
William Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing explores a world in which gender roles 
dictate the lives and expectations of citizens in the small town of Messina. The play depicts a 
society where women are viewed as inferior to their male counterparts, often having little 
autonomy and are rarely expected to voice their views. Despite men being seen as holding a 
greater position in society, Shakespeare illustrates how the dichotomy between male power 
and female inferiority, as well as man’s prejudice against women, can result in tragedy and 
chaos. Finally, Shakespeare provides an alternative woman who challenges dogmatic 
societal views and acts as a true catalyst for change, breaking with the norms of the 
Elizabethan Era and refusing to allow her gender to determine her fate.  
 
Shakespeare depicts a world revolving around the deeply-held belief that women hold a 
lesser place in society when compared to their male counterparts, illustrating the manner in 
which females are often thought of as being meek and no more than the ‘daughter’ and an 
extension of their more powerful father. Shakespeare denotes Hero as the embodiment of 
the expectation of a woman in the Elizabethan Era, as she follows the patriarchal views of 
society and is praised for being ‘fair’ and possessing qualities which deem her to be ‘worthy’ 
of marriage. Moreover, Hero is regarded as a prize-like object, referred to as a ‘jewel’ that 
must be ‘bought’ by the lusting Claudio. Here, Shakespeare highlights the dominance of 
man, who regard women as objects who must be superficially evaluated to determine their 
‘worthiness’ for marriage. Furthermore, when Claudio is led to believe that Don Pedro stole 
Hero for himself, Benedick proclaims Don Pedro ‘stole your meat’, further reinforcing the 
sexist attitudes as well as the limited autonomy women had, particularly in the matters of 
love and marriage. Similarly, as Claudio wishes for Hero to ‘be [his] wife’, Don Pedro offers 
to ‘break’ with Leonato, exclaiming that Claudio ‘shalt have her’ and she ‘shalt be thine’. In 
doing so, it is made evident that the men of the Messina do not consider a woman’s voice or 
opinion in any matter, but rather believe that they are there for the taking and expected to be 
submissive and obedient, signifying the little to no dominion women have over their futures 
and fate.  
 
Although men ultimately have much greater dominance within the Elizabethan society, 
Shakespeare illustrates the manner in which the prejudice and scepticism towards women 
often results in tragic situations. Benedick boldly claims that he will ‘trust [no]’ woman, as he 
further insists that if he ever falls in love, Claudio and Don Pedro should ‘pluck off the bull's 
horns and set them in [his] forehead’. Here, Shakespeare’s utilisation of cuckolding jokes is 
characteristic of the common fear of having an unfaithful wife, suggesting that men are led to 
believe that women by nature are untrustworthy. However, Shakespeare also portrays how 
this seemingly light-hearted albeit flawed view of Elizabethan women can lead to the 
ruination of innocent reputations and unnecessary chaos. Don John’s malevolent plan to 
paint Hero as ‘disloyal’ is only aided further by the commonly held notion of the deceitful 
woman, illustrated by Claudio and Don Pedro’s willingness to ‘shame’ and ‘disgrace’ Hero 
before being presented with any evidence of her infidelity. This widespread belief spirals into 
tragedy as Hero is pronounced nothing more than a ‘rotten orange’ and an ‘approved 
wanton’, then spurned even by her own father who would rather her ‘not live’ than to bring 
‘shame’ to the family. Thus, Shakespeare reveals the vulnerability of women who can be 
falsely stripped of their honour in a world where man’s opinion reigns supreme and women 
have little opportunities to defend their actions with their voice.  
 
Despite the ingrained attitudes and gender roles within society which ultimately determine 
the fate of women in Messina, Shakespeare presents a woman who is unsatisfied with the 
dichotomy between man and woman and strives to challenge the skewed power dynamic. 
Beatrice defies the norms of her time, as she claims many times that she ‘[wishes]’ she 



‘could be a man’, refusing to conform to the expectations of a ‘good’ woman. Unlike Hero, 
Beatrice would ‘rather hear [her] dog bark at a crow than a man swear he [loves] her’, and 
claims it is a ‘blessing’ to not be married. Here, it is made clear that Beatrice contradicts 
expectations, with a sharp and sarcastic tongue and is unafraid to question the unfairness of 
men holding all the power in society. Likewise, Shakespeare exposes the fault of the 
supposed superiority of men, as Beatrice has ‘wit’ which matches or even exceeds that of 
her male counterparts. She engages in comical banter with Benedick, taunting him by 
comparing him to the ‘pestilence’. Shakespeare further contrasts Beatrice with the 
expectations of a woman through her attitude to marriage, which she exclaims she will not 
partake in until ‘God [makes] men of some other metal than earth’ for ‘men are dust and dirt, 
and what woman wants to be ruled by dirt’? This directly challenges the attitude of the 
‘perfect’ woman Hero, whose duty is to ‘make curtsy’, ‘please’ Leonato and willing to be 
married off in a transaction-like ceremony between father and husband. Thus, Shakespeare 
creates a radical woman who is adamant in voicing her opinions, rather than obeying quietly 
and becoming victim to the prevalent gender roles in society.  
 
Whilst the men in Much Ado About Nothing have ultimate control when compared to women 
over much of the unfolding events in the story, Shakespeare questions whether men being 
the holders of power is to blame for tragedy and unfortune in Messina. However, 
Shakespeare illustrates how women can fight for their equal status and challenge the 
patriarchal views of society by being outspoken and refusing to conform to expectations.  
 
 
 
 


