Surname 1
  3




Shakespeare’s View About Gender Roles And Feminism


Presentation
Date
565 Words


Name
University





As feminist and gender theories become more popular in the academic discourse, scholars are beginning to examine what relationships in literature [both sexual and romantic] reveal about the way the male and female genders relate to one another and to the evolution and formation of male and female identity. Renaissance literature offers valuable information about the paradigms relating to feminism and gender roles. However, William Shakespeare’s literature presents some of the most convoluted and complex representations of this concept. On this note, this presentation explores Shakespeare’s view about gender roles and feminism as presented in some of his most famous plays namely, Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Othello, Macbeth, and The Merchant of Venice.
Shakespeare uses and views sexuality and gender roles as a form of propaganda and/or tool of manipulation as depicted in most of his plays. He presents a hierarchy of the two sexes; each with specific socially attributed roles. Women are presented as the weaker sex ruled by emotions and confined to the domestic arena and domestic chores of housekeeping and child rearing. For example, tears are viewed as feminine – in Hamlet Laertes weeps in sorrow when he gets to know about the death of his sister Ophelia, and although his mourning is out of genuine feelings, he exclaims that the woman will be out. This implies that crying and shedding tears is a womanly thing and betrayal to masculinity. Also, societies in Shakespeare’s view are highly patriarchal as seen in Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth where men are given powerful leadership roles compared to the less powerful roles of women. 


On this note, men such as Lord Capulet exercise power and authority over other people in the society while the woman is confined to her husband’s house such as is Lady Macbeth’s case in Macbeth or in their father’s house as is the case with Juliet in Romeo and Juliet. In both of these plays, women wait upon the men/lords while the men engage in public affairs as politicians, leaders, decision makers, and soldiers. Renaissance’s stereotypical view is that women are passive and weaker emotionally, sexually, and physically and only exist to gratify the male’s sexual desires – Shakespeare seems to hold similar views in Romeo and Juliet.
However, he challenges these very notions in Macbeth by allowing Lady Macbeth to take on an active rather than the traditionally passive role by making her an active partner in her husband’s cruelty. This in a way goes a step in showing that a woman, if given a chance, can be just as good or as bad as a man – all that is needed is support and an opportunity. Shakespeare also furthers the feminist ideology in The Merchant of Venice where he presents women as possessing more self-awareness, intelligence, and authority than men. For example, Portia in this play’s finale tempers justice with mercy which brings about the downfall of Shylock, the antagonist. She is the embodiment of modern feminism.
Without a doubt, William Shakespeare is, by all means, a rich and highly suggestive author in as far as informing students and scholars on issues to do with gender ideology and women studies. Apparently, this writer sometimes seems to be in support of the negative Renaissance stereotypes of gender roles and the woman’s place in society. But at the same time, he is an author who challenges, questions, and attempts to modify those very representations.
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