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ABSTRACT : The current study is on feminist-based comparison of women characters portrayed in Shakespearean 

plays [1]. Women characters represented by Shakespeare are of two kinds: one, who refuses to submit themselves 

to men and claim for equal rights. The second type is of submissive one, who carries out the roles of Elizabethan 

women who also felt that obeying the patriarchal rules does not assure cheerfulness for women. Most of the 

female characters though humble or not, underwent the influence of male authority as well as subjugation. This 

study is based on the comprehensive analysis of feminist theories and deconstructive approach of the selected 

plays of Shakespearean tragedies wherein the characters are often portrayed as physical and the psychological 

victimization. The Elizabethan period females were represented to be weaker than males and were said as 

"women are to be seen, and not heard." Shakespeare recognized that community boundaries towards the 

treatment of women were not considered fair and so the tool of cross-dressing was utilized to prove that women 

are as proficient as men and to hide the gender discrepancy. This also analyzes that the women as bold, 

independent and not submissive to men of that period. Shakespeare who lived way ahead of his time has 

identified the elements of feminism even before the concept of feminism emerged. Feminism is an idea that has 

been developed only after Shakespeare. Though the word feminism did not exist during the age of Shakespeare 

doesn’t mean that there were no brave women during that era, or that Shakespeare didn’t have an idea of women 

who were worth more than what the public allowed. Gender roles played a most important subject similar to 

modern day feminism that supports the study. The gender roles were implemented in the plays to reveal the 

spectators that a woman is competent of winning a man’s role. Some of Shakespeare’s competent female 

characters, who spend most of the drama as men were also discussed in this study, they include in ‘The Merchant 

of Venice’ Portia plays the role of an advocate, Viola in ‘Twelfth Night’, in ‘As You like It’ Rosalind take up the male 

lead role and Julia in ‘The Two Gentlemen of Verona’. 
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Introduction  

Gender plays a significant role in defining the power, 

privilege and possibilities that some people comprise 

and some people do not in the society and it also 

affects the development towards fairness and liberty 

from bias. Theory of Gender is constituted for the 

study of what is unspoken as masculine gender and 

the odd behavior that are seen in any circumstance, 

community, the public, or in any area of study. 

Research on gender study is vital on all the basic 

dimensions of life that offers rationalized pragmatic 

knowledge about gendered practices, custom, and 

discourses in politically considerable ways [19]. The 

early 21st century has witnessed the Ideas and 

notions concerning gender as the most important 

literary themes and many writers have ardently 

thrown themselves genuinely on social gender and 

biological sex in terms of life. Women were viewed 

as caretakers and homemakers and were 

discouraged from articulating their opinion about 

politics or any other contemporary issues during 17th 

century, so most of the literature that was created 

during this period centered on male characters. The 

educated women who were capable of writing were 

constrained from pursuing their talent [12]. The 18th 

century faced the same submissive women. Only 
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during the Cultural Revolution in Britain brought the 

changes in the roles of women by assisting their 

husbands in work and in education but still they 

were considered as victims of both economic and 

social discrimination [28], [29]. Even during 19th 

century women weren't given importance like men 

which was revealed by the first feminist American 

novelist Mary Virginia [30], [31]. The suppression 

and inferior public attitude towards women also 

reflected in her literature as the gradual uprising 

against the patriarchy. Movement of feminism made 

its presence during the latter half of the 20th century. 

It shed light on the gender construct and envisioned 

new theories and definitions and its impacts on 

human. 

 

Feminist Theories 

Feminist theory according to Wikipedia is the 

expansion of speculative, imaginary, 

or philosophical discussion aiming to comprehend 

and analyze the gender inequality that is prevailing 

in the society. It studies the roles of men and women 

in society, their experiences, and field of interests, 

their responsibilities, and feminist politics [5], [15] & 

[27]. Its idea often explores the theory of feminism 

like discrimination, objectification, domination, 

patriarchy, stereotype, art history and contemporary 

art, and aesthetics. 

 

Deconstructive Approaches 

The term Deconstruction means analyzing the 

words in a work of fiction or nonfiction to discover 

its true significance, which the author intended. 

Deconstruction in Shakespeare’s work assumed a 

tone of far greater reservation exposing the 

contradictions and internal oppositions found. A 

feminist may deconstruct an existing novel to 

showcase the oppression of women. 

Shakespearean deconstruction‘s on literary criticism 

is an intensely human affair and its course is 

influenced by the chaotic forces. Everyone may not 

agree with deconstructionist elucidation, some 

may not agree with the idea of deconstruction, but 

still most of them recognize and realize it. 

Women in Renaissance 

Women of Renaissance period lived a life meant only 

for sex while on the other hand everything was ruled 

by men, even during half the century of Elizabethan 

era [16], [2]. They seemed to be prim and proper by 

playing a limited role. Women were believed to be 

seen and not to be heard. The ideal women are the 

one who probably are able to articulate their 

intellect but their opinion and feelings were 

controlled only by men. They were controlled by 

their parents until marriage, and then they become 

typical housewives once they legally belong to their 

husbands. These women had different roles in 

different classes. Women from the Low class were 

anticipated to take care of everything as housewives, 

the women of working class were expected to work 

for their husbands in business and to take care of the 

house hold activities and the women from the upper 

class had maids who help them in their household 

activities but still they were responsible for the rest 

of the house hold [13], [14]. Women can neither live 

alone if they were single nor can work by 

themselves. The women staying single were forced 

to move in with one of her male relatives or become 

a nun and to join a convent. The upper class women 

had the privilege of expressing themselves, but not 

sufficiently whereas the women who belong to 

middle class are permitted to come outside and they 

can hardly express and that too it was tainted by 

male influence. 

 

Reflection of Renaissance Society in Shakespeare’s 

Plays 

Shakespeare used an obstinate character and the 

other one ultimate woman character of Renaissance 

in one play to portray that they are polar opposites 

[18]. Though half of a century was ruled by women 

during Renaissance period but men ruled in every 

other thing [17]. Women were not permitted to 

speak their minds and they were dealt as puppets as 

dictated by men. These women were supposed to be 

house wives and obey the commands of their 

husbands if not she would be termed as a shrew. In 

William Shakespeare’s play ‘The Taming of the 

Shrew’ the main character Katherine, a shrew is a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Virginia_Terhune
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feminism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_inequality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discrimination


     
 
 

871 
    

Vol 44 No. 12 

December 2023 
Journal of Harbin Engineering University 

ISSN: 1006-7043 

stubborn woman. The term shrew utilized is not a 

positive connotation when concerning the women of 

Renaissance, people looked down at this type of 

female characters. These shrewd women were 

expressive and frank but still they were unheard. 

Only men were allowed to share their views and 

expressive. The character Katherine is portrayed as a 

shrew of extreme level, her expressions and actions 

are exceptionally aggressive, so everyone had a 

sense of strong disapproval for Katherine. The other 

type is the ideal woman quiet and respectful, 

controlled by men, and who enjoys the notice got by 

male characters as a graceful women. This perfect 

woman character in the same play is Katherine’s 

sister Bianca. Handling the two contradictory 

characters is a great deal of Shakespeare’s style in 

reflecting the renaissance era.  

 

Shakespeare’s Feministic Ideas 

Shakespeare’s female protagonists suggest that he 

was the 16th century feminist who started to 

recognize the societal restrictions that were not fair 

towards women [4], [8]. The characters of 

Shakespeare’s are victimized both physically and 

psychologically [6]. Shakespearean plays portray 

male rivals cause destruction their egos influence 

decisions and attack their internal emotions to 

devastate righteous women who become the 

sufferers of political machinations and intrigues [11]. 

Shakespeare’s women are of two type one the shrew 

and the other submissive of Elizabethan era. The 

Elizabethan submissive woman, also exhibit that 

obeying the patriarchal rules literally also will not 

assure happiness that might escort to victimization 

and male domination. Almost most of the female 

either obedient or not, experienced the domination 

of men during Shakespearian period. Struggle was 

more to the women who followed the roles of the 

Elizabethan era than the women fought against it 

[10]. Though feminism wasn’t popular during his 

period some of his women characters opposed the 

rules of being a woman in the society of his period. 

The idea of Feminism existed during Shakespeare’s 

time through the characters of women who were as 

sturdy, skilled and smart as men. It was revealed 

through the description of the idea that women 

were worth more than the society permitted. 

 

Shakespeare’s Submissive Women 

Insubordinate women of Shakespeare's plays seldom 

receive satisfying endings consider [22]. Lady 

Macbeth from Macbeth is responsible for Macbeth’s 

setup and assassination of King Duncan and depart 

this life by killing himself. Katherine, despite being 

beautiful, refuses to surrender to become the 

possessions of man. Her sister Bianca is calm, 

passive, and gorgeous and so countless preferred to 

tie the knot, so the father plans to tame the shrew 

and court the lovely Bianca. Katherine is made 

obedient as a woman should be of Elizabethan era, 

by Petruchio and the fire inside her was quenched. 

Even the well-mannered women in Shakespeare’s 

plays faced frightful ends [21]. In Hamlet 

though Ophelia was authentic in taking care and 

concern of Hamlet’s welfare and very dutiful to her 

father’s demands at last dies by being so sad that 

she drowns. The innocent Desdemona in Othello, in 

spite of being beautiful and loyal consent her 

husband strangle her to fatality because she 

believed that she is worthy of it. Juliet, a young and 

loyal woman to Romeo in Romeo and Juliet slay 

herself, because Romeo was too poignant to stay 

five more minutes for her to wake [20]. A sincere 

and fostering Cordelia, gets expelled by her father in 

King Lear proceeds to care for him when he was in 

the status of complete madness was hanged 

towards the end of the play. Even though these 

characters replicate much of admiration for women 

on Shakespeare’s plays they are seldom rewarded.  

 

Shakespeare’s Use of Cross-Dressing 

In order to highlight the idea that most of the 

women are in fact as proficient as men Shakespeare 

utilized the device of cross-dressing [9]. He gracefully 

handled this device to make the audience believe 

that even women are competent in accomplishing 

things like men. Some female characters of 

Shakespeare who were dressed as men to execute 

their duty are [25] the character of Julia in The Two 

Gentlemen of Verona performed liberally by 
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transforming herself into a young man to grab the 

attention of her lover [24]. The female character 

Portia in The Merchant of Venice masks herself as an 

attorney in order to enter the courtroom at Venice 

to save the hero of the play.  Viola in Twelfth Night 

in order to conquer the mind of Duke Orsino 

becomes a eunuch [23]. The other character 

Rosalind in As You Like flees from Duke Frederick to 

test the love of Orlando acts as a shepherd. The 

heroines who masked themselves as male take a 

compassionate view of cross-dressing as an 

approach used by their better half and girlfriends to 

get amalgamated with the person they loved most 

and to save them from the male sexual craving. 

Generally a cross-dressed man was more 

appreciated by the audience than a cross-dressed 

woman characters; in Shakespeare’s comedies one 

can hardly come across men in women’s clothes.  

 

Conclusion  

Shakespeare’s play reflects the England's lexis and 

thoughts in general. Ben Jonson's words fit so well 

that he has always been concerned about the 

women as human life. The concerns of women as 

human life are portrayed in the tragedies Othello, 

Macbeth, Hamlet, and in the comedy [26] Twelfth 

Night, measure a guide of patriarchy. His comedies 

bring the fabricated world back to balance leaving 

their vibrant days behind and admit the influence of 

men. The heroines get what they deserved and that 

was the only option which conform that the 

Renaissance era ideal women of a unspoken and 

submissive wife [3], [7]. His plays are of the 

indication that women could be just as smart, brave, 

foolish, and funny as men and also as fully-formed 

human beings with full of thoughts and desires. 

William Shakespeare was a sixteenth-century 

feminist in all possible ways representing the virtues 

in relationship to the male which was considered to 

be the reflection of the Renaissance society. 

 

 Reference 

[1] Aarti Mahajan Shakespeare's Concern for 

Women: Feminist Perspectives in Shakespeare's 

Plays,  Advances and Scholarly Researches in 

Allied Education, Multidisciplinary Academic 

Research, 2019 http://ignited.in/I/a/231934 

[2] Amanda Cloud. Gender Roles of Women in the 

Renaissance 

http://www2.cedarcrest.edu/academic/eng/lfle

tcher/shrew/acloud.htm  

[3]  Armstrong, Carol and de Zegher, 

Catherine. Women Artists at the Millennium. 

Massachusetts: October Books / MIT Press 

2006. ISBN 0-262-01226-X 

[4] Arnold, Dana and Iverson, Margaret Eds. Art and 

Thought. Blackwell. 2003. ISBN 0-631-22715-6  

[5] Brabeck, Mary; Brown, Laura. Feminist theory 

and psychological practice. In Worell, J.; 

Johnson, N. (eds.). Shaping the Future of 

Feminist Psychology: Education, Research, and 

Practice. Washington, D.C.: American 

Psychological Association, 1997, 

doi:10.1037/10245-001. ISBN 1-55798-448-4. 

[6] Dusinberre, Juliet. Shakespeare and the Nature 

of Women. London: Macmillian, 1975.  

[7]  De Zegher, Catherine. Inside the Visible. 

Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1996. 

[8] Florence, Penny and Foster, Nicola. Differential 

Aesthetics. Ashgate, 2000. ISBN 0-7546-1493-X 

[9] Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice: Women's 

Conceptions of Self and Morality in Harvard 

Educational Review, 1977. 

[10] Hopkins, Lisa. The Shakespearean Marriage. 

New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998.  

[11] Hull, Suzanne. Women According to Men: The 

World of Tudor-Stuard Women. Walmut Creek: 

Alta Mira Press, 1996. 

[12]  Jones, Vivien. Women in the Eighteenth 

Century. Taylor & Francis, 2002. 

ISBN 9780203130551. 

[13] Kelly, Joan. Did Women Have a Renaissance? 

Women, History and Theory. Ed.Joan Kelly. 

Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1984.1950. 

[14] King, Margaret L. Women of the Renaissance. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991. 

[15]  Lerman, Hannah. Feminist Ethics in 

Psychotherapy. Springer Publishing Company, 

1990.  ISBN 978-0-8261-6290-8 

http://ignited.in/I/a/231934
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carol_Armstrong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-262-01226-X
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-631-22715-6
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Psychological_Association
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Psychological_Association
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1037%2F10245-001
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/1-55798-448-4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catherine_de_Zegher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-7546-1493-X
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9780203130551
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-8261-6290-8


     
 
 

873 
    

Vol 44 No. 12 

December 2023 
Journal of Harbin Engineering University 

ISSN: 1006-7043 

[16] Life in Elizabethan England: A Compendium of 

Common Knowledge.11th Edition, Spring 2011. 

http://www.elizabethan.org/compendium/  

[17] Mazzocco, Angelo. The Role of Women in the 

Italian Renaissance. Mount Holy Yoke 

College.2021. 

https://www.thecollector.com/role-of-women-

in-italian-renaissance/ 

[18] Paul F. Grendler Ed. Censorship: Master of the 

Revels. Encyclopedia of the Renaissance, New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1999.  

[19] Pollock, Griselda. Looking Back to the Future: 

Essays on Art, Life and Death. G&B Arts. 

2001. ISBN 90-5701-132-8 

[20] Shakespeare, W. King Lear. London: Methuen & 

Co. Ltd., 1977.  

[21] Shakespeare, W. Hamlet. London: Methuen & 

Co. Ltd., 1982.  

[22] Shakespeare, W. Macbeth. London: Methuen & 

Co. Ltd., 1984.  

[23] Shakespeare, William. As You Like It; Rev. ed. 

New Haven: Yale UP, 1954.  

[24] Shakespeare, William, and William Lyon Phelps. 

The Merchant of Venice. New Haven: Yale UP, 

1923.  

[25] Shakespeare, William, and Karl Young. Two 

Gentlemen of Verona, New Haven: Yale UP, 

1924.  

[26] Shakespeare, William. Twelfth Night; Or, What 

You Will. [Rev. ed. New Haven: Yale UP, 1954.  

[27] Tong, R. Feminist Theory.  International 

Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral 

Sciences, 2001 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-

sciences/feminist-theory 

[28]  Women In The 16th, 17th, And 18th Centuries: 

Introduction. Encyclopedia.com. 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-

sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-

and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-

centuries-introduction 2022.  

[29] 19th Century Gender Roles for Women. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_novels 

2022. 

[30] https://www.thoughtco.com/feminist-theory-

3026624 

[31] https://www.mtsu.edu/first-

amendment/article/1255/feminist-theory 

 

https://www.thecollector.com/role-of-women-in-italian-renaissance/
https://www.thecollector.com/role-of-women-in-italian-renaissance/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/90-5701-132-8
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/B0080430767039450
https://www.sciencedirect.com/referencework/9780080430768/international-encyclopedia-of-the-social-and-behavioral-sciences
https://www.sciencedirect.com/referencework/9780080430768/international-encyclopedia-of-the-social-and-behavioral-sciences
https://www.sciencedirect.com/referencework/9780080430768/international-encyclopedia-of-the-social-and-behavioral-sciences
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction
file:///F:/Paper%20Publication/Year%202024/10-1-2024/neelam%20mam/%2219th%20Century%20Gender%20Roles%20for%20Women%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_novels%202022
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_novels%202022
https://www.thoughtco.com/feminist-theory-3026624
https://www.thoughtco.com/feminist-theory-3026624
https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1255/feminist-theory
https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1255/feminist-theory

