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The topic of the intersection between current social justice issues and Shakespeare’s plays is a
riveting concept, evocative of interest in academic sense. In trying to open as many doors as
possible to Shakespeare’s dramatic universe and through the lens of social justice, we have
employed a mix of theoretical frames in the literary analysis of several of his literary texts.
Most specifically, we have employed the tenets of New Historicism, Feminist Literary
Criticism, Cultural Materialism, and Deconstruction in the in-depth analysis in terms of the
perspectives of social justice issues prevalent in the public discourse in the 21% century.
Shakespeare was an extremely sensitive sensor of new ideas with great impact upon society.
Given the complexity of his works, it is only natural that the in-depth analysis provides
novelties in the findings and a permanent change of the angle of our approach. The aim has
been to provide an extensive, thorough, and comprehensive new evaluation of social justice
issues by using and exploring various mechanisms in different genres through comparative
analysis of several Shakespearean plays. The appeal to non-literary discourses, justified by
Shakespeare’s encyclopaedic culture, has also lent our thesis an interdisciplinary character. The
thesis is divided into four chapters corresponding to the foci of our theorized and applied
approach: CHAPTER I: Shakespeare through the Lens of Contemporary Theories; CHAPTER
II. Historicizing Shakespeare; CHAPTER III. Theorised Approaches to Shakespearean Plays
with a Focus on Social Justice, and CHAPTER IV. Teaching Shakespeare in Terms of Social

Justice.

With this analysis, we aimed to understand the mechanisms operating within a play in terms
of plot and character development, functions and reactions of characters in different types of
plays, the construction of characters, etc. For that purpose, it is important to direct our attention
towards detailed reviews of forms of subversive actions, resistance, self-abnegation, all of them
exhibited in the actions of characters and as provided in the literary texts. Such an undertaking
implies the reconsideration of Shakespeare’s role today, which is why the application of literary
theories to texts of his plays has been executed in a way that they become part of new and
renewed conversations and practices of social justice. The direction into which this undertaking
is headed is clarification of the types of disproportion in power brought about by gender, race,

sexual orientation, class, religious belief (or lack thereof), etc., as demonstrated in the literary



texts. The focus is on a selection of Shakespeare’s plays from the late Elizabethan and early
Jacobean eras. The generic kind of comedy — light or dark, which was closer to tragicomedy -
was employed in the writing of The Merchant of Venice and Measure for Measure. The tragical
plots characterize the more socially oriented chronicle plays (Hamlet, Macbeth), the Roman
plays (e.g. Coriolanus), but also racially conscious tragedies such as Othello, the Moor of

Venice.

In the illustration of the nature and significance of the attacks on the established system, first
an understanding should ensue of the ways in which these attacks operated at the time the plays
in question were written. For that purpose, the historical and cultural context in which
Shakespeare and his original audience lived is reviewed. The nature and significance of the
attacks on the established system are exposed by a previous elaboration of the specificities of
that order, in terms of patriarchy, the position of women, racism, alterity, class, the relationship
with the environment, etc. In that way, it has been asserted that historical literatures can speak

to the demands of the current moment.

In the first chapter, the main theoretical preliminaries as literary critical apparatuses are
presented. The poststructuralist concept deconstruction established by Jacques Derrida is
presented in terms of the general sense of poststructuralism being “in opposition to inherited
ways of thinking in all provinces of knowledge” and mainly aimed at undertaking to
“destabilize”, “undermine”, and ‘“subvert” what is recognized as fundamental beliefs in
“traditional modes of discourse in Western civilization” (Abrams, p.239). A deconstructive
literary analysis of a Shakespearean play is explained as revolving around reading of the
literary text in which potential meanings are explored. Such a reading is explained to focus not
only on identifying binary oppositions, but also and especially on deconstructing them in ways
that displace and reassert the two terms of the binary opposition within the non-hierarchical

relationship of difference.

Since the aim of this paper is to provide an in-depth analysis of several Shakespearean plays in
terms of prevalent social justice issues which would uncover a new perspective on
Shakespeare’s relevance and responsibility to the real world today, the delineation of the
historical background makes up a considerable portion in such an attempt. The theory of New
Historicism has been sensibly selected as the primary theoretical tool by which an examination
has been carried out of the literary texts of the chosen Shakespearean plays, their relationship

with the cultural system in which they were primarily written, as well as the cultural system in



which they are produced nowadays. New Historicists believe that “it makes no sense to separate
literary texts from the social context around them because such texts are the product of complex
social exchanges or negotiations” (Booker 138). A large part of this paper has been based on
the prolific literary creation of Stephen Greenblatt, the literary critic who established New
Historicism as an approach to literary criticism that mandates the interpretation of literature in

terms of the milieu from which it emerged.

Another important literary critical theory which provided a solid structure for analysis of
literary texts and is often combined with or even built upon aspects of New Historicism is
Cultural Materialism. Cultural Materialism is applied to a literary text by reading the text in a
manner which allows to make up for its past, i.e. the context of the exploitation from which it
arose. The emphasis is on those elements in the present transmission and contextualization of

the work that caused that past to be lost.

In the analysis of the prevalence of topics connected to social justice issues in Shakespearean
drama, it has been important to turn to feminist literary criticism, since social justice is
intrinsically connected with feminism as a movement. The apparatus of feminist literary
criticism was specified through the Elaine Showalter’s approach in representation of a female
character and the analysis of important gender and femaleness issues as supplied in her essay
“Representing Ophelia: women, madness, and the responsibilities of feminist criticism”. The
treatment of gender identity in Showalter’s analysis is profound and extensive. Showalter turns
to French feminist theory according to which the feminine in patriarchal discourse can only be
represented as madness, incoherence, fluidity, or silence. The many different representations
of the character of Ophelia in Shakespeare’s Hamlet are viewed as demonstrating the
ideological specificities of the period in which they were made, emerging as discussions
between the main and the feminist stances in times of gender crisis and redefinition. Showalter
maintains that the multitude of representations allows for the experiencing of Ophelia in an
appropriate fashion, depending on the lens through which she is perceived, thus identifying

subversive elements against the patriarchy,

Another feminist outlook analysed in this dissertation was the compilation of responses by
feminist theorists to Derrida’s work, in particular to the issues of gender, identity, and the
construction of the subject. A lot of dilemmas are opened with the reopening of the question of
woman by Derrida, for which the stances of feminist authors such as Rawlinson, Gallop, Feder

and Zakin are taken into consideration. Reading Derrida in an attempt to investigate women’s



questions provides new perspectives of female characters and the recognition of their

subversive potential.

Shakespeare’s women in recent feminist criticism are taken into consideration through the
outlook of Heidi Caroline Keck, who attempts to find the occurrences in which the female
characters in Shakespeare’s plays break stereotypes and provide for the feminine experience.
This is an examination of the challenges and expectations society poses to women. The
specificities of female experiences is sought for in literary and performance analysis, but also
exposed in the treatment of characters as three-dimensional people, thus ensuring the plays’

relevance nowadays.

In the second chapter, the circumstances in which Shakespeare’s plays were being written are
taken into consideration, especially in casting light on certain aspects of the plays which might
seem unclear or illogical. The forms and manners of subversion are detected and delineated as
those structures possessing undermining power against the dominant patriarchal forms.
Dramatic performances did not include openly specific information about English society;
however such pieces of information were reproduced through dramatic characters and actions.
The reading and re-reading of the well-known plays by Shakespeare, as well as their setting in
a new light, has uncovered subtle attacks on the established order. To expose those attacks, the
specificities of that established order have been elaborated, especially in terms of patriarchy,

the position of women, racism, alterity, class, etc.

The historical and cultural contexts in which Shakespeare’s plays were written are elaborated
in terms of the class structure of society in Renaissance England, the political and religious
contexts, and in terms of the prevalent ideas and culture. In terms of gender politics, the position
of women in Renaissance England and the proto-feminist aspects are reviewed as important.
Even though women were considered as lesser than men, that gender-based discrimination did
not reach women of higher social circles. An especially important specific of Shakespeare’s
England was that it was lead by Elizabeth I, whose silent actions testify to her willingness to
impose gender tolerance and inclusiveness for women. Dusinberre’s conclusion from
Shakespeare and the Nature of Women has been taken as a staple in this dissertation — that the
period of Elizabeth I’s reign was characterized by a feminist spirit, long before feminism

developed as a movement and thought.

Exploring the power of the theatre has been of special interest to this dissertation. By

discovering the reach of dramatic messages and analysing the theatre’s power as a medium, the



influence of Shakespeare as a public opinion creator is better explained. Drama in
Shakespearean times had the status of a ubiquitous social landmark and signifier of cultural
identity. The range of dramatic messages and the impact of the dramas were enormous. Theatre
was, amongst other things a type of a medium through which public opinion was created.
Discussions on important social issues were made via theatre, therefore in this dissertation it is

considered as a specific media tool which shaped and reflected society and social change.

In the third chapter, the literary critical apparatuses were applied to specific parts of the selected
literary texts from Shakespeare’s plays, and through the prism of social justice issues. Since
there are clear distinctions in the treatment of the social issues and especially in terms of their
interpretation and final resolutions which are based on genre, the analysis of the plays in terms
of different social issues has been carried out in two segments. The first segment is devoted to
the tragedies of the selected corpus, which include Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, and Coriolanus,
whereas the second segment is focused on the problem plays The Merchant of Venice and

Measure for Measure.

In literary critical theory tragedies are habitually associated with the so-called masculine
principles and masculine values, which are predominant in the patriarchy as a ruling concept
deeply embedded in the culture and day and age of Shakespeare, as well as nowadays. It is
because of that reason that tragedies, and especially Shakespearean tragedies, most often
revolve around depictions of power and its usage and wielding by, most often, male characters.
Shakespeare’s works are known for having the capacity to serve as a “political mirror” in
confronting the audiences with important societal issues, as well as drawing attention to their

subversive dimensions.

The subversive potential of the plays that have been subjected to analysis in this dissertation
has been seen in their potential to open debates about what was witnessed by the audiences.
That was done with Macbeth and Coriolanus, which have been explored in terms of the
demonstrated regard toward power, democracy and/or autocracy, especially within the
behaviours and attitudes of the eponymous characters. In line with the views of New
Historicism, these plays have been viewed not only through the lens of their relevance to the
political situation about which and in which they were originally written, but also considering
their significance in the new contexts in which they are performed and/or read. Shakespeare’s
plays have been viewed as dangerously undermining to authorities in the 20" century, whether

it was in Nazi Germany or later in the USSR and the countries adjacent to the Communist



Regime, which were “behind the Iron Curtain.” The existence of the so-called Living-Room
Theatre in former Czechoslovakia was given as proof of the conspicuous nature of Macbeth’s

undermining capacities.

In his plays, Shakespeare threads the action toward a solution to the difficulties posed by the
autocratic rule of the tyrant. The audience witnesses the mechanisms of autocracy in the
behaviour of the autocrats on stage, as well as the affected populace represented in the
characters surrounding the autocrat. Through selected excerpts from Macbeth and Coriolanus,
the many dimensions of autocracy and the mechanisms to deal with it are analysed and

presented in the application of the literary critical theories.

The literary texts of Othello and Hamlet have been explored in terms of gender and race bias.
Shakespeare recognizes the immutable structures of patriarchy which virtually force women
into servility and submissiveness, thus exposing them to abuse in the private and in the public
realms. The nuances and occurrences of such abuse have been explored in different dimensions
in the tragedies Hamlet and Othello, in the behaviour of both the victim (Ophelia and
Desdemona respectively) and the abuser (Hamlet and Othello). The patriarchy’s mercurial rules
and the impossibility of fulfilling them have been analysed in both Othello and Hamlet. The
analysis has shown that by putting Desdemona and Ophelia in a position of making an
impossible choice to comply with the patriarchy’s inequitable, unreasonable rules, Shakespeare
unsettles the elementary principles of a system which victimizes women and exposes them to
various forms of abuse and violence. In the uncovering of the debasement of the personalities
of the male characters and the emphasis on the fundamental female obligation to obey them,
lies the ingeniousness of Shakespeare’s sophisticated, yet effective undermining of the

patriarchal principles.

A more subtle manner of abuse directed at female characters is delineated in the identification
of their objectification and exposure to offensive, vulgar language and pornoglossia, which is
illustrated through examples from the literary texts of Othello and Hamlet. Both Desdemona
and Ophelia are victims of such verbal abuse. The women in these tragedies are commonly
objectified, insulted, and instrumentalized in a manner in which ultimately the power of the
patriarchy is exerted unequivocally and expediently. Shakespeare’s portrayal of intimate
partner abuse provides for the genuine essence of its intensification in both the abuser and the
abused party, whose behaviours, responses, and attributes are detailed with a meticulous

accuracy.



The utter violence induced by gender and race stereotypes in Othello was unavoidable in this
analysis. The literary text has been found to abound in evidence which directs toward Othello’s
inherent tendency to perpetrate violence. Certain excerpts from the literary texts are analysed
as providing the reason for Othello’s violent nature in his potential and quite possible PTSD.
Though Othello’s mind is poisoned by lago about Desdemona’s alleged infidelity, the analysis
has shown that the responsibility for committing the murder of Desdemona falls completely on

Othello’s shoulders.

The application of literary critical theories in this dissertation has been explored in terms of the
genre of comedies, specifically the so-called dark comedies or problem plays. In these plays,
the presented contradictions are not resolved in ways which are expected in genres such as
comedy or tragedy. The dark comedies which have been the subject of literary critical
exploration are Measure for Measure and The Merchant of Venice. These are both plays which
end in marriages, which by itself should be considered as a happy occurrence, yet in these plays
the marital related conclusion does not bespeak pure merriment. The analysis has focused
mainly on the dichotomy of justice and injustice. The seemingly simple, straight-forward term
"justice" has been examined and reassessed, whereas the tensions that exist between them have
been reevaluated within the context that conceives social justice as the elementary outlook
towards the texts. Through the literary analysis of the literary texts of the two plays, justice is
deconstructed, with neither of the dichotomy justice-injustice perceived as dominant. Justice
has not been restored, since the persistent taste of injustice remains bitter for all who witness
the settlements of the trials in the two plays. What constitutes justice for one party is perceived
as injustice by another. Justice has been deconstructed, while the elements of societal injustice
have become even more conspicuous. A nuanced and complex depiction is provided, which
highlights the deconstruction of justice in a poignant manner. New paths are taken in the literary
criticism of the given literary texts, which reflect the manners in which society constructs and

deconstructs the principles of justice and injustice.

The fourth chapter is focused on the intricacies of teaching Shakespeare in terms of social
justice. The chapter is focused on the connection between Shakespeare and education, in terms
of the literary critical theories all through the prism of social justice. An important dimension
of this exploration is the focus on the proof of how Shakespeare’s perspectives and attitudes
towards the world gradually change as his playwrighting progresses, encompassing the new
worldview and discoveries of the Renaissance whilst deserting the beliefs of the Medieval

times. Through the analysis of specific excerpts from many of his plays, especially the later



ones, it has been illustrated how Shakespeare presents novel scientific thought, but not as
immovable colossus of truth, but, in the manner of a true intellectual, as a blend of

precariousness and contradictions which motivate thought and reflection.

Another riveting aspect of the exploration of Shakespeare’s developing and gradually more
progressive attitudes is the unequivocal interest in democracy as solution so injustice issues.
Though Shakespeare’s individual viewpoints have never been confirmed, it remains a fact that
the ideas and attitudes expressed in his writing are illustrative of a governing which revolves
around the will of the people. What this analysis shows is that those democratic ideas expressed
in Shakespeare’s plays have been considered so dangerous by autocrats in the 20" century, so
much so that during Hitler’s regime, the literary text of Coriolanus was changed to suit the

Nazi’s propaganda, whereas Stalin banned the performances of Hamlet altogether.

While focusing on teaching Shakespeare and social justice, the intersection between service-
learning and Shakespeare has arisen as important for examination. Several examples of service-

learning in the process of teaching Shakespeare have been provided.

Other examples provided have been those of Shakespeare’s literary works employed in
teaching social justice. Segments of several volumes dedicated to this particular intersection

have been selected for illustration in this dissertation.

For the purpose of this dissertation, an online survey was conducted by which the attitudes of
students towards social justice issues in Shakespeare’s plays were analysed. The survey
targeted students from the Department of English Language and Literature at the Faculty of
Philology at the “Goce Delchev” University in Shtip, North Macedonia. The survey provides
insightful data on the students’ perceptions and attitudes towards the integration of social
justice themes in the study of Shakespeare’s works. The findings reveal a significant
recognition of social justice issues, and a majority of the participants acknowledged the

relevance of Shakespeare’s themes of power, privilege, and inequality in contemporary society.

The enduring power of Shakespeare’s work to engage with and illuminate issues of social
justice has been reaffirmed in this dissertation. By situating Shakespeare’s plays within the
broader context of social justice, the timeless relevance of his work has been honoured, and a
contribution has been made to the ongoing discourse on literature a s a catalyst for change. This
dissertation serves as a testament to the power of Shakespearean drama to provoke thought,

inspire action, and drive the quest for a more equitable world.



CONCLUSION

What one can conclude from reading Gary Taylor’s book, Reinventing Shakespeare: A Cultural
History from the Restoration to the Present (1990), is that postmodernist approaches to
Shakespeare differ from predecessors in that they are undertaken through the lens of some
theory, proceeding through conceptualization. None of the numerous theoretical schools that
emerged in the postwar period failed to include Shakespeare in their compass. We may even
say that they turned to Shakespeare to test their explanatory potential. No wonder we felt
motivated in opting for a theorised reading while trying to identify the contemporary relevance
of Shakespeare’s treatment of the theme of justice. The impressive amount of studies in
Shakespeare published since the middle of the last century prove that Shakespeare speaks to
our world in matters of vital importance to the human condition, such as justice and, implicitly,

human rights.

Our research has also a pragmatic finality, as the topic of justice has a justified place in the

curriculum of a society-oriented education, supported by the new concept of service-learning.

Numerous potential directions for future research emerge from the findings and analyses in this
dissertation, all of which could further explore the intersection between Shakespearean drama
and social justice issues. In terms of applying literary critical theories to Shakespeare’s texts, a
more detailed approach from the perspective of post-colonial criticism, queer theory and eco-
criticism can be taken into consideration. Those approaches would involve the examination of
themes like colonialism and imperialism, issues of race, identity, power dynamics;
representation of sexuality, gender fluidity and non-normative identities; as well as nature,
ecology, and human-environment relationships and their relevance to current environmental
issues. These literary critic analyses could expand on comparisons between Shakespeare’s
treatment of social justice issues with that of other of his contemporary playwrights, such as
Marlowe, Jonson, or Webster, but also a comparison with the plays influenced by Shakespeare,
written by modern-day authors, such as Tom Stoppard, Edward Bond, etc. Future research
could also adopt interdisciplinary approaches, integrating insights from sociology,
anthropology, and political science to further understand the social and political dimensions of

Shakespeare's plays.

Relating to the pedagogical implications discussed in this dissertation, analyses and studies
could be performed in the education processes in different educational institutions and systems,

which would delineate the impact of integrating Shakespeare’s drama into social justice



education. Such research could also be implemented in critical thinking skills development
through literature, as well as the enhancement of functional and media literacy. In terms of
media literacy, the research can expand on the usage of new media and digital channels and
mechanisms to spread and analyse and further revaluation of his works, as their literary texts

are made more easily accessible to contemporary audiences

The enduring power of Shakespeare’s work to engage with and illuminate issues of social
justice has been reaffirmed in this dissertation. By situating Shakespeare’s plays within the
broader context of social justice, the timeless relevance of his work has been honoured, and a
contribution has been made to the ongoing discourse on literature a s a catalyst for change. This
dissertation serves as a testament to the power of Shakespearean drama to provoke thought,

inspire action, and drive the quest for a more equitable world.
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