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The Queer Women in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure

Measure for Measure has notoriously been labeled as one of William Shakespeare’s “problem plays.”  Its traditionally comedic structure is undermined by its somber mood and dark plot points.  Like most Early Modern comedies, the play ends in the performed or presumed marriages of its dramatis personae.  However, the means by which Shakespeare arrives at this conclusion are not as humorous or lighthearted as they are in other plays, like Twelfth Night, for example.  Instead, the events leading to the nuptials are rather sinister and convoluted, causing the resulting marriages to come across as more of a punishment or a sentence, rather than a cause for celebration.  Paul Morrison makes this clear as he states: “Had Shakespeare any interest in comedy as usual, he might have given us…an ‘I do’ from Isabella…But no: the eternity of having and holding in Measure for Measure is either punishment imposed from without or an affectiveless capitulation, allegedly from within, to the conventions of comic form” (210).  While the marriages may arguably be seen as a punishment for either party involved, I am concerned with the female characters.  The women in Shakespeare’s play who are being punished for taking on social characteristics that challenge the patriarchal standards of the Early Modern period.  The men must marry them in order to conventionalize them.  They, perhaps, are being penalized for not doing so in the first place.

Not only are the marriages sinister in terms of their means, but I would argue that they are also sinister because of their intended purpose.  Upon first inspection it may seem that the characters’ marriages serve to allow the State of Vienna to control the sexuality of the men and women involved.  However, after delving deeper into the societal structures and practices of the Early Modern period, it is apparent that the marriages are instituted more so as a means to enforce normative social roles on the play’s female characters.  Prior to their marriages, the women in the play occupy non-normative roles that cannot be understood in terms of the patriarchal order of the time.  By forcing the female characters to marry at the conclusion of the play, their roles are normatively redefined into those that can be comprehended and accepted by Early Modern patriarchal society.

In her work, “Pure Resistance: Queer(y)ing Virginity in William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure and Margaret Cavendish’s The Convent of Pleasure,” Theodora Jankowski defines the notion of queerness as something that “disrupts the regime of heterosexuality,” with heterosexuality being the normative, cultural bias during the Early Modern period (220).  Essentially then, for the purposes of my paper, the term “queer” should be understood as anything outside the realm of heteronormative behavior and opposite-sex relationships, thus defying cultural standards and expectations.

During the time in which Shakespeare published Measure for Measure (1603) and wrote his other works, there were three socially acceptable roles women were allowed to play: the maid, the wife, and the widow.  Shakespearean scholar Mario DiGangi asserts that this sort of “tripartite measure of marital status” parallels a “more problematic measure of sexuality” (591).  In sexual terms then, women were seen as virgins, wives, or whores.  Any woman who defied categorization was severely othered by her society.  Jankowski argues that the character of Isabella, by being an adult female virgin, rather than a wife, as adult women were expected to be, could be recognized as a queer individual.  The Early Modern period demanded a gendered economy, where, unlike men, women’s identities were completely anchored in their marital and sexual status, and in Measure for Measure, Shakespeare makes it abundantly clear not only that these categories existed, but also that the patriarchal society strictly required women to conform to their given, acceptable roles.  In my paper, I would like to extend Jankowski’s argument, in conjunction with DiGangi’s assertion that sexual categories accompany marital ones, to claim that any woman occupying a non-normative marital or sexual role can be identified as a queer character within Measure for Measure.
Marriage: The Origin of Female Roles
During Shakespeare’s time, the dominant and State sponsored religion was Protestantism.  Protestantism had replaced Catholicism as the popular and practiced religion of the English people, and came with a new set of “beliefs,” or rules.  The most central of these to my argument are the Protestant ideologies surrounding sex, celibacy, and marriage.  The English shift from Catholicism to Protestantism was accompanied by a shift in what was predominantly considered to be the most admirable, righteous path that Christ’s followers could choose.  Under the previous system of Catholicism, this path was one of eternal chastity, whereas under Protestantism, the most highly sought after path changed directions to one concerning marriage and the production children.

Catholic sentiments argued that virginity was a superior condition to obtain compared to marriage.  In her book, Jankowski notes that “St. Augustine’s beliefs that consecrated virgins were ‘a greater blessing’ than the married, and that the desire for children ‘must not be thought capable of making up for the loss of virginity’” were fundamental tenets of Catholic thought, as well as critical components to the Catholic dialogues revolving around sexuality (Pure Resistance 10).  Thus, in a society dominated by Catholicism, women were not only able, but encouraged to remain unmarried, and live a life free from male dominance in the domestic sphere.
  Margaret King comments that “Catholicism has posed two goods for women: the greater one of fruitful virginity, the lesser one of procreative marriage.  Protestantism posed only one: the latter.” (136).
King’s use of the word “fruitful” is illuminating here, as Protestantism would associate procreation as the more “fruitful” pursuit due to its production of offspring.  Measure for Measure refers to the products of sexual intercourse as something “That from the seedness the bare fallow brings/To teeming foison, even so her plenteous womb/Expresseth his full tilth and husbandry,” fruitful is a word that would fit quite nicely with this passage (1.4.43-45).  Additionally, Protestantism would associate a state of perpetual virginity as a barren one, since it would produce no offspring.
Indeed, Protestantism completely rejected the notion that chastity was a more honorable pursuit than marriage, and valued marriage with a “new conviction,” as all women were compelled to go forth and create “productive” marriages with men (King 136).  Activists like Martin Luther and John Calvin professed chastity as a condition of barrenness, not virtue, and argued that childbearing was a noble act and sexual union an “honorable pleasure.”
  Protestantism then, primarily signaled for women as a whole “a revolution in the nature of her responsibility to the family,” and dictated that women who “wished to pursue the spiritual life would do so…amid household hubbub,” in lieu of a convent or nunnery (King 136).  In other words, women should be more concerned with their earthly, familial duties, rather than a commitment to God to keep their bodies pure and untainted.
The shift from Catholicism and chastity to Protestantism and marriage, then, directly caused the assignation of women’s available social roles as maid/virgin, wife, and widow, maritally speaking, and virgin, wife, and whore, sexually speaking.  The marital categories were intended to be occupied chronologically, as it was thought to be a natural progression for Early Modern women to go from maids (virgins awaiting marriage), to wives (married women with a sexual partner in their husbands), to widows (women once again chaste, since their husbands had died).  It is also noteworthy that the only sexual category which does not parallel a marital one is that of “whore.”  A woman who was destined for marriage, married, or had been married was never allowed or expected to be a whore, sexually speaking.  Whores, women with more than one sexual partner, were the outliers in these groupings.  Furthermore, non-married women past the stage of maidenhood who were not whores were left without an acceptable or comprehendible category.   The only justification for a woman lacking marriage could be that she was a whore.  So, if she actually wasn’t a whore, and wasn’t married, what was she?  This is a question Shakespeare addresses in Measure for Measure, and one which I will address in my paper.
With marriage acting as the dominant societal institution, and its becoming imperative for the functioning of patriarchal society, these roles were necessary to ensure female cooperation within the system. Women were virgins only until they were married, as David Cressy writes “virginity was supposed to be prized until marriage” and was then yielded to the bride’s husband, since “marriage entailed licensed sexual activity and led to lawful procreation.  It made two bodies of one flesh.  Sexual intercourse outside of marriage was fornication, but within marriage it was pleasing to the Lord” (280, 290).  Therefore, virginity was merely a transitional state for women in the Early Modern period, and after getting married, sex was encouraged.  Another way to refer to this transitional state was as maidenhood, informed by the fact that losing one’s virginity was also called “giving up the maidenhead,” with maidenhead meaning virginity, vagina, and sexual innocence.  Any role women occupied outside of the sanctioned marital and sexual categories put them outside of the realm of marriage, resisting “incorporation into the [Early Modern] sexual economy” and serving as a threat to patriarchal society (Jankowski Pure Resistance 192).
A resistant woman is one who did not belong to any of the given marital and/or sexual classifications, or perhaps more than one.  Either way, a resistant woman could not be pinned down or defined within the system, and thus confounded it.  For example, a woman who was pregnant by the only man she had ever slept with, but not married, was a wife in the sexual sense of having only one partner, but not a wife in the marital sense, yet she was also not a virgin.  A woman like this befuddled the patriarchy since it was impossible to effectively put her into any category.  She was not even a whore, since she did not have more than one partner.  Men attempted to control women who did not conform on their own by forcing them to marry.  Through marriage, women’s activities and responsibilities could be understood and sanctioned within Early Modern patriarchal society.
The Demonstration of the Early Modern Marital/Sexual Economy in Measure for Measure
The events in Measure for Measure, particularly the events making up the play’s conclusion in which most of the play’s female characters are married off and initiated into the patriarchy, mirror the social practices of Early Modern England.  In fact, Stanley Wells refers to Vienna as “a thinly disguised London” (123).  In her essay, “Performing Social Practice: The Example of Measure for Measure,” Victoria Hayne also articulates this notion: “The audience was being asked to recognize in ‘Vienna’ their own familiar London.  Measure for Measure builds upon this recognition and upon the complex of social attitudes and emotional responses it would have prompted” (8-9).  In other words, the audience would have seen how the marriages in the play were operating—as a method of patriarchal control—and would perhaps have developed or realized some personal sentiments regarding the institution and their society they weren’t even aware that they possessed.  Also, female audience members could have come to realizations about their subjugation by means of marriage.  Through the play, Shakespeare pointed out the fallacies and evils of the marital institution that Early Modern citizens might not have recognized otherwise.
Measure for Measure makes the desperation of patriarchy painfully obvious.  It draws particular attention to the fact that men needed to reproduce children, and hence they needed women/wives, in order to lawfully preserve the system under which they flourished—patriarchy.  Cressy elaborates on this idea: “Without childbirth there could be no patriarchy, without human procreation no social reproduction.  The woman’s work of child-bearing made mouths to feed and hands to work, new subjects, citizens, and Christians” (15).  The most important thing to take away from Cressy’s statement is that without women, there would be no child-bearing, no procreation, and no social reproduction.  The entire system depended on whether women fulfilled their role.  Without them, patriarchy would crumble.

It makes total sense, then, that men would have strong anxieties about women’s sexuality and the power which it holds.  Too much sexuality, whoredom, created reproductive chaos in which it was difficult or impossible to tell who was a “lawful” citizen, and which child belonged to which father.  Measure for Measure is especially interested in defining and limiting female sexuality, as DiGangi writes “the relentless definition and manipulation of female sexuality in Measure for Measure is the graphic symptom of male anxiety about female agency” (590).  Thus, by analyzing the ways in which men label and confine female sexuality, we can “discover a fear of dangers thought to ensure from a woman’s control over her own body” (DiGangi 590).
The main plot device driving the play’s action is Claudio’s death sentence for having premarital sexual intercourse with his fiancé, Juliet, and his sister Isabella’s attempts to redeem him from this fate.  The events that unfold reveal the play’s female characters as defiant in terms of the normative categorizations of patriarchy.  Isabella is certainly the play’s heroine, and has an abundant number of lines, until the play’s final scene, of course, in which she is rendered speechless by the Duke’s “proposal.”  Mariana and Juliet can be considered relatively minor characters compared to Isabella’s significant part.  Each of these three characters, however, occupies a non-normative, and thus queer space within the world of Measure for Measure, and demonstrates how women in Early Modern England could have just as easily done so.

By the end of the play, the male characters have successfully rehabilitated Mariana and Juliet into normative positions that they can accept and control.  It is also possible that Isabella is manipulated back into a non-queer position, but her lack of lines during the play’s final scene makes this a non-definitive fact.  It is highly likely, though, that Isabella would have been forced via legal means to accept the Duke’s proposal and get married, which would have transformed her queer position into a normative one filled with wifely duties.  I will show how each of these women is queer at the play’s outset, and how, by the conclusion of the dramaturgy, each of them is encouraged, persuaded, and ultimately forced to adhere to an acceptable social categorization by the play’s male characters.  Furthermore, I will show that the marital institution is the means by which the drama’s patriarchal society reorients Juliet, Mariana, and Isabella into roles which they can control and understand.
Juliet

Juliet’s pregnant offered ocular proof of her categorical defiance.  It indicated that she had violated the expectations associated with the role patriarchal society required her to play at this stage in her life—that of the virgin maid, not yet married.  When discussing Juliet, Mario DiGangi remarks that her “indeterminate marital status may confer no fixed name, but her body sufficiently indicated the sexuality which has marred her reputation” (593).  Juliet’s situation isn’t easily remedied by labeling her as a whore though, because she has only slept with one man, Claudio, who she is engaged to.  Juliet’s characteristics make her unsuitable for any of the given categories.  She is not a wife, because her marriage to Claudio has yet to be solemnized by the Church/State, and thus she is also not a widow.  She is clearly not a virgin either, since she is “with child” (1.2.146).  Whores were identified by their sexual habit of sleeping with more than one person, and Juliet has only slept with Claudio, so she does not fit appropriately into that category either.

Juliet is a passive character and is virtually silenced throughout the play.  She appears on stage in only three scenes, and of those three, she speaks in only one.  Juliet’s suppression is a direct result of her “indeterminate” status, given away by her pregnancy.  As Mistress Overdone notes, it is Claudio whose “head is to be chopped off/…for getting Madam Julietta with child” (1.2.63-67).  Notice she does not say he is being sentenced for having sexual intercourse with Juliet, but, rather specifically, she states that his execution will be for getting Juliet pregnant.  Here, Mistress Overdone’s language reinforces the idea that without Juliet’s visual symptoms of cultural defiance—ie pregnancy—none of the other citizens would have become wise to their illicit fornication.  Another way to look at Claudio’s punishment is that he is suffering because he aided his fiancé in resisting the patriarchal norms by getting her pregnant without securing an official, Church/State sponsored, declaration of marriage and thereby insisting upon her adherence to a normative role.  By impregnating Juliet, he pushed her into a visibly non-normative role.

During a conversation with Escalus, Angelo comments on law’s loophole that would have allowed Claudio and Juliet to go about their business without discovery had she not become pregnant: “What knows the law/that thieves do pass on thieves?  What’s open made to justice,/That justice seizes.  Tis very pregnant:/The jewel that we find, we stoop and take’t/Because we see it, but what we do not see/We treat upon and never think of it” (2.1.21-25).  Angelo’s use of the word “pregnant” as a stand in for the word clear or obvious is compelling, since Juliet’s biological pregnancy is the only thing making her decategorization known to the patriarchy.  Some other synonyms for pregnant that are telling and indicative both in terms of the play’s use of the word and of the biological condition.  Not only is Juliet’s belly pregnant in the biological sense of the word, but it is also pregnant in terms of revealing her resistance, active or passive, to the social roles assigned to women.  She is both pregnant with a baby, and pregnant with categorical rebelliousness.  Fiona McNeill refers to Juliet’s designation as a “maid with child” as an “oxymoronic” and “paradoxical” condition (105).

As stated, Juliet appears on stage in only three scenes, and in two she does not speak.  The first instance when we see Juliet on stage occurs in scene 1.2.  In this scene, the provost is publically escorting Claudio and Juliet to prison.  Lucio asks Claudio, “Is lechery so looked after?” to which he responds “Thus stands it with me…it chances/The stealth of our most mutual entertainment/With character too gross is writ on Juliet” (1.2.133-145).  Claudio frames his response in such a way that indicates what I have already argued.  It “chances” that in his case, lechery is “so looked after” directly because it can be seen by those who enforce the law.  Claudio insinuates that had their “mutual entertainment” not been “writ on Juliet” in the form of her pregnancy, then lechery would not have been so looked after in his case.  Here, Claudio’s sentiment echoes Angelo’s in that justice only seizes what is “open made” to it.

Juliet is present on the stage in this scene and yet she has no lines; Claudio does all the talking.  Additionally, Claudio’s language posits Juliet’s physical body as “the available site of male inscription” and designates her large, pregnant stomach as “an eloquent narrative of her illicit desires” (DiGangi 593-594).  Indeed, Juliet’s protruding stomach definitively reveals her failure to occupy a normative social role to all those who are not blind.  Her pregnancy makes her offence so “pregnant,” as Angelo would say, that it is not even necessary or allowable for her to speak in her own defense, or in that of her husband’s.

Lucio’s question of whether “lechery [was] so looked after” is even more telling when considering the definition of the term lechery.  According to The Oxford English Dictionary, lechery meant “the habitual indulgence of lust,” or “lewdness of living.”  The law enforcement officials of Vienna are looking after lechery in both senses of the term defined by the OED above.  Clearly, Claudio and Juliet have been having sexual intercourse often enough for her to conceive, and since this was taking place outside of marriage, it would definitely have been defined as lust.  What is more, though, is their participation in the “lewdness of living.”  
The OED defines lewdness as “Ignorance, want of skill, knowledge, or good-breeding, foolishness, wickedness, evil behavior.”  Juliet, by being pregnant and having sex outside of wedlock, has been living lewdly in the eyes of patriarchal society.  They view her lifestyle as wicked, evil, and foolish due to its non-normative tendencies.  If Juliet and Claudio’s marriage had been solemnized, Juliet would have taken on the social role of the wife and her categorization would have been obvious and easily accomplished, and her lifestyle would have been considered appropriate and righteous.  Since this occurred without the marital institution, though, Juliet failed to take on a normative role, and Claudio, in participating in the process that brought her to the non-normative position we find her in at the beginning of Measure for Measure, is guilty by association.  DiGangi writes that Juliet’s “pregnant body signifies her ability to satisfy her own desires…rather than her obligation to express and fulfill Claudio’s ‘husbandry’” (605).  To expand upon DiGangi, not only does her pregnancy show that she is capable of fulfilling her own sexual desires, beyond the confines of Church/State sanctioned sex within marriage, but it further serves to threaten patriarchy in that it proves that women do not always remain premaritally chaste simply because they are told to do so.

Juliet is queer in her patriarchal environment because of her perplexing status as a maid with child.  McNeill comments interestingly that before Juliet is even seen on stage for the first time her ‘condition is represented as the result of extreme cultural confusion” (107).  This is demonstrated by the conversation between Pompey and Mistress Overdone that takes place earlier in the scene.  Mistress Overdone, referring to Claudio, asks Pompey “Is there a maid with child by him?” to which Pompey responds, “No, but there’s a woman with maid by him” (1.2.83-85).  Mistress Overdone’s question is one that cannot be coherently answered; the idea of a maid with child would have made no sense to members of the Early Modern culture.  A maid was a virgin, and virgins could not be pregnant, therefore a maid with child was an impossible position to occupy.  A woman could either be with child, or be a maid.  Pompey’s response that there is “a woman with maid by him” furthers the notion that a maid was a woman who was untouched, untainted by sex—so virginal that Pompey compared a maid to an unborn baby.  A maid with child is simply a “contradiction in terms,” a concept that cannot possibly be logically understood.  Using the adjective “with child” to modify the noun “maid” was like trying to shove two puzzle pieces together that simply would never fit (107).


Although Juliet’s pregnancy reflects Claudio’s “full tilth and husbandry,” it does not promise fruitfulness in the eyes of patriarchal society.  Instead, it poses a threat to the social order and “evokes the anxiety of lawmakers about where to put a pregnant maid – what to call her, how to house her, how to punish her, how to reintegrate her into the community, and where to put the child” (107).  The only logical way Juliet is described is as a “fornicatress” (2.2.22).  


Juliet only has ten lines, and they all are uttered during Act II, Scene III during her conversation with the Friar/Duke.  He asks her, “Repent you, fair one, of the sin you carry?” (2.3.20).  Here, the Duke equates Juliet’s pregnancy with premarital sex (the sin) and simultaneously designates her unborn child as a sin itself.  Because the baby was created out of fornication instead of within wedlock, Juliet’s pregnancy doesn’t serve to advance patriarchy as it would within marriage, but instead completely undermines its very foundations.

The most noteworthy bit of their dialogue occurs when the Duke asks Juliet if her and Claudio’s sin was committed mutually or not.  She responds, that it was, and the Duke states “Then was your sin of heavier kind than his” (2.3.30).  Not only were the results of their sin literally heavier for Juliet, as she is incredibly pregnant, but figuratively as well.  Claudio was not violating his social role as men were either husbands, or not.  Since they did not produce children—heirs, and thus were not responsible for the integrity and advancement of society directly, and also because they were dominant in social discourse, the consequences of Claudio’s behavior were not as threatening, if at all threatening, when compared to the consequences of Juliet’s behavior.  Juliet’s sin was “heavier” because it threatened the patriarchal order and put her outside their understanding.


At the end of the Duke commands Claudio to marry Juliet, even though, for all intents and purposes, they were already married before the play began.  Since they were not married by the patriarchal authorities though, their bond did not suffice.  He says “She, Claudio, that you wronged, look you restore” (5.1.518).  What is compelling about the Duke’s phrasing of his command is that in Act II, Scene III, the Duke was acting as if Juliet was the one who wronged Claudio.  Here though, in front of his peers and many other women, where society is watching, the Duke says that Claudio has wronged Juliet.  I believe that the Duke frames his command to Claudio in such a way because of the patriarchal power dynamic at stake here.  Claudio is the one who is granted the power to marry Juliet, and not the other way around.  Claudio is the one who will restore both of their positions within society, while Juliet is merely a speechless pawn required to follow whatever direction is given to her.  Had the Duke said, “He, Juliet, that you wronged, look you restore,” he would have been giving Juliet agency to marry Claudio, completely turning the patriarchal power dynamic on its head.  During the Early Modern period, women didn’t marry men, men married women.  So, when the question is “who sinned the most?” the answer is Juliet, but when the question is, “who can fix this?” the answer is not Juliet—the party responsible—but it is Claudio, the man, the one with the penis, and thus the power.
I stated earlier that marriage is the means by which women occupying non-normative, and thus queer societal roles are reformed, and this is the case with Juliet.  The final scene in which she appears is the play’s last, in Act V, Scene I.  She appears on stage with Claudio and is said to enter “with a baby” (5.1.470).  Claudio’s presence is mentioned right away, but Juliet’s is not acknowledged until the play’s very last monologue in which the Duke indirectly refers to her, and not even by name: “She, Claudio, that you wronged, look you restore” (5.1.518).  Shakespeare references Claudio and Juliet’s situation with one sentence as the Duke directs Claudio to “restore” Juliet.  Claudio will not only restore Juliet from a bad reputation and lack of societal respect, but will ensure she does not become a “lewd mother” through their marriage (109).
  Instead of remaining queer, defiant, and non-normative, Juliet is “restored” into the patriarchal order by means of the marital institution.  By marrying Claudio, Juliet takes on the non-queer, normative role of wife, both sexually and maritally.

Mariana

The most well-defined instance of patriarchal classifications for women in Measure for Measure occurs during a conversation between the Duke and Mariana.  At this point in the play, Mariana has come to occupy a non-normative, queer role.  Since she has had sexual intercourse with Angelo, but is not officially married to him, or even unofficially married to him, and also has not slept with anyone else, Mariana finds herself in the same predicament we found Juliet in, except minus the pregnancy.  She is unmarried, and thus a maid, yet she is not a virgin, and thus not a maid.

When Mariana enters the stage in Act V, Scene I, her face is veiled, concealing her identity from Angelo and the other characters on stage.  The Duke immediately demands that Mariana show him her face, to which she responds: “Pardon, my lord, I will not show my face/Until my husband bid me” (5.1.169-170).  The conversation that ensues between the Duke and Mariana perfectly exemplifies Shakespeare’s knowledge of the marital and sexual categories that were imposed on women in his society. It proceeds as follows:

DUKE: What, are you married?

MARIANA: No, my lord.

DUKE: Are you a maid?

MARIANA: No, my lord.

DUKE: A widow then?

MARIANA: Neither, my lord.

DUKE: Why, you are nothing then: neither maid, widow, nor wife? (5.1.171-177)

Nowhere in the play is it more explicitly demonstrated that a woman must belong to a proper social role to be considered as a legitimate person within patriarchal Early Modern society.  The Duke declares that since Mariana does not fall into any of the acceptable categories, then she is “nothing.”  During Shakespeare’s time, “nothing” was often used as a slang term for “vagina.”  In Mariana’s case, she is indeed “nothing” to patriarchal society—merely a wayward vagina, fumbling around without fitting into any of the available, expected roles for women.  She is not a wifely woman, a virginal woman, a whorish woman, or widowed woman, and thus she is just simply a woman.  This was unacceptable to the men in the society.  A woman could not simply exist without being bound by the patriarchy in some fashion.

Mariana does not conform to society’s expectations, being at odds with both the measures of marital and sexual classification.  She is not a maid, since she has slept with Angelo.  She is not a wife, since no marital solemnization has taken place between the two, and, having never been married before, she cannot be a widow either.  Sexually speaking, she is neither virgin, nor whore, nor wife.  Mariana, by engaging in sexual intercourse outside of marriage with only one person, is made queer in her society.  Mariana defies and confuses the patriarchal standards, a reality that the male characters seek to immediately remedy.  So, less than two hundred lines later, the Duke commands Angelo to “take her hence and marry her instantly” (5.1.371).  The marriage between Mariana and Angelo corrects the problem as soon as it is performed.  By marrying, Mariana becomes plainly defined as a wife, both in the marital and in the sexual sense.  Here, as was the case with Juliet, marriage functions as the means by which the patriarchal order rehabs a defiant, resistant woman.

Shortly after the Duke issues his command for marriage, he states his reasoning behind the order.  He says “Consenting to the safeguard of your honor,/I thought your marriage fit, else imputation,/For that he knew you might reproach your life/And choke your good to come” (5.1.413-416).  The Duke openly admits that he demanded the marriage in order to protect Mariana’s “honor,” a concept that was entirely dependent on her adherence, or lack thereof, to the categorical standards imposed on women by the patriarchy.  The Duke claims that by not marrying Angelo Mariana would ruin her chances of respect in her environment and become an other, queer.  In fact, by not marrying Angelo, Mariana would continue to defy the normative categories and occupy a queer space, which is unacceptable to the men of the play and also to patriarchal society en masse.

Again, as was the case with Juliet, the Duke seeks to restore Mariana to a normative, easily manipulated and monitored position within the society—that of wife.  As Jyotsna Singh states, The Duke “wishes to naturalize an ideology of sexual – and political – repression, under the guise of moral renovation,” so by acting as if he is ensuring Mariana’s virtue, the Duke attempts to veil his way of “naturalizing” Mariana (45).  His method of naturalizing, or domesticating her, is to force her into the marital institution.  Once she is married, she is safely within the domain of patriarchal control, and no longer serves to threaten the regime of heterosexual marriage and reproduction.

Isabella
The play’s heroine, Isabella, like Mariana and Juliet discussed before, is also outside the realm of acceptable sexual and marital categorizations women were allotted, and thus, queer.  Isabella is an adult virgin, desiring and intending to remain as such for her entire life.  Jankowski helpfully elucidates that “perpetually virgin women acted as a threat to the sexual economy of Early Modern England” because they “consistently resist[ed] their culture’s positioning of them as ‘dominated’ and [tried] to construct their lives in opposition to patriarchal social systems,” and furthermore that “a virgin represent[s] [a] sexual position that did not include men” (Queerying 220-221).  Not only is Isabella of age to marry but still single, she is taking this opposition to normative roles a step further by being on the verge of entering a nunnery with a strict reputation when the play opens.  By becoming a nun Isabella not only ensures her eternal virginity, but takes her resistance to an entirely new, more significant level by ensuring that not only will she never have to have sexual intercourse with men and bear their children, but further that she will never have to accept their company at all, even in conversation.  As a perpetual virgin, Isabella actively, openly, and willingly defies that social categorizations of Early Modern Europe.

Isabella is not a maid, since as a nun she will never get married, and thus is not within the transitional stage of maidenhood.  She is also not a wife or a widow.  Sexually speaking, Isabella does not occupy any of the social roles as they are defined by patriarchy.  While there is a sexual role for “virgins,” it is understood that that role is only temporary in nature, and Isabella intends for her virginal status to remain intact for as long as she lives.  By refusing to ever give up her virginity, Isabella occupies a non-normative role within her society, and thus makes herself queer from the norm.  Isabella’s Catholic-like pursuit of sisterhood is at odds with the Protestant ideology that marriage was a more noble pursuit than virginity.  DiGangi synthesizes this expertly: “The virgin is threatening for her lack of sexuality, for her denial of normative sexual functions and gender roles” (595).  Whereas Juliet was “an impressionable piece of flesh,” whose offences were grossly written on her body, Isabella is unable to be made into a narrative of patriarchal dominance (DiGangi 596).

Because Isabella’s desire to remain a virgin for life threatens the patriarchal order so immediately, the play’s male characters are compelled to control, even activate her sexuality and destroy her status as a virgin.  They are startled by her chastity, as Lucio demonstrates upon first glimpse of her: “Hail virgin…as those cheek red roses/Proclaim you are no less” (1.4.17-18).  Angelo, enchanted by Isabella’s chaste nature, attempts to sully it by bribing her that he will pardon her brother from execution if she were to “lay down the treasures of [her] body” and “[yield] [it] up to [his] will” (2.4.196-164).  

Angelo even goes so far as to question Isabella’s existence as a female.  He says “Be that you are,/That is, a woman; if you be more, you’re none./If you be one, as you are well expressed/By all external warrants, show it now/By putting on the destined livery…plainly conceive” (2.4.134-141).  A woman in Early Modern society had to be a maid destined for marriage, a wife, or a widow, if not, then a whore.  But Isabella, as a perpetual virgin, was “more” than what a woman was allowed to be.  Angelo demands her to be an “actual” woman by “putting on the destined livery,” aka having sex with him and possibly “conceiving.”  DiGangi writes that taking chastity to an extreme, as Isabella does, “thrusts her past the boundaries of dependent womanhood into the realm of self-sufficient saint” (596).  It is the “self-sufficient” part of this equation that is the most threatening to the Early Modern patriarchy.  A self-sufficent woman meant a woman who did not need a man to live effectively.  If a woman did not need a man, then patriarchy could not survive, as men needed women to advance their way of life.

Isabella’s own brother also tries to convince her to give up her sexual autonomy by telling her “Sure it is no sin,/Or of the deadly seven it is the least” and “What sin you do to save a brother’s life,/Nature dispenses with the deed so far that it becomes a virtue” (3.1.110-137).  Claudio too, would like to see Isabella give up her own virginity so that he can live.
With Angelo and Claudio’s attempts having failed, the Duke then attempts to remove Isabella’s queer virgin status, but unlike previous attempts using sex as the weapon, he uses marriage, which, as seen in Mariana’s case, was a highly effective way to conform resistant women. He commands: “for your lovely sake/Give me your hand and say you will be mine,” and states that “What’s mine is yours and what is yours is mine.” The Duke’s “proposal” doesn’t really seem like a question. His logic is that she should marry him for her “lovely sake,” in the sense that by solemnizing their vows she will become un-othered and her queer status as an adult virgin would vanish. Instead of being ostracized by society for her resistance, she would instead be accepted her for her adherence to normative values. His statement that what is Isabella’s would become his following their union does not exlude her virginity. As a married woman, she would lose her sexual agency, and become obligated to have sex with her husband.

The play concludes with this “proposal” from the Duke, and Isabella has no further lines.  Shakespeare does not give her the opportunity to respond, leaving the ending ambiguous as to whether patriarchy has succeeded in reeling in Isabella’s resistance to normative categorizations. Personally, I’d like to believe that Isabella ran away from him and shut the doors of the convent in his face, but, sadly, the text is unclear.  Whether or not the Duke’s attempt is actually carried through and the marriage between him and Isabella takes place doesn’t matter—Shakespeare has made his point that the marital institution was the means by which the patriarchal society in Early Modern Protestant England reformed women who had taken on non-normative roles and made them unqueer.
To Conclude


The play’s title, Measure for Measure, as it turns out, is very indicative as to the play’s substance.  The male characters in the play are highly concerned with classifying the female characters in the play based on their measures of marital and sexual status.  If the women’s marital measure and sexual measure did not make sense and/or correspond, the male’s enforced marriage on them in order to make sure that became the case.


The main point being, women who fell outside the realm of virgin, maid, wife, widow, or whore threatened the patriarch order in as much as they could not be controlled by it unless they fell within their society’s normative values and available roles.  To combat this, men forced women to marry.  The women in the play, although queer at the outset, are overtaken by patriarchy’s tyranny and are made unqueer by the play’s end, through the institution of marriage.  

In the play’s final scene, Angelo remarks: “I do perceive/These poor informal women are no more/But instruments of some more mightier member/That sets them on” (5.1.234-237).  I believe this quote perfectly sums up the substance of my argument.  “These women” references Mariana and Isabella, but could also include Juliet.  He calls them informal because at the time at which he said it, they were all occupying non-normative, queer roles within their society.  The “mightier member” Angelo refers to can be interpreted as the patriarchal dominance and/or the marital institution that ultimately subdues their resistance in the end.  Overall, the women in the play are unable to sustain non-normative roles in their society, and are rehabilitated back into the patriarchal system through marriage.
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� For more information on the Catholic discourse regarding sex and marriage, see Jankowski’s book, Pure Resistance, pp10-12


� Martin Luther said this of marriage in Enarrationes in 1 Librum Mose.


� See the chapter entitled “Pregnant maids and the new bastardy laws” in Fiona McNeill’s book, cited below, for a more in depth discussion of Juliet and the use of the term “maid.”


� For more on Juliet’s status pre-restoration, “lewd-mothers”, legitimate vs illegitimate births and children, as well as their ramifications, see McNeill’s book, specifically the chapter entitled “Pregnant maid and the new bastardy laws.”






