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Abstract:

This paper explores the representation of female agency and resistance against patriarchal
structures in early modern drama and literature, focusing on works by William Shakespeare
and Aphra Behn. Through characters such as Portia from The Merchant of Venice, Beatrice
from Much Ado About Nothing, and Hellena from The Rover, the study examines how these
women navigate, resist, and subvert the societal limitations imposed on them. Strategies such
as disguise, verbal defiance, sexual autonomy, and intellectual superiority emerge as key
mechanisms through which these characters assert agency and challenge patriarchal
ownership. Despite the constraints of their time, these women employ various forms of
resistance that reveal the complexity of gender roles and offer a nuanced critique of early
modern societal structures. Additionally, Aphra Behn’s contributions as one of the first
professional female writers underscore the transformative potential of female authorship in
challenging patriarchal norms. This analysis contributes to ongoing feminist readings of early
modern literature and offers insights into the historical foundations of female empowerment
and resistance.
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Introduction

The notion of female agency and opposition against patriarchal dominance is a key
focus of early modern English theatre. Numerous scholars have examined how women
throughout this era confront patriarchal institutions, both in literary contexts and through
performing mediums. TA Jankowski (2000) posits that the notion of "queerness” in early
modern drama serves as a mechanism of resistance, contesting conventional gender roles and
the patriarchal sexual economy. Jankowski asserts that the nonconformity of specific
characteristics to society norms undermines the prevailing power systems (Jankowski, 2000).
GK Paster (1993) examines the concept of the "embarrassed body" in an early modern play,
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of resistance for women who challenge these standards. Paster observes that although these
characters may be physically constrained or humiliated, they simultaneously represent an
implicit challenge to the gendered power dynamics of their era (Paster, 1993).
In this context, works such as Mediatrix: Women, Politics, and Literary Production in Early
Modern England (Crawford, 2014) examine how literary writings might function as
instruments for contesting the patriarchal conception of gender. Crawford emphasises the
impact of political and social conditions on the roles women might assume in literature and
drama, challenging the constraints imposed by patriarchal regimes (Crawford, 2014). These
ideas come together in literature, drama, and historical analysis to give us a deep
understanding of how women's agency, even when repressed, can be used to fight against
male authority and control.

Historical Context of Patriarchy in Early Modern Society

In early modern Europe, the patriarchal framework significantly influenced gender
norms and societal power dynamics. Academics have thoroughly examined the functioning of
patriarchal institutions, especially concerning gender roles, domestic authority, and social
hierarchy. Berco (2008) asserts that early modern Spanish patriarchy not only governed male-
female interactions but also included the regulation of male sodomy as a mechanism to
reinforce gender hierarchies and maintain male supremacy. This explanation corresponds
with Pierik’s (2022) assertion that patriarchal power was frequently idealised as a rigorous
framework, yet social realities often deviated from this model, exposing discrepancies in the
enforcement of patriarchal control. Braddick and Walter (2001) assert that patriarchal control
in Britain and Ireland during this era was not absolute but was instead negotiated through
intricate social ties, with power dynamics varying among different family members. The
patriarchal framework substantially impacted women's engagement in economic activities.
Crowston (2008) argues that European guilds functioned as quintessential patriarchal
institutions, frequently constraining women's responsibilities and perpetuating male
supremacy in urban economies. Poska (2018) contests the singular perspective of patriarchy,
asserting that early modern women may exert power within the system, especially in colonial
contexts when gender norms were more malleable. The patriarchal model was further
solidified through familial arrangements, as Stone (1975) examines the emergence of the
nuclear family in England, where household power was progressively centralised in the male
head. Weil (2001) asserts that patriarchal dominance permeated the domestic realm in early
modern France, with household authority exemplifying wider societal hierarchies.
Furthermore, the convergence of patriarchy and masculinity has been a topic of academic
investigation. Shepard (2005) examines the profound connection between early modern
masculinity in Britain and patriarchal norms, wherein males were anticipated to demonstrate
authority both domestically and in public spheres. Murray (2022) asserts that patriarchal
honour rules regulate male conduct, bolster the authority of family leaders, and constrain
women's autonomy. These many viewpoints demonstrate that although patriarchy was a
widespread system, it was neither uniform nor uncontested, as women and marginalised
groups navigated power through diverse means.
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Female Agency in Shakespearean Drama
Portia in The Merchant of Venice

Portia in The Merchant of Venice by William Shakespeare represents a significant
example of female agency in early modern literature. Despite the patriarchal structures of
Elizabethan society, Portia's intelligence, wit, and resourcefulness allow her to navigate the
constraints imposed on women, asserting her own authority. According to Newman (1987),
Portia embodies the figure of the "unruly woman,” who defies conventional gender roles
through her active participation in the play's legal and economic exchanges. This defiance
highlights the fluidity of gender boundaries, particularly in the court scene where Portia
disguises herself as a male lawyer to manipulate the legal system and save Antonio. Marzola
(1997) further argues that Portia's disguise not only grants her agency but also challenges the
patriarchal assumptions of the play, positioning her as an active agent rather than a passive
subject.

Moreover, Portia’s agency is often juxtaposed with the play's broader economic and
social structures. Abate (2013) suggests that Portia's control over her inherited wealth enables
her to exert power in both private and public spheres, reinforcing the connection between
female agency and economic autonomy. Similarly, Cinpoes (2011) contends that Portia's
temporary deviation from traditional gender roles serves as a subversive act that destabilizes
patriarchal authority. However, Hasan, Mahmood, and Mrad (2024) caution that Portia’s
agency remains limited by the play's ultimate return to conventional gender norms, as her
empowerment is contingent on her eventual submission to Bassanio.

In contrast, Caldwell (2014) interprets Portia’s actions as opportunistic, likening her to

Fortuna, the Roman goddess of luck, whose power lies in her ability to manipulate fate. This
reading aligns with Gronowski’s (2021) analysis of feminine agency in Shakespearean drama,
which posits that Portia’s strategic performance of gender roles allows her to wield influence
without directly challenging patriarchal structures. Detmer-Goebel (2005) also highlights the
connection between female agency and the threat of cuckoldry, suggesting that Portia's
assertiveness simultaneously empowers and destabilizes male authority.
Despite these varying interpretations, scholars agree that Portia’s character complicates
traditional notions of female passivity in early modern literature. Kwon (2023) argues that
Portia's performance of womanliness demonstrates the performative nature of gender itself,
while Lo (2015) emphasizes the ways in which Portia’s dissimulations expose the anxieties
surrounding female autonomy in Shakespeare's time. Collectively, these analyses illustrate
that Portia’s agency, while constrained by patriarchal structures, nonetheless represents a
significant challenge to the gender norms of early modern society.

Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing

In Much Ado About Nothing, William Shakespeare presents contrasting female
characters to explore the complexities of female agency and gender roles in Elizabethan
society. Beatrice, known for her sharp wit, independence, and outspoken nature, represents an
early form of female empowerment. Valdes (2020) highlights that Beatrice challenges
traditional notions of femininity by resisting the submissive role expected of women, offering
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a model of defiant female agency. However, Reinheimer (2009) notes that unruly women like
Beatrice often face retribution in Shakespearean plays, suggesting that female independence
is tolerated only when it aligns with the play's ultimate patriarchal resolution.

The juxtaposition between Beatrice and Hero further underscores the tension between
female strength and social expectations. Williams (2020) argues that Hero embodies the ideal
Elizabethan woman—passive, obedient, and silent—while Beatrice represents a more
subversive form of womanhood. This dichotomy reinforces the patriarchal structures that
reward conformity and punish rebellion. Bredar (2022) interprets Beatrice as a "merry
shrew,"” whose wit challenges gendered expectations but whose eventual marriage to
Benedick signals a return to traditional gender norms.

Despite this apparent submission, Beatrice's intelligence and verbal dexterity offer
glimpses of female power. Gammill (1981) points out that Beatrice's use of animal imagery
and humor allows her to assert dominance in conversations, creating a space for female
agency within the constraints of comedic convention. Similarly, Khan (2024) emphasizes that
Beatrice's strength lies in her ability to navigate social expectations without entirely rejecting
them, making her one of Shakespeare's most nuanced female characters.

Furthermore, Silva (2021) connects Beatrice's resistance to marriage with broader
anxieties about female autonomy in Elizabethan England, where marriage was often seen as a
means of securing patriarchal control. Drouin (2001) argues that Beatrice's eventual silence in
the final scene—where Benedick jokingly vows to stop her mouth—symbolizes the
containment of female agency within the bounds of marriage.

While Beatrice's defiance is ultimately tempered by societal norms, her character
continues to inspire feminist readings. Ridout (2012) and Latta (2021) suggest that Beatrice's
wit and resistance highlight the performative nature of gender roles, offering a subtle critique
of the limited opportunities available to women. Through Beatrice, Shakespeare presents a
complex vision of female agency—one that both challenges and reinforces the patriarchal
structures of his time.

Aphra Behn and the Emergence of Female Authorship

Aphra Behn, one of the pioneering figures in English literature, holds a unique
position as one of the first professional female writers. Her works not only broke new ground
in terms of women's participation in the literary market but also offered radical visions of
female agency within male-dominated societies. Behn's career itself serves as a powerful
testament to female empowerment, demonstrating that women could carve out a space for
themselves in the highly patriarchal literary sphere of the seventeenth century. Her plays and
novels frequently explore how women navigate, resist, and subvert the social and economic
systems that sought to confine them.

In The Rover, one of Behn's most famous plays, female characters challenge
patriarchal authority through various forms of defiance. The protagonist Hellena defies her
brother's attempts to force her into a convent, asserting her own desires and pursuing love on
her own terms. Hellena's rebellion against her predetermined fate embodies Behn's broader
critique of patriarchal control over women's bodies and lives. By giving her female characters
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the agency to express sexual desire and resist male authority, Behn dismantles the notion of
women as passive commodities. Furthermore, the play's use of disguise allows Hellena to
navigate male-dominated spaces, granting her a temporary freedom denied to women in
conventional society. Behn's portrayal of female desire and rebellion remains strikingly
progressive, particularly in its refusal to condemn women who assert control over their own
bodies.

Behn's own life adds another layer to the subversive power of her work. As one of the
first women in England to earn a living through writing, she defied the expectation that
women should remain confined to the private sphere. Her career paved the way for future
generations of female authors, challenging the assumption that intellectual and creative
pursuits were exclusively male domains. By occupying the traditionally masculine role of a
professional writer, Behn blurred the boundaries between public and private spheres, offering
a model of female agency that extended beyond the fictional worlds of her plays.

Analysis of Resistance Mechanisms

The female characters analyzed in this paper employ various strategies to resist patriarchal
ownership and assert their agency. These mechanisms offer nuanced insights into how
women could navigate the constraints of early modern society while challenging their
subordinate status. The following key strategies emerge across the works of Shakespeare and
Behn:

o Disguise and Cross-Dressing: Both Portia in The Merchant of Venice and Hellena in
The Rover adopt male personas to gain access to male-dominated spaces and exercise
power. Disguise temporarily allows these women to transcend the limits imposed by
their gender, highlighting the performative nature of gender roles. Portia's disguise as
a male lawyer not only enables her to outwit the men in the Venetian court but also
reveals the arbitrary nature of the exclusion of women from intellectual and
professional life. Similarly, Hellena's adoption of male dress grants her the freedom to
pursue her desires, reinforcing the idea that female agency can thrive when women are
allowed to step outside the rigid boundaries of gendered behavior.

e Verbal Defiance: Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing exemplifies the power of
verbal defiance as a form of resistance. Her sharp wit and open critique of marriage
challenge the notion of female submission and expose the inequalities inherent in
patriarchal institutions. Through her quick repartee, Beatrice asserts her intellectual
independence and refuses to conform to the expectations of passive femininity. While
her eventual marriage to Benedick suggests a partial reconciliation with social norms,
her refusal to remain silent marks her as one of Shakespeare's most subversive female
characters.

e Sexual Autonomy: Behn's female characters, particularly Hellena and Angellica
Bianca in The Rover, assert control over their bodies and desires, rejecting the notion
of women as passive objects of male desire. Hellena's pursuit of love on her own
terms directly confronts the idea that women's sexuality should be controlled by male
relatives or societal norms. Angellica Bianca, a courtesan, complicates traditional
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that dominated early modern literature.

o Intellectual Superiority: Portia's legal acumen in The Merchant of Venice and Behn's
own authorial voice highlight the intellectual capabilities of women, undermining
patriarchal assumptions of female inferiority. Portia's victory in the courtroom not
only saves Antonio but also exposes the limitations of the male characters' reasoning.
Her ability to manipulate legal language and navigate the intricacies of the law
suggests that women's exclusion from public life is not a reflection of their intellectual
capacity but rather a product of social convention. Behn's career itself serves as a
testament to women's intellectual potential, challenging the prevailing belief that
women were intellectually inferior to men.

Conclusion

The portrayal of women as property in early modern drama and literature reflects the
deeply ingrained patriarchal structures of the period. However, through characters like Portia,
Beatrice, and Hellena, early modern literature also provides glimpses of female resistance and
agency. These characters navigate the confines of their societal roles, employing disguise,
wit, and autonomy to challenge the notion of women as commodities. While their victories
are often temporary or partial, they represent an important step toward the eventual
reimagining of women's roles in literature and society.

The works of Shakespeare and Aphra Behn offer valuable insights into the
complexities of female agency in early modern literature. By depicting women who resist
patriarchal control, these texts challenge the dominant narratives of female passivity and
submission. Although the victories of these characters are often constrained by the social
realities of their time, their defiance lays the groundwork for later feminist literary traditions.
Behn's career as a professional writer further underscores the transformative potential of
female authorship, demonstrating that women could claim their place not only as subjects of
literature but also as its creators. The exploration of female agency in early modern literature
continues to resonate today, offering a rich foundation for ongoing conversations about
gender, power, and authorship.
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