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TRIFLES BY SUSAN GLASPELL: A MASTERPIECE OF FEMINIST DRAMA AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL REALISM

When Susan Glaspell  wrote  Trifles  in  1916,  she  created  more  than a  one-act  play—she crafted  a
searing indictment of the gendered assumptions that dominated early twentieth-century America.
Trifles By Susan Glaspell  remains one of the most frequently anthologized and performed short
plays in the English language. Its power lies not in dramatic explosions or grand speeches, but in the
quiet, devastating accumulation of details that men dismiss as trivial. This article explores the play's
plot, characters, themes, and enduring significance, offering a comprehensive analysis for students,
theater enthusiasts, and anyone interested in how literature can expose the fault lines of society.

The Genesis of Trifles: From Real Crime to
Theatrical Classic
Susan Glaspell drew inspiration from a murder case she covered as a journalist for the Des Moines
Daily News in 1900. The case of Margaret Hossack, a farmer's wife accused of killing her husband
with  an  axe,  deeply  affected  Glaspell.  The  real  trial  featured  a  stark  divide  between  male  legal
authorities and the female community that understood the pressures of rural domestic life. Glaspell
later transformed this experience into her short story "A Jury of Her Peers" (1917) and the play
Trifles By Susan Glaspell.  The play premiered with  the Provincetown Players,  a  groundbreaking
theater collective that included Eugene O'Neill and that championed innovative, socially conscious
drama.

Plot Synopsis of Trifles By Susan Glaspell
The play opens in the cold, disheveled kitchen of the Wright farmhouse. John Wright has been found
strangled in his bed, and his wife, Minnie Wright, is in custody as the prime suspect. Three men—the
county  attorney  George  Henderson,  the  sheriff  Henry  Peters,  and  Lewis  Hale,  a  neighbor  who
discovered the body—arrive to search for evidence. They are accompanied by the sheriff's wife, Mrs.
Peters, and Mrs. Hale.
While the men scour the bedroom and barn for a clear motive or weapon, the women remain in
the  kitchen.  There,  they  notice  small,  seemingly  insignificant  items:  a  half-finished quilt,  a  broken
birdcage, a dead canary with a twisted neck, and an errant sewing stitch. As the women piece
together these details, they reconstruct Minnie Wright's isolated, joyless life with her husband—a
man who crushed her spirit and, symbolically, her pet bird. Realizing that the men would never
understand the emotional weight of these "trifles," Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters make a silent decision
to conceal the evidence, protecting Minnie from the male justice system that has already judged
her.

Key Characters and Their Symbolic Roles
MINNIE WRIGHT (THE UNSEEN PROTAGONIST)
Though  Minnie  Wright  never  appears  on  stage,  she  is  the  emotional  center  of  Trifles  By  Susan
Glaspell. Through the women's memories and the objects in her kitchen, we learn that she was
once a lively, joyful woman who sang in the choir and wore colorful clothes. Marriage to John Wright
transformed her into a silent, lonely figure. The dead canary represents her lost voice and freedom.

MRS. HALE AND MRS. PETERS

These two women serve as the play's moral compass. Mrs. Hale, who knew Minnie Wright before her
marriage, feels guilt for not visiting more often. Mrs. Peters, the sheriff's wife, initially aligns with the
law  but  gradually  empathizes  with  Minnie.  Their  growing  solidarity  exemplifies  female  empathy
and sisterhood in the face of patriarchal authority.

THE MALE CHARACTERS: HENDERSON, PETERS, AND HALE

Each man represents a facet of institutional power. The county attorney is condescending and
dismissive of women's concerns. The sheriff is practical but blind. Hale is well-meaning yet oblivious.
Their  dialogue  is  filled  with  jokes  about  women's  "fussy"  attention  to  quilting  and  preserving
fruit—jokes  that  the  audience  recognizes  as  tragically  ironic.

Major Themes in Trifles By Susan Glaspell
GENDER ROLES AND THE DEVALUATION OF WOMEN'S WORK

The title Trifles itself is a word spoken by the men to describe the women's concerns. The county
attorney says, "Well, women are used to worrying over trifles." Yet the entire plot hinges on these
so-called  trifles.  Glaspell  demonstrates  that  the  domestic  sphere—quilting,  canning,  caring  for  a
bird—holds the keys to understanding Minnie Wright's actions. The men's failure to take women's
lives seriously becomes their fatal investigative flaw.

JUSTICE VS. LAW

The play poses a profound ethical question: What is true justice? The legal system (represented by
the men) seeks a conviction based on hard evidence. But the women recognize that Minnie Wright
endured years of emotional abuse and isolation—abuse that the law does not recognize. By hiding
the dead canary, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters enact a form of alternative justice based on empathy
and shared experience. This theme resonates strongly in modern discussions of domestic violence
and legal accountability.

ISOLATION AND MENTAL HEALTH

Glaspell  portrays rural  domestic  life  as  deeply  isolating.  Minnie  Wright  had no telephone,  few
visitors, and a husband who "was a hard man." The play suggests that this isolation contributed to
her mental deterioration. The broken birdcage symbolizes her own trapped existence. Today, the

play is often analyzed through the lens of psychological realism and the impact of coercive control.

SYMBOLISM AND IRONY

Every  object  in  the  play  carries  symbolic  weight.  The  quilt  represents  Minnie's  fragmented
psyche—her erratic stitching reveals her disturbed mental state. The dead canary is both a literal
victim and a metaphor for Minnie herself. The broken birdcage door hints at an escape that never
came. The irony is relentless: the men search for a motive in the bedroom while the truth lies in the
kitchen they dismiss.

Literary Techniques in Trifles By Susan
Glaspell
Glaspell employs several techniques that elevate the play beyond a simple mystery. The offstage
protagonist  (Minnie Wright)  creates a powerful  absence; we never hear her side,  forcing the
audience  to  imagine  her  suffering.  The  dramatic  irony  is  razor-sharp—the  men  laugh  at  the
women's conversation while we watch the women uncover crucial evidence. The use of dialect and
everyday language grounds the play in authenticity. Additionally, Glaspell uses slow revelation;
details accumulate like pieces of a quilt, each one adding to the portrait of a woman pushed to the
edge.

Critical Reception and Legacy
When  Trifles  By  Susan  Glaspell  first  appeared,  it  was  praised  for  its  realism  and  psychological
depth. Early critics noted its economy of language and its ability to say much with very little. Over
the decades, the play has been adopted as a foundational text in feminist literary criticism.
Scholars such as Elaine Showalter and Mary Anne Ferguson have analyzed it as an early example of
"gynocriticism" and "consciousness-raising" drama.
The play also inspired the short story "A Jury of Her Peers," which won the O. Henry Award in 1927.
Today, Trifles is performed in high schools, colleges, and community theaters worldwide. Its themes
resonate  especially  in  discussions  of  #MeToo,  gender  bias  in  the  legal  system,  and  the
undervaluation of women's domestic labor.

Comparing Trifles By Susan Glaspell to
Contemporary Works
Modern audiences often draw parallels between Trifles and works like Henrik Ibsen's A Doll's House
or  Charlotte  Perkins  Gilman's  "The Yellow Wallpaper."  All  three examine the suffocation of  women
within  Victorian-era  marriages.  However,  Glaspell's  play  is  distinct  in  its  collective  female
perspective—the decision to hide evidence is made by two women together, emphasizing solidarity
over individual action. This collective agency makes it a precursor to the feminist theater of the
1970s.

Why Trifles Remains Relevant in the 21st
Century
Despite being over a century old, Trifles By Susan Glaspell continues to engage new readers and
audiences for several reasons:

Universal theme of injustice: The conflict between legal truth and moral truth is timeless.
Subtle storytelling: The play proves that drama does not need elaborate sets or action to be
powerful.
Gender dynamics still resonate: Conversations about who gets to decide what is
"important" or "real" remain urgent in workplaces, courts, and homes.
Domestic violence awareness: Minnie Wright's story mirrors countless real cases where
women's suffering is invisible until a violent breaking point.
Rural representation: Glaspell authentically depicts the isolation of farm life, a perspective
often overlooked in mainstream theater.

Discussion Questions for Students and
Book Clubs

Why do you think Glaspell never allows Minnie Wright to speak on stage? How does this1.
absence affect your perception of her guilt or innocence?
How do the men's assumptions about women's "trifles" blind them to the truth? Can you think2.
of modern examples where similar biases occur?
Do you agree with the women's decision to hide the evidence? What would you have done in3.
their place?
How does the play define justice? Is it ever acceptable to break the law to serve what you4.
believe is a higher moral good?
What does the dead canary symbolize for you? Could it represent something other than5.
Minnie's lost voice?

Conclusion: The Lasting Power of Trifles
By Susan Glaspell
Trifles  By  Susan  Glaspell  is  a  small  play  with  a  giant  impact.  In  fewer  than  thirty  pages,  it
dismantles the arrogance of patriarchal power, validates the intelligence and resilience of women,
and forces us to reconsider the meaning of justice. Glaspell's use of everyday objects as symbols,
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her sharp irony, and her profound empathy for an absent woman create a work that feels both
historically rooted and startlingly modern. Whether encountered in a literature class,  a theater
production, or a casual reading, the play leaves an indelible impression. Its message is clear: pay
attention to the so-called trifles. In them, quite often, lies the whole truth.

As readers continue to discover Trifles By Susan Glaspell, they find not only a compelling mystery
but a timeless meditation on what it means to be seen—or overlooked—by the world. It is a story of
the power of quiet observation, the burden of silence, and the radical act of women believing one
another. That is why, more than a hundred years after its debut, the play remains an essential part
of the American literary canon.


