
Shakespeare a Feminist? 
by Linda Fitz 

Feminist c r i t i c i s m of Shakespeare has 
blossomed i n the l a s t several years. 
S p e c i a l sessions at the Modern Lan­
guage Assoc i a t i o n conventions of 1977 
and 1978 were devoted to the t o p i c . 
Featuring such papers as "Female Sexu­
a l i t y as Power i n Shakespeare's Plays" 
and "Power and V i r g i n i t y i n the Prob­
lem Plays," the sessions reached op­
t i m i s t i c conclusions about "heroic 
maternity" and "female sexu a l i t y as a 
creative force."(1) A number of 
a r t i c l e s and several books on the sub­
j e c t have appeared: Shakespeare News­
l e t t e r has published a bibliography of 
f a i r l y impressive proportions. Fem­
i n i s t approaches to Shakespeare are 
appearing i n dissertations,(2)while 
Rosalind and other s p i r i t e d transves-
t i t e heroines are being celebrated i n 
Women's Studies courses across the 
land. 

The appearance of t h i s new c r i t i c a l 
bandwagon does not f i l l me with any 
great horror: i t i s surely a step up 
from s e x i s t c r i t i c i s m o f Shakespeare. 
I t i s refr e s h i n g to f i n d c r i t i c s be­
ginning to take o f f t h e i r l a t e -
V i c t o r i a n eyeglasses when viewing 
Shakespeare's women; and i t i s hard to 
escape the conclusion that the play­
wright was at l e a s t a b e t t e r feminist 
than many of h i s c r i t i c s have been.(3) 

But, as with a l l c r i t i c a l bandwagons, 
there are dangers. 

I t would seem that here, as elsewhere, 
Shakespeare must needs be i n the van­
guard. We have heard that Shakespeare 
was "ahead of h i s time" i n such mat­
ters as r a c i a l t o l e r a t i o n , r e l i g i o u s 
t o l e r a t i o n , prevention of cru e l t y to 
animals. Now we hear that he was 
ahead of h i s time i n feminism as 
w e l l — i n d e e d , one would think, a kind 
of proto-Mary Wollstonecraft with a 
knack f o r blank verse. 

There are moments i n Shakespeare's 
plays that make one wonder. Surely 
Kate's submission speech i s enough to 
make the feminist c r i t i c s blench a l i t ­
t l e . C4) Not so: feminist c r i t i c s 
have been able to explain that away. 
Their ingenuity suggests zeal f o r a 
cause: t h e i r question i s , "Can t h i s 
play be saved?" Germaine Greer ex­
pla i n s that Petruchio "wants [Kate's] 
s p i r i t and her energy because he 
wants a wife worth keeping. . . . The 
submission of a woman l i k e Kate i s 
genuine and e x c i t i n g because she has 
something to lay down, her v i r g i n 
p ride and i n d i v i d u a l i t y . . . . Only 
Kates make good wives."(5) J u l i e t 
Dusinberre ext r i c a t e s h e r s e l f (and 
Shakespeare) thus: "Shakespeare pos-



tulates domestic harmony—the loving 
submission of the wife to her husband's 
cherishing a u t h o r i t y — i n an equivocal 
s e t t i n g . Kate's transformation i s a 
miracle i n the world where miracles 
happen, the theatre, where beggars are 
lords."(6) Both arguments f a i l to 
s a t i s f y . Greer's celebration of the 
excitement of relinquished i n d i v i d u a l ­
i t y i s dubious as a feminist argument; 
Dusinberre's assertion that we do not 
accept Kate's words at face value be­
cause " i t ' s only a play" i s dubious as 
l i t e r a r y argument. In both cases, 
reason has pandered to w i l l . Can t h i s 
play be saved? 

Was Shakespeare r e a l l y a feminist? 
The most cursory examination of the 
canon reveals such hoary stereotypes 
as these: women are i r r a t i o n a l ; ( 7 ) 
women ought to be submissive to t h e i r 
husbands,(8)and i f they are not, they 
are shrewish;(9)women are " f r a i l " 
(morally weak, e a s i l y seduced);(10) 
diamonds are a g i r l ' s best friend;(11) 
women t a l k too much and l i s t e n too 
little;(12)women are inconstant, 
f i c k l e , always changing t h e i r minds;(13) 
women are vain;(14)women have no 
business meddling i n p o l i t i c s ; ( 1 5 ) 
women should be the wooed, not the 
wooers;(16)women cannot keep a 
secret;(17)women are weak, timorous, 
prone to weeping and fainting;(18) 
women are tender-hearted by nature.(19) 

To my way of thinking, any writer whose 

view of women proceeds from stereo­
t ype—from the b e l i e f that women are 
thus-and-so by n a t u r e — i s no feminist. 
I f there i s any one assumption that 
underlies a l l feminist thought, i t i s 
that most behavior associated with 
sex-roles i s learned rather than i n ­
nate. The f a c t that t h i s assumption 
informed the writings of C h r i s t i a n 
humanists l i k e Erasmus and More gener­
ations before Shakespeare's b i r t h i s 
enough to cast doubt on h i s alleged 
p o s i t i o n i n the vanguard, even i f he 
did come to accept i t eventually. And 
as f a r as I can t e l l , he d i d not. 

Of course, the feminists have an easy 
out. These statements on female "na­
ture" issue not from Shakespeare's 
l i p s , but from the l i p s of h i s charac­
t e r s . I t i s true that sometimes the 
sentiments are uttered i n a context of 
the most palpable dramatic irony, as 
when Macduff declines to t e l l Lady 
Macbeth that Duncan has been murdered: 
"0 gentle lady,/ 'Tis not for you to 
hear what I can speaks The r e p e t i ­
t i o n , i n a woman's ear,/ Would murder 
as i t f e l l . " ( 2 0 ) Sometimes, indeed, 
dramatic action b e l i e s verbal stereo­
type; a number of Shakespeare's women 
are not p a r t i c u l a r l y tender-hearted, 
some of them do woo t h e i r men, and at 
le a s t one of them finds h e r s e l f up­
braided f o r t a l k i n g too l i t t l e . But 
Shakespeare almost always takes pains 
to p o i n t out that the stereotype i s 
v a l i d i n s p i t e of rare i n d i v i d u a l de­
partures from i t . P o r t i a i n J u l i u s 
Caesar i s a woman who can keep a 



secret, but Shakespeare has her remind 
the audience, "How hard i t i s for 
women to keep counsel!"(21) The 
heroines of romantic comedy do behave 
f e a r l e s s l y , but Shakespeare has Orsino 
remind V i o l a that such actions are 
"much against the mettle of your 
sex;"(22)and i n Rosalind's case, the 
heroine h e r s e l f assures the audience 
that she r e a l l y i s f e a r f u l , as b e f i t s 
a woman, but ( l i k e the male cowards 
who are her counterparts) i s p u t t i n g 
up a brave front;(23)she does not 
omit to swoon when the t r i a l s of her 
courage become too harsh. Lady Mac­
beth 's behavior does seem to give the 
l i e to the notion that women are 
tender-hearted by na t u r e — b u t she has 
to be unsexed before she can d i v e s t 
h e r s e l f of tender-heartedness, and 
even so she can hardly be s a i d , judg­
ing by her l a t e r words and actions, to 
have succeeded. 

Lady Macbeth i s one of several charac­
ters who, because they do not conform 
to the "tender-hearted" stereotype, 
must be seen by other characters as 
monsters rather than women. The 
imagery of King Lear c o n s i s t e n t l y 
makes monsters of Goneril and Regan: 
they cannot be women, f o r women are 
not l i k e that. Albany sees Goneril as 
a f i e n d disguised as a woman: "Howe'er 
thou a r t a f i e n d , / A woman's shape doth 
s h i e l d thee" [IV.ii.67-68]. A servant 
f e e l s that Regan's behavior i s enough 
to c a l l f o r t h a whole new stereotype 
encompassing a l l women: " I f she l i v e 

long,/ And i n the end meet the o l d 
course of death,/ Women w i l l a l l turn 
monsters" [ i l l . v i i . 1 0 2 - 1 0 4 ] — t h e i n ­
adequacy of stereotypes to deal with 
i n d i v i d u a l s i s something he never con­
si d e r s . The Duke of York i n 3 Henry 
VI, having been defeated by an army 
under the generalship of Queen Margaret, 
declares ( i n a somewhat unsportsmanlike 
manner) that Margaret i s an ugly, un-
virtuous, mannerless t r u l l and then 
proceeds to reexamine h i s stereotype of 
women: "Women are s o f t , mild, p i t i f u l , 
and f l e x i b l e ; / Thou stern, obdurate, 
f l i n t y , rough, remorseless" [l.iv.141-
142]. I f the minor premise of t h i s 
f l e d g e l i n g syllogism i s not to i n v a l i ­
date the major premise, the only pos­
s i b l e conclusion i s , "Therefore, you 
are not a woman." This, indeed, i s 
York's implied conclusion: Margaret i s 
discovered to be "inhuman" [l.iv.154]; 
s p e c i f i c a l l y , a t i g e r disguised as a 
woman ("O t i g e r ' s heart wrapped i n a 
woman's hide" [I..iv.l37]) . 

For the most p a r t , Shakespearean 
women who depart from stereotype are 
seen e i t h e r as temporarily behaving 
unnaturally i n an emergency s i t u a t i o n 
(as are the romantic heroines), or as 
being permanently dehumanized, warped, 
monstrous, " f i e n d - l i k e " (as are the 
v i l l a i n e s s e s of the tragedies and 
his t o r y p l a y s ) . The v a l i d i t y of the 
stereotype i s very r a r e l y challenged. 
S t i l l , a l l t h i s could be explained 
away. Shakespeare could, for example, 
be presenting Orsino, Macduff, Albany, 



the Duke of York, P o r t i a , and the r e s t 
as deluded s e x i s t s . (Standing just 
offstage, with h i s well-known wry 
smile, congratulating himself on the 
dramatic irony, hoping the audience 
w i l l get i t . ) A l l we need do i s work 
d i l i g e n t l y on the several thousand 
s e x i s t references i n Shakespeare, 
proving laboriously i n case a f t e r case 
that Shakespeare does not accept what 
his characters are saying. A l l that 
i s necessary now i s hard work. This 
hard work, toward t h i s predetermined 
conclusion, i s c r i t i c i s m by formula. 
Find a passage that makes assumptions 
about the nature of Woman; f i n d a 
female character (anywhere else i n 
Shakespeare) whose actions contradict 
these assumptions; conclude that 
Shakespeare was a feminist. 

Why we should not do t h i s i s obvious: 
we run the r i s k of d i s t o r t i n g the 
plays and making fools of ourselves. 
But what in t e r e s t s me i s why we f e e l 
we should do t h i s . The rescuing of 
Shakespeare by feminists might well be 
seen as a species of that i d o l a t r y 
that A l f r e d Harbage has l a b e l l e d "the 
myth of perfection:" "The mark of 
i d o l a t r y i s the assumption that because 
the plays are excellent, they are ex­
c e l l e n t i n every w a y — i n a word that 
they are perfect."(24) While I am 
prepared for the p o s s i b i l i t y that not 
a l l readers w i l l agree that feminism 
i s p e r fection, I suppose they might 

yet accept my suggestion that feminist 
c r i t i c s may be i n a class with Har­
bage' s "various musicians, s a i l o r s , 
s o l d i e r s , doctors, and others, 
e s p e c i a l l y lawyers," who have "fos­
tered the idea that Shakespeare not 
only knew and loved music, as he t r u l y 
did, but could take down and reassemble 
a spinet ( i f he d i d not invent the i n ­
strument) as well as navigate a ship, 
command an army, and perform a f r o n t a l 
lobotomy, while h i s exhaustive know­
ledge of the law might have ruptured 
even the capacious b r a i n of the Lord 
Chief Justice."(25) Feminist c r i t i c s 
of Shakespeare f i t i n t o t h i s category 
because of t h e i r implied contention 
that not only d i d Shakespeare know and 
love women, as he t r u l y d i d , and not 
only does he occasionally allow them 
to speak movingly i n t h e i r own defense 
(a p r i v i l e g e he grants even to v i l l a i n s , 
so why not to women?), but he was also 
conversant with a l l modern notions 
about sex-role stereotyping, s o c i a l i z a ­
t i o n , the economics of sexism and so on. 
Thus, i n yet another way, Shakespeare 
i s seen to have been p e r f e c t . 

But t h i s i s not to explain the phen­
omenon. Why should feminists (of a l l 
people) prove such i d o l a t e r s ? The 
ansVer, I suppose, i s personal. Those 
of us who are o l d enough to be pub­
l i s h i n g feminist Shakespeare c r i t i c i s m 
are of the generation which came to 
i t s feminist convictions a f t e r i t 



came to the love of Shakespeare. We 
are of the same generation that came 
to feminism a f t e r making conventional 
marriages. In the interim, many of us 
have questioned whether we could go on 
l i v i n g with a s e x i s t husband. Are we 
wondering whether we can l i v e with a 
s e x i s t Shakespeare? The question 
f i n a l l y becomes, "Can t h i s playwright 
be saved?" 

The temptation to reform Shakespeare 
i s great. (The love of a good woman 
. . . ?) The Shakespeare canon i s so 
large, the voices and opinions so 
many, so v a r i e d . I t i s so easy to 
f i n d i n Shakespeare almost anything 
one i s looking f o r . And Shakespeare's 

opinions about women may be more 
amenable to reformation than a hus­
band's opinions, Shakespeare being 
dead. I f we work very hard, we may 
prove Shakespeare a feminist yet. In 
ransacking the plays, we s h a l l f i n d 
many cases where Shakespeare allowed 
h i s i n d i v i d u a l i z i n g impulse to over­
r i d e stereotype. We s h a l l f i n d oc­
casional moving speeches on the p l i g h t 
of women. We s h a l l even f i n d the 
i d e a l of "sisterhood." The trouble i s 
that there are a number of passages 
that I fear ( i n s p i t e of a l l our work, 
i n spite of a l l our ingenuity) w i l l 
prove i n t r a c t a b l y s e x i s t . And besides, 
I don't know why, i n the end, we should 
bother. 
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