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There has been an outburst of feminist criticism of
Shakespeare during the 1980’s apd 1990's. This feminist approach
has proved te bz one of the most lively, productive and influential
aspects of Shakespeare eriticism throughout these two decades. The
aim of this paper is twofeld: to provide a diagnosis and prognosis of
this phenomenon  The diagnestic process includes a comprehensive
sccount of the main tendencies, methods, principles and politics at
work within the field of feminist criticism of Shakespeare by relating
this field to the wider context of ferninist literary criticism It also
identifies the problematic areas that have faced feminist eritics in
general end feminist critics of Shakespeare in particular, As for the
prognostic phase, it raises some generzl questions about the firture
course of feminist eriticism of Shakespeare. It pufs forward some
suggestions es fo the issues that could be further investigated and the
guidelines that could be followed to address them.

It seems eppropriste to siarl in 1980 with the publication of

The Womean's_Part’, the first enthology of specifically feminist
criticism of Shakespeare, In 1981, Elizabeth Abel edited a special
1ssue of Critical Inquiry on rather mare generel issues of feminism and
Jiterature under the title Wiiting and Sexual Difference” Both these

volumes contain not only individual examples of feminist criticism,
but also manifestoes, penernl stetemems and proposals 25 1o what
feminist eriticism is mainly concerned ebout and what it is capable of
echieving. The Woman's Par also includes a selective bibliography
of what by 1980 could then be identified as the early feminist

'Carolyn Ruth Swill Lenz, Gayle Greene end Carol Thomas Neely, ads,, The
Worman'g Per. (Urbana: Uoversity of Olinois Press, 1980},

*Flizabeth abel, ed . Cyiticg! Taguity. vol. 8. no. 2, (Wimzr, 1981). This issue with
the eddition of same critical respomses, was reprinied as a book extilled Writing and
sexpal Difference. ed Elzabeth Abel, (Brighton: Harvester, 1982). Al subsequent
page references will be from this book version
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approaches to Shakespeare's works’ Although both these two books
consciously adopt a feminist perspective, they are different in their
basic attitude tewards lilerary traditions ereated by male authors. On
the one hand, the contributors to The presumne that
Shakespeare’s works are a suitable focus for fﬂwm‘msl critical ln:ﬁj‘!m
On the other hand, the contnbutors to Writing jnd Sexual Di

reject eny discussion of Shakespeare's texts and consider it ma:gmal tB
femninisi concerns.

Indeed one of the fundamental debates among feminist critics
is the validity of crticizing powerfil male-authored literary canons
such as Shakespeare or Milton. Arcording to Abel, feminist criticism
should move from the primitive stage of identifying the misogyny of
male-authored texts and cataloguing the problems of male-created
fereotypes of femininity to a more advanmd and redical focus on
feminist readings of texts by female muthors.’ This woman-centered
epproach has become a dominamt trend within Anglo-American
femimist criticism. In her influentisl anticle on feminist literary theory,
"Fowards & Feminist Poetics"(1979),” Elain Showalter distinguishes
between a "feminist crtique” with its concem about the woman as
reader of works of male authors, end what she cails "gynocritics” with
its concern about the woman es wviter of literary texts. Showalter
scems 10 be suspicious ebout the "feminist cntique™ becauseitiss

%lmmmﬁh@ﬂwemhllmph memzhp[.‘ Kulm m&m

‘. pp 12
*Elsine Shownlter, "Towards a Ferninist Pocties”, Women Writing gnd Writing

abo Women. ed, Mary Jecobus, (Londen: Croom Helm, 1979), pp 2231
Showakter repeats the same themes in "Feminiyt Crilcism im the W‘w{l%l@

in Elizabeth Abel, ed, Writing and Sexual Diffcrence, op. 6L, pp 9-36
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“historically grounded inguiry which probes the ideological
assumptions of literary phenomena” ®

One of the problems of the feminist cntique is that it is
male-oriemed. If we study slereotypes of women, the
sexism of male critics, and the [imited roles women play
in literery history, we &re not learning what women have
felt and expeneﬂc-ed bui only what men have thought
wormen shuuld be

At the same time, she is clearly excited about "gynocritics” which
emphasizes the "psychodynamics of female ereanivity™;

Gynocritics begins at the point when we free curselves
from the linear absohntes of male Titerary hisiory, stop
trying to fif women between the lines of the male tradition,
end focus mstead on the newly wisible world of female
cuiture*

Arguments against the exclusive focus on the femele tradition in
literature &nd the crealion of 8 separate canon of women's writing have
stressed the disadvantages of isolghionism in women's sudies. For
example, Myra Jehlen deplores the feminisi tendency to create "an
alternative context, & sort of female enclave apart from the universe of
masculinist assumptions”® Her conviction is that ferninisis shoutd
contimnue 1o challenge the dominant male culture by examining the

*Elaine Showalter, “Towards a Faminiss Poctics®, op. cil.. p. 25

ie,p 27

Y1d.p. 28

°Myra Jehlen, *Archimedes and the Paradox of Ferninist Criticism®, Signs. vol. 6,
Do. 4, (Suzamcr, 1981), p. 576
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traditional patriarchal canons in literature from a woman's perspective.
She cven wems feminist critics against the temptation of rebuilding a
ghetto where women studies will proliferate while having little impact

an "the universe of male discourse™'® However, Ychien's argument

for the separation of sesthetics and politics in &n attempt to achieve
objectivity in reading, seems to undermine her emphasis on the
political need to "engape the dominari intellectual sysiem directly”
with a view of changing the umiversal male perspective in eriticism.*’
Jehlen’s mash to distinguish between acsthetic and political reading is
also reductive in its attempt to solve the problem of how to approach
literery cenons which have been acknowledged as zesthetically
velusble but politically distasteful " Jehlen's assumption that literary

iexts can be read objectively, is anpther contentious issue. What
feminist critics must avoid 15 & form of inveried sexism where a
simplistic notion of a universal male consciousness is displaced by yet
another, albeit a female one. As for, Jehlen's method of "radigal
comparativism”, which she uses to compare Henry James' A Portmait
of p Lady with Edith Whanon's House of Mimh, it does not prove
praciical for feminist Shakespeare critics since there were hardly any
compareble women dramatists i thus early penod.

Arguments in favour of conducting studies of canonical male
guthors chailenge the assumption that there is a direct and definile
relationship between the sex of the author and the literary text. In her
exploration of the relations between women, femininity, feminism and
the production of texts, Helene Cixous indicates:

Y p 577
Tibid
“See Toril Moi, Sexyal/Textua] Politics, (Londan: Methuen, 1985), pp. 80-26.
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Great care must be taken in working on feminine writing
not to get trapped by names: to be signed with 8 woman's
name doesn't necessarily meke a piece of writing
feminine, It could quite well be masculine wniting, end
conversely, the fact that a piece of wniting is signed with a
mean's name does not in nself exclude femininity. §t's rere,
but you can sometmes find femininity in writings signed
by men: it docs happen, ™

In her essay, "Netorious Signs, Feminist criticism and Licrary
Tradition™, Adrienne Munich also chalienges over-simplistic notions
that neatly equate euthorship with gender perspective ' Moreover,
she arpues that feminis1 criticism nself has sometimes reinforced
male-authored fexts end that it i3 this two-sexed culture that has
ultimately produced gendered polanties which inform all its mmitings.
With partucular reference to the Book of Genesis, Don Quixgte, and
the Oresteis, she claims that the treditional canon "may not bz as
masculinist a5 some femnist eriticism has assumed”. In fact, some
"critical discourse has tended to be more misogynist than the texts it
examines” " Consequently, she attacks the assumption that feminist
eritics should limit themselves to famale-suthored texts  According te
Munich, rejecting the work of male writers would be reinforcing "a
primitive taboo forbidding women to epproach sacred objects”.™
Feminist critics of Shekespeare find these issues of great relevance.

PHelene Cixous, "Le Sexc ou la =47 (1976), b, Atneaz Kubn, "Castration of
DecapitationT, Sicps. val, 7, oo, 1, (1981), p. 52
" Adrigrme Mimich, "Notorious Sigrs, Feminist Criticism and Literary Tradition®,

in Gayle Greene end Coprelis Kabn, eds, Making p Differenge; Feminist Literary
Criligigm, (London: Mcthuen, 1 785}, pp. 238:259.
R L

. p 243
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They build up on current theories in critical practice, which question
issues of meaning and interpretation and how they are generated from
the interaction between the individual reader end the text. They also
drew on the gultwral materialisi epproach that stes art and the act of
imerpretation as reinforcing existing sexual politics. The mytluc value
of the Shakespeare canon is elso seen within a cultural hieranchy that
is arlificially imposed. Evidently, male eritics have noted the potential
of feminist criticism to revise the Shakespeare canon and not just to
reinstate the work of women writers and create g female literary
treditton with which they can identify. For example, Lawrence
Lipking observes, "something peculiar has been happening lately to
the classics. Some of them now seem less heroic, end some of them
less funny” " On the whole, feminisi criticism poignantly questions
the criteria of aesthetic value in its re=cstimation of the true worth of
so-called classical masterpieces.

In addiwon to the gesthetic end political arguments that
emphasize the importance of the feminist critique of canonical male
suthors, one cannot overlook an element of caseerism involved
especiaily on the part of feminist eritics of Shakespeare Most of them
seem to have been reluctant to throw away their hard-won expertise in
Shzkespeare studies in erder to devote themselves entirely to the study
of women writers. Showalter speaks of s “divided consciousness” in

the struggle between "the professor, who wants to study
major works by major writers and to meditate
impersonally between these works and the readings of
other professors, and the munority, the woman who wants
coanections between [her] life and [her] work and who is

") srwrence Lipking “Ariswotle's Sister: A Poctics of Abandorment, Crilig)
Tnoutiry, vol. 10, no. 1, (Sepzember 1983).p. 79
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committed To 2 revolution of consciousness that would
make jher] concems those of the majoriy "

Cerolyn Swifl also observesthat as afeminist critic of Shakespeare,
she has become a Tenured full prole: or™ while her pecrs who ase
speciglized  in womwen studies are ofien teaching par-time With
reference to whether feminist crtics should swdy and tcach
Shukespeare, she explains

We recognize that we do not want to deprive purselves of
the pleasure of tcaching the playwnght who, with good
regsen, 18 estecined the greatestin English. Fushermore,
we would then be leaving a powerful academic field (o
colleagues who, even with the best of intentions. may nat
sanisfy the necds of female studenis any more than earlier
professars did.

Whether femmust cribes  ¢licose to  appropnate or canfront
Shakespeare, personal investrien fsundemable. The fact rernains that
feminist onticism wi¢lds political significance and cultural authority
through its gssociation with Shakespeare gs & cubiura) icon who has
aequired mythic proportions that transcend the limitations of national
identity.

Shakespeare also proves to be more susceplible 1o women's
gppropriation than othes canonical tnale writers like Milion for
cample  Accordiog to Virginia Wooll, Shakespeare is her prime
example of the great artisr's androgynous mund, contrasting with the

" Elainc Showalice, "Towards 2 Feminist Poctics™, op gl p 4
mC:m] w1 Swifl, "Tomands a Fermnist Rensisznce: Woman-Cenwering

Stukempaare's Trapedics”, Womtn's Re-Visions of Shukespeare, ed . Manane
Kovy. (Uimbana and Chicago: Uninersaty of 11hneis Pross. 1990),p 212



excessive masculimry of writers kke Milton, Kipling, Jonson, and
Wordsworth  She specifically refers to Miltor es the "bogey” beyond
which Ifermte women st look in order not to shut out the view >
Indeed, for most ferminist critics, it i1s difftcult 1o oppropriate Milion tp
their cause or even reveal that the text itself is lr:ss misogynistic than
the criticsl discourse that has centered on it ™ However, it is still

possible to reread Paradise Lost within the limitzlions of its gwn
historical context that should be distanced and cislocated from the
present.  The subtlety of the language can be emphasized in order to
show how it has affected the Western culwmal construction of
masculinity.  The mele-biased attitudes that have become deeply
tngrained in modern Western thought can also be exposed to show
how they in turn consalidate the power and sublimity of the text.

The fzct that Shakespeare is less overlly misogynisiic than
Milton has turnsd out to be a source of inspiration for feminist critics
who have emphasized what they see as the positive and enlightened
aspects of his  works. Thus, thcy claim that, unfike his
comemnporaries, Shakespeare holds more progressive views about
women end thal he wittity queslions the limitstions of conventignal
gender dehinttions. These "Apologist™ or "Revizionist” critics hail
Shakespeare as & proto-feminist by demonstrating how his female
characters are not the crude stercotypes that take sex moles amd
expectations forgrmanted.  [n  this cense, Shakespeare’s plays are
interpreted a5 subtly exposing the culturally end politically imposed
anificiality underlying convemtional sexrmal politics, which emphasize

“virginla Woalf, A Rparm of One’s Own, 1929 (Cambridge: Cambicter. Universizy
Press, 1995), . 117
¥ 50 Sarcir M. Gifbert, “Patriarch] Poctry smd Women Rearlers: Reflectians o

Mikon's Bogey”, 1978, PMLA 91, pp. 368-382. To oomopare betwecn contemporary
hﬁunuﬁmum-lm”_nm&m
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male supremacy and female subordination as normative of instinctive
By closely examining Shakespeare's female protagonists, feminist
crilics point out that charecters like Gertrude, Ophelia, Desdemona
and Cordelia do have an exisience end importance beyond the limited
perception of them by Hamler, Othello or Lear Howewer, it 1§ the
corventional male cnticism that has always prompted the study of
these women cheracters throogh the cyes of the hero oronly in 25 far
as they can illuminate gertain aspects in the hero's psychologcal
make-up Femimist eritics reasonably argue that women characiers
ofien mppear on stage without the hero and that they are sometime
pecn in relation to other women. Hence the hoo's view of them is
superficial and unrelieble.  Altematively, femimst eritics of
Shakespeare have thoroughly explored and foregroundzd the
imporiance of relations berween women m the plays. The exent to
which they confide in and support each ather discloses a fernale sub-
culture that i8 separate from the male world because it 1s capable of
gperanng 1 terms of different vafues and attitudes For example,
women's conception of fend siﬁp ¢an be rather comelex. They can
become iriends tn surprismg circumstences such as when the plot
makes them rvals for ﬂ‘n: Iweafth@ same man. Julia's sympethy for
Silvia in The Ty ' of Verona and Viwla's for Olivia in
Twelfth _Night are two cases ln point. Women can glso conspire
together 10 outwit 4 man just et the crucial moment when he thinks he
is t:mumplung over gne of thr:m hy fnrcmg her to bed such asin

Feminis1 studies in this area have indicated ihat it is not just &
mele criticel legacy of Shakespeare's works that has perpetusted the
misleading image of the patriarchal Bard. There is also a whole
tradrtion of theatrical representation that has endorsed the stereotyping
and marginalizing of women cheracters beyond textual requirements,
An inspiring essay entitled, "Playing the Woman's Part: Feminist
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Criticism and Shakespearcan Performance’™ considers the ways in
whith feminist film theorists have revesled how cinematic
representation constructs the female as the object of the male
spectator's gﬂzﬁ.m It then raises peralle] questions for thealncal end
specifically Shakespearcan representalion: to what extent and through
what strategics does Shakespearean parformance also construct femals
characiers for the spectator’s eye? The suggestion is that abjectifying
and eroticising many female characters on slage is a manifestation of
male sexual enxieties rather than a truthfil dramatization of the role
In alater full-length study emtitled, Women's Worlds in Shakespeare's
Plays, Ircne Dash swudies how cnticism and siaging imcract
synergistically es well as responding to contemporaneous cullural,
political, and technological developments. By analyzing
prompibooks, inserted stage directions, prodiction notes and printed
zeting versions of Shakespeare's plays, she demonsirates how various
actor-menacers znd directors throughout theameal history have
emased a personal and universal bias in their interpretation of the
roles of the women characiers, Thus, through the use of cutting,
rearrgngement and rewniting s well as through editorisl end critical
comment, Shaksspeare's female charatters have ofien been converied
imo whatever wes seen s propery womanly at any given time. The
book elso opens other possibilities in order to extend m;he feminist
critique of Shakespeare to contemporery theatrical practice !

7L ormaine Helwes, "Playing the Womm' Part, Femimist Crivcien and
Shakespearean Poerformance”, Tharg Joumal woldl, 0o.2, (May 1989), pp. 190-
200.

Pee Laura Mulvey, *Visual Plesre and Natraive Cinema”, Soresn vol. 16, o,
3 fﬂmm Lﬂislm&lammmwm

‘ . {Eﬂm Rwﬂcynﬂlﬂggml’ml, 1%5)




Feminist studies that have exclusively focused on the posnive
aspects of the fomale charecters in Shakespeare's plays are pioneenog
end insightful in the way they foreground many issues that have
hitherio been overlooked and unknown However, they are often
subject to the same kind of eriticism directed ggainst fenunist eriticism
in gencral, which (s that they are too partisan and subjective. In effect,
they are compensating for the bias in a entical wadition that has
tended 10 emphasize male characters, male themes and male fantasies.
Ironically, these aocusations are the same pitfalls of femmist criticism
they is devoted (o the snedy of female authors only. It is necessary for
feminisi eritics to note how fr Shakespeare’s female chamciers are
ultimstely restricted by the patriarchal structures thar mevitebly
doeminate tReir lives. Female friendships, no matter how strong they
may be, are regularly applanted by marmiage Moreover, Helena and
Hermia provide a counter-example of women who do not develop &
sisterly sofidarity but instead behave according to the male sicrentype
which assumes that ell women are paturally rivals for Lhe attention of
men  When women bave passionate god intimale relationships, 1 18
essumed to be an adolescent phase that they must outgrow, whereas
men &0 comtintue to have strong Les with each other afler they are
married Apparently, powerful women like Rosalind acd Porna have
v renounce their euthority when they become wives. Rosalind
fimhermore reduces herself to the stetus of & male possession when
sh!: says tn both her father end usband, *To you 1 give myself, for 1

yours® (As You Like It V,iv,104) As for Portia, she describes
hersel!‘ ummthﬁm;,r as "sn unlesmn'd girl® umworthy of Bassanio (The
Mewchant of Venige, I, ii,159). Ao apologist feminist cniti¢ like
Marianne Novy jusiifies these situations by underlicing the
importance of “mutuality” in Shakespcare's coaception of marmiage.
She argues that marriage allows women, though Lheoretically inferior

SPricr Erickson explores this imbulmes in Patriarchs
Prama (Benzley: University of Californis Press, 1985).




to men undar patriarchy, to be accepied in practice as real partners *
However, other ¢ritics, including myself, find this defense not entirely
convincing

At lcast feminist enticism acknowledges some of these ereas
83 problematic and addresses them in explicit ways. There have baen
many reassessments of characters that have long been recognuzed as
problems. These charecters include Katherina in The Temipg of the
Shiew, Issbella in Measure for Measure, Gentrude in Hamlet as well
as Cleopatra, Cressida and Ledy Macbeth. Some episodes especially
endings of corain plays bave also been set down es problematic
Kathleen McLuskie is probably justified in identifying parl ofibe
problem in terms of the pleasure induced from comedy and tragedy as
dramatic forms. She indicates thal it may be easier for feminisis to
chatlenge or deny the plersure of comedy in their struggle to withholid
their essent from the social approval of sexist humour, bul it may be
more difficult to [den:f the "emotional, moral and acsthetic satisfaction
afforded by tragedy™ ™ The test-case here seems to be the ending of
King Jear. According lo McLuskie, when Lear enters with his
deughter dead in his arms, "the most stony-heanted feminist could no
withhold her pity even though it is cafled forth at the expense of her
resistance to the patriarchal relations which il endorses™ ™ Peter

Hil Universiyof Nowh Caolisa P, 15%4).
¥ Ger. below, pp. 13-16

Hngbf mdm-mm ﬁx Measure® &me gds. Jonaton
Dullimore #ad Alan Sinfickd, ﬂhmndwﬂcr Manchester University Press, 1985), p.

98

g



Ernckson similarly attributes to Shakespeare patriarchal values and
asserts thet Lear & the end gets exactly what he wants from Cordelia.

Upon her re-entry to the play, =he obliges Lear in the role
of the pood, comlarting mother, to which ke hed ongmally
assigned her (and in which she cantrasts so strikingly with
the "bad mothers”, Goneril =and Regan) .. Her
[Cordeliz's] husband  hawig beem cooveniently
suppressed, she is both maternal end virginal, mmtunog
end now-threatening.  Howeves, this eppropristion of
Cordelia is not an ect of love but a violstion of it that
echoes and rcp&ats Lear's rimal possessiveness in the

opening scene. ™

The emphasis op entertainment value gives rise to the question of the
legitimacy of feminist eriticism te diminish or even destroy the kind
of pleasure that the suwdience have Erﬂdiﬁumjly detived from
Shakespearcan, plays. 'Wayne Booth calls il the “scandal” of the
feminist critique whereby "1 find that my pleasure in some perts of the
text has pow been somewhar diminished by my eritical met"”

MicLuskie speculates on such feminist productions that could be based

on & feminist critique with special reference to Measure for Measure
and King Lear However, she rejects them becanse they require too
mdmn] 8 revision of the texts whose dynamics are based on male

terms.”  Ann Thompson equally rejects Michael Bogdanov's
pmdumm of The Teming of the Shrew for the Royal Shekespeare
Company in 1978, The produdion ﬁmkmu@ngm feminist line by

¥peter Erickson, op cit, pp. 112-114
' %aynce Booth, “Freedom af Inmotpretation: Bakluin end the Chatlenge of Feminist

Crizcism®, Critical [nguiry, Vol 9, No. 1 (Sep 1982), p 68
“@m@m@w cl, pp97-98




playing against the traditional meaning of the text. According to
Thompson, the production was "cot enjoyable i1 a straigforward
way" even though she believes thal the audicnce oupht not tobe
encouraped 1o expenience the text as "simply rolicking good fun® *'

Arpther objecton to such feminint readings is that they could
be imposing modem interprelations on old texts  One response to
such en accusation is that it 1§ illusory to suppose that oze can
approzch any texi without considenng its niodern relevenes. Thisis
not 1o deny the importance of the lustorical context in which the plays
were wrntten and produced. Tndeed, #t 15 by relating the socio-poliical
and theatvical condinons of Shakespeare's time to our contemporery
society tha one can get a better ynderstanding and a wider perspective
of the rclatignship beeween the soxes. However, feminist cnitics who
adopt a hisiorical spproach are forced to recogmze the complex and
often contradictory discourse of histonical documentatiop itself,
Moregver, they have 10 coplend wath the highly probfematic
relationship between literature and Mstory or ant and life  The plays
ere both aesthetic or fictional creations as well as historieg) or social
illustrations. Therefore, historical data cannot simply be imported izlo
the plays or denved frem them Most historical feminist eritics of
Shakespeare would agree that Shakespesre's portrayal of women in his
plays is unigue and unprecedented, therehy reinforcing their preferred
image of him es the comparatively [iberal thinker. These critics would
also agree thet the position of women end the general sttitude towards
sex roles was beginning to change in the Renaissance, but they
disagree ebout the extert and direction of that change,

contends tha.t wmen in tPu: Rmmsm gained grémm mhunw and
freedom because of the humanism of the period which encoursged

Unnﬁszty Press, 1-981;, Pp. 4‘-0
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the :deaufmumage fnrmmp;.mnshnp She argueslhnlhﬂmad
interest in worain's roles and marital relatonships is -:nordmg!z
reflected in Shakespeare s plays, which are "fominist i sympath

She even concludes thar in his creation of sirang, complex Tcmale
characters, Shakespeare not only questioned conventional stereatypes
of women, but dlsn "saw men and women 2s equal”” Catherine
Belsey slso proclaims the: “the comtest for the meaning of the Eamily
in the sixteenth and sevemesnih cepturies. .. momenterily unfixed the
exisung system of differcnces” In this sense, Shakespeare's plays
represenied only a temporary dm;pumm of the sexual elereotyping
which subsequently prevailed again™ In sharp contradiction to the
previous two sssessments of the stetus of women in history and in

drema, there is Liss mmrmbouk,&ﬂl_ﬂmuw

Jardine sces the drema as & reaction to, not g reflection of, social
mhtm, 8 Misogymist TeSponse m the uwamlwmme:nf
airiarcin abummegrwmmlchmgewfumpmod According to
J‘a:rdme, strong female cheracters in the drama of the time are not
e:emplnry or libereting but ere satiric oeations or cautionary
wamings that are contamed or chastised by the dmma. They are st
up only to hes:quesse& Sbkqwmspﬂmyamﬂmmum;omy
his representation of strong women reflects patriarchal anxicties and

of Women, (New York: Baroes &

*Catherioe Belsey, "Disrapting Sexual Differeace: Meaning gad Geadet in (e

m;-&mwmmnmmamm 1985),
P

Shabespcae, (irighiom Rarvesics, 1989, 0.6




his gdmirable heroines fit the "saving nerml-yﬂes" which the period
created of chaste, sacrificing and peficnt women.

The fact that Dusinberre, Belsey and Jardine rely on the sams
investigations conducied by social historians such as Lawtence Stone
end Keith Wrightson, shows the complexity of this historcal
approach. Stone describes the nse of what he calls "companionate
marriage” in this period®™ Yet Stone himself is not surethat the

dissenting tradition really promated the liberation of women He
points ou that with its new emphasis on the individual reading of the
Bible, Protestamlism further favoured men who were more likely io be
literate than women. Therefore, in praciice, Protestantism gave
busbands more power then ever before as they took on the role of the
priest in the family.® The same comroversy is discussed in
Wrightsor's research, English Society 1580-1680*  Although
feminisi hisiorical crittcs employ sumilar meteriel end stert out with
similar aims, they construct different {(sometimes contradi¢iory) theses
encompassing the period, drama and Shakespeare.

Feminist historical crifics elso examine Shakespeere's pleys in
relation Lo the theairical conditions in which be worked. As McLuskie
points out, the plays were “the produci of an entertzinment industry
which, &s far as we know, hed ro women sharehelders, actors, writers

M4, pn 184-197

*Ihis cancept Lies behind Marrione Novy's emphasis an "mmruality” discnssed
ehve, p. 10

“Lawrence Sione, The Family, S¢x and Marrigee in England 1500-1809, (Londan:
Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1977), pp. 154-155

*Ii eith Wrightson, English Socicty 1580-1680. (Loodon: Hutchinson. 1982),
Clapicer 4,
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or stage hands® ® Feminist eritics have explorad the convention
whereby male actors played female roles, 3 convention which
guestions the whole meaning of sexual identity*’ On the one hand,
the male disguise of the female heromes could be interpreted es an
underminng of sexual difference and therefore a challenge to
patriarchal values  Analyzing the epilogue to As You Like It from
this perspective, Belsey atks, "Wha is speaking?” when the boy actor
plsying Rosalind addresses the audience Belsey concludes tha *a
male actor and & female characier 5 speaking™ 2ud that his
convention ellows Shakespeare Lo leave the issue of sexumlity open
end uiresolved On the other band, this theatrical convention is
sometimes imerpreied as a further celebration of patnarchy. Thus
Peter Enckson sees this epilogue s,

8 further twist of logic which defuses and reduces the
threat of female power. Roszlind is po ome Lo be
frightened of since she is msle gfter all... In revealing the
pelf-sufficient mele acting company, the epilogue afso
offers the counler image of male bonds hased oo the
exclusion of women.

However, #&n allernetive to either sppropriating this all-male theatrical
comvemion towards a feminist ceuse or denouncing it &s sexist is to
consider Shakespeare's plays Bs entertainmem for & bcterosexual
sudience both in his time and in contemporary theatre. It has been

**Kalhlecn Mcl oxkie, op. cit, p. 92
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Rackin, *Anckrogyny, Mimesis, cnd the Marriage of the Boy Heroine on the English
Renaissmeoe Stage”, PMLA, 102.1, (1987)

¥ Catherine Betey, op. il p 181
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pointed out that women did make up a considerable mumber af the
eudieuce in Shakespearean England™ Lormeine Helms considers the
modem effect of some of the textual strategies and stege practices that
were onginally designed to ferninize the boy actor, By contrast, the
subsequent presence of the female body and the female voice must
confront these sirelegies upon which Shekespeare's construction of
gender ia based

In her cssay, "Representing Opheha: Women, Madness, and
the Responsibilities of Feminist Cnhmsm Elaine Showalter pioneers

a different kind of historical appraach.™ She mekes a study of what

she wlls *the Ophelia myth” since "the represemation of Ophelia
changes independently of theories of the meaning of the play ar the
Prince, for it depends on attitudes towards women and madness” *
She thus goes beyond the minimal information offered by the dramatic
lext and tmaces the represemtetion of Opbelia in pnmrung, pmhzamr
and fiteature as well es on the stage. Showalier explores the ways in
which Ophelia has become an archetype of Ifema]e melancholy or
madness, which is sgen as necessarily sexusl in origin and erotic in
cxpression.  She also examines the influence of Ophelia's slatus as
icom in literature and psychotherepy. This kind of feminist enticism
which elucidares the subtle ways in which traditions and cultural
precomceprions develop from and around canonieal classical texts like

1576-1842, (Princewo: MUMUMIHI)
Lewraine Helmas, op <it, pp. 190-200
“ﬂmShmmlla wg@ﬂanhmmm

Responsihilitics of Feninies Criticism”, Shak: T
eds, Patricia Parker and Geofley Hmmmmm Yth:lhlm. 19351
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Shakespeare's works, is an area of great potential. It would be
interesting (o conduct other studies of a Cledpatra or a Cordelia myth,

An equally important feminist approzch to Shakespeare in
based on psychoanalysis In "Sexuality in the Reading of
Shakespeare. Hamlet and Measure for Measure”, Jacqueline Rose
shows bow “psychoanslytic and Tierary criticism share with the
litevature they address a termain of language, fantasy and sexuality - &
terrain in which the woman eccupies a crucial, but difficult, place™ ®
Cheracters like Gertrude in Hamict and Isabella in Megsure for
Measure have often been accused by both psychoanslytic and literary
eritics for the failure of the plays on the aesthetic and sexual levels
Most criticel commentaries have emphasized the prohlem of these two
plays in terms of too much sexuality on the part of Gertrude end oo
litlle on the part of Isabella. Whether it is sexual excess or deficiency,
the woman in- both plays is accused of causing a "disorder” and
provoking "a crisis which overturns the soual identity of the central
male character of the drama®™ Her failure in her duty to hold male
sexual desire in place, leads to his erime™ Rose uses T.5, Eliot's
aitique of Hamlet as exemplary of this repressive kind of literary
crticism in which "“what is felt as inscrutahle, unmanagesble or even
homible for an sesthetic theory which will only allow into its
definition what can be controlled or managed by art, is nothing other
than feminipity itsclf” ** She indicates that "much recemt literary
theory can be seen &s an attempt to undo the ferocious effects” of (his

® Jaoqueline Rose, *Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Afeassre

fgrﬂ!mmre', Allemative Shakespeare, ed, John Drakakis, op. cit, p.95
d,p9?

i, p 101
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tradition which "siphons off or distracts mcmm fram the difficulty
of language itself” by focusing on the woman ¥

Within what has now become a considerable body of ferinist
griticism from the psychoanalytical perspective, there are a number of
essays that gre concerned wath exploring the importance of ideals of
violence in the psychosexual anzlysis of Shakespeare’s male
characters. For example, Janet Adelman analyzes the importance of
structures of Psychﬁ!@g@i dependence in accounting for Coriolanus'
phallic aggression . Similarly, Coppeliz Kahn describes the feud in

Romeo end Julict as a deadly passage from boyhood to manhood in a
patriarchal society which is ultimately self—de&lmcﬁwc in its promotion

of masculinity at the price of life jself® These essays build on
femimst psychoanalysis which places motherhood et the centre of
male psychological developmem. Hence, Khan explains: "the critical
threat to identity is not, a5 Freud maintaing, castration, but engulfment
by the mother... men it know women 85 the matnx of all
satisfhetion from which they nmust struggle 1o difTeremiate
themselves® ®  Thus, critics supgest how structures of mele
dominance grow oul of and mask fcars of female powver end of male
feminization and powerlessness. Such studies of Shakespeare’s plays
also make exiensive use of psycboanalytic insights into male

'm p. 102
Jm M*lm "Angnr's My Rleu™ Fﬁ:ﬂg. D:mdﬁcy nndwﬁm

M Schwanz nd (:opp::m Katm, (Londan: Joho Hopkins Unrversity Press, 1950),
pp. 129149

5 Coppelia Kahn, "Coming of Age in Verora®, The Woman's Par, eds, Carlyn
Ruh Swil} Lent, Gyle Greene and Cerol Thowmas Neely, op. cil., pp 171-193
*Coppclia Kahn,"Man's Estate”, Masculing Jdertify in Shakespeare, (Berkeley:
Califarnia University Press, 1981), p. 11



=53 .

ambivzlence towards female sexuality men's inability to reconcile
tender effection with sesual desie, and their constam vacilletion
between idcalization and degradation of women. However, the
problemm with this line of feminist criticism of Shakespeare is its
preoccupation with the masculine identity rather than the feminine
expenience.  Khan herself expresses worrics about the approprizteness
of this reading strategy for a feminist eritic.

To read Shekespearean tragedy or any other patriarchal
litcrature es  the scoount of specifically masculine
dilemmas of self-definition, it might scem, 15 to privilege
male experience and allow its veoice to speak for women as
well, accepting just those assumprions which we as
femninists are at pains to chalflenge. ™

Nonetheless, Kaho shows how this limitation can be turned into an
advantage if the aim of such ferninist studies is foregrounded:

The crucigl difference... between the feminist reader in
pursuit of the maternal subtext and Maynard Meck or A.C.
Brudley is that they take it for granted that the male
experience poitrayed in  Shakespearean tragedy Is
uaiversal, while the feminist reader consciously notes the
gender perspeciive of this genre, and tries to leam from it
sbout the working myths of patrisrchal culture ™

Amum‘ etrand of psychoanalytical eriticism traces changes in
geoder relstions  through Shakespeare's use of differest genres. Most
ferninist mnuhaw.mggcnedlhuShakcmu‘: comedies, with their

cmumm-qm:nuumww Malernal Subiexis i
Wm '+ Diaczitics. (Semmer 1982), p 41




aflirmztion of wif and flexibility, validate women's strengihs while the
trage<tes emphasize male struzgles and u'timately vietimize women
Mari!yn French inlerprets this notable inconsistency in terms of a
debate between male and female principles where the male panciple
siands for violence, competitiveness and the power 10 iGl} while the
female stands for the power 1o murture and give binh® This is an erea

where feminist critics often disagree on eccount ut‘wha.t McLuskic
identifies as the "essentialism” of such studies that are typified by
French  Aecording to McLuskie,

ferminism thus involves defming certain charectensiics as
fernimine &nd admuring them as a bener way to sunave in
the world, In order 1o assert the moral connection between
the mimetic world of Shakespesre plays and the real
world of the audience, the characters have 10 be seen as
represcrialive men end women and the criegonies male
and female ere essential unchanging, definable in modern,
commonsense terms.... [This] essemialism.. .is part ofa
trend in [iberal feminism which sees the femimet strupele
#s concemed with reordering the values asci . ~d tamen
and women without fundamemally chamging the niatenal
circumsiances in which ther relationships function It
presents feminism as a get of social s,mmdes rather than as

a project for fundamenta! social change,®

m Mm‘d Mmmmmnm msm:maﬂmmguaay.

Nt kespeang's Fimvs. (New Flaven: Yale Umversily Press, 1985
M:ﬂJJmL '-'r'illm The Patriarghn of Shatoesprare's Comodlies. (Detroit: Wayne
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Lisa Jardine is similarly dismissive of Bamber's mimetic, essentialist
mode] of feminist enticism.  Jardine furthermore sugpests that
feminism should question inherited cultwal defmitons of sexual
identity &s endorsed by Shakespearc's drama, instead of simply
sttriburing objectivity and universality to Shakespeare's depiction of
men and women in hisplays According to Jardine, this procedure of
eppropriating  Shakespeare usually implies & denigrztion of
feminism ™

A rather complex mode of feminist psychoanslytical eriticism
of Shakespeare draws an the work of Jacques Lacan end Facques
Derrida and their feminist counterpans, Julia Kristeva, Heleoe Cixous
end Luce Irigaray.*® Unlike the tmditional character-based studies,
this kind of eriticism foregrounds the use of language and wotions of
textuzlity in 8 explomtion of the sexual politics underlying
Shakespeare's plays, For example, in his essay, "The Tum of the
Shrew”, Joel Fineman explains how what he terms “the subversive
discourse of woman” in The Taming of the Shrew finally comes to
endors¢ male euthority.® He thep relales his findings to & wider
question thet is often posed by feminist cnities; "is it possible to voice
a language, whether of man or of woman, that does not speak, sponer
ot later, self~consciously or unconsciously, for the order and authority
of man?™* Fineman's approach is etiginal in the way he explores the
thematic limitetions of the play in the light of the theoretical debates

“Liga Tardine, op cit, pp. 58

“*For an iroductory aceum of French feminist theory, see Tori] Mo, op. cit., pp
$9-173

“Joel Fineman, *The Tum of the Shrew”, Shakespeare gnd

op. cit, pp. 138-159

“id,p 138




within psychoanalysis, especially the feminist deconsiructive reading
of Lacan

Another application of femwist psychoanalytical techniques to
the textua) imerpretation of Shakespeare’s plays is one adopted by
Medelon Gohlke in her essay, ™1 wooed thee with my sword”
Shakespeare’s Tragic Paradigms®® She examines the tragedies by
analyziog their system of meisphors. The premise of her work is that,
“it is metsphor that allows us to sub-read, to read on the margins of
discourse, to analyze what is Jarent or implicit in the structures of
consciousness or of & text®”  With special emphasis on sexual

metaphars, Gohlke shows the way in which "vehicle comsistenmtly
ouldisiances tenor®. That is to say, metephor is & "ldghly ‘ehnrgd
jmagistic expression”™ whase implications reveal more then the writer
or charatter consciously imended ® Of particalar interest to the eritic

is the extemt 1o which the lmguage aflove in the tregedies is infused
with metaphors of vialence agsingl women, thereby disclosiog a
mm‘lm f‘nar on the pm of :he hero of becoming feminized In

eaning _ang hot, Ann Thompson also reveals an
:I!tms!mg ﬂwlognea] :nsmn in Shakespeare’s use of printing
metaphors, which ghe mbsetm are often associated with questions of
euthority, ownership and legitimacy Thompson elsborates on the
assumption that people arc generally regarded as *books™ which can
he "read” by others, indicating that the contents of the book where a
woman is concerned ere primusily concermed with her sexual
hinocence of guit  From a male perspective, the sexual act itsell is
equivalemt to the printing process in which & man uses & worman as en

“Miaklon Gohlke, T wooed (bee wilh my sword™ Shakespeare's Tragic
W@m The Wowman's Pgri, op cit., pp. 156-170
“It,p
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mstrurent or & “press” to reproduce copies of himself The
implication is lhat marrisge is manly ebout acquiring “copyright” in
the woman's body.*

A key question is posed by Gohlke "What then, in
psychoanalytic terms, would constitute the begimnings of feminist
discourse?” Her conclusion might seem far some feciinists e rether
simplistic in its comforting sense of closure. However, in my
expenence, i does represent the acceptable face of fesminist erilicism
for a number of male and female critics. Shethus concludes:

That each sex should teke niself as the nomm is perhaps part
of the Prolemaic universe of children which must undempo
severnl stages of decentering before maturity. Not to
undergo 1his process of decentering is to elaborate
stuctures of dominance and submission in which
dominance becomes the mask of weakness and submission
a subversive suategy in the mutual struggle for power.
For a wiman to sead herself obliguely through the
patmarchal discourse as "other” is 1o assent to s
struchure.  For a critic, male or female, to reed this
discourse as represenietive of the mue nature of
masailmity or femininity is 1o accep Lhis structure, Fora
feminist critic 10 deconstruet this discourse s
simultaneously to fecognize her own historicity and to
engage in the process of the umnns:mus by which n.he
begins to effirm her own reality. ™

“Arn Thompson, Shakespears, Meaning and Metsphar, (Brighien: Hanvrster,
1988} Sceespecially chaprer 5.
Madclan Goblke, ops. cil . pp. 166-167



In Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, several other
esssys edopt this same zpprozch which consciously imantes recent
literary theory within feminist eriticism of Shakespeare,”' However,
not ell feminist critics welcome this mode as potentially fiberating the
way Jacqueline Rose suggests”” Showalier cemainly has her gwn
reservations, which she outlines as follows:

The new gciences of the text based on linguistics,
computers, genetic structuralism, deconstructionism, neo-
formalism ard deformalism, effective gtylistics and
psychozesthetics, have offered [iemry critics the
oppertunity to demonsirete thai the work they dois as
manly and aggressive as nuclear physics - not intuitive,
expressive  and feminine, bul strenuous, rigorous,
impersonal and virile ™

The paredox of Showsler's position is that in her rejection of fiterary
theory beczuse it is a highly intellectyal and "manly” style of
discourse, she endorses an essentialist vision of femininity end
feminine discourse &s being non-discursive, imational, infuitive and
subjective.  She thercfore secms to be esserting these gender
stereolypes rather than deconstructing the binary oppositions of
masculing and feminine Showalter's approach echoes similar effons
on the part of Lrigaray gnd Cixous to establish a theory of femyninity
and to definc a distinct feminine discourse. Moi pertinently ernicizes
such etiempts as falling intp what ghe terms as "the essentialist trep”.
In spite of certein divergences, these endeavours are "doomed to

“Paui:iamf‘kerandmlhnmuh;. Shake
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become another enactment of the inexoreble logic of the Same®. This
is the patriarchal [ogic whose concepr of power i3 centralized and
monolithic.”  An alternative to that is pot enly to transform the
existing power structure, but elso to transform the vexy concept of
power itself Towards this end it is necessary for feminist cnticism to
redefine its attitude to other current trends in literary criticism. Mare
infusion with other critical thearies should be considered in onder to
avoid the isolation of feminist readings to an all-woman ghetto.

On the whole, feminist criticism has made e positive impact on
Shakezpearean studies [1 has shown how the meanings of the texts
have been determined by generations of critics, directars, editors, and
even teachers. By showing the possibility of other interpretations
where women readers are concerned, feminist eritics have emphasized
that meaning is essemizlly historically and culturally constructed and
not embedded in the text. They have thus challenged the political
authority and_ cultural significance of Shakespearc's plays whose
meanings are often inseribed as "timeless® or "universal” ironically by
hoth hberals and conservatives in their attempt to reinforce
contradictory views of an "eternal” huran nature.

However, further work is still required on the pant of feminist
crifics in order to encompass the whole of the Shakespeare canon. So
far, some of the earliest plays such a3 Titus Andronicus, Hempy V., or
Henry V1 kave largely been neglecicd or gt least not given the same
critical focus @3 ather tregedies and comedies.  Similarly,
Shakespeares sonnets have yet tfo be explored in some dete from &
feminist perspective. Neweniheless, the narmmtive poems have been
given some aftention, Far example, Nancy Vickers and Katharine
Maus both examine structures of fernale domination and male anxiety

ML oril Moi, op. ¢l pp. 142-163
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in the rhetorical manoeuvres of The Rape of Luceece™  Vickers
remarks thet Tarquin is not inflamed by the sight of Lucrece’s beauty
but by her husband's verbal description of her during an "all-male
boasting-about-women session”. Furthermore, the poem ends with the
men, her twsband and father, rhetorically competing with each other
aver the right to claim possession of her body and to avenge ber. The
underlying concept is that rape is perceived primarily as &n offense
against the property or bonour of men. Vickers tns wonders whether
"there is a woman in this text explicitly dedicated to the celebration of
a woman",”®

Shakespeare feminist critics mmst also essume their
responsibilities with relevance to the editing and production of the
plays. Few feminists have undertaken the task of editing especially
for the revised Onxford, Camhridge and Arden editions and hence the
little impact of feminist criticism on the reader. Ann Thompson's
Cembridge edition of The Taming of the Shrew in 1984 is one
example which shows the real power of the editor in her editing of the
Notes and Commemery on the meaning of the text, Otherwise, many
editions of the 80's and 90's hardly make note of feminist erticism.
As for theatrical presentation, most productions tend to follow the
traditiona} imerpretation of the plays Despite the fominist gtudics of
the efce of performance on defining the meaning, and the various
ways of challenging this tradition of female stereotyping, lifile has
been put to practice.

“Namy\'ﬁm"ﬁwﬂmd‘wmm’tbm Shakespes

shakespeore gnd [ Dpcstinn of § nealy, op N-| \W@S'lljmmm

'Twng'l'i-ms S:nmsl} l.mgna@md ancnmmsmkcspe;umﬁgnnf
Matier of Dallen teriglig Feminist rjll 'm .’71 hesneare,

u:l Vﬂer.ig wm (NewYork t:amnr-m.. 1991).
“Na:m-y Vickers, op. cit.. p. 112




-T:I»ﬁ

Ag equally importamt underialong for femanist eritics at this
poimt of praliferation is to uncover their roots in 4 literary tradition of
femumist cnticism of Shakespeare and to identify their relation to it.
This endeavour has partly been addressed in the anthology, Women's
Re-Visions of Shakespeare” The book traces the responses of
famous litcrery figures such as Emily Dickinson, Virginia Woolf,
George Eliot and Adrienne Rich towards Shakespeare himself as well
&5 hiswomen charzeters. The documemtary glyle of the essays and the
commentary of its €fitics emphasize a tradition of women writers who
in their idemtification with Shakespmt ﬂ'lso ecprgss some cnt:ca]
dxs&m Inha-rmmtbmk,‘ jith Shal are: Res

- e | ,vc[ms Masianne Navy cxplum
in gmam dc‘pth the references to Shakespesre end his works mainly in
the writing of George Eliot™ Novy's ultimate aim is to show bow

Shakespeare was eppropriated and redefined critically and culturally
through & complex process that includes displacement of subject end
writer, a transposition of comtexis gnd a manoeuvring of cultural
terms, Om the whole, it would be interesting w have similar Re-
Visions of other wniters like Jant Austen and Chardotte Bronte in an
ttenmpt to render this project more comprehensive.

Finally, a grea challenge for feminist critics of Shakespeare is
in the field of education. So fer theve has been fittle impeci of feminist
eriticism on the teaching of Shakespeare in schools, colleges and
universitics. For example, Jecanne Addison Roberts expresses her
worzics about the way educational systems "institutionalize for
secondary school students @ painfully constricted view of possihle

Orher W o ‘l 1{Ummt} uﬂm Amwn 1993}



female rales®”™ Of course, feminism as a general political project

seems (o be working in advance of feminist criticism in aboelighing all
forms of sexual discrimination. However, palitical reform seems 1o be
independent of scademic proceadings in which interaction between
teacher end student is crueal in chanmng conventional sexist
attitudes, scrutinizing current female roles and uvitimately shaping
tradition. Indeed, Carolyn Swifl speaks of a "feminist renassance” jn
which “feminist teachers and students transform authority to fomale
uses®™ It is therefore essential for a feminisi perspactive to flter
through and inform all levels of education. There is an urgent need to
develop distinctly feminist stralegies of teaching Shakespeare So far
this issue has been recognized but conly within Lhe wider context of
culturel materialism and its genema] concern ehout the subtle use of
Shakespeare in education in order to forward an existing social order
which exploits people and discriminetes agamnst them on grounds of
rece, class and gender For example, Alan Sinfield shows how
Shakespearc’s iconic and mylhic siatusis quiturally construcied and
reproduced in & way which discourages the tue individual response of
sludeats towerds the texts and diveris thewr sitention from the
manoeuvres of literary enticism. Sinfield also demonstrates how the
meanings of Shakespeare's texts are politically instindionatized
through a complex system of GCE examination questions for which
students roust be prepared and eround wm:h a whole epparatus of
study aids and school editions has sprung up.*"

™ e Addizom Robers, "Making 8 Waman and (ther Instirglionslized
Drversions”, Shakgspeare Quarierly, vol. 37 (1985), p. 357
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At some point it will be necegsery for feminist criticism of
Shakespeare tp address he crucial questions of post-feminism: What
do women really wanu? Is dhe perfect independence af women to be
desired?®  Feminist readings of Shakespeare have been pushing
against culturs] festrictions and questiomng gender assumptions in an
atiempt to athonze women. However, as Carol Thomas Neely points
oul, ceriain aspects of Shakespeare have proved most difficult to
incorporete or revise namely, his representation of the (ather-daughter
relationships and his limited representation of fm!e sexuality which
excludes much of the range of female desire®™  Such problematic

greas in Lhe Shakespeare cenon would have to be considered within
the context of post-feminism.
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