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By: Alec Masella
Susan Glaspell’s “A Jury of Her Peers” utilizes the legal fiction trope of fabrication to depict the paradox
of feminism in law literature. The short story will help answer the question of what role fabrication plays in
short law fiction, specifically through a feminist lens. On one hand, the trope represents an empowering system
of community and productivity for women; however, it also echoes the cunning, manipulation, and dishonesty
short legal fiction associates with them. “A Jury of Her Peers” synthesizes the symbolism of fabric, the latent
community of women across law fiction, and the historical subordination of women in law. Through this
synthesis, a modern literary audience receives the voice of women across legal history, thus acknowledging the
legal influence they have possessed and still possess today. Research by scholars Orit Kamir and Mihaela Harper
will help explain the cultural significance of fabrication. Then, Annette Kolodny’s “map of rereading” and Alice
Walker’s “Everyday Use” will serve as a basis for how women communicate through fiction across generations.
Finally, Peter Larson’s explanation of “coverture” will elaborate on the legal subordination of women from a
nonfiction point of view. Amongst these three points, I will interweave analyses of Achy Obeja’s story “We Came
All the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This?,” Agatha Christie’s “The Witness for the Prosecution,”
and Somorset Maugham’s “The Letter.” I will relate these analyses to the three points to explain how the role of
fabrication has culturally subordinating, binding, and empowering significance, respectively.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “fabrication” has two distinct definitions: production and
forgery. On one hand it is the “action or process of fabricating” which involves “fashioning… [and] manufacture”
(“Fabrication”). But it can also take on the denotation of “making up; the invention (of a statement) [or] the
forging (of a document)” (Fabrication). In terms of women in legal fiction, fabrication takes both forms. This
more negative connotation of fabrication has significant cultural weight for women in fiction. In law, forgery
and falsification are condemned, yet women own the power these two illegal acts carry. In doing so, the acts
enable them to alter the outcome of events and bond in the process. However, when associated with the more
positive definition—to produce—women are minimalized and seen as petty and idle subjects of their societies.
The tension these two types of fabrication causes makes the power of women even more subtle, unexpected, and
unending. It creates a dichotomy.
Throughout Glaspell’s story, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters connect with Mrs. Wright (formerly Minnie
Foster) through quilting in order to solve the mystery of Mr. Wright’s sudden death. The act of quilting plays
a major role in the story because it encompasses the idea of fabrication, a dichotomy in itself. On the surface,
quilting is a meticulous art that brings together colors, patterns, dexterity, and attention to detail to create a
warm mosaic of fabric. Often times, quilting brings about notions of heritage and heirloom. However, the term
“fabrication,” in a figurative sense, refers to an elaborate system of lying to either avoid punishment or alter a
portrayal of events, much as Oxford English Dictionary suggests.
The discussion of quilting in “A Jury of Her Peers” exposes both sides of the dichotomy of fabrication. When
Mrs. Hale first comes across Mrs. Wright’s fabric, she admires the “fine, even sewing, preoccupied with thoughts
of the woman what had done that sewing” (Glaspell 149). In this passage, the concentration is on production
and the pleasant outcome of Mrs. Wright’s hard work. However, as the story develops, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters
begin to piece together the story their husbands attempt to solve. After admiring Mrs. Wright’s work, “their eyes
met [and] something flashed to life, passed between them,” and “holding the block… the distracted thoughts of
the woman who had perhaps turned to it to try and quiet herself were communicating themselves to [them]”
(149-150). Here, the focus shifts away from the beauty of the quilt to the underlying implications fabrication has
to the mystery. These implications include the unspoken communication of women and its subtle power against
male authority figures in the investigation.

The research of Orit Kamir hones in on these silent communities of women and how legal fiction
brings them to light. She analyzes Glaspell’s “A Jury of Her Peers,” its film adaptation, as well as the 1982 film
A Question of Silence to discuss the trope of quilting. Within all three works, she determines that quilting acts
as a paradox that both empowers women and acknowledges their social and legal subordination. According
to Kamir, quilting gives a voice to women—as much of a voice as the presence of men allows for. For example,
“looking into Minnie’s life, [Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters] are horrified to discover that it reflects their own. Faced
with this reflection of their muted lives, they share the painful process of seeing themselves, confronting the
reality of their lives, admitting it, voicing it, and acting on it as a community” (Kamir 360). In other words, the
literal fabrication of a quilt bonds the three women through the commonality of silence and oppression, though
not all three women are present.
Kamir comments on the metaphoric significance of quilting as well. Quilting is a “feminine skill,
ridiculed and minimized by the men in the story, [and] serves Glaspell to define not only feminine communal
networking, but also feminine legal thought” (364). Quilting is an art of collaboration, so it also represents a
broader aspect of the feminist legal mindset. For example, after Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters discover the boxed
dead bird that allows them to infer Mrs. Wright’s wrongdoing, they “slipped the box under the quilt pieces in
the basket… in which was hidden the thing that would convict the third woman” (Glaspell 152, 155). Following
Kamir’s claim, the act of covering the crucial piece of evidence against Mrs. Wright is an example of a sisterhood
Glaspell’s characters protect in her story.
Fabric serves as a binding mechanism for women in law fiction, but it also represents the presence of
women in society across all types of literature. The trope of fabrication brings to life the theme of production
for women; however, it also points out how women’s surroundings influence this ability to produce. To expand,
Mihaela Harper analyzes the significance of fabric in Latina literature and film. Her findings revolve around
fabric representing a “zone of contact” between the wearer and the context she is in. This fabric can be a barrier,
protecting the woman from an unfamiliar environment. However, it can also represent an embracing of her
own culture and comfortability with her identity. One of the analyzed works, Achy Obeja’s story “We Came All
the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This?,” focuses on how fabric can represent a dominant culture
and its control over women. This story could give Glaspell’s readers a clue as to how one should approach the
significance of Mrs. Wright’s quilt.
In Obeja’s story, the narrator, a Cuban immigrant to America, begins and ends by discussing her green
sweater. According to Harper, this sweater represents a “living frontier that her body sustains, preserving the life
of the fabric” (Harper 174). Much as how Mrs. Wright tied off the ends of her quilt to keep it from unraveling,
Obeja’s narrator preserves her fabric by wearing it over and over again. These acts propel the idea of ownership
these two women have over their fabrications. This ownership empowers the women by representing unique
and expressive production—in fact, the two of them made conscious decisions to quilt and wear the fabric.
However, a modern literary audience could perceive these pieces of fabric as a woman’s acknowledgement of
subordination. For example, the Latina immigrant’s sweater is a contact zone between cultures and “epitomizes
the dominant culture” (174). Since she got the sweater from an American vendor, it may represent a new
environment consuming her, despite her choosing to wear it. Likewise, the men in “A Jury of Her Peers” deem
Mrs. Wright’s hobby petty. When Mrs. Peters noticed “she was piecing a quilt… there was a laugh for the ways
of women” from upstairs (Glaspell 149).
The research of Kamir and Harper unfolds the dichotomy of fabrication. On one hand, it stands for an
empowering community of women, and on the other it focuses more on the subordination of women across
fiction. However, across short legal fiction fabrication implies cunning and manipulation (for one may fabricate
a story, figuratively). In Agatha Christie’s “The Witness for the Prosecution,” Leonard Vole schemes with his wife
in order to liberate himself from his conviction for murder. To the solicitor, he claims that he feels like “a man
caught in a net—the meshes of it all around [him], entangling [him] whichever way [he] turns” (Christie 158).
Although his wife is not present, he lies about his wrongdoing, likening it to a “net” with “meshes all around
him,” thus associating fabrication with manipulation (158). Later in the story, the audience discovers that his
wife, Romaine, lies about her husband’s role in the story in order to free him. She fabricates new information
behind the veil of a “scarf wound tightly round her face” when she meets the solicitor privately in disguise (169).

The fact that she wears fabric to hide her identity is similar to how Mrs. Hale masks Mrs. Wright’s crime with
her quilt.
Fabric has the physical and figurative ability to hide wrongdoing. In W. Somerset Maugham’s “The
Letter,” Leslie Crosbie acts as though she is the victim of rape, claiming self-defense for having shot Geoffrey
Hammond. However, this self-defense is a mere fabrication she uses to defend her conviction for murder. The
audience later discovers that Leslie has been having an affair with Geoffrey, and she kills him in an effort to cut
off her immorality. Although the affair may appear as a shocking reveal, the story foreshadows Leslie’s dishonesty
through fabrication. While in jail, awaiting her trial for murder, “she read a great deal… and by favour of the
authorities worked at the pillow lace which had always formed the entertainment of her long hours of leisure”
(Maugham 179). Fabrication of the pillow accompanies the deceit of Leslie, thus propelling the dichotomy’s
more negative associations.
Differences among the use of fabrication in short legal fiction allow the audience to follow the roles
women play and how these roles encompass a sort of power the women possess. While Mrs. Wright’s quilting
allows her to connect with her female counterparts, Leslie Crosbie’s lacing contrasts her ulterior motives to
emphasize duplicity. “The Witness for the Prosecution,” on the other hand, utilizes fabrication to depict a more
innovative role of the deceitful woman, as Romaine Vole creates new evidence to evade her husband’s conviction.
Although fabrication plays different roles in each story, it revolves around women and their ability to alter the
course of legal events. Fabrication never accompanies the actions of men, yet it remains vital to the plots of short
law fiction.
In order to better understand why fabrication is a recurring trope, a modern literary audience must look
at how it functions in a different genre as well. To revisit Kamir and Harper, the idea of sisterhood across different
types of fiction is important for examining women in short legal fiction specifically. One cannot analyze “A Jury
of Her Peers” without allowing works with similar themes to contextualize it. Hence, “We Came All the Way
from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This?” is similar to “The Witness for the Prosecution” and “The Letter” in
that all three utilize fabrication to link feminist thought and to comment on a negative portrayal of women in
fiction.
Based off the work of literary critic Harold Bloom, Annette Kolodny chooses not to use new criticism
in her analyses of short fiction with women protagonists. While new criticism involves reading only within the
parameters of a work, Kolodny claims that certain tropes exist across fiction, including the cross-generational
communication of women. Fabrication is an example of a communicative tool that relays two ideas: that women
are duplicitous and deceitful, and that women share a tight-knit bond, protecting each other from feelings of
subordination. In different ways, these are ideas of empowerment. In the case of “A Jury of Her Peers,” the men
lack “familiarity with the women’s imaginative universe, that universe within which their acts are signs;” as a
result, “the men in [this story] can neither read nor comprehend the meanings of the women closest to them—
and this in spite of the apparent sharing of a common language” (Kolodny 463). Here, Kolodny points out that
across time women have developed a code in literature—one which male characters cannot grasp. For this, men
may consider the code deceptive; for women, it is a region of trust.
Fabrication typically accompanies the vague actions of women, especially in scenes lacking in dialogue.
For example, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters’ “eyes met— [and] something flashed to life, passed between them,”
yet they do not exchange words (Glaspell 149). Here, strong language frames the moment of eye contact in
order to embellish the action. By itself, this moment would be insignificant in terms of feminism and the role of
women across literature (particularly in short legal fiction). But these moments appear outside of legal fiction
as well. Alice Walker’s story “Everyday Use,” for example, depicts this cross-generational communication when
Dee picks up a quilt and sees that it is made up of “pieces of dresses [her] Grandma used to wear” (Walker
57). Afterwards, Dee holds “the quilts securely in her arms, stroking them,” saying nothing (57). According to
Kolodny, moments like this one are not uncommon. She explains that “To understand why it is that they (female
characters) know what they now know is for these women to recognize the profoundly sex-linked world of
meaning which they inhabit; to discover how specialized is their ability to read that world is to discover anew
their own shared isolation within it” (Kolodny 463). In other words, the vague transactions between women—
such as the eye contact between Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters—root themselves in a shared isolation. Readers can

recognize this isolation only by analyzing the similarities of women in other texts.
Kolodny provides a “map of rereading,” instructing her audience on how to spot consistencies of women
throughout fiction in general. Based on her theory, the women of short legal fiction tend to play the same roles,
and are therefore inherently connected. By linking female roles across short legal fiction, the modern audience
calls “attention to interpretive strategies that are learned, historically determined, and thereby necessarily
gender-inflicted” (452). Following this claim, the theme of fabrication, common amongst the aforementioned
stories, has bearings in history and gender. These two factors may have pushed Glaspell to propel the theme. The
trope of fabrication is not out of coincidence; rather, it represents larger historical problems and the way women
have empowered themselves to cope with them.
Legal fiction scholar Peter Larson attempts to explain how law throughout history roots women in
subordinate positions. In understanding the reality of women in law, their roles in short legal fiction become
more vibrant and meaningful. Peter Larson’s article is a historical distillation of works regarding women’s place
in American legal fiction. A hybrid of British Law and Colonial Law, the idea of Common Law, established in
early America, does not include women; rather, it puts them in a state of “coverture” beneath their husbands.
Larson goes on to explain that writings about the subordination of women perpetuates “coverture” as a literary
theme. The fact remains, however, that patriarchy led to this trope in law fiction.
Throughout “A Jury of Her Peers,” Glaspell makes obvious the submissive nature of the female characters.
She physicalizes this idea by positioning them so that they are downstairs all the while the men are upstairs
attempting to solve the mystery. This aspect of the story encompasses the fact that colonial legal ideologies do
not take into account women’s perspectives, resulting in the historical coverture of women. However, Mrs. Hale
and Mrs. Peters finally gain the upper hand at the narrative’s conclusion. Using fabrication as a leverage, they
reaffirm the strength of the feminist community by deceiving their husbands. Gaining this power strengthens
Larson’s claim that “coverture’s effects were mutable” and resistance to it produces “both comic and tragic effect
(Larson). These comic effects take form in the highly stylized portrayals of some legal fiction women such as
Romaine Vole and Leslie Crosbie. However, the tragic effects manifest into the failure of men and the upturning
of the legal system by women.
“A Jury of Her Peers” fits into a realm of short legal fiction by the trope of fabrication and the theme
of female empowerment. Across many stories and research, fabrication pairs with this empowerment by
commenting on a woman’s power of production and protection of a community. In short legal fiction, however,
this production comes in the form of lying, disguise, and deception. The community consists of the women seen
as subordinates to their male counterparts. However, this situatedness allows room for a certain empowerment
and sense of sisterhood. Although seen as threatening and corrosive to a male-dominated legal system, the use
of fabrication across the literature suggests that women can subtly alter legal events more so than men. This
fabrication harks to black widow and Arachne figures: manipulative and talented female personas. Over time,
these figures have been rooted in history, alongside the legal coverture of women and assumptions of female
submissiveness. Whether or not men in legal fiction recognize the power of women in law (Leonard Vole is an
exception), these women still possess a unique and highly potent influence over their circumstances. Weaving
in and out of literature, the feminist trope of fabrication is the subtle embrace of a community unheard and a
power unforgettable.
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