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A review of Power and Transgression in Twelfth Night 

Sandeep Gill, Department of English, Govt.College Narnaund. 

Abstract 

If the distinction can be made (and, in a sense, it cannot), the main interest 

of Twelfth Night is poetic rather than human. The characters lack the 

idiosyncratic vigor of Shakespeare's best comic characters, and very little that 

they say or do is very funny. Their emotions are never intense; the lovers, with all their pleading 

and scorning, their smiling and sighing and blinking back tears, are, as has been pointed out 

before, less in love with each other than with love itself. The play's charms derive very largely 

from its rather limp-wristed, but very pretty, love poetry. 
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Introduction 

Shakespeare’s comedies, at first glance, seem to uniformly end on a positive note, with the 

fulfillment of desires, the overcoming of obstacles, and the victory over malevolent forces. 

In Twelfth Night and Measure for Measure, however, this is not the case. The conclusions of 

both plays are reiterations of problematic power structures present in each play. This is not to say 

that these comedies are absolutely favorable to strict power structures. In fact, both plays are in 

favor of bending the rules sometimes, though they seem to suggest that there are rules that are 

not meant to be bent or broken. Twelfth Night and Measure for Measure comedically incorporate 

characters of transgression in order to expose entrenched and unjust power structures in their 

respective societies. Specifically, Twelfth Night, in its maltreatment of Malvolio in contrast to 

other characters such as Viola, Maria, Sir Toby, and Feste, demonstrates the function of holiday 

as a method of allowing individuals to bend social structures just so much while keeping the 

potential for complete overhaul suppressed, and Measure for Measure, in its focus 

on religion and motifs of manipulation and falsity, depicts how those who are empowered by 

status use their power to reinforce their own position and shape the world around them, thus 

leaving those who are set in a lower position subject to the power of the elite. 


