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Dawdling Androgynous Roles on Magical Islands   

“O wonder! / How many goodly creatures are there here! / How beauteous mankind is! / 

O, brave new world / That has such people in ’t!” (5.1.215-18). Miranda’s last words in the play, 

make excellent first words. Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1515) and William Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest (1610-11) include women within their imagined worlds. I contend that these women are 

socially androgynous when contrasted against other women in European Renaissance society 

based upon their greater equality with men in their education, power, and work. Both 

manuscripts also offer contrasting statements or hints/allusions to the contrary, suggesting that 

women are not completely androgynous by associating women with so-called traditional 

characteristics and statuses--weakness and property. For this essay, androgynous women have 

roles different than the traditional, prescribed stereotypes of European Renaissance society, 

resulting in greater equality through a blending/bending of gender roles.  

In The Tempest, as Duke Prospero of Milan explains why they arrived on the uninhabited 

island and how he educated Miranda, readers get the sense of her greater equality with men, thus 

her androgynous nature by nurture. Prospero asserts himself with authority and kindness, “Have 

I, thy schoolmaster, made thee more profit / Than other princes can, that have more time. / For 

vainer hours and tutors not so careful” (1.2.206-08). Prospero’s dedication to his art--magic and 

scholarship--would naturally result in him being well read. Consequently, he was an excellent 

tutor for his daughter. His expression “made thee more profit” indicates that he believes, with 
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validity, he taught her more than she otherwise would have learned as a woman in “ordinary” 

society. Prospero could even be considered a liberal thinker, as he believed his female child 

deserved a strong, self-assured education. Ironically, if Prospero and Miranda had stayed in 

Milan, Miranda would have received a lesser education by a non-family, male tutor. What is 

more, this training would have been more “appropriate” for a lady of the court, whereas courtly 

behavior was not one of Prospero’s priorities. His distracted preference for books had resulted in 

his and Miranda’s expulsion. Readers further get the impression that Miranda is wisely erudite--

both in wisdom and language--when she inquires, “What foul play had we that we came from 

thence? / Or blessèd was ’t we did?” (1.2.75-76). The fact that Miranda asks whether it is good 

or bad shows readers that she is cognizant of more than one-sided views. She recognizes that 

something which at first appears to be bad, may be good. The climax of Miranda’s education is 

shown symbolically when, near the end of the play, Prospero discovers his daughter playing 

chess with Ferdinand. I deem this to mean she is an intellectual equal.  

Likewise Utopia creates a society of women who are educated androgynously--gender 

blind. “[F]or though there are but few in any town that are so wholly excused from labor as to 

give themselves entirely up to their studies, these being only such persons as discover from their 

childhood an extraordinary capacity and disposition for letters;…men and women, are taught to 

spend those hours in which they are not obliged to work, in reading” (46). First, in Utopia both 

boys and girls receive equal schooling. And second, education in the ideal society is more than 

an assignment reserved for schools. Everyone, both male and female, is expected to continue 

studying and attending lectures for life. This is vital because both sexes have equal opportunity, a 

“voice,” unheard of and taboo in the European Renaissance society for women. Also, they do not 

have any requirements as to which lectures they attend: “It is ordinary to have public lectures 
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every morning…a great many, both men and women of all ranks, go to hear lectures…according 

to their inclinations” (34). “Their” exemplifies the autonomy women exercise, and further 

indicates that women own their time and intellect. As women are also allowed in the realm of 

priesthood, they have even more opportunities for education and power.  

Miranda’s androgynous education enabled her to be an educator herself, ultimately a 

symbol of colonialism. She had power. Miranda, a castigator, says with great emotion and 

powerful anger, “Abhorrèd slave, / Which any print of goodness wilt not take, / Being capable of 

all ill! I pitied thee, / Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour / One thing or 

another. When thou didst not, savage, / Know thine own means, but wouldst gabble like / A 

thing most brutish, I endowed thy purposes. / With words that made them know. But thy vile 

race” (1.2.422-31). Miranda taught Caliban how to speak. Miranda curses Caliban, using the 

word “I” in reference to giving him--a male--purpose in life. This kind of discourse by any 

woman, especially an elite woman, would have created social panic in the Renaissance society. 

Caliban responds, “You taught me language, and my profit on ‘t / Is I know how to curse. The 

red plague rid you / For learning me your language” (1.2.437-439). Caliban clearly feels 

demeaned. I argue that there is no doubt Caliban could speak or communicate, since he had a 

mother. Caliban simply did not communicate in a way Miranda and Prospero could understand. 

Colonialism applies because Caliban had to learn their language, the language of people who 

subjugated his isle. 

Although women in Utopia do not have the same kind of authority Miranda has, they do 

have some significant power that does not exist elsewhere for their time. “If any man has a mind 

to travel only over the precinct of his city; he may freely do it, with his father’s permission and 

his wife’s consent” (41). The simple fact that a man is required by law to ask his wife for 
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permission to travel indicates a woman’s androgynous power. Also from More’s words, the wife 

owns her consent. Historically, the so-called double standard dictates that only women must ask 

permission, and men need not ask women. Women are even viewed as being strong enough to 

participate in Utopia’s foreign wars: “They do not hinder those women who are willing to go 

along with their husbands; on the contrary they encourage and praise them” (68).  

Miranda is also socially androgynous since she offers to work, a violation of her social 

class’s mores. She says to Prince Ferdinand of Naples, who had been enslaved as one part of 

Prospero’s test, “If you sit down, I’ll bear your logs the while. Pray, give me that. / I’ll carry it to 

the pile” (3.1.29-30). Besides Miranda being brave enough and willing to work, there is 

androgynous symbolism in the fact that if Ferdinand had accepted, Miranda would have been 

standing (and working) and Ferdinand sitting. Standing indicates more power and authority. This 

shows she also possesses gender-blind kindness. After Ferdinand, with like great gentleness and 

care says “no,” she responds, “It [working] would become me / As well as it does you” (3.1.34-

35). This demonstrates Miranda’s benevolence; she was offering herself as a strong and equal 

person. The phrase “would become me” is significant, as neither are truly workers, and it shows 

she believes either could do the same work. If Ferdinand had accepted Miranda’s offer, they 

would both have been new, equal workers. Although Miranda’s offer was not accepted, the 

simple offer and associated dialogue by both Miranda and Ferdinand would have been 

scandalous to the European Renaissance society.  

In the world of Utopia everyone works, with a few exceptions. Everyone works equally, 

and everyone works in an occupation of their choice--both women and men. In the strict social 

structure of Europe, what one could become was almost always greatly limited; each child had 

prescribed roles according to their order of birth. Further, “[a]griculture is that which is so 
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universally understood among them, that no person, either man or woman, is ignorant of it” (33). 

Everyone, too, knew how to grow food. Men and women had to work in the agricultural field for 

two years. I find More’s use of the word “person” in reference to men and women unusual and 

important, since the Renaissance society dictated that only white men were human.  

Despite the leaps in equality everything was not perfect for women’s rights. Prospero 

says to Ferdinand, “Then, as my gift and thine own acquisition / Worthily purchased, take my 

daughter” (4.1.14-15). The Tempest, in step with the time, firmly associates Miranda, its only 

woman, with “property,” that is “sold” at marriage to her new “owner.”  

Utopia portrays women in some stereotypical ways, too. “Women, for the most part, deal 

in wool and flax, which suit best with their weakness” (33-34).“[W]omen generally do little, who 

are the half of mankind” (35). How can women “generally do little,” if everyone works equally? 

Nevertheless, this attitude of women being weak and less than human fits the time period.  

 Both Utopia and The Tempest have androgynous authors who create worlds dramatically 

different for everyone, worlds isolated in the protection of islands. Furthermore, their changes in 

reference to women are momentous as they have sharp contrast with the European Renaissance 

society. At times they do have facets that favor the male status-quo, but I argue there are still 

significant androgynous improvements. Shakespeare’s visionary world was better than More’s. 

The Tempest includes events and names, going beyond mere philosophical descriptions as More 

does in Utopia. Historically and socially, changes that involve long revered prejudices take time 

to change. Perhaps the way Sir Thomas More and William Shakespeare present slow, subtle, and 

contradictory change works best to start the chain of events in diminutive steps. Even so, today, 

at times, women are portrayed as “weaker,” but they still have androgynous characteristics 

within their education, power, and work. 


