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Abstract: 

    This study looks at how most of Shakespeare's plays treat women badly and 

ignore them. People have been moved by Shakespeare's female roles for many 

years. But that wasn't what women were really like. It looks like the new 

historicists were right when they said that Shakespeare's writing was affected by 

the time he lived in. Most playwrights of the Elizabethan era, including 

Shakespeare, showed women in a bad light.  In the same way, many cases show 

how women are just an object of society, a source of pleasure, and a creature that 

men expect to follow their rules. In Elizabethan society, a disguise was a powerful 

tool. If you were brave enough to take a risk, you could change your situation 

right away. Also, you could change how people see you. Shakespeare's use of 

disguises could make people laugh or make them feel like bad things are about to 

happen. As a result, disguise is a very strong way to tell a story. The  current study 

focuses on how the male characters' socioeconomic conditions and discriminatory 

acts affected the lives of the female characters. This paper also attempts to 

understand how Shakespeare attempted to portray women as subordinate 

characters. In the mentioned plays, however, he allowed his female characters a 

lot of freedom and frequently made them strong by dressing them like men. In his 

plays, he portrayed them as strong and unconstrained by patriarchal male behavior 

at the time.                   

       Keywords: (Patriarchal behavior, female's role, disguise, subordinate characters, 

Shakespeare). 



هـ4444-م  2023. لسنة ( 2الثالث/ ملحق) /العددخامس المجلد ال / خامسةمجلة الدراسات المستدامة . السنة ال  

 
 

1780 
 

 تألٍف هن هختارة هسرحٍاث إلى الإشارة هع ، الإلٍزابٍثً العصر فً الرجل وتحكن الورأة تنكر

 شكسبٍر وٌلٍام

 قٍصر عباس عبدالرضا

 لتربٍت هحافظت ذي قار الودٌرٌت العاهت

 لخص:الو  

ٚحجبً٘ اٌّشأة فٟ ِّبسصت  ص١ئت ِؼبٍِت ٌٍٕضبء شىضب١ش ِضشح١بث ِؼظُ ِؼبٍِت و١ف١ت ػٓ اٌذساصت ٘زٖ حبحذ    

 ٠بذٚ. حمًب اٌّشأة ػ١ٍٗ وبٔج ِب ٠ىٓ ٌُ ٘زا ٌىٓ. ػذ٠ذة ٌضٕٛاث إٌضبئ١ت شىضب١ش بأدٚاس إٌبس حأرش ٌمذ. دٚس٘ب ببٌح١بة

 اٌىخبة ِؼظُ أظٙش. ف١ٗ ػبط اٌزٞ ببٌٛلج حأرشث شىضب١ش وخبببث إْ لبٌٛا ػٕذِب حك ػٍٝ وبٔٛا اٌجذد اٌخبس٠خ١١ٓ أْ

 ِٓ اٌؼذ٠ذ حظُٙش ، اٌطش٠مت ٚبٕفش. ص١ئت صٛسة فٟ إٌضبء ، شىضب١ش رٌه فٟ بّب ، الإ١ٌزاب١زٟ اٌؼصش فٟ اٌّضشح١١ٓ

 فٟ. لٛاػذُ٘ احببع اٌشجبي ٠خٛلغ ِٚخٍٛق ، ٌٍّخؼت ِٚصذس ، اٌّجخّغ فٟ وبئٓ ِجشد إٌضبء أْ و١ف اٌحبلاث

. اٌفٛس ػٍٝ ٚضؼه حغ١١ش ف١ّىٕه ، ٌٍّخبطشة ٠ىفٟ بّب شجبػًب وٕج إرا. ل٠ٛت أداة اٌخٕىش وبْ ، الإ١ٌزاب١زٟ اٌّجخّغ

 بأْ ٠شؼشْٚ ٠جؼٍُٙ أٚ ٠ضحىْٛ إٌبس ٠جؼً لذ ٌٍخٕىش شىضب١ش اصخخذاَ إْ. إٌبس ٠شان و١ف حغ١١ش ٠ّىٕه ، أ٠ضب

 اٌذساصت حشوز. لأخببس اٞ لصت اٚ حىب٠ت جذاً ل٠ٛت طش٠مت اٌخٕىش ٠ؼذ ، ٌزٌه ٔخ١جت. اٌحذٚد ٚشه ػٍٝ ص١ئت أش١بء

 ح١بة ػٍٝ اٌخ١١ّز٠ت ٚالأفؼبي اٌزوٛس٠ت ٌٍشخص١بث ٚالالخصبد٠ت الاجخّبػ١ت اٌظشٚف حأر١ش و١ف١ت ػٍٝ اٌحب١ٌت

 فٟ رب٠ٛٔت وشخص١بث إٌضبء حص٠ٛش شىضب١ش حبٚي و١ف فُٙ أ٠ضًب اٌذساصت ٘زٖ ححبٚي. إٌضبئ١ت اٌشخص١بث

 اسحذاء خلاي ِٓ ألٜٛ جؼٍُٙ ِب ٚوز١شا اٌحش٠ت ِٓ إٌض٠ٛت ببٌىز١ش  ٌشخص١بحٗ صّح شىضب١ش ، اٌّزوٛسة اٌّضشح١بث

 .اٌٛلج رٌه فٟ اٌزوٛسٞ الأبٛٞ ببٌضٍٛن ِم١ذ٠ٓ ٚغ١ش أل٠ٛبء جذاً  أُٔٙ ػٍٝ صٛسُ٘ اٌشجبي ح١ذ ِزً ِلابضُٙ

 اٌىٍّبث اٌّفخبح١ت: )اٌضٍٛن الأبٛٞ ، دٚس الأٔزٝ ، اٌخٕىش ، اٌشخص١بث اٌخببؼت ، شىضب١ش(.

               1. Introduction 

The majority of Shakespeare's significant female characters are young 

and central to romantic tales about finding a husband. When a father 

and daughter disagree about who would make the best suitor, it can 

lead to significant family disputes, and Shakespeare frequently writes 

about such disputes. In the majority of Shakespeare's plays, a young 

woman attempts to escape  away from a man's control. In the current 
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study, the researcher display many examples by which women are 

disguised to be in a safe state and to get rid of men's control. 

          In the Merchant of Venice, Portia and Nerissa's new husbands 

fall for their trick that they are men and give away their wedding 

rings in Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice. Both wives desire an 

equal say in the running of the household. Women often take on male 

roles in Shakespeare's plays. This is commonly done to increase 

tension and advance the plot. Shakespeare's female characters often 

find themselves in situations that real women just could not have 

found themselves in. To achieve this, he gave his female characters 

alternate clothing. In The Merchant of Venice, none of the male 

characters can come up with a way for Antonio to get out of a deal 

that allows Shylock to remove "a pound of flesh" from his body. 

However, when Portia travels to court disguised as an attorney, she 

demonstrates that she is more knowledgeable about the law than any 

of the men. Shylock may have a legal right to a pound of Antonio's 

flesh, but "not a drop of blood" may be lost in the process, as pointed 

out by Portia.                                                                                    

      In The Twelfth Night, Viola dresses up as the young man 

"Cesario" and offers to help Duke Orsino woo Countess Olivia, 

which is something a noblewoman could never do. Most Elizabethans 

thought that women didn't have the intelligence, rationality, courage, 

and other qualities needed for jobs that were usually done by men. 
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However, when Shakespeare's cross-dressing women portray roles 

typically played by men, they typically perform better than the men 

who play those roles. In Shakespeare's "Twelfth Night," there are 

three key female characters, Viola, Maria, and Olivia, who are very 

important to how the story goes. Before and during the Renaissance, 

literature showed women as having little power and control over the 

plot. Men played the main parts and decided how things turned out. 

Women were seen as lesser things that men had power over and 

whose only purpose was to have children. Society's belief that 

women were not as smart or capable as men and couldn't do the same 

jobs as men made it clear that women didn't have much social 

standing or power. Shakespeare's images of women in Twelfth Night 

can be seen as radical because they show a society in which women 

are no longer oppressed and instead have power and authority. 

              2. Literature review 

  In Elizabethan times, young men often acted the part of female 

characters (Garber, 1997). It's possible that this added to the 

confusion.  No one knows for sure what annoyed Shakespeare's 

interest in cross-dressing, but two possibilities stand out: Shakespeare 

was either a closet feminist who found it hilarious when men dressed 

as women or a man who thought it was funny when men dressed as 

women. Shakespeare was a feminist for his day, Wixson (2001) 

argues because many of his key female characters are strong, 
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intelligent, capable women who go against the norm. The period 

during which William Shakespeare lived and wrote was known as the 

"Golden Age" or the "Elizabethan Age." Cultures flourished in the 

lulls between conflicts  when people had more time for creativity. 

Women were responsible for some tasks. Girls from affluent 

backgrounds had extensive educations from the comfort of their own 

homes, taught by wiser women (Adha, 2020) Women's traditional 

roles included providing for and educating their families' offspring. 

Families passed wealth and property along through sons, and 

daughters wed men handpicked by their fathers. The only thing that 

didn't adhere to these standards was the royal crown, which seems 

like a curious choice. It's appropriate for a daughter to get. Even 

though she was a woman, Queen Elizabeth II encouraged dads to 

educate their children and hoped that all men would make an effort to 

educate the women in their life. Shakespeare seemed to be aware that 

societal norms aren't always equitable, and he was fond of the image 

of strong, independent women. To demonstrate  that many women 

are as intelligent as men, he assumed a female form. Twelfth Night's 

Gender Roles and Stereotypes by William Shakespeare (Lee, 2019). 

Viola from "Twelfth Night," Portia and Nerissa from "The Merchant 

of Venice,"  all act as males for most of their respective plays. In 

these plays, female protagonists disguise themselves as men to 

achieve their goals. In "Twelfth Night," when Viola and her twin 
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brother are separated at sea, she pretends to be him by putting on his 

clothes. Viola disguises herself as her brother so that she can work 

and support herself because she knows it is unsafe for a woman to be 

alone at the time (Klett, 2008). Viola appears more confident when 

she pretends to be a boy. As their feelings for one other grow, she and 

the duke can reveal themselves to one another in this way. In The 

Merchant of Venice, Portia disguises herself as a man so that she can 

assist Antonio, the dearest friend of her husband, in court. Changing 

her gender was a huge step of courage for Portia, but it also gave her 

greater agency in her life (Newman, 1987). As the play progresses, 

she transforms from a woman who blindly follows her late father's 

wishes to one who takes command of her own life by putting 

Bassanio's devotion to the test.                                       

3. Research question 

The following research question will limit the present paper: 

Why is William Shakespeare so interested in the technique of women's 

disguise?  

 

               4. Methodology 

 

The research is qualitative and a descriptive method is employed for 

analysis. The researcher also used a comprehensive discussion 
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regarding the explanation of the concept of cross-dressing as well as its 

diverse forms of inferring patriarchal behavior and women's submission 

within theatrical acts, the researcher has established a general 

framework by which to understand patriarchal, authoritative, and 

hierarchy status against women during the Elizabethan era. 

 

                5. Findings and discussion 

                

   By analysing these Shakespearean plays, it is not incorrect to 

conclude that the female characters choose cross-dressing to conceal 

their femininity because it does not afford them equal opportunity. 

They were compelled to select this option due to their subordinate 

status compared to the males. When women engage in cross-dressing 

and put on male dress, their sexual identity is altered. By reading 

about Shakespeare's female protagonists Portia, Nerissa and Viola, 

one could contend that cross-dressing provides them with safety, 

freedom, and political and gender independence. As soon as they put 

on it, they have the opportunity to engage the patriarchal pattern and 

weaken it. All female characters in Shakespeare's plays are relegated 

and considered inferior to male characters, according to the research. 

The social, political, and economic positions of women and males 

are unequal. If they are in such positions, calamity is imminent. The 

women are depicted as irrational and driven by emotion. . Numerous 
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textual examples demonstrate that women are portrayed as corrupt 

and are associated with negative preconceptions. 

 

 

  

   

6.Conclusion                                                                                          

                                   

The current study confirms that women are incapable of handling 

complex issues and obstacles and, as a result,  women cannot be 

genuine leaders. In the majority of Shakespeare's plays, particularly 

tragedies, women lack genuine freedom and independence, and males 

make all significant life decisions. However, feminism did not exist 

during Shakespeare's lifetime or for hundreds of years thereafter. In 

the end, males still performed the roles, and it was technically a man 

portraying a woman as a man, so the current study may conclude that 

William Shakespeare is not a true feminist. He employed gender roles 

in his plays to demonstrate to the audience that a woman may 

conquer a man's role. We can't view a play through the eyes of an 

Elizabethan audience member. Thus, the current study demonstrates 

how women's disguise enables female protagonists to mask 

themselves as males and compensate for their lack of dominance 
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