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Assignment Three (The Essay)
The Position of Women in Early Renaissance Literature and Society:
How William Shakespeare broke misogynistic gender stereotypes by changing the role of women in his plays like Twelfth Night or What You Will. 
 

Times have certainly changed for the better and it is evident in everything we see around us, from technology to transport and fashion. Moreover, the society we live in has changed for the better, making the lives of women particularly better. In the twenty first today, we have women poets, playwrights and actresses, this might be overlooked because of course it is now a norm and we have grown used to the idea and popularity of it. There are female heroines, villains, and protagonists too within books. Women are no longer subjected to stay in their lane in romance novels and at the sides of their brothers, husbands, masters or love interests within books. There was a time when this was the complete opposite and the lives of women were very different than it is today. This paradigm influenced the way in which their characters were written in books and displayed in the theatre. 
Ironically, even though queens were the ones who ruled for a half a century during the renaissance era, women still possessed no legal power. She was rarely to be seen or heard in public, a woman’s value was based on her virtue, ability to bear offspring, beauty, who she married and what she wore. Little to no care was placed on who she was as a person, her education and occupation because she more than likely had none. It was a known and accepted fact that men were superior to women and women were more or less their property. According to Kelly (1986), women in this era were equally divided amongst themselves. There were housewives, working class women who worked under the orders of their husbands and upper classed women who had servants that were also women, these women were still expected to care for children, maintain the household and attend social events with their husbands. Iacob (2021), further explains that the status of a woman determined how much she was allowed to express herself. Despite having this marginalised freedom, the expressed opinions and thoughts of high-class women were conditioned and based mainly around male influence. Women emerged as art patrons, authors, orators, and intellectuals throughout the renaissance. Through their own interventions, women were able to affect politics, the economics, and culture. Women may achieve success outside of marriage by becoming nuns, acquiring a humanistic education, or courtesans. Women's intelligence became a weapon that they could utilise to their advantage in a variety of ways. Women continued to commission paintings, statues, and structures, but it was considered philosophically unsuitable for women to commission public art. Art and literature meant for courts and families had to conform to gender stereotypes and respect court hierarchy. Art and literature developed by women were not taken seriously, Jones (2011)  confirms that during the renaissance it was almost impossible for women in art and literature to emerge. Most of the art created and literature written by women were destroyed overtime simply because they were never acknowledged by academics or valued, this made it hard for historians to document the contribution of women to renaissance literature. Oftentimes the best way for women’s work to be acknowledged seriously required them to take a male pen or have men take credit for their work. There are countless examples of this throughout history that are popular today, for example the Bronte sisters Mary Shelley.  Earlier examples are explored in an article by Nava Atlas (2019) that entails the Tenth Muse, Lately Sprung Up in America by Anne Bradstreet was the first publication in the colonies in the mid-1600s, when women writers were chastised for being unwomanly and going against God's precepts. To avoid repercussions, some writers adopted pseudonyms, but others used their real identities. Despite the hazards to their reputations, the following early American women authors, all born in the 1700s, wrote prolifically and passionately.
Regardless of this paradigm, different studies have found that William Shakespeare was known to break out of different gender stereotypes in a lot of his work. Shakespeare wrote some of his female characters in ways that displayed them as smart, strong and heroic, despite women of that society being viewed as the complete opposite. Shakespeare was and still is considered a very controversial historical figure, one very controversial statement that has been repeatedly made about him which many believe, is that he was in fact a sixteenth century feminist. In her book entitled ‘Shakespeare and the nature of women’ Dusinberre (1996) described Shakespeare a being influenced by puritanism. According to History.com Editors (2009), in the late 16th century, the Puritans were members of the Church of England's religious reform movement, they believed that the Church was too close to the Roman Catholic Church and that it should forsake rituals and traditions that were not founded on the Bible. In the 1620s and 1630s, they arrived in Northern English colonies in the New World, laying the framework for New England's religious, intellectual, and social order. Puritanism sprang from the English Reformation, when King Henry VIII rejected papal authority and transformed the Church of Rome into the state Church of England.  The Puritans believed in divine equality for men and women. Even though feminism was not recognised as a movement during the 15th and 16th century, Shakespeare’s work undoubtedly made readers of his time and ours question his possible feminist stance. Female characters throughout Shakespeare’s work have different character traits that defy the way in which women were viewed during his time. Such characters are described as brave, rebellious, strong, disobedient and scheming, solving difficult dilemmas male characters are unable to. 
‘Twelfth Night or What you Will’ is a play written by William Shakespeare and published in the year 1602.  It is a comedy filled with disguises, tragedy, love and twists. Most notably, this play is one where numerous female characters are present, female characters that are integral to the play’s plot and the overall theme. Olivia, Viola and Maria all serve different purposes in the play and each of these female characters have different personality traits that break gender stereotypes that boxed them in. 
The Character Viola is unquestionably a very strong woman! At a time of her life when she has lost everything imaginable and has found herself in a strange land, she refuses to wallow and drown herself in her own grief, nor does she go seeking a knight in shining armour to solve all her problems. This way would have been the way a ‘woman’ was expected to act during uncertain times, instead, Viola devises a plan to disguise herself a man and work in the court of Duke Orsino. Not only did Viola have a plan, her execution of that plan was excellent, so much so that, Olivia fell in love with who she believed was a man but was instead Viola and all the men around her had no clue about her true identity. Different theorist  surrounding feminism and gender roles often place the two hand in hand, according to Sultan (2017), ‘Twelfth Night or What you Will’ makes readers question the then perceived notion that men are superior to women. One questions if men were perhaps threated by women and as a result never recognised or awarded their creativity and intellect. Women were restricted by their society and as a result some even though it was risky took part in cross dressing as a way to escape those shackles. Alpennia (2002) explains that, women like Viola disguised themselves in order to better face their society. This gave her the chance like Viola to start again, and every person who knew her "before" raised the chance of discovery. It is easy to lose sight of the importance of family and social networks. The choice to pass was not easy, but the taboo against casual cross-dressing made success more likely. We take it for granted in the present society that someone wearing even the most fundamentally masculine apparel may be feminine, so we are vigilant and sensitive to other gender indications. However, in a society where a woman wearing male clothing casually is less frequent, the observer is less inclined to look beyond the evident gender categorization communicated by the apparel. In the example of a 15th century Polish lady who pretended to be a male for two years in order to attend Krakow University, she was found when a random soldier bet with his friend on her real gender. Similarly, Viola’s problems were solved when she herself became a man. In the end she found herself a lover, got her brother back and even gained a wife of great nobility for him.  Act I, Viola says “Conceal me what I am, and be my aid for such disguise as haply shall become the form of my intent” (I.ii.56-58), this is exactly what she did. 
Maria like Viola is a strong, witty, clever and overall charismatic woman who quite frankly gets away with a lot because she is underestimated by the men around her because she is a woman. Maria’s fiery personality and ability to outsmart the men around her is one of the core reasons the plot of this play drives forward. She explains in a plot to teach the plays antagonist Malvolio a lesson “If I do not gull him into a nayword and make him a common recreation, do not think I have wit enough to lie straight in my bed. I know I can do it,” like Viola Maria is confident and has a plan she sticks to. 
The Character Olivia is also very rebellious in her own way, some might argue that she is instead quite a clichéd example of the women of her time, in the play ‘ Twelfth Night or What you Will” she in fact does quite a few things that proves her rebellious nature. Olivia’s pursuit of Cesario who is Viola in disguise, is very unladylike. Olivia deviates from the traditional role she has been assigned when she proposes to the gentleman she believes to be "Cesario". This is unethical because not only is ‘he’ of lower status than her but ‘he’ is also younger. 
In conclusion, even though, William Shakespeare was not known to be a feminist during his time, his work certainly stands as one that broke many gender stereotypes surrounding women. Women were viewed as multidimensional characters who were fully able to adapt and more importantly survive in a male dominated society. Manson (2016) explains that even long after his death and the construction, deconstruction, and re-construction of his most renowned theatre, the 1660 Restoration (of the monarchy) resulted in laws that finally permitted women on stage. Not only could females now portray the female roles that had been designed for them, but the environment that Shakespeare had built via his writing meant that women soon began taking on some of the most famous male roles as well. At a period when actresses were seen as little more than prostitutes, establishing a career in the dramatic arts as a woman was an easy task; one that would not have been conceivable without Shakespeare's advances in the treatment of female characters. Women portraying Hamlet (dubbed "the play for all ages" and often regarded as the most important work in history) were becoming popular by the mid-to-late 1700s, and less than a century later, women were playing both Romeo and Juliet in performances across the United Kingdom. Famous female actors, such as Sarah Siddons, known as Shakespeare's first lady, "maintained a dignified professionalism that helped to legitimise the role of women as performers"; they built on the framework Shakespeare had already laid out for them in his plays, and helped to create a level playing field in their profession.
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