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Negative Portrayal of Women in British Literature 

            It's easy to say that women have come a long way in terms of gaining respect and 

equality from men, but many British Literature pieces demonstrate the role of women negatively 

in an earlier era. Two stories we read in class, The Twelfth Night and Orlando have both 

similarities and differences in how women are portrayed, however they are mainly negative. Jane 

Austen's, Pride and Prejudice also shares several common and contrasting themes with both 

pieces we read, despite the different plot lines.    

            In The Twelfth Night a woman by the name of Viola disguises herself as a man 

called Cesario because she ended up working for the Duke Orsino. Throughout the story, readers 

see how the Duke sends Cesario to professes Orsino's love for a woman named Olivia at her 

manor. Eventually Olivia falls in love with Cesario rather than Orsino; and by the end of the 

story Cesario shows that she is a woman and ends up with the Duke, Orsino.   

            Some common aspects regarding women in this play portray females as being weak, 

powerless to men, and mocked. Several examples in the story tie into these portrayals of women. 

Most of the incidents are a combination of the three characteristics previously explained and 

demonstrated mainly by Viola and Olivia.  

            In this story, Viola decides to dress up as a man in order to take the job 

as Orsino's servant boy and part of his court. In one sense, these actions show that women didn't 

have much of a choice in serving specific courts, they just weren't allowed. Originally, Viola 
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wanted to serve Olivia considering that would have made more sense for women in that time 

period. This idea of Viola dressing as a man goes to show that in order to do certain tasks or hold 

any importance, one must be a man.    

            Most of the time, women are portrayed as weak, or overly emotional. In The Twelfth 

Night, both Viola and Olivia are in some sort of mourning. As women, they are both expected to 

mourn an appropriate time for their losses. In both of these instances, these women are mourning 

the loss of men, more specifically Viola's brother, and Olivia's brother. "This solemn pledge of 

not revealing her face to a man for seven years is broken in seven days, when she falls for the 

page of the duke, who actually is Viola in disguise. This is to show that women are not rational 

creatures. They tend to be governed by passion and emotions" (pg. 40). The only difference 

between these women is that Olivia is portrayed as being ridiculous almost because she claims to 

mourn her brother for seven years, and doesn't give any man the time of day, until Cesario comes 

along. Viola on the other hand didn't seem to really mourn her brother the way women were 

supposed to. Instead, Viola couldn't mourn her brother because she was dressed up as Cesario, 

and men in that time period weren't seen as the mourning types. Viola had to hold in any 

emotions while dressed as a man.  

            Another depiction of weakness in a woman is shown by Viola dressed as Cesario. In the 

end of the play, Cesario comes clean about being a woman in disguise because Olivia claimed to 

have married Cesario when in reality she married Sebastian. This forces Viola to show her true 

identity; however this can be interpreted as weakness in women because it shows that Viola 

wasn’t capable of continuing this charade. Despite the fact that she was caught, pretending to be 

a man named Cesario was to much for her emotionally considering her love for Orsino. She was 

being tortured daily because she was dressed as a man and couldn’t be with him until she 
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presented herself as a woman. 

            Another aspect in this play revolves around the amount of power women are given and 

how that is portrayed. Olivia has the most power as a woman because she is a countess and has 

authority over her servants. The only issue is how Shakespeare doesn’t necessarily allow Olivia 

to control all that power. A quote by Graham Atkin puts this into perspective: 

“Thus far we are presented with an Olivia who is trying to keep order but who 

evidently has difficulties in imposing her authority on her household. She has lost 

a brother, and before him a father, and is now the lady of the house; however, she 

appears to be surrounded by individuals who seem determined to follow their own 

paths rather than subjugate their desires to her will” (Atkin, 73).  

 The Twelfth Night mocks women’s authority in a sense because they limit what women 

can do and own. It is as if Shakespeare gives women in his plays a little bit of power but 

ultimately a women can’t even control what power she does have.  

            Another defining characteristic in this play is the funny or comedic aspect associated with 

women. Early on, women are made out to be jokes; the most obvious example is how Viola 

passes as a man and Olivia ends up falling in love with her. During this time period, 

homosexuality was considered unnatural and most people find unnatural instances funny. In 

some ways, this scenario is degrading and dehumanizing women because Viola and Olivia have 

become subjects to mock and laugh at due to the circumstances in this story.  

            Aside from the Twelfth Night, another story we have read in class, Orlando, contains 

some similar depictions of women involving the struggle for power. Orlando was a man until 

three women danced around his comatose body and turned him into a woman.   

Toward the beginning of the book, Orlando was given a lot of property and inherited most of it 
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from his family. Once he became a woman, people in the town found out about it and word 

traveled to higher officials. Orlando was told she couldn't officially own her property anymore 

because of her gender. Instead, the property would go to who officials thought was her son, but 

she was still allowed to live in her home.   

 In this part of the play, Virginia Woolf showed what little influence or power women 

could have in that time period. “‘the spirit of the age' persistently affects Orlando's behavior, 

making her embarrassed at the idea of pregnancy, censoring her writing and compelling her to 

marry. Since marriage has never appealed to Orlando, this development may be seen as the result 

of violent coercion” (De Gay, 65). The analyst of this piece refers to how Orlando is forced to 

marry during this time period in order to keep her land. This quote also ties into the idea of 

Orlando being embarrassed of certain aspects as a woman, which gives a negative depiction on 

how ladies were portrayed in this time period. Later in the story, Orlando receives another letter 

saying that she could temporarily own the property because the boy wasn’t actually her son, and 

so he had no biological right to the property. Women were portrayed as powerless in that time 

period because regardless of their skill set, knowledge, and biological right to own something, 

their gender still trumped any good qualities a woman had.  

 Virginia Woolf aims to defeat common misconceptions in her works. This is why later in 

the play, Orlando receives a notice that she is now officially recognized as a woman and can 

handle the responsibilities of her manor just as she had when she was a man. The main difference 

between how women are portrayed in the Twelfth Night and Orlando is the amount of power 

each woman receives. Originally, Orlando doesn't get much control of her own land, but Woolf 

tries to show the positive change in society's view of women by giving Orlando control of her 

land again.  
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 Just as women were seen as overly emotional in the Twelfth Night, the same goes for 

Orlando. When Orlando tried writing poetry as a man, he didn't succeed well and actually was 

mocked. “Orlando, by contrast, depicts an aspiring writer (female from the seventeenth century 

onwards), who does not achieve any recognition until the twentieth century, when her poem The 

Oak Tree is published and wins a prize” (De Gay, 64). After the sex change, Orlando's writing 

seemed to improve according to another famous poet. Some people view poetry as an expression 

of oneself and their feelings written on paper. By that definition, women are seen as being 

more emotional because Orlando's writing got better once she became a woman.   

 The final piece used for comparison in regards to the portrayal of women in British 

Literature is the movie Pride and Prejudice, based on the book by Jane Austen. The premise for 

the story is how five sisters need to marry in order to have a place to live. If their father passes 

away, the property goes to the next male kin in the family which is their cousin, 

William Collins.   

 From the very beginning of the story, Jane Austen portrays these women in a specific 

way according to the time period. There is still the idea that women can't own property, just as 

there was in the Twelfth Night and Orlando. Most of the sisters are looking forward to finding 

husbands, except Elizabeth Bennet. She is the most progressive character in this book, 

and aims to counteract the stereotypical portrayals placed upon women.   

 Elizabeth Bennet does not want to marry someone because society tells her to in that time 

period. Jane Austen portrays Elizabeth as an outspoken and opinionated individual that doesn't 

comply with the standards placed on women. At another point in the story, Elizabeth is 

introduced to a man named Mr. Darcy at a ball and later overhears a comment he made about 

her. Normally, women would not confront a man about something so controversial as a negative 
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remark made about the lady, however Elizabeth isn't portrayed as a typical woman.   

 Another characteristic Elizabeth exemplifies is strength. She is seen as being more strong 

because of her ability to stand up to Mr. Darcy and confront him about his remarks.He isn't the 

only one Elizabeth stands up to in the movie. Darcy's aunt, Lady DeBourg, visits Elizabeth to see 

if a rumor about Mr. Darcy proposing to Elizabeth was true and telling her she can''t marry him 

either way. Considering Lady DeBourg is of higher standing, Elizabeth should have respected 

her wishes and lose contact with Darcy, however she isn't the stereotypical woman of that time. 

Instead, Elizabeth refuses Lady DeBourg's demands, and when word gets to Mr. Darcy he 

realizes there is a chance for love.   

 In that time period, women were expected to act a certain way and present themselves in 

a respectful manner. Elizabeth doesn't hold herself to these standards and makes it clear that she 

isn't accustomed to a higher class. Despite her place in society, she doesn't let that define her 

happiness and still accepts Darcy's marriage proposal at the end. This shows her strong character 

because she goes against the acceptable social norms placed on women and puts her happiness 

first.  

 Most of these British Literature works depict a weak, powerless, stereotypical woman 

like the Twelfth Night. Some authors chose specific examples to demonstrate how society was, 

but at the same time they gave a more progressive idea of women. Virginia Woolf's, Orlando 

gives some insight into women overcoming these obstacles. Lastly, Pride and Prejudice 

completely disregards how women should behave and act by the characterization of Elizabeth 

Bennet.  
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