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POST FEMINIST STUDY OF PORTIA IN THE MERCHANT OF
VENICE

Shweta Bali*

In common parlance, Post Feminism denotes the world after feminism and
implies quite clearly that feminism is no longer necessary. In fact, it suggests
‘the death of feminism’ as a spent force. As a school of thought, it rests largely
on the premise that the western world is primarily Patriarchal- created, ruled,
and judged by the men folk with no consideration for the rights and desires of
the fairer sex. The feminists with a view to give women their due not only voice
their protest against the injustice meted out to them but also explore literature
for its inherent bias against women. In their enthusiasm, the feminist readings,
to quote Kathleen McLuskie, often “reorder” the terms of the text and shift the
critical attention from judgment of the action to focusing on the process by
which the action may be judged. In keeping with their tenets, they interpret both
contemporary and past literature from feminist perspective. Hence, they also
subject Shakespeare to the faulty test of reassessing his work from the current
moral standpoint or fitting his works within the parameters of feminism or more

appropriately anti-feminist theories and end up misconstruing the text of his

plays.
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Lisa Hopkins in her seminal study titled Beginning Shakespeare questions
the validity of feminist criticism by asserting that they “focus on some plays at
the expense of the relative neglect of others”(136). Feminists are guilty of
picking out parts of the plays that fit with their notions and ignore contrary
evidence. In the process, they reduce the pleasure of perceiving the text from an
enriching experience to abstract and remote activity and mere fodder for
specialist discourse. In this regard, McLuskie asserts that it is sometimes
impossible to read Shakespearean plays from a feminist perspective and
suggests reading the plays “as the products of entertainment industry which, as
far as we know, had no women shareholders, actors, writers or stage hands. His
women characters were played by boys, and, far from his plays being an
expression of his idiosyncratic views, they all built on and adapted earlier

stories” (92).

Feminist criticism of Shakespeare which gained momentum as a
‘movement’ in the 1970s has been rather divided. They regard Shakespeare
either irrelevant or marginal to the core of their concern: the status of Women.
While the early feminist critics such as Virginia Woolf saw Shakespeare as
“transcending the sexual stereotypes imposed by the surrounding social order”
(quoted by Bernstein); Kathleen Mc Luskie regards Shakespeare as an advocate
‘for the maintenance of status quo of an oppressive Patriarchal social order’ (Mc
Luskie, 97). However, she also concedes that the mimetic and essentialist
modes of feminist theory fail to explore the “full complexity of the nature of
women” in Shakespeare’s times. (Mc Luskie, 97). In her book Still Harping on
Daughters: Women and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare, Jardine observes that
“whenever Shakespeare’s female characters in the comedies draw attention to
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their own androgyny, I suggest that the resulting eroticism is to be associated
with  their maleness rather than their femaleness”(20, Qtd in
Hopkins,137).similarly, Catherine Belsey in her article ‘Disrupting Sexual
Difference: Meaning and Gender in the Comedies’ proposes “Shakespearean
comedy can be read as disrupting sexual difference, calling in question that set
of relations between terms which proposes an antithesis between masculine and
feminine, men and women”(171) and further adds that *“cross-dressing disrupts

the whole idea of gender difference (182-3).

Hence, in spite of Shakespeare’s evident tendencies of mixing gender
roles and of delineating exceptionally powerful heroines such as Cleopatra and
Portia, he is unjustly accused of being anti-feminist and a misogynist, and is
held guilty of insufficient female representation in his plays. Shakespeare is also
accused by the feminists of being an exponent and advocate of patriarchy.
However, Richard Levin in an article ‘Feminist Thematic in Shakespearean
Tragedy’ comprehensively attacks such feminist readings of Shakespearean
plays with the contention that “this attempt to blame the catastrophes on
patriarchy is illogical in another sense as well, for while it is true that they
would not have occurred in a non- patriarchal society, it is also true that they
would not have occurred in a society that was even more patriarchal than the
one we are shown- a society, for instance, where Juliet and Desdemona could
not be married, or Ophelia be courted, without the consent of their fathers, or
where Goneril and Lady Macbeth were completely subservient to their
husbands. Moreover, if patriarchy is held responsible for the happy endings of

the comedies and romances, which are also brought about in patriarchal
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worlds...it seems evident, then, that patriarchy cannot have any causal

connections to misery (128).

The fact is that an integral feature of Shakespeare’s acumen as a
playwright is his portrayal of radiant and realistic characters. His psychological
insight into human character is unparalleled. Macbeth, Antony, Hamlet, Othello,
Lear are concrete embodiments of qualities, and foibles and follies common to
men of all ages and places. Shakespeare’s female characters are no different and
have enthralled the audience not by being submissive, listless puppets in the
hands of the men folk but for their pluck, wit and courage. Even today, they are
adored, admired and appreciated, for they are universal beings who transcend
time and place in their appropriateness as epitomes of female temperament,
demeanor and actions. Portia, Imogene, Rosalind, Pertida, Ophelia and Cordelia
-are all memorable characters largely because they are neither idealized portraits
of female innocence and virgin purity like Spenser’s Una nor are they mere
abstractions like the classic figures - Antigone and FElectra. Shakespeare’s
heroines are embodiments of concrete, real incarnations who exhibit an array of
universal emotions such as filial love and duty, sibling rivalry, desertion,

ambition, jealousy, self-reliance and sacrifice.

In ‘Comic Women, Tragic Men: A Study of Gender and Genre in
Shakespeare’ Linda Bamber affirms that Shakespeare writes from a masculine
perspective but his plays nonetheless value the feminine aspect in the depiction
of comedic heroines. It is therefore that his heroines display an infinite variety,
distinguishing peculiarities and appropriate features. He presents woman as
emancipated, dignified, and ennobled, no longer man’s subordinate or a slave

but his equal and at times a rebel. Many of them do not conform to the social
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and gender conventions of their own era. Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth Portia,
Miranda-all defy social stereo-typing and can be described as proto-feminist
characters. In fact, Shakespeare’s delineation of female characters is not a
conscious effort of imbuing them with stereotype qualities or characteristics. He
provides scraps of information in the course of the action to create a character in
our imagination that is true to life. Shakespeare gave his women voice and
presented their multifarious personas. Thus, if Miranda displays simplicity,
gentleness of disposition and compassionate tenderness; Isabella is an epitome
of affection, amiability and intellectual finesse. Likewise, vivacity and wit
distinguish Beatrice while Portia embodies the qualities of both Beatrice and
Isabella. Gifted with sportive ingenuity and intellectual prowess, she is

nevertheless gentle, spirited, witty and observant.

A wealthy heiress, Portia enjoys authority, luxury and status at par with
other citizens of Belmont. She comes across as a vivacious, feisty, independent
woman who is intelligent and resourceful enough to outwit men. Unlike
common Renaissance women, she is neither deprived of opportunities nor is she
confined to the hearth and home. She is an apt blend of modernity and tradition.
A devoted daughter, she honours her dead father’s wishes, even when the
quality of her suitors tempts her to use sabotage. She complains to Nerissa: ‘I
may neither choose who I would nor refuse who I dislike so is the will of a
living daughter curbed by the will of a dead father’ yet she complies rather
cheerfully and humorously with his wish to choose a husband for her through
lottery of caskets. Though bound by social and filial constraints, she is not
overtly perplexed by the restrictions imposed on her. Although the feminists
perceive her as allegorically imprisoned by the social structure of the Patriarchal
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social order just as her image is locked in one of the caskets, she is in no way
subservient or marginalized. At times, cruel and sardonic, she deconstructs each
suitor with clinical precision and seems to enjoy the power of self-
determination which money provides her, although she is never ostentatious or

arrogant in her demeanor towards others.

Like Antonio, Portia uses wealth to secure the happiness of others. It is her
wealth which empowers her to offer shelter to the prodigal Bassanio, Shylock’s
runaway daughter and her Christian paramour, Shylock’s cast away servant,
Lancelot and even Antonio for whom she offers thrice the money he owed to
Shylock. . In ‘Giving and taking in The Merchant of Venice’ (1984), Marianne
Novy argues for the strength of the female character, saying that the play
distinguishes between Antonio’s self- sacrificial and ultimately depressing
giving and Portia’s more assertive, realistic, and sexual giving and taking” (qtd.

in Janik, 183)

Like Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, Portia is strong headed and
capable of being in command when needed. When Bassanio comes as a suitor
she covertly manipulates her father’s will by incorporating words like ‘bred’,
‘head’, ‘nourished’, ‘engendered’ and ‘fed” which rhyme with ‘Lead’. She thus
exerts some power over choosing her future husband by giving Bassanio apt
clues although he apparently seems too engrossed in interpreting the
inscriptions to pay heed to the song. The self-confessed gold —digger indeed has
no qualms in placating Portia’s ego or in acknowledging her supremacy and
power over him when he comments that he will remain ‘doubtful until ratified’
(2.2.146-48), eager to seek Portia’s approval even after choosing the right

casket.
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Again, it is Portia’s judiciousness, composure in the face of adversity and
elevated sense of righteousness which saves Antonio from the nefarious
intentions of Shylock. She tears apart the facade of masculine authority in the
trial scene when she successfully outwits Shylock and prevents him from
executing the forfeiture of the bond. While the men folk-the Duke, Antonio,
Gratanio, Bassanio and others seem helpless in the face of Shylock’s indignant
stance, she ensures that the bond is not enforceable on its own terms. She
proactively affects the outcome of the scene. Shylock’s insistence on following
the law in letter and spirit to vindicate his stand and avenge his creed’s ancient
grudge is shrewdly analyzed and twisted by Portia to outwit his cunningness.
She too insists on the letter of the law when persuasion and reason fails to move
Shylock. Quick to perceive the legal advantage which could be taken from a
loophole in the bond, her adventure in masquerading as a lawyer and the
confidence with which she executes her plan in a foreign land, Portia seems in
total control of the situation. Nothing seems contrived, forced or improbable.
She executes commanding grace and penetrative wisdom in the court scene.
While reveling in the “mastery of a complex situation irresolvable by men” she
brings out her own diktat (Weisberg,3). Her decree entitles the state to half of
Shylock’s property and his life while the latter is readily pardoned by the duke.

Portia‘s appeal to Antonio:

‘What mercy can you render him, /Antonio?’” confirms not only her authority
over the situation but also her uprightness and mercifulness. Her counterpoint to
Shylock’s plea —the mercy speech remains one of Shakespeare’s most eloquent

passages.
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The quality of mercy is not strained. It droppeth as the gentle rain from

heaven.... (4.1.181-94)

Portia’s brilliance as an erudite lawyer challenges the perceptions of the
feminists who lament the lack of opportunities and gender equality in
Shakespearean works. She delights every one with her wit, mental prowess and
her buoyancy of spirit. Bestowed with intellectual virtue coupled with strong
reflective power and calm self-command, she assesses the situation in the court
room and outwits not only Shylock but also other men present there. Her
ingenuity establishes the female potential in non-traditional roles which
Shakespeare’s feminist detractors purposely ignored to acknowledge. Those
who accuse Shakespeare of portraying Portia as heartless for showing no mercy
towards Shylock place the work out of its socio-political context and overlook
the fact that to the Elizabethan audience for whom money lending was a sin,
Portia’s swindling of Shylock is nothing less than pure justice, and Portia the

real ‘Hero’ of the play- intelligent, witty, just and eloquent.

The playful wifely revenge executed through the ring episode and the
imagined cuckoldry establishes Portia’s supremacy on the domestic front as
well. She demonstrates quite unequivocally who will call the shots in their
matrimonial alliance wherein she enjoys a more financially secure position as
compared to Bassanio whose intentions in marrying her appear more mercenary
than honorable. In Marguerite. A. Tassi’s opinion, Portia becomes a “feminine
pedagogue, the master-mistress, who teaches lessons in reciprocity”. She
“counters the terrifying prospect of lawful blood revenge with retributive
justice” by first pleading with Shylock and then “turning the tables on him and

throwing him at the mercy of Antonio and the court” (230). Later when Antonio
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insists on rewarding Portia disguised as Balthazar she tests her husband’s
fidelity and affection towards her. Thus Portia emerges as a liberated, discerning

woman, superior to all men in the so called patriarchal society.

In fact, In The Merchant of Venice, all the female characters emerge as
emancipated, independent and head strong. If Nerrisa supports and connives
with Portia to successfully execute the plan to outsmart Shylock in the Trial
scene, Jessica too has her way. Her rebellious self, unmindful of the emotional,
religious and monetary loss to her father, chooses love over filial duty when she
elopes with Lorenzo, a Christian. In no way do they seem oppressed and
deprived; in fact they epitomize the fact that all Shakespearean female
characters -Cleopatra, Cordelia, Viola, Desdemona, Rosalind and Portia to name
only few- are driven by their passion, ambition, courage and ingenuity. They
come across as confident and self-assertive and hardly the dispossessed,
submissive and exploited lot which the Feminists accuse Shakespeare of
portraying in his plays. In the light of the above, it is indeed a fallacy to call
Shakespeare a ‘seductive misogynist’” or ‘patriarchal Bard’. The problem is that
the feminists operate on an individual’s reading, evaluation and response to
Shakespeare’s works. The feminist reader’s own experience, concerns and
questions pertaining women such as their subordination and marginalization,
stereotyping, female bonding and patriarchal dominance remain paramount
issues in the reading of Shakespeare. Also, the tenets of Feminism as
propounded by the likes of Simone de Beauvoir, Eva Figes, and Juliet Mitchell
to name only a few are arbitrarily applied on to the Shakespearean works. In the
process the writer’s intention and the social or historical context to which the
character or the text belongs 1is totally overlooked. Thus, In their
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overzealousness to portray Shakespeare as a villain they ignore the fact that they
themselves are erroneously assessing an Elizabethan text through a

contemporary lens.

No doubt, Shakespeare being a product of his age reflects the popular
beliefs, social structures and practices of the Elizabethan age which denied
women their lawful rights. Consequently, Hamlet’s famous remark ° frailty thy
name is woman’ (1.2.146); or Leontes fear in The Winter’s Tale that he has
been cuckolded just because many others have been; or the unjust suspicion and
ugly innuendos of Iago, Othello and Brabantio in Othello are indicative of the
misogynist mind-set of the times in which these plays were written. However,
these idiosyncrasies and personal traits do not in any way exemplify
Shakespeare’s personal beliefs or his view point. Rather, he is the catalyst who
explicitly or inexplicitly calls for a deviation from the prevalent conventions and
ideology through his characters. The bard simply presents, transforms,
revitalizes and re-imagines earlier tales and popular beliefs, and infuses them
with new vigour and life to present them before the audience to enjoy and
appreciate. Applauding Shakespeare, Irene Dash concedes that “Shakespeare’s
women characters testify to his genius...they learn the meaning of self

sovereignty for a woman in a patriarchal society”. (Dash, 1)

Hence, it can be said with conviction that the feminists fail to comprehend
the reality that Shakespeare reflects a mirror to the Renaissance society. Also as
Lisa Hopkins opines “Drama and Shakespearean drama in particular, does not
state things; it suggests them, delicately balancing one fact, one image, one
point of view against another, and inviting us to judge and assess” (149). Hence,

it is preposterous to limit the scope of Shakespearean plays by theorizing on a
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particular aspect when the text is open to multiplicity of meaning and
approaches. The feminists are unmindful of the actuality that Shakespeare not
only presents the political, social and religious complexities of the time but also
modifies them to provide multiple perspectives. Also, Shakespeare’s plays were
written and perceived by the Elizabethan audience as a source of entertainment
and not as a social protest or didactic plays. Thus, to them, Merchant of Venice
was only an entertaining comedy and not a critique on the experiences or
cultural expectations set for women in those times or on the issue of the ill-

treatment meted out to the marginalized sections of the society.

More than any other Playwright, Shakespeare gives a voice and identity to
his female characters by presenting them in their ‘infinite Variety’. His women
are not merely imaginary constructs but women of substance- vivacious,
intelligent, humane, strong and outspoken. Hence, it would be a fallacy to label
Shakespeare as anti-feminist. He can be hailed as Proto-feminist who has in fact
realistically captured the essence of femininity and its inherent power and

sensibility as is apparent from Portia’s character.
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