The Dead Bird and the Broken Cage

- The Dead Bird: The story reveals that Mrs. Wright kept a singing bird, which was
eventually killed, possibly by her or her husband. The bird’s death symbolizes the silencing
of her own voice and happiness.
- Broken Cage: The discovery of the dead bird with a wrung neck parallels the broken cage
and signifies the ultimate act of repression—her emotional and perhaps physical violence
that led her to kill her husband.

Implications of the Birdcage Symbol

- The cage embodies the emotional and social imprisonment of women, especially in
traditional or oppressive marriages.
- It reflects societal expectations that confine women to submissive roles, denying them the
freedom to express themselves fully.

---

The Symbol of the Birdcage and Feminist
Perspectives

Gender Roles and Societal Constraints

The birdcage symbolizes the societal constraints placed on women in early 20th-century
America.



- Patriarchal Control: Women were often confined within the domestic sphere, much like a
bird in a cage, with limited rights or autonomy.
- Suppression of Female Agency: The cage reflects how societal norms suppressed women’s
voices and independence.

Empathy and Solidarity Among Women

- The women characters—Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters—connect with Mrs. Wright’s plight
through their understanding of their own constrained lives.
- The birdcage becomes a symbol of shared female experience and unspoken
understanding, fostering empathy and silent rebellion against oppression.

---

The Birdcage as a Symbol of Liberation and
Resistance

Despite its association with confinement, the story also hints at potential for liberation.

Subtle Acts of Defiance

- The women choose to hide the dead bird and the evidence of Mrs. Wright’s act,
symbolically resisting the societal and legal judgment.
- Their decision to conceal the truth about Mrs. Wright’s life and actions signifies a form of
silent rebellion and empathy.

The Broken Cage as a Symbol of Breaking Free

- By understanding Mrs. Wright’s circumstances, the women recognize her emotional
captivity and sympathize with her.
- The story suggests that awareness and empathy can serve as a form of liberation,
breaking the metaphorical cage.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the
Birdcage Symbol

The birdcage in A Jury of Her Peers is a rich, multifaceted symbol that encapsulates themes
of oppression, silencing, and the potential for empathy and liberation. It vividly illustrates



how societal and personal constraints can imprison individuals, particularly women, and
how understanding and solidarity can serve as acts of resistance. The story’s subtle
symbolism invites readers to reflect on the ways in which societal norms confine individuals
and how empathy and awareness can challenge these boundaries.

Key Takeaways:

- The birdcage symbolizes the confinement and oppression of women, especially within
oppressive marriages.
- The dead bird signifies the silencing and destruction of joy, voice, and freedom.
- The story highlights themes of female solidarity, empathy, and silent resistance against
societal constraints.
- Recognizing the birdcage’s symbolism encourages a broader reflection on gender roles
and social justice.

Understanding the symbolism of the birdcage deepens our appreciation of Glaspell’s A Jury
of Her Peers as a story that subtly critiques societal oppression and advocates for empathy
and understanding. It reminds us of the importance of recognizing hidden struggles and the
power of silent rebellion in challenging unjust systems.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What does the birdcage symbolize in 'A Jury of Her
Peers'?
The birdcage symbolizes the confinement and oppression faced by women, reflecting the
trapped and restricted life of Mrs. Wright.

How does the birdcage relate to Mrs. Wright's character
in the story?
The birdcage represents her lack of freedom and the emotional imprisonment she endured,



which ultimately contributed to her mental and emotional state.

What does the broken birdcage signify in the context of
the story?
The broken birdcage symbolizes Mrs. Wright’s breaking free from her oppression or the
destruction of her emotional and physical confinement.

How is the birdcage used as a symbol of gender roles in
'A Jury of Her Peers'?
The birdcage reflects societal expectations of women being confined and controlled,
emphasizing the theme of gender roles and domestic oppression.

What is the significance of the birdcage in the story's
theme of justice?
The birdcage highlights the subtle understanding of domestic abuse and emotional
confinement, questioning traditional notions of justice and morality.

In what way does the birdcage symbolize the emotional
state of the characters?
The birdcage symbolizes feelings of entrapment, despair, and the desire for freedom
experienced by women like Mrs. Wright.

How does the symbolism of the birdcage contribute to
the story's critique of societal norms?
It underscores how societal constraints restrict women, and how these pressures can lead
to tragic outcomes, thus critiquing those norms.

What does the intact or broken state of the birdcage
suggest about Mrs. Wright’s life?
An intact cage suggests ongoing confinement, while a broken cage indicates a desire or act
of escape or liberation.

Does the birdcage symbolize hope or despair in the
story?
It primarily symbolizes despair and entrapment, but its broken state can also suggest hope
for freedom and change.



How do the characters’ perceptions of the birdcage
differ, and what does that reveal?
The women see the cage as a symbol of Mrs. Wright's suffering, emphasizing empathy,
while the men overlook its significance, revealing gender-based differences in
understanding domestic issues.

Additional Resources
What Does The Birdcage Symbolize In A Jury of Her Peers?

In Susan Glaspell’s acclaimed short story A Jury of Her Peers, symbolism plays a vital role in
conveying the story’s themes, characters’ inner worlds, and social commentary. Among the
myriad symbols woven throughout the narrative, the birdcage stands out as a potent
emblem loaded with meaning. But what does the birdcage symbolize in the context of the
story? To fully understand its significance, it is essential to explore its various
interpretations—ranging from themes of confinement and oppression to freedom and
rebellion—and examine how this symbol deepens the story’s exploration of gender roles,
justice, and empathy.

---

The Birdcage as a Symbol of Confinement and
Oppression

One of the most prominent interpretations of the birdcage in A Jury of Her Peers centers on
its representation of confinement and social suppression, particularly concerning women.

Contextual Background: The Domestic Sphere as a Cage

During the early 20th century, when Glaspell’s story is set, societal expectations heavily
constrained women’s roles, confining them within the domestic sphere. The story subtly
critiques this social enclosure, and the birdcage becomes a tangible symbol of this
metaphorical imprisonment.

- Physical Confinement: The birdcage, often found in Mrs. Wright’s home, physically
encloses the canary, symbolizing how women’s lives are restricted by societal norms.
- Emotional Suppression: The cage also reflects the emotional suppression women endured,
with their voices and desires kept locked away.

The Dead Bird and the Birdcage: A Reflection of Mrs.



Wright’s Life

The story describes a dead canary with a lacerated throat, found inside the birdcage. The
bird’s death, coupled with the cage, symbolizes Mrs. Wright’s own life—mournful, confined,
and silenced.

- The Canaries’ Silence: The singing bird, suddenly silenced, mirrors Mrs. Wright’s own
suppressed voice and happiness.
- The Broken Cage: The discovery that the cage is slightly open suggests a desire or
attempt to break free from confinement, but the death of the bird indicates that this
freedom was ultimately thwarted.

Implications of Confinement

The birdcage, in this context, becomes a powerful metaphor for the societal and personal
imprisonment of women. It underscores themes of:

- Gender-based Oppression: Women’s roles as homemakers and their lack of agency.
- Emotional Restraint: Suppression of personal expression, creativity, and happiness.
- Control and Power: The way societal structures control women’s lives, much like a cage
confines a bird.

---

The Birdcage as a Symbol of Lost Innocence and
Joy

Beyond themes of confinement, the birdcage also symbolizes innocence lost and the
destruction of joy, reflecting Mrs. Wright’s tragic life.

The Death of the Canaries as a Symbol of Innocence

The dead bird inside the cage is often interpreted as representing innocence and
vulnerability, destroyed by violence and repression.

- Fragile Beauty: The canary, a delicate and cheerful creature, symbolizes innocence that
has been shattered.
- Violence and Despair: The mutilation of the bird’s throat signifies cruelty and the loss of
innocence, paralleling Mrs. Wright’s own emotional trauma.



The Caged Bird as a Reflection of Mrs. Wright’s Inner
World

Mrs. Wright’s life was once filled with joy and singing, but her happiness was suppressed,
much like the caged canary.

- From Joy to Despair: The story hints that Mrs. Wright was once a lively woman, perhaps a
singer or someone who appreciated beauty, now silenced and subdued.
- Symbol of Unfulfilled Potential: The caged bird serves as a metaphor for her unrealized
dreams and the stifling circumstances that robbed her of happiness.

---

The Birdcage as a Symbol of Rebellion and
Subversion

While the birdcage predominantly symbolizes confinement, it also carries an undercurrent
of rebellion—an unspoken protest against oppression.

The Open Cage: A Hint of Liberation

During the story’s climax, the discovery that the cage is slightly open hints at a desire for
escape and freedom.

- Symbol of Resistance: The open cage suggests that Mrs. Wright might have yearned to
break free from her oppressive existence.
- Unspoken Defiance: It implies a quiet rebellion, a refusal to accept her confinement
passively.

The Silent Protest of the Women Characters

The female characters, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, interpret the bird’s death and the cage’s
condition as evidence of Mrs. Wright’s suffering and possibly her act of rebellion.

- Empathy and Solidarity: Their understanding of the cage’s symbolism fosters a sense of
shared empathy and unspoken rebellion against societal injustice.
- Subversion of Justice: Their decision to conceal the evidence of the dead bird—symbolized
by the cage—serves as a subtle act of resistance against the male-dominated legal system.

---



Broader Themes Connected to the Birdcage
Symbol

The symbolism of the birdcage extends beyond individual characters, touching on broader
themes that resonate throughout the story.

Gender Roles and Social Expectations

The birdcage encapsulates the restrictive gender roles imposed on women, highlighting
how societal expectations confine women to passive, domestic roles.

- The cage acts as a visual reminder of the limitations placed on women, emphasizing
themes of gender inequality.
- Mrs. Wright’s life, box-like and confined, is a microcosm of the societal cage that women
were expected to accept.

Justice and Moral Ambiguity

The story challenges traditional notions of justice by illustrating how empathy and
understanding—symbolized through the interpretation of the birdcage—can influence moral
judgments.

- The women’s decision to protect Mrs. Wright by concealing the evidence signifies a moral
choice rooted in compassion, symbolized by their understanding of the cage and the bird’s
suffering.
- The cage, therefore, becomes a symbol of the moral complexities faced by the characters.

Empathy and Female Solidarity

The birdcage also symbolizes the unspoken bond between women, a shared understanding
of suffering and resilience.

- The way Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters interpret the cage’s symbolism reflects their empathy
and solidarity.
- Their act of concealment is an act of rebellion against societal and judicial oppression.

---

Conclusion: The Multi-Faceted Symbolism of the



Birdcage

The birdcage in A Jury of Her Peers is a rich and multifaceted symbol that encapsulates
themes of confinement, lost innocence, rebellion, and empathy. It vividly illustrates how
societal constraints can imprison individuals, especially women, and how understanding
these symbols can foster empathy and challenge injustice. Whether viewed as a metaphor
for physical and emotional imprisonment, a reflection of innocence lost, or a subtle act of
rebellion, the birdcage remains a powerful emblem within Glaspell’s narrative. It invites
readers to consider the ways in which societal structures confine and silence, and how
overlooked acts of resistance—like the unspoken understanding of a caged bird—can serve
as quiet defiance and hope for liberation.

---

This nuanced symbolism invites ongoing reflection on gender roles, justice, and empathy,
making A Jury of Her Peers a timeless story that continues to resonate with readers today.
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