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Abstract 
This essay explores how William Shakespeare represents women in the sixteenth 

century through his literary works. The female characters in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 

Antony and Cleopatra, Much Ado About Nothing and the Twelfth Night are analyzed. 

Therefore, self-governing female characters such as, Lady Macbeth, Cleopatra, Beatrice 

and Viola encourage the idea of Shakespeare representing a rather modernistic idea of a 

woman. Although the female characters in the plays are embodied with liberty, it is 

important to remember how women outside the theater existed and what their status was 

in society during the sixteenth century. When considering the female characters in 

Shakespeare’s tragedies, it becomes apparent that the women help male characters 

develop in the plot, while they themselves retire from the leading character into a minor 

role, which later concludes with death. Furthermore, when considering Shakespearian 

comedies, the outcome for women is similar. Although Shakespearian comedies tend to 

conclude with a pleasing ending, it does not seem to be the case for Beatrice as she 

accepts marriage due to pressure and social humiliation. This essay is an analysis of 

how women are depicted through gender status, language and historical context. Issues 

such as women’s independence and self-awareness will be examined as well, as the 

language used towards women, or by women. Finally, there will be a connection made 

between Shakespeare’s female characters and factual phenomena. For the purpose of 

finding a connection of women’s independence in sixteenth-century literature works. 

An overview is provided by examining existing research in the field, such as, close 

readings, textual analysis of Shakespeare’s work and different points of interpretation.   
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1 Introduction 

A woman’s search for a place in society is a topic that is still deliberated in the twenty-

first century. Gender equality, same sex-marriage, women entering a man-only temple, 

victims of violence being brave and speaking out – these are the headlines in the news 

today. While this change is slow, it is important that it does take a place. In addition, it 

is important to look back, and analyze the past to see how the human race has 

progressed. In this essay, I am going to study women and gender status in the sixteenth 

century while comparing it with William Shakespeare’s plays; Macbeth, Antony and 

Cleopatra, Much Ado About Nothing and Twelfth Night.  

 In William Shakespeare’s England, women’s liberty was limited. Women were 

not allowed to participate in any kind of politics, higher education nor were they 

allowed to express their thoughts on these topics or any other issues publicly. Women 

who did not obey the rules faced humiliation, physical abuse and soaking by means of a 

contraption called the “cucking stool” (Greenblatt 10). Yet, certain groups of 

aristocratic women did receive a beneficial education, such as, the Queen of England. 

Elizabeth I of England can be seen presented in William Shakespeare’s plays, for 

example, certain allusions to the Queen can be seen in Shakespeare’s Antony and 

Cleopatra. Both Cleopatra and Elizabeth are women that are presiding a country that 

has been reigned by a masculine blood. Yet, Cleopatra and Elizabeth manage to find a 

midpoint in both femininity and masculinity to keep their countries high status.  

 However, William Shakespeare being an author who uses strong female 

characters, chooses to use aristocratic women in his plays. All of the leading female 

characters in Shakespeare’s plays, come from the upper-classes. In the Tragedy of 

Macbeth, we do not have any description of Lady Macbeth nor of her background. Yet, 

in the opening scene, she is reading a letter from Macbeth which, marks the fact that 

Lady Macbeth is an aristocratic woman who was taught to read. It is unclear as to why 

Shakespeare uses aristocratic women in his plays. It is possible that Shakespeare chose 

not to use women from the lower classes as he wanted his audience to relate to his 

characters. Therefore, Shakespeare focused his female characters on women would be 

able to attend his theatre in order to achieve fame. 

 In his comedies, marriage is a main theme in the plays. In Much Ado About 

Nothing Beatrice is aware of the downfalls of marriage and refuses to marry, that is 

until, in act III scene I, when Beatrice discovers the rumors that have been spread. 
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Beatrice then breaks down and accepts her destiny, which is marriage. This illustrates 

the importance of marriage for women during the sixteenth century. There were plenty 

of terrifying stories to scare women into marriage, and Shakespeare managed to 

demonstrate it through his work. 

           In Twelfth Night, Orsino tends to talk down to women, explaining how they will 

never be able to love the way he is. He explains this to Viola, a woman who is 

pretending to be a man and is madly in love with him. Therefore, Shakespeare’s 

representation of sixteenth century women demonstrates his awareness of patriarchal 

society. While, Shakespeare’s female characters do break the stereotypical image of 

women by attempting to perform differently as expected, they do suffer the 

consequences of their choices. 
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2 A Short Biography of William Shakespeare 

William Shakespeare was born in April 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. 

According to Greenblatt, Shakespeare’s father, John Shakespeare was a prosperous 

glovemaker, landowner and moneylender who later lost all his money possibly due to 

his adherence to the Catholic faith (535). Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden, was a 

daughter of a farmer. There are no documented facts about Shakespeare’s youth except 

for proof of his Baptism and of his marriage to Anne Hathaway in 1582. Shakespeare 

was then only eighteen, and Anne eight years older than him. Six months later after the 

marriage, Shakespeare and Anne had their first daughter, Susanna. Later in 1585, the 

twins Hamlet and Judith were born. After that, there were no records of him until 1592, 

Shakespeare was already a well-known playwright in London, England. During that 

time making a living out of the theatre was not easy. The competition was growing, and 

it did not help that civic officials and the religious moralists believed that playacting 

was a sin. The theatre was under threat of closure. However, Shakespeare's company 

flourished in 1599 and even started performing worldwide. Shortly after writing The 

Tempest in 1611, Shakespeare decided to retire and settle down in Stratford, where he 

died in 1616, he left most of his estate to his daughter Susanna. 

           It is believed that Shakespeare started his career by writing comedies and history 

plays. His primary works the history plays, were mainly based on English kings, that 

according to The Norton Anthology (2013) were then written by chroniclers of the 

sixteenth-century (537). By the late 1590s, Shakespeare created Richard II, first and 

second parts of Henry IV, and Henry V. Shakespeare also started working on romantic 

comedies during this period and wrote Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like 

It and Twelfth Night. According to Greenblatt, Twelfth Night was written the same year 

as Hamlet, in 1601, which started the great era of tragic dramas such as Othello, King 

Lear, and Macbeth (537). Shakespeare's tragic dramas indicate a shift in sensibility, 

according to Greenblatt “an existential and metaphysical darkening that many readers 

think must have originated in personal anguish” (537). Shakespeare wrote his so-called 

“problem plays” or “dark comedies” between 1601 and 1604, these comedies were 

darker and more dramatic than his earlier ones. Between 1608 and 1611 Shakespeare 

wrote plays such as The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest which are now known as 

“romances”. It was during this period that Shakespeare mastered the fairytale-like plot 

and poetic tone in his plays. It is worth mentioning that only eighteen plays by 
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Shakespeare were published while he was alive. Seven years after the death of 

Shakespeare, eighteen more plays were published in a book called Mr. William 

Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies (1623). Interestingly, Shakespeare 

was flatteringly quoted by people from all classes, from the monarchy kings, 

revolutionaries, fascists, liberal democrats and communists (539). Shakespeare managed 

to portray society both as an outsider and as an insider.  
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3 The Status of Women in 16th Century 

Even though England was ruled for more than forty years by queen Elizabeth, most of 

the women lived without any social, economic or legal rights (Greenblatt 9). There was 

just a small circle of aristocratic women who had some power in society. Most women 

did not have any rightful claim to institutional authority or personal autonomy 

(Greenblatt 9). For example, women were not allowed to take part in any political 

voting, nor express their views publicly. The only women who held authority were part 

of the aristocracy, such as the queen. However, for all her authority Queen Elisabeth did 

not publicly fight for the rights of women. It was still revolutionary that a woman 

managed to rule the kingdom and showed both “feminine” and “masculine” sides. Even 

though Queen Elizabeth had the comfort of free speech, other women who spoke 

publicly about their opinions were so-called “scolds.” Such women were believed to be 

a threat to public order. According to Greenblatt, “scolds” had to face public 

humiliation, physical abuse and soaking by means of a contraption called the “cucking 

stool” (10). The “cucking stool” was originally invented in the Middle Ages, but in the 

sixteenth century, it was used exclusively for women (10). Interestingly, according 

to Greenblatt, English women were perhaps not as oppressed as women in some 

European countries “English women were not under the full range of crushing 

constraints that afflicted women in other countries in Europe. Foreign visitors were 

struck by their relative freedom” (Greenblatt 10). For example, respectable English 

women could enter the theatre without a male escort. Single and widowed women could 

inherit the land, sign a contract and even sue someone. Yet, married women had no such 

right under the Common Law (10). However, in some cases, when a husband died while 

their male children were not old enough to become head of the household, the father 

often left the property to his daughter or even to his wife, at least temporarily (10). It is 

worth mentioning that even though the legal restrictions upon women were strict during 

Shakespearean times, it worsened in the upcoming decades, which eventually limited 

the traditional women’s law. Traditional women’s law included, their inheritance after a 

husband’s death, owning a trading/selling business after the death of a husband or any 

business which provided financial income, for the family (10). The consequences of 

losing a business may have led women into illegal prostitution. 

            In sixteenth century England, Sir Thomas More “was responsible for the 

advances in the 16th century in the education of upper-class English women” (Balmuth 
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18). He not only taught upper-class women, but also his three daughters. Thomas More 

educated women in classical literature, philosophy and mathematics to name a few. 

However, this education was only available to aristocratic women (18). Statistics now 

show English education for women, proceeded first in 1849, when the first higher 

education collage opened their doors for female students (Ronson). The founder of 

Bedford College, the first collage in England to allow female students, was Elizabeth 

Jesser Reid. Reid’s dream was to open a collage where women could, “study subjects 

which at the time were thought of as masculine and not suitable for ladies” (Ronson). 

However, when considering the late sixteenth century, print for women started to 

increase slowly, there were fewer books on how to become a good housewife or of 

religious instruction. However, it was still a necessity that a respectful woman attended 

a play in the theatre be escorted by a man. According to The Norton Shakespeare, a man 

could have been her husband, friend or her page, it did not matter in this case, it only 

mattered that she be accompanied by a male figure (83). In addition, she might be 

wearing a mask, which was commonly worn in the sixteenth century, to assert a 

woman’s modesty – and in some cases, anonymity. Interestingly, while “fish wives” 

usually went to the theatre in groups to enjoy the plays, the prostitutes went to the 

theatre to find business, they would also attend in the company of a male figure (83). It 

should be noted that the female characters in the plays were only played by young boys 

who still had unbroken voices, as women were not allowed to act.  Women had limited 

education, but on rare occasions, women did attend grammar-school where they learned 

to read. They had little right over their own voice, and no political rights, women could 

not vote or hold any political office. In some cases, women were humiliated publicly 

and even tortured. Once married, their priority was to take care of the household. When 

considering Shakespeare’s female characters, it appears that Shakespeare’s female 

characters are indeed allowed to live perhaps more openly and freely than the women 

outside the play. 
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4 Women of Shakespeare 

4.1 The Tragedy of Macbeth 

Tragedy – the idea of genre in which human consciousness or the individual battle 

against the universe, against the nature of things leads not to that human or the 

individual triumph, but to the triumph of the consciousness. Interestingly, in the 

tragedies, all of the protagonists are males, there are no female protagonists. The women 

are often subjugated in many ways such as, Lady Macbeth being referred to as the forth 

witch. Violence is a theme which is associated with male characters rather than female 

roles. In the Play Macbeth Lady Macbeth, does encourage Macbeth to murder the king, 

she herself does not take a part in the violent acts. In this case it is the female character 

who appears to be the one behind the curtain “summoning” the shots.  

In the Tragedy of Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra we do see very strong 

female characters. However, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra are not the only strong 

female characters in Shakespeare’s plays. Both Hamlet’s mother and Juliet are unique in 

a way, as Juliet being only fourteen years old refuses her father’s decision on marriage 

and tries to go with her own heart at a young age this can be viewed as both rebellious 

and brave. However, Lady Macbeth may be the most courageous woman in the 

tragedies as she shows that not only men are criminals, but also women. Cleopatra, on 

the other hand, uses her femininity as a weapon, in fact, she was not afraid to join the 

harsh war in person which signifies her strong persona. 

4.1.1 Historical Context in Gender Status 

Lady Macbeth makes a unique first impression on the reader as she is presented to the 

audience reading a letter. Few women read during the seventeenth century as only 

women who were part of the monarch had the opportunity to learn to read. Even more 

unusual is the fact that Macbeth is set to take place in the eleventh century. As was 

stated in the previous chapter, women were not expected to be literate, yet, in the late 

sixteenth century, print for women started to increase slowly, there were now few books 

on how to become a good housewife and books of religious instruction.  Women had 

limited education, on rare occasions, women went to grammar-school and learned to 

read. Only aristocratic women received any formal education. Interestingly, Lady 

Macbeth, appears to be more ambitious and courageous than Macbeth at the beginning 
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of the play. She “manipulates” him by using strong sexual undercurrents to make him 

murder the king. According to Greenblatt, Lady Macbeth manipulates Macbeth in two 

principal ways. The first is through sexual taunting (Greenblatt 2571): 

Art thou afeard 

To be the same in thine own act and valour 

As thou art in desire? 

When you drust do it, then you were a man 

(1.7.39.41-49). 

Here, Lady Macbeth is questioning Macbeth’s manhood, in order to coerce Macbeth to 

act in a desired way, this plays on his fear of failing to be a man and be seen as a coward 

instead. Lady Macbeth manipulates Macbeth because she knows how important it is for 

a male figure in the sixteenth century to keep his masculine image in this unrealistic 

shadow of fearlessness and courage. The second principal that Greenblatt mentions is 

the terrible force of Lady Macbeth’s determination (2571):  

I have given suck, and know 

How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me. 

I would, while it was smiling in my face, 

Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums 

And dash the brains out, had I so sworm 

As you have done to this 

(1.7.54-59). 

However, according to Greenblatt, Lady Macbeth’s words and temptations do not have 

an immediate effect on Macbeth, “He counters his wife’s sexual taunting with a clear 

sense of the proper boundaries of his identity as a male and as a human being” (2572). 

Yet, if Macbeth would have been a clever person, he would not have been persuaded by 

Lady Macbeth so effortlessly, this implies that Macbeth has this evil in himself, and it is 

not only Lady Macbeth who is corrupted in this situation. According to Greenblatt, 

Lady Macbeth’s visions of a dead child shows “its horror might have served rather to 

deter Macbeth from his unnatural crime than to spur him towards it… but not everyone 

crosses the fatal line from a criminal desire to criminal act” (2572). Lady Macbeth 

simply required him to kill the king, yet, Macbeth himself has killed not only the king 

but also Banquo, Lady Macduff, and Lady Macduff’s son. If Macbeth himself, had been 

a wise, “good” person – he would have rejected these kinds of acts. The female 

characters in Macbeth are viewed as been pure evil, as Lady Macbeth is seen as a forth 
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witch. According to Uddin and Sultana “In Macbeth, we find how patriarchy treats 

women and makes them subordinate. The male always keeps the authoritative power 

and dominates over the female as they want.” (Uddin, Sultana 71) The term 

“patriarchy” is used in feminist writings and it refers to male domination (Uddin, 

Sultana 71). According to Connell (184): 

The play clearly gender stereotypes on one level, associating certain virtues with 

masculinity and other with femininity. But it is hegemonic masculinity that comes 

across as a clear villain, due to its merciless demands for dominance and the self-

abnegation that results from it (Uddin, Sultana 71). 

Therefore, it would appear that Lady Macbeth, is not able to achieve her goals by 

herself, because she is a woman, she then wishes to be “unsexed”. As Sigmund Freud 

points out: 

She is ready to sacrifice even her womanliness to her murderous intention without 

reflecting on the decisive part which this womanliness must play when the question 

afterward arises of preserving the aim of her ambition, which has been attained 

through a crime (Uddin, Sultana 72). 

There is this sense of double standards that can be found in Macbeth, since Lady 

Macbeth, being a woman, is viewed as evil for her methods of acquiring the status she 

desires. She “convinces” Macbeth to kill, and later it seems that she is the one who 

struggles to cope with the murder, while Macbeth follows through with his plan. 

Macbeth is seen as a tragic hero, even though he is the one who commits the crimes. 

Yet, Lady Macbeth, a character without any identity is struggling for his immoralities.   

In Macbeth gender status is prevalent, as mentioned above, Lady Macbeth seems to 

be living through Macbeth. Even though she has had some education since she is able to 

read, Lady Macbeth depends on her husband. Both Lady Macbeth and the witches are 

characters who can be representative of women who are fighting for gender equality. In 

act I scene III the witches are presented as “women with beards” as Banquo states “You 

should be woman, and yet your beards forbid me to interpret that you are so” (l. 45-47). 

Again, there is an image of women wanting to adapt in a male dominated world. It 

appears that women were not allowed to be something other than what society 

commanded them to be. For example, in the Tragedy of Macbeth the witches are 

presented with beards which gives the impression of oddness and dreadfulness to their 

characters in the play. This reinforces the idea that if a woman is powerful; she must be 

bizarre in some way. Also, there is a belief that a powerful woman only be seen as a 
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“male-like” character. Lady Macbeth being without any identity through-out the play is 

reflected in Patriarchal dominance in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, by Mohammad Jashim 

Uddin and Halima Sultana. They believe that Shakespeare is following what was 

appropriated during the late sixteenth century. According to Azmi Azam, “In sixteenth 

century England women were not allowed to attend universities or participate in the 

judiciary, therefore, Shakespeare follows the convention” (Uddin, Sultana 74) Uddin 

and Sultana continue that: 

That makes Lady Macbeth as an unfortunate individual. Consequently, marking that 

not a single work of Shakespeare has a woman’s name as the entire title and always 

suggesting matrimonial allowance as the ultimate aim of womanhood (Uddin, 

Sultana 74). 

And so, Lady Macbeth at the beginning of the play portrays a strong and powerful 

female, but she “retires more and more into the background, and Macbeth becomes 

unmistakably the leading figure” as the play progresses (Uddin, Sultana 74). It is 

believed that the female characters in Macbeth play stereotypical female roles. This is 

shown through Lady Macbeth as she represents a female character who wants power, 

but cannot achieve it herself, so she has to rely on a male character. This is significant 

as it implies that women cannot do the deed by themselves, and that only a male 

character is capable of drastic moves. When Lady Macbeth asks to be unsexed, it points 

to the fact that woman cannot handle harsh circumstances like Macbeth’s killing of 

Duncan. While she was strong and powerful at the beginning of the play, Lady 

Macbeth’s character plays a part in strengthening the character of Macbeth while she 

fades slowly away from the leading scene until she completely disappears, like she 

never existed. Without her personal background, without any sort of personal reform – 

she, as the majority of Shakespeare’s women was there just for the sake of being.  

4.1.2 Language 

Shakespeare uses iambic pentameter in his plays and his leading characters speak in 

verse. Thus, Lady Macbeth does speak in verse during her opening scenes of the play. 

For example, she speaks in verse in act I scene V and in act I scene VII, she is confident 

and courageous, she speaks in iambic pentameter because that shows her powerfulness 

(Reay 25:30-31:30). According to Stacey Reay, Shakespeare’s techniques in the use of 

language are apparent when analyzing Macbeth: 
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Lady Macbeth speaks in antithesis, for example, heaven and hell, valour and fell 

as in brave courage versus evil. There is a lot of sighns of language being in 

contrast with one another. And it can show something about her character. As 

she is bald and ruthless, confident and independent (Reay 25:30-31:30). 

Yet, her confidence and charisma are perhaps momentary. Since, it is believed that Lady 

Macbeth and Macbeth are living a life which is not authentic to them it is important to 

question, who are they really under all the wickedness? For example, there is no 

background on Lady Macbeth, there is no description of her looks, no description on her 

character while other Shakespearian characters are given background some information, 

or some reference is made as to their appearance – in The Tragedy of Macbeth, the 

reader is left guessing as to any personal information on Lady Macbeth. This leads us to 

ask, if she exists as a person in the play or is her purpose only for building Macbeth’s 

character? The idea that there is no information about her also informs us that she, being 

this strong female character, is not as important as perhaps her husband Macbeth. Lady 

Macbeth’s language in the play appears to show her as confused and disoriented. 

According to Stacey Reay: 

When we see her in act 5 scene 1, when she is no longer powerful and no longer 

important, she speaks in prose. Shakespeare tends to show via language that she 

has lost her power and straight and is not as important. And then the double 

meanings come in when she starts to be denying the very truth of who she is 

(Reay 25:30-31:30). 

Nevertheless, Lady Macbeth’s death indicates her insignificance at the end of the play, 

as the audience is told of her death in passing. Hence, her death makes her the only 

person in Shakespeare’s tragedies to die without speaking in verse (Reay 25:30-31:30). 

Lady Macbeth’s death and loss of discourse in verse marks her loss of significance and 

once again stresses how main female characters in Shakespeare’s plays are there as a 

prop for the male heroes.  

4.1.3 Historical Political Context 

This part of the essay deals with the idea of old women and witches in Shakespeare’s 

work. King James I believed in witches and the supernatural, he was obsessed with 

catching, burning and torturing witches, he also wrote a book on witches called 

Daemonologie (1597). King James I oversaw the torturing of witches. He went to the 

dungeons himself and commanded how each individual should be torture. It is 
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impossible to ascertain that Shakespeare included witches in his plays because witches 

and witch-hunting were significant during the reign of James I, because the witches in 

Macbeth are presented as ambiguous characters. For example, women in Shakespeare’s 

time lived longer than men, and old women that were widowed, now had to figure out 

how to make a living, some women sold herbs and other kinds of plants for medicine. 

There is a connection between, women, herbs, plants, and witches. Interestingly, it is a 

biological fact that once a person gets to a certain age, their nose, ears, chins get larger, 

and a pronounced growth in facial hair. In addition, the image of older women can be 

connected to the idea of a witch.  

Interestingly, the image of pointy hats comes from a part of the cultural apparel. 

People wore pointy hats as a fashion statement during this time. The general image of 

what a witch should be has been shaped by people with various religious beliefs and 

coming from different cultural background. This played a role in how they were viewed 

in society and the connection with evil. Shakespeare draws on these influences in order 

to create the witches in his plays.  

In Macbeth it appears that he uses the witches not as supernatural beings, but as 

a psychological tool. The witches are never mentioned murdering anyone, it was an 

image that Macbeth created, and it is here that Lady Macbeth shows traits of being one 

of the witches, as she is the one who “manipulates” Macbeth into killing the king. Once 

the queen of the witches, Hecate, finds out what the three sister witches have done with 

Macbeth, it seems that the Hecate is willing Macbeth to fail and maneuvers the witches 

into leading Macbeth to failure. It is possible that Lady Macbeth embodies the 

characteristics of the witches and uses her power which is psychological rather than 

supernatural to achieve her goals. The idea of willing Macbeth to fail could represent 

the witches as being women, willing to achieve equality in a male dominated world. 

 The use of witches in a historical context could represent men denying women, 

the power to stand up for their rights or showing intellect. The women who were there 

fighting for equality were perhaps seen as witches. Therefore, Shakespeare’s witches 

in The Tragedy of Macbeth could represent the idea of women fighting for their voice in 

society. He uses the example of sisters, as witches being sisters. This could represent 

once again, women with the same interest in achieving equality being in their 

diminutive cult or perhaps the idea that they are sisters because they are fighting for the 

same reasons. At the end, when Macbeth accepts his fate, he is not blaming the witches 

for being misled by them, he is short of accepting it, in a way that it is his fault, he is 
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accepting the responsibility of his own mistakes. Furthermore, that could mean victory 

for the witches, as man is finally realizing that he has been wrong all along, to 

downgrade women.  

            Antony and Cleopatra is another example where Shakespeare shows a strong 

female character. According to Owens, Cleopatra is the goddess of feminine sexual 

empowerment (Owens, 2014). Cleopatra and Lady Macbeth are two extremely different 

characters. For example, no scene in Macbeth exposes Lady Macbeth as being sexually 

explicit. The audience feels a unique connection between her and Macbeth, but nothing 

sexual. Shakespeare relies on the actors to present Lady Macbeth and Macbeth’s 

passion for one another implicitly. Cleopatra on the other hand, is celebrated for her 

sexuality and her power to lure men. 

4.2 The Tragedy of Antony and Cleopatra 

4.2.1 Historical Context in Gender Status 

When considering Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra, it is important to recognise that these 

two characters are coming from different environments. For example, there is almost no 

description of Lady Macbeth’s personality and background. If we compare this to A 

Midsummer Night Dream, Hermia and Helena are given detailed descriptions as to how 

they look, for example it is said that Helena is the taller of the two and Hermia has 

lighter skin and hair. It is possible to conclude that Lady Macbeth could have been 

perhaps an unfortunate woman that managed to marry Macbeth hoping to become a 

queen. Yet, she died miserably without achieving it. Cleopatra, on the other hand, is a 

crowned head, she is the queen of Egypt. While Lady Macbeth was perhaps hoping to 

achieve success, Cleopatra had already achieved it, instead, Cleopatra seems to be 

fighting for adoration. Shakespeare is presenting Cleopatra as feminine and perhaps 

fragile as she is consumed with the idea of being adored by a man. It almost feels like 

Shakespeare is presenting an unrealistic image of the monarch. The queen of Egypt a 

powerful woman and her mind is only filled with her love for Antony. Therefore, 

Shakespeare is presenting a woman that he recognises from the 16th century a woman 

who is sensitive and ruled by her own emotions. For example, in act IV scene II 

Enobarbus mentions that emotions only belong to women: 

What mean you sir, 

To give them this discomfort? Look, 
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They weep, 

And I, an ass, am onion-eyed. For shame. 

Transform us not to women (4.2.33-36). 

 However, it seems that Cleopatra herself notices that women are ruled by emotions and 

desires and it can be seen throughout the play. For example, in act IV scene XVI 

Cleopatra states her awareness of her own feelings and emotions ruling over her: 

No more but e’en a woman, and commanded 

By such poor passion as the maid that milks 

And does the meanest chores (4.16.74-77). 

Here, Cleopatra states that she is nothing more than a woman who is ruled by the same 

passion as the maid, in a way that she is as emotional, as any other woman. 

In Royal Egypt!/ Empress! Ira states that “She is governed by no specifically noble 

passion, but by that passion which is the same for all women.” (as cited in The 

Transmigration of the Crocodile 69) Interestingly, according to Daniel Stempel:  

All the queens were unnatural reversals of the pattern of order, since the rule of 

the state could not be properly carried out by a creature governed by passion; 

and perhaps there were those, even under Elizabeth, who agreed (70). 

Therefore, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra is seen as one of the most revolutionary female 

characters. Antony’s death could be associated with Cleopatra being the masculine 

character of the play and Antony the feminine. It is possible that Antony is the one who 

is emotional and dacites to reunite with Cleopatra in the afterlife. Cleopatra being a 

powerful queen managed to win the hearts of “the most powerful Roman leaders of the 

time, Julius Cesar and Mark Antony” (Chowdhury 22). Cleopatra shows violent traits, 

as she attacks a messenger from Rome. Violence and greed were considered “unnatural” 

traits in females and were believed to be masculine traits (Chowdhury 23). This imagery 

of violence represents power. Cleopatra had everything a monarch needed, she was 

intelligent, could speak many languages but also understood politics and was a brave 

woman. At the end of the play, she refused to be pulled through the streets of Egypt as a 

slave, she dressed in her best gowns and decided to breathe her last breath. In a way that 

Cleopatra can only be defeated by Cleopatra – only by herself. Yet, when considering 

the purpose of Cleopatra in the play, she seems to represent playfulness, enjoyment, and 

passion. She is the queen of Egypt, yet, she is not afraid to fool around. She is a woman 

with power, and even though Antony and Cleopatra, is about love, honor, and betrayal. 

She motivates women in a way which allows women to enjoy sexual pleasures as 
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perhaps men do. Women should not only be pure and angelic. It is not logical to put all 

women in one box. Thus, in my opinion, Cleopatra breaks the rules of this classical 

female image and even though the play ends tragically, Through Cleopatra Shakespeare 

shows a strong female figure. The Ancient Roman virtue called Virtus, can be seen in 

Cleopatra even though she is a woman. Her courage, and knowledge of self-worth 

represents revolutionary woman. 

4.2.2 Language 

Language use in Antony and Cleopatra is “not merely the vehicle of the action; rather, it 

parallels and reinforces the conflicts of the play” (Hume 300). Words such as “whore” 

is used in Antony and Cleopatra to describe sexual women. This type of wording relates 

to Cleopatra in a way that she is a woman who is not afraid to show her sexual freedom. 

She is not afraid to flirt with a man and have a pleasant time. For example, in act V 

scene II, Cleopatra is once again fully aware of her actions and states: 

Our Alexandrian revels. Antony 

Shall be brought drunken forth, and  

I shall see 

Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness 

I’th’ posture of a whore (5.2.214-217). 

According to Sneh Lata Sharma: 

As it seems, Shakespeare, from the very beginning, takes upon himself a project 

of presenting Cleopatra as a coquette and a seductress, in fact, as a whore, and 

not a decorous, dignified queen. At various places in the play, the character 

refers to her as a whore. The play opens with the speech of Philo, a friend of 

Antony’s, who condemns Cleopatra as a “tawny front”, “a gipsy” and “as a 

trumpet”. Case, a renowned critic on Shakespeare has observed, that “his picture 

of Cleopatra is ‘of courser fibre’ than that depicted in Plutarch. Morgan also 

thinks that Shakespeare emphasizes Cleopatra’s faults more than Plutrach (376). 

Surprisingly, Cleopatra does not seem to be afraid of being called a whore even though 

it is a derogatory term and one which should never be used to describe any woman and 

certainly not a woman of her high place in society. For a woman to be referred to as a 

whore during this period meant “to keep troubling individuals grouped in their 

marginalized place and to insist that the place is a vulgar, degraded one from which they 

can never escape” (Callaghan 100). Yet, Cleopatra does not seem to abhor the idea of a 
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whore, in a way she seems to see sexuality as perhaps something that is natural to a 

human being, and in her case, she does use it for her own benefit. According to A.C. 

Bradley “The exercise of sexual attraction is the element of her life and she has 

developed nature into a consummate art… If she is dark, it is because the sun himself 

has seen amorous of her” (Revising Cleopatra through Feminist Lens 377).  

Shakespeare may have used Cleopatra to show that sexuality was, “healthy” in 

women during the sixteenth century, at a time when a sexual woman would be, seen as 

a whore, Shakespeare alludes to the idea of Cleopatra being a “whore” yet, only through 

other characters, and mostly through male characters. When considering double-

standards in the sixteenth century, men who had been unfaithful to their wives, were 

never punished severely for it as were women. Cleopatra used her sexuality freely, and 

because she was a woman, she was labeled as a whore, whereas, a male in Cleopatra’s 

position, would have been celebrated and become more desirable. Interestingly, even 

though Queen Elizabeth I was unmarried and private about her love life, she can be 

compared to Shakespeare’s Cleopatra.  

4.2.3 Historical Political Status 

There are many similarities drawn between Queen Elizabeth and Shakespeare’s 

Cleopatra. According to Helen Morris “I believe that in certain aspects of Shakespeare’s 

Cleopatra we can find the reflection or “shadow” of Queen Elizabeth” (271). England 

was ruled for half a century by Elizabeth I. Shakespeare was born Elizabethan like 

anyone who was born during this period, Elizabeth I passed when Shakespeare was 

forty, in 1603. “He (Shakespeare) and his company often played at court, and he would 

have seen and heard the queen speak, besides hearing continual talk about her” (Morris 

271). The first performance of Antony and Cleopatra in Globe Theatre was around 

1607. Because it had been five years since Queen Elizabeth passed, it was possible to 

refer to her with impunity (271). There is a connection between Cleopatra and Elizabeth 

I, for example, in act III scene VII Cleopatra is trying to convince the people that she 

will not stand behind, she will do her duties to save her kingdom as if she was a man: 

 Sink Rome! And their tongues rot 

 That speak against us! A charge we bear i’ th’ war, 

And as the president of my kingdom will 

Appear there for a man. Speak not against it. 

I will not stay behind (3.7.15-19). 
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This foreshadows Queen Elizabeth’s Speech to the Troops at Tilbury where Elizabeth 

states: 

Therefore I am come amongst you, as you see, at this time, not for my recreation 

and disport, but being resolved, in the midst and heat of the battle, to live and die 

amongst you all; to lay down for my God, and for my kingdom, and my people, 

my honor and my blood, even in the dust… 

I know I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and 

stomach of a king, and of a king of England too, and think foul scorn 

that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders 

of my realm; to which rather than any dishonor shall grow by me, I myself will 

take up arms, I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of every one of 

your virtues in the field (Luminorium: Anthology of English Literature). 

The idea of this type of masculinity which is associated with bravery and not leaving the 

kingdom behind, connects these two remarkable women. Queen Elizabeth and 

Shakespeare’s Cleopatra are perhaps not the same person per se; however, they are 

women who are leading their kingdoms during a male-dominated period. According to 

Keith Rinehart “in one scene Elizabeth is clearly the model” (81). Rinehart continues 

that in scene III act III Cleopatra is questioning the messenger about Octavia, a woman 

who Antony married in Rome (82). According to Rinehart: 

Cleopatra’s eagerness for a description of Octavia is matched by Elizabeth’s for 

the Queen of Scots. In September 1562, Mary sent Sir James Melville as 

ambassador to England. Elizabeth was 31 at the time. The most important topic 

of discussion for this special embassy was the prospect of marriage for the 

young widowed Queen of Scots. Elizabeth was proposing her own prime 

favorite, Sir Robert Dudley, whom she made Earl of Leicester during the nine 

days of Melville’s embassy (82). 

Indeed, Elizabeth’s interest in the Queen of Scots can be compared with Cleopatra’s 

interest in Octavia. In Sir James Melville speech he states that “She (Elizabeth I) desired 

to know of me, which of the two Queens was fairest” (Shakespeare’s Cleopatra and 

England’s Elizabeth 82) which is reminiscent of Cleopatra asking a messenger from 

Rome how Octavia looks. Elizabeth and Cleopatra have similar temperaments and as 

Keith Rinehart suggests “both are aware of their public characters as queens” for 

example in act V scene II Cleopatra states: 

 Be it known that we, the greatest, are misthought 
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 For things that others do; and, when we fall,  

We answer others’ merits in our name, 

Are therefore to be pitied (5.2.176-179). 

Keith compares Cleopatra’s considerations with Elizabeth: 

For we Princes are set as it were upon stages, in the sight and view of all the 

world. The least spot is soon spied in our garments, a blemish quickly noted in 

our doings. It behoveth us therefore to be careful that our proceedings be just 

and honourable (Shakespeare’s Cleopatra and England’s Elizabeth 85). 

It is also worth mentioning that Cleopatra beat the messenger who brought her bad news 

from Rome. Indeed, when considering Cleopatra, this sort of act is seen as unladylike 

and it shows how intensely vengeful she has become because of her love for Antony. 

Yet, because it is seen as unladylike to act the way Cleopatra did, it also signifies her 

breaking away from the ordinary female prototype, indeed it demonstrates the real 

Cleopatra, and that she is not a regular queen who behaves accordingly, but a queen 

who is unstable and unpredictable. Interestingly, Queen Elizabeth was also known for 

slapping her maids and “boxing the ears of more important persons” (Rinehart 85). It is 

said that once, Elizabeth treated one of her honor maids so badly that the maid was left 

with a broken finger (85).  

Even though Cleopatra and Elizabeth were not the same person in Shakespeare’s 

Antony and Cleopatra, it is easy to see a connection between them. It is possible that 

Shakespeare was inspired by Elizabeth I, as she was a strong female within the 

Monarch. Perhaps Shakespeare imagined Cleopatra as a character with a similar 

temperament and having similar beliefs as Elizabeth I. Both women managed to rule 

their kingdoms as well as any male born monarch would do, and surely Elizabeth and 

Cleopatra managed to keep their soft, feminine side, yet, expose their forceful, violent, 

and mighty sides while leading their people. In fact, Queen Elizabeth was famous for 

being both a masculine and feminine figure. It is known that Elizabeth ordered people to 

write her romantic letters and embraced this image of a masculine woman who was 

wanted romantically. Not forgetting, Elizabeth ordered her servants to bath themselves 

and have good manners around her., Even though she was seen as, a masculine figure, 

she did not let people forget she was a lady after all. 
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4.3 Much Ado About Nothing 

In Shakespeare’s comedies, the ending is usually “happy” ending with harmony and 

balance. There is an importance placed on the idea of a community living together. 

Characters are shown following traditions, certain rules and morals which are followed 

through to the end of the play with comedies ending with a “happy” marriage. 

Interestingly, according to Greenblatt, some Shakespeare works such as The Merchant 

of Venice, The Comedy of Errors and Love’s Labour’s Lost are darker than others and 

are considered problematic plays. Greenblatt states “the darkness is so intensified as to 

make the term “comedy” seem a problem” (Greenblatt et al. 1407). Yet, in Much Ado 

About Nothing, As You Like It and in the Twelfth Night Shakespeare “creates a balance 

of laughter, longing, and pain” (1407). In Shakespeare’s comedies, women appear to 

generate the plot and action. It seems that men are driven by the plot of women. Women 

are the ones to stop the action, which leads them to be transgressors, or revolutionary 

women. In addition, when considering the two genres tragedy and comedy, the main 

difference can be seen at the end of the plays. 

4.3.1 Historical Context in Gender Status 

Tragedies usually end with a downfall and comedies with a fortunate ending, usually 

marriage. The plays Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra ended with the dramatic deaths 

of their leading characters. Yet, as the comedies ought to end with a happy ending, it is 

important to consider the ending of Much Ado About Nothing. It appears that the ending 

of Much Ado About Nothing is a regular happy ending, however, the ending 

foreshadows a sad fragment in it. When considered closely, Beatrice ends up marrying 

Benedict and Hero ends up marrying Claudio. It is interesting because, after Hero’s fake 

death, nobody asked her if she wanted to marry Claudio (except Claudio himself, 

however, he did not even know who she really was). It seems illogical that Claudio 

went from being madly in love with Hero, to instantly hating her after hearing 

scandalous gossip of Hero. Claudio appeared to act out of impulse. Claudio humiliated 

Hero in front of the whole kingdom stating that she was a whore and even “not as 

pretty”. Later, when Claudio found out that Hero was not dead, but alive, he changed 

his mind once again in a flash and started to love Hero again, saying that she was, as 

pretty as she was, the first time she saw her. Interestingly, even though Hero accepted 

his second request of marriage, Claudio does seem to be the gentleman he portrays and 
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seems to be corrupted somehow. How could one change their mind so quickly, from 

being madly in love, into hating someone that much? Also, when considering Beatrice, 

she presents this strong image of a female who is not afraid to express herself, however, 

even though she rejects marriage, she gives in at the end, as she does get married. 

During the sixteenth century, marriage was the only way for a woman to achieve status 

within the society. Women who were not born into the aristocracy could not achieve 

anything by themselves and that is why it was so important to get married (I must 

mention, that once they are married, it did not mean that they could actually achieve 

anything else, marriage was the only achievement that was available for most women 

during the 16th century.) This is perhaps why woman from a young age were focusing 

on their looks and on tasks around the house, so that they would become “good wives”. 

Beatrice, however, seems to understand that marriage is not an advantage for women as 

once she is married, she belongs to someone, she becomes a wife whose job is to take 

care of the household. It is clear, that she understands marriage as something which 

advances a male.  

Despite this, Beatrice does agree to marry Benedict at the end, and it is important to 

consider why. Throughout the play, it seems that there is a lot of pressure for women to 

marry. For example, in act II scene I, Beatrice states: 

 Therefore I will even 

  take sixpence in earnest of the  

 Bearherd, and lead his apes into hell (2.1.32-34). 

Here, Beatrice states that unmarried women are short of destined to lead the apes to hell, 

and she is willing to take this lead instead of marrying someone. The idea, that there is 

this claim that unmarried women are not going to heaven but are destined to work in 

their afterlife by walking with the apes into hell is something that people during the 16th 

century would have been afraid of. This fear would have been enough to encourage 

young girls to want to get married.  

 In act III, scene I, Beatrice talks with Hero and Ursula, Beatrice states: 

 What fire is in mine ears? Can this be true? 

 Stand I condemned for pride and scorn so much? 

 Contempt, farewell, and maiden pride, adieu. 

 No glory lives behind the back of such. 

 And Benedict, love on. I will requite thee, 

 Taming my wild heart to thy loving hand (3.1.108-113). 
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Beatrice seems to be truly shocked that people think of her as proud and scornful, 

because she is unmarried, these lines are the climax of Beatrice’s power over marriage, 

and unfortunately, she loses, because she is surprised by how people think of her. It 

feels as though she decided to marry Benedict only because of what society thinks of 

her, this insensitive pressure that finally won over her. She expresses herself like a 

stubborn child who has lost a battle and states “Fine, I will marry” in a way that, she 

will do things that the society wants her to do. Because she can’t see herself winning – 

because the pressure is too powerful. Even though Beatrice is presented as a clever 

woman who is not afraid to speak out about her beliefs and thoughts and does not 

appear to be “sugaring” over things, she is still defeated at the end. She is still following 

the sixteenth century idea of how marriage should be, and the ideal of what a woman 

should be. Therefore, even though at the end everyone does get married, happily or not, 

Shakespeare represents an ambitious image of Beatrice, and the fact that Beatrice’s 

character had the courage to express her thoughts openly can be seen revolutionary. 

4.3.2 Language 

Much Ado About Nothing is written in prose, “a medium far more familiar to the 

modern audience than the blank verse that dominates many of Shakespeare’s plays” 

(Greenblatt 1409). Yet, when considering the language and its meaning, Beatrice being 

an intelligent woman with a so called sharp-tongue, is often muted with assaults or 

strong claims made against her. For example, in act II scene I, Leonato states: 

 By my troth, niece, thou wilt never get thee a husband 

 If thou be so shrewd of thy tongue (2.1.16-17). 

According to Maurice Hunt, “Beatrice’s linguistic analysis applies, strictly speaking, to 

the attainment of excellent manhood. Thus, the tempering of speech that she 

recommends could possibly rectify certain absolutist traits of patriarchal speech. But 

self-destructive consequences entailed by the compulsion to acquire and exert social and 

physical power over others preclude the attainment of this temperance” (Hunt 167). 

Thus, Hunt states seeing Beatrice’s manhood in her speech, in my opinion, Beatrice’s 

ability to articulate herself in a speech does not have anything to do with gender. There 

is this thought that in case a woman speaks openly and perhaps differently than other 

women, she is seen as this “masculine” female. Indeed, Beatrice’s speech is different, 

but one should not place her ability to express herself in male like position because, 

women are capable of expressing themselves and, it does not have anything to do with 
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the male figure. How come strength in speech is even related to male gender. In 

addition, Beatrice’s speech is clever and unique in a way that one might not find another 

woman expressing her thoughts that effortlessly. For example, in act I scene I, from the 

opening of the play one can be surprised by Beatrice’s ability to express herself: 

 O Lord, he will hang upon him like a Disease! He is  

sooner Caught than the pestilence, and the taker runs 

presently mad. God help the noble Claudio! If he  

have caught the Benedick, it will cost him a  

thousand pound ere a be cured (1.1.68-72). 

Here, Beatrice is talking down to Benedict, explaining that he is like a disease. It is 

uncommon for a woman to talk down to a man in Shakespeare’s plays. Also, in act II 

scene I, Beatrice conveys her rejection on marriage until men that are not made out of 

dirt: 

 Not till God make men of some other metal than earth. 

 Would it not grieve a woman to be overmastered with a 

 Piece of valiant dust? To make an account of her life 

 To a clod of wayward marl? No uncle, I’ll none. 

 Adam’s sons are my brethren, and truly,  

 I hold it a sin to match in my kindred (2.1. 50-55). 

The ability to articulate and state what is on one’s mind is often referred to as a 

masculine feature in Shakespeare’s plays. Yet, in Much Ado About Nothing, 

Shakespeare hints that females are also capable of expressing themselves. Indeed, 

Beatrice’s speech is an unusual feature in Shakespeare’s play as Hero, while she plays 

important role in the play, her quantity of speech is limited. 

4.3.3 Historical Political Status 

According to Christa Wilson “Through its depiction of this grim reality, the play 

demonstrates how women in Renaissance society—whether they adhere to the feminine 

ideals constructed by men or resist them—are rendered voiceless by an unjust system of 

unquestioned male authority” (Wilson 65). It is worth considering the issue of marriage, 

since it is the main theme in Much Ado About Nothing. As Wilson states, women seem 

to be voiceless and in the case of Hero, one can clearly see the lack of expression in her 

character. In the sixteenth century, marriage was most often arranged, and it is not 
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surprising that Shakespeare presented this idea of an arranged marriage in Much Ado 

About Nothing when Leonato decides to give his daughters hand to Claudio. Claudio 

was indeed excited for the marriage; however, Hero did not have much of expression on 

marriage other than accepting her faith. Interestingly, in act II scene I Beatrice states 

that Hero should express herself: “Yes, faith, it is my cousin’s duty to make curtsy and 

say, ‘father, as it please you’. But yet for all that, cousin, …. Make another curtsy and 

say ‘Father, as it please me.’” (2.1. 44-47) Beatrice herself is not keen on marriage and 

she believed that, once a woman is married she loses her independence, which was 

historically accurate.  

Once women were married, they were considered the property of their husbands, 

and interestingly women were not entitled to any of their possessions or to any financial 

provisions. While, Leonato showed some feelings of grief over the death of Hero, he did 

not even consider once that perhaps the rumours spread by some of his male guests 

were not factual, he even stated that “Hence from her, Let her die” (4.1 150-2). He 

suddenly switched off his fatherly caring emotions towards Hero. Indeed, this scene 

shows similarities with Claudio and the way he reacted to these dishonesties. According 

to Oxford University Press, “Of Shakespeare’s eligible female characters who refuse 

marriage and husbands, not one of them remains single; Katherine, Beatrice, Olivia, 

Isabella, and Emilia all resist becoming wives, yet they all end up married at the end of 

their respective plays.” This indeed marks the influence of Shakespeare’s society during 

the sixteenth century. Even though Shakespeare wrote about females being possessed 

by males, his plays still concluded with marriage, even if these marriages were not 

perfectly content. 

4.4 The Twelfth Night 

Although Twelfth Night is occasionally considered a comedy play, it is considered a 

problematic play because of the ending. Indeed, the play ends with a “happy” marriage, 

yet, it is hard to accept the happy ending as, Malvolio, is left devasted and offended. 

This shows parallels with Much Ado About Nothing, where the reader acknowledges the 

official ending of marriage, but are also left questioning the idea of marriage and what it 

means. Hero marries because she does not seem to be brave enough to say no and 

Beatrice marries due to social pressure. Although these two plays belong to the genre of 

Comedy, they contain elements of tragedy. Even though the women play strong 



 

  24 

characters, they are the agents of action and are the ones who dress up and take risks 

they lose at the end of the plays as was seen for example, in Much Ado About Nothing.  

4.4.1 Historical Context in Gender Status 

Gender status is most notable in Twelfth Night in comparison to the other three plays 

that have been discussed in this essay. According to Cathy O’Neill “Adopting the 

clothes of another gender, being gender-fluid or trans might seem very twenty-first 

century, but Twelfth Night is full of such gender experimentation” (O’Neill 1). Viola 

surviving a shipwreck and finding herself in Illyria a country that interestingly England 

was at war with, does not show signs of despair. She shows her strength by adopting the 

idea of acting like a man as, a way to survive. Viola being an aristocratic woman in the 

sixteenth century decided to take faith into her own hands. Thus, in the play Viola is 

played by a young boy who acts the part of a woman who is pretending to be a feminine 

man is quite thought-provoking. Interestingly, Viola’s femininity stands out even when 

she is pretending to be a man. Yet, it is not possible to question if Viola is pretending to 

be a man. Perhaps, during the sixteenth century, people did not consider it possible for a 

woman to be capable of behaving like a man. However, in the Twelfth Night, Viola is 

not the only female character, being presented as a strong and independent female. 

Maria and Olivia are both important characters in the play as they control what happens 

afterwards. The fact that there are three strong female characters in the play is another 

detail which makes Twelfth Night stand out from the other plays that have been 

discussed, and marks how revolutionary Twelfth Night is. Olivia is a wealthy woman 

who does not want to be in a relationship with a man (until she meets Viola pretending 

to be Cesario). In addition, Maria is presented as a clever woman who manages to get 

what she wants. Interestingly, Maria’s verbal manners show parallels with Beatrice’s 

character. For instance, in act I scene III 

Maria is with Toby Belch and Andrew. She states: 

 MARIA: A dry jest, sir. 

 SIR ANDREW: Are you full of them? 

 MARIA: Ay, sir, I have them at my fingers’ ends. 

 MARIA: Marry, now I let go your hand, I am barren 

 (1.3. 68-72). 

Maria’s sharp tongue really marks the fact that in the Twelfth Night, women are in 

control. Interestingly, these three women represent a rather radical image of a woman. 
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Indeed, in the sixteenth century, most of the women lived without any social, economic 

or legal rights. There was just a small circle of aristocratic women who had some power 

in society. Most women did not have any rightful claim to institutional authority or 

personal autonomy (Greenblatt 9). Interestingly, Viola, Olivia and even Maria are from 

upper-class backgrounds. Shakespeare seems to focus his plays on aristocratic woman 

and through them, he represents this image of women. In his plays Shakespeare does 

not appear to refer to the lower-classes. Interestingly, Shakespeare’s female characters 

are often referred to as revolutionary for the sixteenth century. Yet, the women he 

represents are mostly noble, titled or from an upper-class. In the sixteenth century, there 

was no middle class, and perhaps today, one might consider these plays as revolutionary 

because today, classification is indeed low, individuals in the twenty-first century are 

with similar views and opinions. The women Shakespeare writes about were not 

perhaps the hardest working woman. They did have time and access to learn even 

though this was limited. Perhaps, one might consider whether Shakespeare would have 

achieved fame if he had written about lower-class individuals in his plays. 

4.4.2 Language 

It is worth considering how male figures in the play spoke and compare it with the 

female counterparts. The character of Orsino for example, in act II scene IV Orsino 

converses with Viola (Cesario) about Viola’s love. Orsino asks her how old Viola’s 

love is, and when she answers that her love is as old as Orsino himself, not knowing that 

Viola is indeed talking about him and not any other women, he states: 

 Too old by heaven. Let still the woman take 

 An elder than herself. So wars she to him, 

 So sways she level in her husband’s heart. 

 For, boy, however we do praise ourselves,  

 Our fancies are more giddy and unfirm,  

 More longing, wavering, sooner lost and 

 Worn, than women’s are (2.4. 28-34). 

Orsino’s wisdom indicates the fact that in his opinion, women should be younger than 

their male partners, because that way women will make their husbands “happy” and 

“faithful” Orsino also adds that, men change their minds and desires more often than 

women do. Interestingly, Viola seems to support Orsino’s idea. Orsino’s speech hints 

that if women want to be considered as equal to men and achieve some respect, women 
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must be young and beautiful. It appears that this is the way for a sixteenth century 

woman to be seen as, equal to man. It is ironic that this idea comes from a man who is 

madly in love with a woman who refuses him. Orsino’s speech sounds very arrogant 

and reinforces the fact that he supports the down grading of a woman. That a woman is 

only an “accessory” to a man. Secondly, Orsino goes on and tells Viola (Cesario): 

 There is no woman’s sides 

 Can bide the beating of so strong a passion 

As love doth give my heart: no woman’s heart 

So big, to hold so much. They lack retention. 

Alas, their love may be called appetite, 

No motion of the liver, but the palate, 

That suffer surfeit, cloyment, and revolt. 

But mine is all as hungry as the sea, 

And can digest as much. Make no compare 

Between that love a woman can bear me 

And that I owe Olivia. 

(2.4. 91-101) 

In this speech Orsino describes how women are not capable to love the way he does. He 

states that women are not capable of it physically and he marks that one should not even 

compare his love, to love that women feel. Indeed, it is ironic that he is saying these 

things to Viola, who seems to truly love him. As, he is capable of manipulating, a series 

of events which will affect her at the end, and maybe for her own good (for example, at 

the end she does get what she wanted – to marry bachelor Orsino.) It is clear that, 

Shakespeare uses language and the character of Orsino in order to mock this way of 

thinking, as it shows how blinded Orsino is that, he does not see what is happening 

around him. 

4.4.3 Historical Political Status 

According to Jami Ake “Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night offers an often overlooked 

opportunity to witness the dynamics by which a language of female-female desire 

emerges from the materials of conventional heteroerotic discourses already in 

circulation” (Ake 375). Interestingly, according to Casey Charles “Twelfth Night 

continues to be one of the major textual sites for the discussion of homoerotic 

representation in Shakespeare, interpretive conclusions about the effect of same-sex 
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attraction in this comedy are divided” (Charles 121). Indeed, in the sixteenth century, 

the terms lesbian or gay had not evolved and according to Michael Foucault 

homosexual and heterosexual identities were invented in the nineteenth century. Until 

then, there was no references made directly to the idea of identity. However, queerness 

did exist, and it stayed in the shadows in Shakespeare’s time. Casey Charles continues 

that “Antonio and Sebastian has proven the most fertile ground for queer inquiry; for 

example, Joseph Pequigney recently has set out, in New-Critical fashion, to prove the 

‘sexual orientation’ of these two characters as unquestionably ‘homosexual’ in a play 

whose ‘recurring theme’ is ‘bisexuality’ (Charles 121). As was mentioned before, 

Cesario’s (Viola) character was often described as being feminine. Interestingly, her 

femininity did not prevent Olivia to fall in love with Cesario. Perhaps, Oliva refused 

every man because she wanted someone who was feminine? When considering 

queerness and history, for example, there are theories that Queen Anne could have been 

bisexual. It is presumed that Queen Anne had a romantic relationship with Sarah 

Churchill. A letter from Anne to Sarah states: “If I could tell how to hinder myself form 

writing to you every day I would… but really I cannot… when I am from you I cannot 

be at ease without enquiring after you” (hrp.org.uk). However, the two had some 

disagreements.  

It is questionable as to whether Anne was unfaithful to Sarah since Anne had a 

close relationship with Sarah’s cousin Abigail. “Sarah’s secretary Arthur Mainwaring, 

circulated political pamphlets against the Queen, talking of the ‘sweet service’ and ‘dark 

deed at night’ between Anne and Abigail” (hrp.org.uk). Indeed, it is no secret that 

queerness has always been a part of human history, and perhaps Shakespeare in the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth century wanted to display some trace of it. Interestingly, 

Shakespeare’s own sexual nature is still questioned today.  
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5 Conclusion 

William Shakespeare’s works are considered revolutionary because of the variance and 

modification of the characters. Dramatic endings in the plays as well as the humor and 

the creativity which is still appreciated and respected today. Shakespeare’s affection for 

prosperity and the aristocracy is somewhat unresolved for the sake of independence. It 

appears that Shakespeare focuses on the upper-classes to achieve revolutionary 

recognition. The topic of gender is apparent in the four plays discussed in this analysis 

which demonstrates women’s failure to achieve their goals or desires because they are 

born as females. Shakespeare highlights these factors by highlighting the failures in 

character such as Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. Shakespeare demonstrates that woman’s 

emotions stops her from reaching her goals and succeeding. As was seen in Much Ado 

About Nothing, marriage was the acme for women in the sixteenth century, since it was 

the only thing all the women, no matter the class could achieve. To conclude, 

Shakespeare’s Viola, pretending to be a man – essentially achieves all her desires. 

Indeed, Shakespeare did highlight the struggles of sixteenth century women and their 

feelings of worthlessness due to the patriarchal society they belonged to. 

When considering the language that was used by or towards the women in the 

plays, we can conclude that in his tragedies, women tended to lose their power as they 

were demoted from speaking in verse to speaking in iambic pentameter as was seen in 

Lady Macbeth. Indeed, it is also worth mentioning that the women were often referred 

to as a “whore” if they did not act the way women were expected to. In the plays, 

women were regularly so-called “whores” by other male characters. Indeed, this does 

foreshadow the sixteenth century women being given derogatory names in case they 

behaved in a way which was not deemed acceptable for a lady. Lastly, the historical and 

political context of the plays show that Shakespeare’s plays delved into and portrayed 

authentic parts of history. For example, the idea of witches being women fighting for 

liberty, and Cleopatra’s character being inspired by Queen Elizabeth I. Likewise, 

Shakespeare presented in Twelfth Night the idea of LGBTQ (as it is identified today). 

Same-sex desire that has been part of human’s history everlastingly, yet only recently 

freely spoken. 
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