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Introduction
Left in their respective areas of the humanities, there is certainly a great deal of literature
that discusses either the female characters in Shakespeare’s plays or, more recently, the
implications that social media has on the individual. However, these two distinct areas have yet
to be written about in a consolidated discourse. The initial disparity between these two subjects
may have deterred previous exploration; however, both of these topics can be unified in a
discussion of female agency and the commodification of the self. While I was undergoing the
preliminary research for both of these topics, it became apparent that the commodification of the
female self by an external agent is a dynamic that appears in both a variety of Shakespeare’s
plays, as well as within the realm of social media and the internet.1 With the purpose of exploring
this dynamic, my thesis will specifically examine the characters Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia, from the plays King Lear, Othello, and Hamlet, respectively, as well as the selfies of
“social media influencer” Kim Kardashian West; additionally, the design and structure of social
media platforms will be explored, in an attempt to reveal how they assert control through
language restriction, and the monetization of their users’ data. The historical context of
self-fashioning in the Renaissance, as well as online modes of self-fashioning in the twenty-first
century, will be examined in this thesis.
In order to have a cohesive discussion about the commodification of the female self of
both Shakespearean women and digitized representations of twenty-first century women, we
must first understand the meaning of the “self” and “self-representation” in both of these
domains. In the area of Shakespearean studies, Stephen Greenblatt is arguably one of the most

1

My thesis, as well as the majority of the sources that I have included, considers cisgender women.
Please note that, as such, the terms “female” (denoting biological sex) and “woman” (denoting gender)
are used fairly interchangeably, as cisgender women identify with both the terms “female” and “woman.”
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well-known scholars. Greenblatt’s book, titled Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to
Shakespeare, offers the reader a cohesive study on the process of “self-fashioning” in the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Greenblatt provides the reader with an understanding of how
selfhood was understood in Renaissance England. He defines “self-fashioning” as a renewed
fascination in or awareness of the “self” as a malleable entity that could be constructed and
invented by an individual’s will (Greenblatt 2). Notably, Greenblatt’s discussion is largely
focused on male self-fashioning.
In the introduction of Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare,
Greenblatt highlights the important role that language plays in identity construction, stating that
self-fashioning is always accomplished through language (9).2 The focus on language is an
integral component that will be examined in the first and second chapters of my thesis. A focus
on language will also function as a link between the dialogue of Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia and the language that exists in the online realm, particularly within female “digital
cultures and communities.”3 Language is a tool that allows for a transference of information from
the inner self to the outer world where it is then interpreted by external actors; it provides
individuals with the ability to express themselves, while simultaneously imposing limits on what
can be communicated. The separation between the “self” and the “other”— combined with
notions of subjectivity and objectivity — and the relationship that exists between these entities
have an effect on how self-fashioning functions. Greenblatt explains the mechanics of
self-fashioning, explaining that “we may say that self-fashioning occurs at the point of encounter
between an authority and an alien, that what is produced in this encounter partakes of both the
authority and the alien that is marked for attack, and hence that any achieved identity always
Greenblatt also expands on this, stating that self-fashioning is not exclusively limited to language (9).
This term comes from page 117 of Elese Dowden’s article, titled “Othered Body, Obscene Self(ie): A
Sartrean Reading of Kim Kardashian West.”
2
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contains within itself the signs of its own subversion or loss” (Greenblatt 9). While Greenblatt
provides the reader with the historical context that surrounds self-fashioning in the Renaissance,
there are a few gaps in his early scholarship. The primary focus on male characters, subjects, and
authors allows Greenblatt to develop a complex but succinct argument on self-fashioning;
however, barring a discussion of Queen Elizabeth I, his analysis does not shift towards the
identities of female characters or subjects with the same depth and insight.4
The disparity in scholarship surrounding female versus male self-fashioning is
something that Joan Montgomery Byles brings attention to and aims to remedy. In her article,
“The Problem of the Self and the Other in the Language of Ophelia, Desdemona and Cordelia,”
Montgomery Byles notes Greenblatt’s focus on male subjects:
Stephen Greenblatt’s account of the ‘astronomical’ extent to which the Renaissance man
fashioned himself gives us countless very attractive examples of the mutability and
flexibility of male personality as it grew psychically, politically, and religiously
(163-175).5 Only the last freedom was offered to women. While women’s role models
were being restricted, men’s roles were expanding at a phenomenal rate in the middle to
late 1500s. (38)
Greenblatt’s lack of focus or attention paid to female self-fashioning could be attributed to the
historical and social factors that limited Shakespearean female characters or Renaissance women
Greenblatt does provide what could be considered an example of Queen Elizabeth’s “self-fashioning”
stating that “The secular cult of the virgin was born, and it was not long before the young Elizabeth was
portraying herself as a Virgin Mother: ‘And so I assure you all,’ she told Commons in 1563, ‘that, though
after my death you may have many step-dames, yet shall you never have a more natural mother than I
mean to be unto you all’ (Neale, 1:109)” (Greenblatt 168). Greenblatt also states that “In the official
spectacles and pageants, everything was calculated to enhance her [Elizabeth’s] transformation into an
almost magical being, a creature of infinite beauty, wisdom, and power. But even her ordinary public
appearances were theatrically impressive” (167).
5
The first sentence in the block quote is a paraphrase by Dowden of Joan Kelly-Gadol’s book chapter,
“Did Women Have a Renaissance?” Both the book chapter and Dowden’s article can be found in the
Works Cited.
4
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from the same self-fashioning “resources” that their male counterparts had access to; however,
there is not much conversation in Greenblatt’s book that brings the reader’s attention to the
gender politics of self-fashioning. Montgomery Byles aims to fill this gap; her article focuses on
the concept of female self-fashioning and selfhood through the feminist lens. “The Problem of
the Self and the Other in the Language of Ophelia, Desdemona and Cordelia” scrutinizes the
language that Ophelia, Desdemona, and Cordelia use in their respective plays and analyses the
effects that the speech of these female characters has on the relationship between the “self” and
the “other.” According to Montgomery Byles, “the difficulty that subjectivity presents in the
language of Ophelia, Desdemona and Cordelia has two related problems: feminine identity and
the relatedness of women to the other” (37). She identifies the main problems in each female
character’s speech:
For all three young women the difficulty with their speech is that increasingly it becomes
a mediator not between the self and the other, but between the self as defined by the other
and what the other wants to hear. Shakespeare dramatizes the tragic contradictions and
consequences that occur as a result of the feminine failure to achieve a separate self; one
that can merge with the other, but also can stand alone and express its inner truth which
must involve living through and beyond the destruction of masculine phantasies of
feminine identity and relatedness. (Montgomery Byles 56)
Language, as previously noted, plays a vital role in the process of self-fashioning. In my thesis, I
hope to address the complexities of the female self and self-fashioning through the language that
is used by Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia. To do so, I will examine the scenes in each of the
three plays where these three characters are present and speak, as well as scenes in which those
around them discuss how to commodify them. Greenblatt’s wealth of historical context and
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knowledge on the process of Renaissance self-fashioning, combined with the feminist analysis
that Montgomery Byles provides, will allow the first chapter of my thesis to approach female
self-fashioning and examine the connection between language, subjectivity, and objectivity.
Combined, the scholarship of both Greenblatt and Montgomery Byles will act as reference
points, through which an exploration of female self-fashioning in Shakespearean plays can be
further developed.
Although a span of over four hundred years separates the twenty-first century from the
Renaissance,“self-fashioning” is a process that has transferred over to the present day quite
easily. In fact, the “resources” that individuals in the twenty-first century have access to as a
means to aid in identity construction have only proliferated. Montgomery Byles notes that in the
Renaissance, psychic, political, and religious developments allowed Renaissance men the ability
to further construct their identity (38). In the present day, individuals still have access to these
“resources” or domains; however they also have access to social media and the internet, which
creates a new layer of complexity surrounding the self in the twenty-first century. In her article,
“Othered Body, Obscene Self(ie): A Sartrean Reading of Kim Kardashian-West,” Elese Dowden
uses the selfies of social media influencer Kim Kardashian West as evidence of how the
relationship between subjectivity and objectivity is further complicated by social media and the
selfie. The crux of Dowden’s argument lies in her belief that “in taking a selfie, a person asserts
their control over their own image, but at the same time, becomes object in their own gaze …
selfies, like other assertions of bodily subjectivity in digital spaces, are a threat to patriarchal
structures that paint women as immanent, object, as reflected in public discourse” (117). In a
patriarchal society, the default that we often revert to, sometimes subconsciously, is the belief
that “subject” equals male and “object” equals female. The societal difficulty with seeing both
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female and male individuals as subjects in their own right, could be attributed, in part, to the
shortcomings that self-fashioning has historically had towards women. Dowden asserts that the
reason that many people have an angry visceral reaction when, for example, a social media
influencer like Kardashian West posts a nude selfie is that “onlookers essentialise
Kardashian-West and can only see her in her proximity to the roles of wife and mother” (118).
The factor that links social media influencers like Kim Kardashian West to Shakespearean
characters like Ophelia, Desdemona, and Cordelia is the role that this assortment of women —
real and fictionalised — take on as objects and commodities for the (male) other. The function of
the self as an object and commodity in both Shakespearean female characters and digitized
female representations in the twenty-first century is the gap in the scholarship that my thesis will
be addressing.
The second chapter of my thesis will examine how subjectivity plays out in the online
world, where the users are essentially monitored and mined for data by tech companies like
Twitter and Facebook. Author and journalist Jia Tolentino has written extensively on the notion
of the self within the twenty-first century. Her series of illuminating essays, published under the
title Trick Mirror: Reflections on Self-Delusion, focuses on the manner in which the self becomes
a profitable resource for private corporations. Tolentino states that social media and the internet
have created “a world in which selfhood has become capitalism’s last natural resource, a world
whose terms are set by centralized platforms that have deliberately established themselves as
near-impossible to regulate or control” (12). The problematic capitalization on the self by an
outside source is also a topic of concern that Ron Deibert speaks to in his CBC Massey Lecture,
“The Market for Our Minds.” Like Tolentino, Deibert is concerned about the implications that
arise as a result of having our online selves monitored and monetized. Deibert denotes this
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dynamic as “surveillance capitalism.”6 He explains the mechanics behind this new form of
capitalism:
At the core of surveillance capitalism is a relatively simple concept: in exchange for
services given to consumers, mostly for free, industries monitor users’ behaviour in order
to tailor advertisements to match their interests. This new form of information capitalism,
Zuboff explains, aims to predict and modify human behaviour as a means to produce
revenue and market control. (Deibert)
Our individual activity on social media and the internet, which comprises our online “selves,” is
monitored and collected by private corporations like Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. It is then
sold for a profit, effectively converting our online selves into commodities that benefit an
external entity, or entities.
In her essay, “The ‘I’ in the Internet,” Tolentino explores the ways in which social media
and the internet have fundamentally shaped what is essentially the twenty-first century’s spin on
self-fashioning. Incorporating the theory of sociologist Erving Goffman — which is that identity
is comparable to playacting — Tolentino argues that the concept of “playacting” your identity
does not transfer well into the online world (13-14). There are many issues that accompany the
transition of “playacting” your identity in-person, versus “playacting” your identity in the online
realm. Tolentino’s most salient point speaks to the drawback of the online identity:
Online, performance is mostly arrested in the nebulous realm of sentiment, through an
unbroken stream of hearts and likes and eyeballs, aggregated in numbers attached to your
name. Worst of all, there’s essentially no backstage on the internet; where the offline

The term “surveillance capitalism” that Deibert uses in his lecture was coined by Dr. Shoshana Zuboff,
professor emerita at Harvard Business School (Deibert).
6
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audience necessarily empties out and changes over, the online audience never has to
leave. (15)
The constant insidious presence that social media and the internet have in our lives generates
more personal data which can then be sold by private companies for their own profit.
Tolentino also raises a few issues focused on addressing the language of social media and
the internet — creating an interesting juxtaposition between the restricted language of Cordelia,
Desdemona, and Ophelia, and the restricted language used online. Tolentino provides the
example of the hashtag as a feature of social media that restricts online language (28). Language
on social media is often, quite literally, limited; for example, Twitter only allows a user a
maximum of 280 characters per tweet. The limits that social media platforms impose on the
language of their users adds a new layer of complexity to the role that language plays in
self-fashioning. Language use within social media and the internet is paradoxically both
liberating and limiting; a person can share their opinion on just about anything via Twitter, but
can only do so in 280 characters or less.
The purpose of my thesis is to bridge the gap between the already existing scholarship on
self-fashioning in the Renaissance and the digital platforms in the twenty-first century. Three of
Shakespeare’s characters as well as two of Kim Kardashian West’s selfies will be used in an
effort to explore how the female self becomes a commodity for an external actor. For example,
the three female characters in the considered Shakespeare plays often serve as a tool or a “means
to an end” for many of the male characters. In King Lear, Cordelia’s love for her father is used
by the King as an ego boost; when she refuses to indulge his ego by expressing and exaggerating
her adoration for him, he disowns her. In Othello, Desdemona becomes a “means to an end” and
is unwittingly commandeered by Iago, in order for him to be able to carry out his revenge on
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Othello. In Hamlet, Ophelia is essentially a political pawn for her father and Claudius’ plots. In
all three instances, the female self is used as a commodity to be taken advantage of by an
external actor. In the twenty-first century, participation in digital platforms or communities
results in private corporations compiling and profiting from the data of their users. Social media
influencers like Kim Kardashian West, who profit from their position on social media,
inadvertently become commodities themselves within the larger framework of surveillance
capitalism. The parallel between the language, or restricted language, of Ophelia, Desdemona,
and Cordelia, and the limited language found online serves as an additional link between
self-fashioning in these two distinct time frames.
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Chapter One: The Female Self — Shakespearean Women
A recurring issue in the language of many female Shakespearean characters is the
struggle that they each encounter in their ability to maintain their subjectivity while interacting
with other characters. In her article “The Problem with the Self and Other in the Language of
Ophelia, Desdemona, and Cordelia,” Joan Montgomery Byles astutely identifies the conflict that
many of Shakespeare’s female characters grapple with in an attempt to assert their identity:
In their functions as objects for the other, these feminine characters seem to give up their
subjective sense of self … To be an object for another is to have lost one’s being or
identity as a person. As Lacan observes, the function of speech and reply is not simply to
be received and accepted, but really to recognize the speaker objectively or to abolish
him/her as subject (Ecrits 54). Shakespeare gives Ophelia, Desdemona and Cordelia,
words to speak that by their very indirectness or obliqueness stress the character’s
struggle with the contradictions involved in speaking the true self, especially when that
self has been phantasized by another beyond all recognition. (39)7
For many of the female characters in Shakespeare’s plays, the difficulty in maintaining a
subjective sense of self comes at a cost. This cost is paid by the female characters in their
transformation from subject to object, and serves to directly benefit others. For instance, in King
Lear, the titular character attempts to use Cordelia’s love and affection for him as an ego boost;
unlike her sisters, Cordelia refuses to bolster his ego and as a result, Lear disowns her. In
Othello, Iago uses Desdemona as a means to an end; Iago’s manipulation of Othello through
Othello’s wife, Desdemona, allows him to exact his revenge. Lastly, in Hamlet, Polonius and

7

Montgomery Byles paraphrases Lacan’s work, Ecrits, in this block quote. For reference, the copy that
Montgomery Blyles uses is the following: Lacan, J. Ecrits, (New York: Norton & Co., 1977), translated
by Alan Sheridan. The author uses “phantasized,” a variant of the word “fantasize,” in her article.
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Claudius effectively manipulate Ophelia as a political pawn. In these aforementioned instances,
Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia each move from “subject” to “object,” becoming a resource
for the various characters surrounding them. They are each effectively reduced to becoming a
commodity for the “other.” It is also worth noting that in King Lear, Othello, and Hamlet, the
male manipulators are usually the characters who are close to Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia, such as their husbands or fathers.8
Language, when used effectively, remains one of the most reliable methods that a person
can use to convey their feelings, thoughts, and personality. In this chapter, I will examine and
analyse the language of Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia through close readings in an effort to
determine what each character’s language reveals about their own subjectivity and their relation
to others. To determine how these female “selves” are commodified by others so that the “other”
can achieve a goal or fulfill their needs, I will also examine scenes in which the commodifiers
discuss how to convert these women into a resource. Within this chapter, I seek to interpret how
Cordelia’s, Desdemona’s, and Ophelia’s speech affects their relationship with the “other” and
their status as a “subjects.” While these three Shakespearean characters all struggle with the
ability, or rather inability, to self-fashion to the same extent as the male characters, Shakespeare
does not create three mirror images of female characters; rather, he has each of the three women
accomplish self-fashioning to a different degree. The methodology of this chapter will take a
Marxist-feminist approach, as I seek to understand the ways in which the “self,” in this case the
female self specifically, can be commodified by an external agent for outside gain.
King Lear, Othello, and Hamlet are plays that were written during the Renaissance. As
such, historical context becomes beneficial when trying to understand the limits that were
8

The exceptions would be Claudius in Hamlet and Iago in Othello, both of whom are neither the father
nor the husband of Ophelia or Desdemona.
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imposed on the self-development of Renaissance women, both real and fictionalised.9
Montgomery Byles states that Renaissance women did not have access to the same sources or
resources for self-fashioning that men did (38). This statement is reaffirmed in Joan
Kelly-Gadol’s book chapter “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” In her chapter, Kelly-Gadol
traces the Renaissance back to its earliest roots in Italy. She states that as a movement, the
Renaissance restricted the social and personal options available to women (Kelly-Gadol 139).
The purpose of her book chapter is to dismantle “the widely held notion of the equality of
Renaissance men and women” (Kelly-Gadol 139).10 In an exploration of the inequality between
men and women in the Renaissance, Kelly-Gadol utilizes a range of criteria:
1) the regulation of female sexuality as compared with male sexuality; 2) women’s
economic and political roles, i.e., the kind of work they performed as compared with
men, and their access to property, political power, and the education or training necessary
for work, property, and power; 3) the cultural roles of women in shaping the outlook of
their society, and access to the education and/or institutions necessary for this; 4)
ideology about women, in particular the sex-role system displayed or advocated in the
symbolic products of the society, its art, literature, and philosophy. (139-140)
A lack of access to these institutions, positions, and societal acceptance created barriers for
Renaissance women and prevented them from accessing these self-fashioning “resources.” As a
result, the proliferation of opportunities that men had to develop themselves and “fashion” their
It should be noted that while Othello takes place in Venice during the Renaissance, Hamlet and King
Lear are not set during this period. However, I have included the following paragraph for some historical
context, as Shakespeare wrote these three plays during the Renaissance, and therefore would have been
familiar with, and most likely influenced by, notions of Renaissance self-fashioning in the construction of
his characters.
10
In order to make her claim credible, Kelly-Gadol gives examples of texts that perpetuate this claim,
such as Jacob Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy and E. Rodocanachi’s La femme
italienne avant, pendant y après la Renaissance. She also notes that an example of a work that does not
make this erroneous claim is Ruth Kelso’s Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance (Kelly-Gadol 161).
9
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senses of self during the Renaissance were not equally available to women. This lack of
opportunity for women during the Renaissance prevented them from accessing and utilizing
self-fashioning resources. Interestingly, even upper-class or noble women in the Renaissance
found a restriction of social and personal options available to them, according to Kelly-Gadol —
although she does note that the nobility did not experience this to the same extent that “urban”
women did (139). Self-fashioning is an important concept, and by virtue, it will appear
differently for women in the Renaissance than it will for men. As Ophelia, Desdemona, and
Cordelia are all female characters that Shakespeare developed during the Renaissance, having
this historical context will aid the reader in understanding the complex nuance that gender and
sex bring to the process of self-fashioning within the time frame of the Renaissance.
Cordelia, from Shakespeare’s King Lear, is arguably the female character with the most
subjectivity of the three examined in this chapter. Cordelia, the youngest of King Lear’s three
daughters, is a stronger-willed character than, for instance, Ophelia. Much like Desdemona, who
is bold when she expresses her desire to accompany Othello to wherever his army position takes
him, Cordelia unflinchingly refuses her father’s attempts at coercing her into flattering him.
Unlike her sisters, Cordelia will not lavishly praise her father in exchange for owning a portion
of the land in his kingdom. From the beginning of King Lear’s request that his daughters declare
their love for him, it is evident that each sister is competing with the others in an effort to obtain
the “most opulent” piece of land. Cordelia’s choice to remain silent rather than out-do her sisters
in an expression of her love creates tension between the characters:
LEAR.
But now
our joy,
Although the last, not least in our dear love:
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What can you say to win a third more opulent
Than your sisters?11
CORDELIA.
Nothing, my lord.
LEAR.
How? Nothing can come of nothing. Speak again.
CORDELIA.
Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave
My heart into my mouth. I love your majesty
According to my bond, nor more nor less.
LEAR.
Go to, go to, mend your speech a little
Lest it may mar your fortunes.
CORDELIA.
Good my lord,
You have begot me, bred me, loved me.
I return those duties back as are right fit—
Obey you, love you, and most honour you.
Why have my sisters husbands if they say
They love you all?12 Haply when I shall wed
That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry
Half my love with him, half my care and duty.
Sure, I shall never marry like my sisters,
To love my father all.
LEAR.
But goes thy heart with this?

11

Lear openly states that the sisters are in a competition against each other.
Cordelia’s question mirrors Desdemona’s argument to Brabantio that she must obey her husband rather
than her father (as will be discussed in the following section).
12

Campanaro 15
CORDELIA.
Ay, my good lord.
LEAR.
So young and so untender?
CORDELIA.
So young, my lord, and true.
LEAR.
Well, let it be so. Thy truth then be thy dower;
For by the sacred radiance of the sun,
The mysteries of Hecate and the night,
By all the operation of the orbs
From whom we do exist and cease to be,
Here I disclaim all my paternal care,
Propinquity, and property of blood,
And as a stranger to my heart and me
Hold thee from this for ever. The barbarous Scythian,
Or he that makes his generation
Messes to gorge his appetite,
Shall be as well neighboured, pitied, and relieved,
As thou, my sometime daughter. (I.i.76-112)
King Lear does not need to “use” Cordelia in order to retain his station, unlike Polonius and
Claudius in Hamlet, for example. Rather, Lear attempts to use Cordelia’s praise to satisfy his
ego. Cordelia refuses to say what her father wants to hear. She says she loves him as a daughter
loves her father but refuses to make her reply grandiloquent just to bolster his ego. Cordelia’s
unwillingness to alter her speech and provide the answer that she knows is expected of her is an
example of her maintaining her subjectivity through language. She knows that her father will be
displeased with her answer, but she does not modify it to satisfy his expectations. Lear directly
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advises that she “mend [her] speech a little / Lest [she] may mar [her] fortunes,” admitting that
he expects her to praise him in return for some of the land in his kingdom. When Cordelia
refuses to abide by Lear’s wishes, he sees this as an insult to his identity and promptly abandons
her. In maintaining her subjectivity through the languages she uses, Cordelia threatens Lear’s
own identity; as a result, he disowns her, causing her to lose a part of her identity or sense of self.
Cordelia’s refusal to be made into a resource or commodity of self-validation for King Lear
means that she ultimately loses her societal position, and with that, the privileges that come with
being the King’s daughter. Her societal position as a member of the nobility, however, is
reinstated once she marries the King of France.
When examining Cordelia’s subjectivity, I note that she does display a significant amount
of autonomy, especially towards the end of the play. Near the end of King Lear, Cordelia returns
to Britain with an army. In his article, “Cordelia’s Return,” Richard Knowles contemplates
Cordelia’s reasoning for returning to help her father after he disowned her: “In Shakespeare’s
play, however, [Cordelia’s] personal motive for this most crucial of decisions is anything but
clear. Like much else in the play, it happens offstage and can be understood, if at all, only from
occasional passing hints” (33). As Cordelia’s decision to defend her father and his kingdom is
not one that is visible to the audience, the reader or viewer of the play is left to wonder what
influenced Cordelia’s decision to return to England. After appearing in Act I of the play, Cordelia
is absent until her return in Act IV, scene iv. The decision to keep Cordelia’s motivations unclear
convolutes her subjectivity, or autonomy, to a degree. The reader or viewer of the play is left to
fill in Cordelia’s reasoning for bringing an army to help her father rather than explicitly being
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given an explanation.13 However, it is undeniable that Cordelia’s decision to return to England
with an army is a display of autonomy.
Unlike Cordelia’s more obvious assertion of subjectivity, Desdemona’s subjectivity or
sense of self is more nuanced. Desdemona is the wife of Othello and the daughter of Brabantio,
the Duke of Venice. She is direct and bold in her speech towards the other characters — at least,
at the beginning of the play. In the following excerpt, she expresses her desire to accompany
Othello when he leaves Venice with the rest of the army. The dynamic between Desdemona and
Brabantio is, for instance, much different to that of Cordelia and Lear, or Ophelia and Polonius:
BRABANTIO.
What would you, Desdemona?
DESDEMONA.
That I did love the Moor to live with him,
My downright violence and storm of fortunes
May trumpet to the world. My heart’s subdued
Even to the very quality of my lord;
I saw Othello’s visage in his mind,
And to his honours and his valiant parts
Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate.
So that, dear lords, if I be left behind,
A moth of peace, and he go to the war,
The rites for which I love him are bereft me,
In his article “Cordelia’s Return,” Richard Knowles gives an assortment of reasons in an effort to
discern Cordelia’s reason for returning to England with an army. The following are some of the possible
explanations that Knowles discusses: “The oldest narrative asserts that, as are in the sources, Cordelia is
motivated by distress at Goneril’s and Regan’s mistreatment of Lear” (34), “A second narrative is that
France began preparations for an invasion immediately upon returning home in order to seek restitution or
revenge for Lear’s humiliation of himself and his new life and for their loss of her dowry, one third of
Britain” (37), and finally, that “Kent’s statement in 3.1 that Cordelia will want to know of the ‘snuffles,
and packings’ of the dukes, or of ‘something deeper,’ has led some commentators to claim that France is
opportunely taking advantage of Britain’s internal disorder for its own territorial gain” (40).
13
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And I a heavy interim shall support
By his dear absence. Let me go with him.
OTHELLO.
Let her have your voice.
Vouch with me, heaven; I therefore beg it not
To please the palate of my appetite,
Nor to comply with heat the young affects
In my defunct and proper satisfaction,
But to be free and bounteous to her mind. (I.iii.247-265)
Desdemona’s reply to her father’s question is straightforward and cleverly formed. In an effort to
have her father understand why she must give her loyalty to Othello, she compares her
relationship to the relationship between her own mother and father, attempting to “translate” her
situation and sentiments into something that Brabantio might better understand. Desdemona even
ends her argument with a command rather than a request — “Let me go with him.” Interestingly,
while Desdemona is able to communicate quite effectively with her father, she encounters
difficulty communicating with Othello. As Montgomery Byles notes in “The Problem of the Self
and the Other in the Language of Ophelia, Desdemona, and Cordelia,” Desdemona’s lack of
speech, observed in her inability to tell Othello that she lost her handkerchief, allows Iago’s plot
to succeed (49). Montgomery Byles writes that one of Desdemona’s significant issues is that she
is unable to see herself as separate from Othello: “The incapacity to see objectively, to be
separate from the other at moments of crisis, to destroy a relationship, if only temporarily, in
order to survive or retaliate, is reflected in the language” (41). This would imply that, like
Ophelia — and to a certain extent, Cordelia — Desdemona experiences a difficulty in retaining
her subjectivity throughout the play.
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Aside from Desdemona’s variation in effective communication, Iago is unarguably
culpable for the commodification and objectification of Desdemona. In Othello, Iago decides to
take revenge on and destroy the eponymous character. To achieve this, Iago formulates a plot in
which he spreads the rumor — complete with fabricated evidence — that Desdemona is having
an affair with a soldier called Cassio. Iago uses his position as Othello’s ancient, as well as the
others surrounding him like his wife Emilia, and Cassio, in order to construct a plot that will
allow him to destroy Othello. Desdemona, unfortunately, is unknowingly instrumental in the
success of Iago’s plot. The commodification of Desdemona by Iago is conveyed in the lines
below:
IAGO.
…. I hate the Moor,
And it is thought abroad that ’twixt my sheets
He’s done my office. I know not if’t be true,
But I, for mere suspicion in that kind,
Will do as if for surety. He holds me well;
The better shall my purpose work on him.
Cassio’s a proper man—let me see now:
To get his place and to plume up my will
In double knavery—How? How? Let’s see:
After some time to abuse Othello’s ears
That he is too familiar with his wife.
He hath a person and a smooth dispose
To be suspected, framed to make women false.
The Moor is of a free and open nature
That thinks men honest that but they seem to be so,
And will as tenderly be led by’th’nose as asses are.
I have’t. It is engendered. Hell and night
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Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light. (I.iii.372-389)
This passage in Act I, scene iii of Othello portrays the commodified status that Desdemona gains
as a result of Iago’s plot. Essentially, she becomes a resource that Iago relies on in order for him
to exact his revenge on Othello.14 Iago does not hesitate to consider the effects or consequences
that his plan might have on Desdemona; as a result, she is reduced from an individual to a
resource or from “subject” to “object.”15
Out of the three characters that will be explored in this chapter, Hamlet’s Ophelia is
arguably the clearest example of a female character in a Shakespearean play whose
self-fashioning ability is limited due to the infringement of external actors and societal obstacles.
Ophelia is a tragic character who has fascinated the readers and audiences of Hamlet and
inspired artists to explore her character through a variety of media. Many readers or viewers are
perplexed by the sudden onset of Ophelia’s madness, and there are a variation of explanations
that attempt to give a justification as to why Ophelia goes mad. One of these commonly accepted
explanations states that Ophelia may have gone mad because all the voices who were telling her
what to think — Polonius, Laertes, and Hamlet — have either left her or died.16 Ophelia has
trouble maintaining her subjectivity when she converses with Polonius, Laertes, or Hamlet.
Exemplifying Ophelia’s struggle to maintain subjectivity is the following passage from Act I,
scene iii of Hamlet. After being warned not to continue her relationship with Hamlet by her
brother Laertes, Ophelia’s father, Polonius, questions Ophelia about her relationship with Hamlet

14

It is also worth noting that Iago uses his wife Emilia in much the same way as he does Desdemona. Iago
needs Emilia to steal the handkerchief that Othello gave to Desdemona in order for his revenge plot to
work. In Act III, Scene iii, Emilia takes Desdemona’s handkerchief, saying, “What he will do with it /
Heaven knows, not I / I nothing but to please his fantasy” (lines 296-298).
15
Igao states that he “will turn her [Desdemona’s] virtue into pitch, / And out of her own goodness make
the net / That shall enmesh them all” (Act II, Scene iii, lines 331-333). He openly says that he will use her
own “goodness” or “individuality” to trap her as well as Othello.
16
Thank you to Dr. Shannon Murray who suggested that I incorporate this theory into my argument.
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and instructs her in how she should handle any future encounters with him. In their conversation
below, it is important to note how the dynamic in this conversation reduces Ophelia from
“subject” to “object”:
POLONIUS.
What is’t, Ophelia, he hath said to you?
OPHELIA.
So please you, something touching the Lord Hamlet.
POLONIUS.
Marry, well bethought.
’Tis told me he hath very oft of late
Given private time to you, and you yourself
Have of your audience been most free and bounteous.
If it be so — as so ’tis put on me,
And that in way of caution — I must tell you
You do not understand yourself so clearly
As it behooves my daughter and your honour.
What is between you? Give me up the truth.
OPHELIA.
He hath, my lord, of late made many tenders17
Of his affection to me.
POLONIUS.
Affection? Pooh, you speak like a green girl,18
Unsifted in such perilous circumstance.
Do you believe his “tenders,” as you call them?
OPHELIA.

17

The words “tenders” and “tender” are used often throughout this passage. The word has multiple
meanings, and as such, it further complicates the exchange between Ophelia and Polonius. In this line,
“tenders” is used in a context meaning “n.2. gen. An offer of anything for acceptance” according to the
Oxford English Dictionary.
18
Polonius speaks dismissively to Ophelia, establishing himself as her superior and as the more
knowledgeable individual. His dismissal of Ophelia is an erasure of her experience, and therefore, to an
extent, her subjectivity.
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I do not know, my lord, what I should think.19 (I.iii.89-105)
The first part of this scene between Ophelia and her father Polonius reveals the nature of their
relationship. In this section of the play, we can see a clear hierarchy established between the
father and daughter. Polonius asks a series of questions, and Ophelia dutifully responds. Notably,
Polonius re-centres the conversation about Ophelia and Hamlet on himself: “I must tell you / You
do not understand yourself so clearly / As it behooves my daughter and your honour”
(I.iii.96-98). There is an interesting switch in subjectivity and objectivity in these lines. Polonius
speaks directly to Ophelia, using the pronoun “you” in correlation with the “self,” i.e. “yourself,”
and “your honour.” However, in the midst of his argument directed at Ophelia, he inserts the
phrase “my daughter.” The manner in which lines ninety-seven to ninety-nine are constructed
reveal the easily made switch between Ophelia as a “subject” and Ophelia as an “object.” The
fact that Polonius is speaking to Ophelia and labelling her “my daughter” while he is talking
directly to her indicates possession and subsequently transforms Ophelia from a subject —
“yourself” and “your honour” — to an object, “my daughter.”
The struggle for Ophelia’s subjectivity continues in the lines below:
POLONIUS.
Marry, I’ll teach you. Think yourself a baby
That you have ta’en these tenders for true pay
Which are not sterling. Tender20 yourself more dearly,
Or—not to crack the wind of the poor phrase

19

Ophelia’s admission that she does not know what to think, backs the claim that she relies on the male
voices around her (i.e. Polonius, Hamlet, and Laertes) to tell her what to think.
20
The definition of “tender” in this case is more likely, “v2. 3. a. To have a tender regard for, to hold dear;
to be concerned for or solicitous about; to treat with consideration; to regard, care for, value, esteem”
according to the OED.

Campanaro 23
Running it thus—you’ll tender21 me a fool.
OPHELIA.
My lord, he hath importuned me with love
In honourable fashion.
POLONIUS.
Ay, fashion you may call it. Go to, go to.
OPHELIA.
And hath given countenance to his speech, my lord,
With almost all the holy vows of heaven. (I.iii.106-115)
These lines allow the reader an insight into the dynamic between Ophelia and Polonius. In the
continuation of the conversation between Ophelia and Polonius, Polonius subverts Ophelia’s
attempt at speech by co-opting the meaning of the word “tenders.” The multiple meanings of the
word “tender” or “tenders” allow for Shakespeare to incorporate a clever “play on words,” or
double entendre, in the dialogue above; however, the variation in meaning also reveals the
power-dynamic that exists between Ophelia and Polonius. Polonius’s co-opting of Ophelia’s use
of the word “tenders” is indicative of his attempt at reducing Ophelia from “subject” to “object”
through speech. As language, according to Greenblatt, is the primary method used for
self-fashioning, Polonius’s changing of the context that the word “tender” or “tenders” is being
used in indicates his attempt to gain control of the conversation, in addition to interfering with
the way that Ophelia is using language (Greenblatt 9). When Ophelia uses the word “tenders,”
and Polonius changes the context that the word is being used in, he is effectively “undoing” or
subverting her attempt to express herself and her subjectivity through language.

21

Polonius makes the conversation concerning Ophelia and Hamlet about himself in this line. In this line,
the meaning of “tender” has changed from the way in which Ophelia was using it: it likely means “v2. 2.
a. To render gentle, compassionate, or contrite; to soften” according to the OED. This is more evidence of
Polonius subverting Ophelia’s attempt at speech and the meaning that she assigns to the words she uses.
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The larger consequences of Polonius’s undermining of Ophelia’s subjectivity becomes
evident once this scene is considered within the larger context of the plot. Not only does
Polonius attempt to dissuade Ophelia from continuing her relationship with Hamlet, but he also
spies on the two of them and reports his findings to Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle and King of
Denmark. In Act III, scene i, Polonius agrees — at Claudius’ request — to have Ophelia talk to
Hamlet while they spy on him, in order to judge whether or not Hamlet has gone mad as a result
of falling in love with Ophelia:
CLAUDIUS
...we have closely sent for Hamlet hither,
That he, as ’twere by accident, may here
Affront Ophelia.
Her father and myself, lawful espials,
Will so bestow ourselves that, seeing unseen,
We may of their encounter frankly judge,
And gather by him, as he is behav’d,
If’t be th’affliction of his love or no
That thus he suffers for. (III.i.30-38)
Ophelia is used by Claudius so that he can determine the cause of Hamlet’s madness; Claudius
wants to know if Hamlet has discovered that he murdered Hamlet’s father, while Polonius allows
his daughter to be used as bait in order to stay in the King’s good graces.22 Both Polonius and
Claudius use Ophelia as a pawn in their attempt to prevent being removed from their positions of
power. In this sense, Ophelia is reduced to a commodity; her father and Claudius use her in order
to ensure their own hierarchical positions are stable — Claudius to keep the throne, and Polonius

22

It is also worth noting that Hamlet treats Ophelia in a similar way. The way that Hamlet speaks,
interacts, and treats Ophelia appears to be in order to help him maintain the illusion that he is mad.
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to keep his station.23 Thus, in the eyes of these characters, Ophelia becomes a commodity whose
subjectivity can be sacrificed in order to safeguard both of their societal positions.
In each of these three plays, Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia are effectively commodified
— each to a different extent — by various male characters surrounding them. The struggle for
these women to maintain their subjectivity is revealed in their use of language, the way in which
their language is interpreted by the “other,” and the manner in which those around them
(typically their fathers and/or husbands) manipulate their subjectivity in order to achieve an end
goal. Although both Cordelia and Desdemona use their speech to express their subjectivity in a
way that Ophelia either cannot or will not, they, too, are transformed from “subject” to “object”
through the actions of King Lear and Iago. However, the complexity surrounding the
subjectivity, or autonomy, of Cordelia and Desdemona is much more nuanced than Ophelia’s
subjectivity: Ophelia is turned from “subject” to “object” by Polonius and Claudius so that they
can both keep their positions of power. Language is the primary method used by these women to
self-fashion and assert their subjectivity. However, as the women in these plays had restricted
autonomy due to societal conceptions of gender and sex, Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia each
experience a difficulty in accessing self-fashioning resources. As Montgomery Byles states,
Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia “represent the fate of young women whose lives are
embedded in a sexist society, and whose families deny them the ultimate right to speak in their
own voices and to be themselves … their emotional selves are treated only objectively and often
falsely” (56). Montgomery Byles correctly identifies the issue of subjectivity that Cordelia,
23

Montgomery Byles argues a similar point: she states that “Polonius is clearly not at all interested in
what Ophelia feels, or how she perceives her relationship with Hamlet; moreover, he forces her to be
untrue to herself: to deny her love for Hamlet. She is forced into an invidious position and used by
Polonius as a trap for Hamlet to fall into so that Polonius can prove himself right about Hamlet's madness,
and, furthermore, so that Claudius can then manipulate Hamlet's “madness.” All the fathers in the play,
including the Ghost, manipulate their children to gratify their own needs without the slightest
compunction” (44).
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Desdemona, and Ophelia encounter. However, beyond the problem of subjectivity that she raises
is the fact that once these women’s subjectivity is removed, they effectively become “objects”;
the consequence of reducing an individual from a “subject” in their own right to the position of
“object” allows for the commodification of the individual to occur. Thus, the Marxist-feminist
approach allows the reader or viewer to explore the nuanced level of autonomy, or subjectivity,
that Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia display in their respective plays and reveals the ways in
which these “female selves” are commodified by other agents.
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Chapter Two: The Female Self — Digitized Female
Representations in the Twenty-First Century
Social media and Shakespeare’s works are, ostensibly, two areas of study that seem
almost completely unrelated. The texts written by Shakespeare that are examined in this thesis
are plays, and the material that will be discussed in this chapter are the selfies of social media
influencer Kim Kardashian West; in addition, the design or structure of social media platforms
will be considered. The limited language presented in the speech of Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia, and the way that their selves are capitalised on by others for external gain, is
surprisingly comparable to the way in which the digitized representations of the self are
commodified by different social media networks. Two of Kim Kardashian West’s selfies will be
examined within this section; the selfies will be examined as “texts” that can be “read.” In
addition to examining the tension between the subjectivity and objectivity of the individual
within the selfie, the limitations imposed on language within the online world will be examined.
To an extent, everyone who chooses to represent a version of themselves online becomes a
marketable resource — much in the same way that Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia become
“tools” or a means to an end within each of their respective plays. The impositions that are
placed on those who choose to represent themselves on social media and the societal restrictions
placed on the women featured in Shakespeare’s plays are comparable, especially when examined
through the “lens” of language and self-fashioning.
The term “self-fashioning” may seem rather out of place in the twenty-first century;
nevertheless, we participate in it on a daily basis. The internet and social media have infiltrated
almost every aspect of our lives in the twenty-first century. Platforms such as Facebook,
Instagram, and Twitter are almost universally used, especially among the younger generations.
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These platforms have provided us with a new “resource” for self-fashioning. They’ve enabled us
to create digital representations of ourselves on various social media apps; however, in doing so,
we have effectively turned ourselves into a commodity. Social media apps are built to be
profitable due to a form of capitalism termed “surveillance capitalism.” In his CBC Massey
Lecture, “The Market for our Minds,” Ron Deibert discusses the perils of this model of
capitalism:
...our private human experiences [act] as the free raw material that can be endlessly
mined. On one level, it is the perfect sustainable resource. Our habits, preferences,
relationships, moods, and private thoughts are like constantly replenishing wells. On
another level it is entirely unsustainable, dependent as it is on toxic mining of raw
materials, rising energy consumption, and non-recyclable waste…The primary customers
are not us, the consumers or users of social media, the real customers are other businesses
that are interested in predictions of human behaviour generated by the social media
platforms and the data analytics machinery that surrounds them. We are simply the means
to a larger commercial end. We’re the livestock for their farms. (Deibert)
The concept of seeing others as “objects,” or “the means to a larger commercial end,” allows
individuals to commodify or co-opt a person’s subjectivity and profit from doing so. There is a
strong similarity, for instance, between Instagram surveilling your “like” or engagement history
and creating an algorithm based on your interactions with certain types of content in an effort to
sell something to you — whether it be a certain lifestyle or products — and the way in which
Polonius or Claudius in Othello infringe on Ophelia’s subjectivity and use her as a “tool” for
their own social and economic profit. In both of these cases, the focus on an outside source’s

Campanaro 29
profits, and the inability to see others as subjects rather than a resource that can be exploited for
their own advantage, can be found as culpable for this type of commodification.
Rather than examine the language used by fictional characters in King Lear, Othello, and
Hamlet, the selfies of social media influencer Kim Kardashian West will be examined as a type
of “text.” While I was attempting to narrow the parameters of my thesis, I decided specifically to
examine the social media accounts of “influencers”; I chose to focus on this group of individuals
because, as strange as it might seem, I found that there were some similarities between them and
Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia. The relationship between these women and those who use
them as a means to an end is similar to the role of the social media influencer within the larger
framework of the social media economy — the subjectivity of both is reduced as they are each
transformed into a commodity. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary provides a definition for “social
media influencer,” stating that the term is used to refer to “a person who is able to generate
interest in something (such as a consumer product) by posting about it on social media”
(“Influence…”). As a result, social media influencers essentially perform as a marketing tool that
boosts a company’s status on social media, as well as their economic growth. Just as various
characters in King Lear, Othello, and Hamlet use the characters Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia to ensure their social or economic position, or to allow them to meet their goals, social
media influencers allow companies to increase their revenue and brand awareness. While social
media influencers are paid for their advertising services, the tension between subjectivity and
objectivity within those who represent themselves on social media is mirrored in the conflicting
subjectivity and objectivity that Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia struggle with in their
respective plays.
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Language is a tool that we use in order to express who we are to others. It allows for an
individual’s interiority to be expressed to the outside world and can be used to curate or convey a
specific “version” of ourselves. Just as language was examined in the previous chapter, it will
again be used to evaluate or determine subjectivity and objectivity. In her article “Reading the
Self in Selfies,” Hannah Westerly examines the complexities that arise when a selfie is examined
as a “text.” Westerly is particularly concerned with the disconnect, or gap, that appears between
the self and a representation of the self (conveyed through selfies). When individuals engage
with social media, they are actively choosing to represent a curated version of themselves to the
public. Therefore, it can be argued that social media apps function as a medium through which a
twenty-first century version of self-fashioning can be completed. Westerly explains the complex
relationship between the “subject” of the selfie and the viewer:
Self-representation therefore has an overt public dimension; it is a performative process
where subjectivity evolves at the point of encounter with the viewer. It not only involves
an engagement or negotiation with the conventions of genre but also with an imaginary
Other, an interpolated subjectivity that receives and responds to the image with which it
is presented. Thus the self online, like the self offline, becomes a process of invention,
performance, reciprocity and intersubjectivity. (387)
Posting selfies on social media apps complicates the subjectivity of the self. The notion of
subjectivity is further convoluted by the fact that performing a version of the self for an online
audience is monetized by different social media apps.
In “Othered Body, Obscene Self(ie): A Sartrean Reading of Kim Kardashian West,” Elese
Dowden states that selfies allow a person to have “... control over their own image, but at the
same time, [become an] object in their own gaze … selfies, like other assertions of bodily
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subjectivity in digital spaces, are a threat to patriarchal structures that paint women as immanent,
object, as reflected in public discourse” (117). Though I agree with the argument that selfies can
be a threat to patriarchal structures, I think that the role of the selfie within the social media
economy must be taken into account when considering subjectivity. The fact that social media
apps are designed to engage your attention while, at the same time, tracking your interactions
and data, further complicates subjectivity as it applies to social media and the internet. If, as Jia
Tolentino states in Trick Mirror, “We have generated billions of dollars for social media
platforms through our desire — and then through a subsequent, escalating economic and cultural
requirement — to replicate for the internet who we know, who we think we are, who we want to
be” (15), then is any attempt at asserting your subjectivity within this framework futile? Is it
accurate to say that selfies are a form in which an individual can be considered a subject, when,
within the selfie’s larger role in the framework, an individual’s social media account functions as
a resource that allows these platforms to profit? Can a single photo featured on an individual’s
social media account be isolated from its function within the larger context of the social media
economy? Although I think that Dowden makes many salient points about subjectivity in her
article, I argue that to ignore the role of the selfie as a commodity is to simplify the nuanced and
complex relationship between subjectivity and objectivity as it plays out online.
The distinction between “subject” and “object” becomes blurred when applied to the
selfie. While completing my research, I decided to use two of Kardashian West’s selfies as
primary sources for this chapter. I am particularly interested in how subjectivity plays out within
the larger framework of the “social media economy.” Westerly suggests that selfies function
“both as bounded texts, identity images that are open to narrative interpretation, and that they are
part of an ongoing story, a multitude of overlapping images that give rise to a narrative of
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identity” (376). Following Westerly’s argument, both the selfie and social media platforms allow
a person to display a carefully curated version of themselves to the world. By their very
construction, social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, centre on the
individual: Facebook constantly wants to know what’s on your mind, and Twitter wants you to
share what is happening (Westerly 372). These platforms are fixated on identity construction and
in particular, the sharing of your identity construction. It is not good enough to go on a trip, get a
promotion, or buy a new car; social media has created its own microcosm of culture in which
users feel the obligation, even the need, to share information about themselves and their life
events on social media. Social media platforms directly benefit from this; as they are not
non-profits, they rely on the shared narrative of others to allow them to gather data which they
will then sell.
Westerly’s argument also situates the selfie as a framework through which an individual
can “narrate,” a version of themselves using a visual medium. The selfies of Kardashian West
that I chose to use are some of her more controversial posts on social media. The two selfies are
nude selfies in which Kardashian West has covered just enough of herself that the photos cannot
be removed due to claims that they “violate the community guidelines” that both Instagram and
Twitter have regarding nudity. These selfies, however, were still quite controversial, and caused
an outpouring of opinions to be shared — which, of course, was done through posting, tweeting,
and commenting on various online platforms. In “Othered Body, Obscene Self(ie): A Sartrean
Reading of Kim Kardashian West,” Dowden notes that this outburst over Kardashian West’s
nude selfies occurred because “Kardashian-West’s image was an expression of her own bodily
subjectivity, that challenged both the male gaze of the public because it was a selfie, and also
contemporary notions of performative femininity” (118). Dowden’s argument sets up an
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interesting parallel between Kardashian West and Shakespeare’s characters, Cordelia,
Desdemona, and Ophelia. All four of these women are primarily seen as their role within the
patriarchy before anything else: Kardashian West, as a mother, wife, and daughter; Cordelia,
Desdemona, and Ophelia as their roles of daughter or wife. All of these women exist, either
fictionally or in reality, within a variation of a capitalist society. In the varying periods that King
Lear, Othello, and Hamlet are set during, women were essentially seen as property. Marriage was
an economic arrangement; marriages were decided on when the proposed husband and father of
the proposed wife were in agreement of a dowry. Furthermore, the marriages of upper-class or
noble women were often used to strengthen or create ties between different nations.24 In the
twenty-first century, this notion of marriage, at least for the most part in Western countries, no
longer exists. As a result of technological advances under a form of twenty-first century
hyper-capitalism, there have become new ways that a person can become so decontextualised
from their subjectivity that they can be turned into a commodity.25 As well, it must be noted that
although, in most Western cultures, it has become distasteful to blatantly associate a woman with
“property,” the objectification of women most definitely still occurs. The backlash towards
Kardashian West’s nude selfie proves to be an excellent example of this. Using Sartre’s
philosophy, Dowden argues that “… the obscene body is a woman’s body. The obscene body is
reduced to object status, to the mode of being-in-itself, and this is what makes it obscene. The
body is viewed as an object of stark immanence where there should be a transcendent subject”

24

A Shakespearean example of this occurs in Henry V, in which Henry marries Princess Catherine of
France, as part of the treaty between warring France and England.
25
I would like to also state that the commodification of the self through social media platforms is not
something that occurs solely to women; however, due to the constraints of my thesis, I decided to
circumscribe my research to that of the female self. My own analysis, as well as the research that I have
gathered, are not meant to be definitive; rather, my thesis is meant to serve as a contribution to a larger
discussion.
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(123).26 If women are seen as solely being-in-itself, and therefore “object” rather than “subject,”
then they become much easier to commodify.

The selfie above is one that Kardashian West posted on her Instagram account in 2015.
Like the image that will be examined next, this selfie is a mirror selfie, which as Dowden also
comments on, creates further distance between Kardashian West as a “subject” and Kardashian
West as an “object” as a mirror selfie is a reflection of an image (127). The short paragraph to
the right of the selfie is the caption that Kardashian West wrote to accompany her post.
Kardashian West posted the selfie in response to public speculation that she was faking her
pregnancy. As can be understood from the post’s caption, people decided to comment on
Kardashian West’s body, saying that she was simultaneously “too skinny” and “too big” to
Dowden provides a more in-depth discussion on the term “being-in-itself” and “being-for-others,”
which she borrows from Sartre’s Being and Nothingness: “To have being-for-others is to be aware of your
own being reduced to the in-itself in another being’s awareness. It is the product of the Other’s “look,” …
If being-for-itself is an act produced by the negation and nothingness of freedom and free consciousness,
being-for-others is a kind of existential grounding, tied to self-objectification. It may be the case that each
subject is fluctuating between all three modes: being-in-itself, being-for-itself, and being-for-others”
(119).
26
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actually be pregnant. As Kardashian West shared this image in response to having the validity of
her pregnancy questioned, I interpret the image not as a sexualization of the female body, but as
an attempt by Kardashian West to dispel the rumors surrounding her pregnancy using both visual
and verbal forms. As stated a few paragraphs earlier, the backlash that frequently accompanies
Kardashian West’s selfies, especially her nude selfies, can be attributed to the inability to see
Kardashian West outside of her roles as a mother or a wife. For instance, an individual
commented under Kardashian West’s post saying “Am [sic] going to laugh when your daughter
sees this” while another commented “That dude [her husband] don’t know what to do with you
Kim.”27 Comments such as these only recognise Kardashian West in relation to her children and
her husband; rather than recognise her as a subjective individual, they see her “objectively,” as
solely a mother and a wife.

Kardashian West tweeted the image above on March 7th, 2016 which, incidentally,
happened to be the day before International Women’s Day. The number of comments, retweets,
and “likes” visible on the above tweet is indicative of the controversy that accompanied
Kardashian West’s tweet: some people were in support of Kardashian West’s decision to share
the photo, as they viewed that it was her body, and therefore her decision, while others thought
Both comments can be found in the comment section under Kardashian West’s Instagram post, which is
included in the Works Cited. The account that wrote the first comment was labelled “ws.eric_finessin”;
the account that wrote the second comment was labelled “eds_portionscontrol.”
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that it was inappropriate, reductive, and that in sharing the photo, Kardashian West was being a
poor role model for young women. The instant divide that accompanied this selfie attracted a
surge of interaction on social media, with everyone from fans to other celebrities weighing in.28
After the backlash that accompanied her tweet, Kardashian West responded by posting another
censored nude photo, this time on Instagram. Dowden provides an explanation for the outrage
towards Kardashian West’s nude selfies:
Women have been reduced to the category of the body for so long that it seems they may
be attempting to reclaim it. This may be Kim Kardashian-West’s intent in posting her
International Women’s Day selfie, which was clearly considered unruly and disruptive by
those that chose to shame her in their comments on Instagram. Kardashian-West’s selfie
invoked a response that overwhelmingly called for her to reform her misdirected ways,
and the public here reduced Kardashian-West to the status of object, body, negation:
something to be conquered. (124)
While, as Dowden states, the public’s outrage stems from a viewpoint that sees Kardashian West
as merely an “object” or a body, the verbal disapproval also has a less obvious impact on
Kardashian West’s subjectivity; the vast number of “likes,” retweets, and comments attached to
Kardashian West’s tweet means that many different social media accounts interacted with
Kardashian West’s account, thereby increasing the amount of data available to Twitter. Social
media platforms thrive on outrageous, extreme, or controversial content, because this type of
content attracts the most attention and creates a surge in social media activity. When considered
from this perspective, it becomes apparent that not only is Kardashian West’s subjectivity being

The comments made by other celebrities and fans of Kardashian West that I allude to can be found in
the comment section of Kardashian West’s post.
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called into question as a result of the public’s disapproval, but also by the selfie’s larger function
as an “activity and data boost” for social media corporations like Twitter or Instagram.
The structure of social media also poses difficulties when it comes to assessing whether
or not the way platforms are currently designed provides the best foundation for meaningful and
contextualised conversations. For instance, social media platforms centre on the individual
profile, and the YouTube algorithm is designed to show its subscribers extreme content in order
to maintain their interest; in addition, the hashtag’s design presents another limitation imposed on
the language used online (Tolentino 28-29). It seems that the deeper one researches social media
and how it functions behind the scenes, the less evidence there is support of its ability to act as a
“space” to facilitate meaningful conversations. I would argue that there is a parallel between the
limited language of Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia, and the restricted language online. In aid
of this comparison, Ron Diebert discusses the dual “levels” that exist in various social media
apps:
All social media have a lower and higher level function. The lower level function is an
apparent one. An application that you use to tease your brain is, for most people, nothing
more than a game. But the game is just the window dressing for a higher level, more
important function: to observe and acquire data about you, your device, your other
applications, your contacts, your pictures, your settings, your geolocation, and so on.
(Deibert)
The duality that is installed in the functioning of social media apps could be compared to the
duality of language — the gap or disconnect that exists between what is intended to be said, and
what is actually spoken. This disparity was examined in the first chapter, and probably the most
compelling evidence supporting this idea is the co-opting of Ophelia’s language by Polonius in
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Hamlet. Similarly to how Polonius places a type of “constraint” on Ophelia’s language (for
instance, changing the context in which Ophelia uses the word “tenders”) social media platforms
have been designed in a way in which context and nuance become difficult to maintain in online
discourse. In Trick Mirror, for example, Tolentino examines how the hashtag is “specifically
designed to remove a statement from context and to position it as part of an enormous singular
thought… there is no room or requirement in a tweet to add a disclaimer about individual
experience” (28). The hashtag is used across a variety of social media platforms such as
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. Tolentino’s statement highlights a significant design flaw in
social media’s ability to allow for purposeful and productive conversation to occur. The hashtag
can almost have a silencing effect, as it fuses the nuanced experiences of many individuals under
a singular heading or phrase.29 Another example of a limit on language that social media imposes
on its users is enforcing a maximum word count. For instance, a Tweet can only have up to 280
characters and Instagram caters to visual mediums such as photos rather than words. While
social media companies are tracking and collecting their users’ data, they have also imposed
limits on the ways in which language is used on social media. These social media companies
have managed to turn human behaviour and the human self into a product that can become
marketable through the tracking and selling of data. Through this form of surveillance
capitalism, the self is split from the individual, and becomes a marketable product. For the
owners of these social media giants, users of social media are seen as objects or a means to an
end rather than subjects or complex humans.

An example that Tolentino provides of the hashtag’s failure to allow for context and nuance is the
#MeToo. Tolentino states that “because hashtags subtly equate disconnected statements in a way that
can’t be controlled by those speaking, it has been even easier for #MeToo critics to claim that women
must themselves think that going on a bad date is the same as being violently raped” (28).
29
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As a result of the commodification of the self through social media, and the constraints
that social media places on language, social media is subsequently an unstable “space” in which
it becomes difficult to hold contextualised and nuanced conversations. Though not all
interactions that people have on social media platforms are inherently “bad,” as a whole the
system’s design has significant flaws.30 Features of decontextualisation, such as the hashtag, as
well as social media’s tendency to move from the written language — where nuance can be more
easily conveyed — to the visual, also presents complexities for those participating in twenty-first
century “self-fashioning” via social media. Social media has become so ubiquitous, especially
over the last decade or so, that life without it seems difficult to remember; because of its success
as a business, as well as the addictive qualities that many of these apps are designed to have, it is
likely safe to say that it is here for the long run. As a result, it is important for users of social
media to remain critical of the ways in which they are interacting with and on social media, and
be wary of the capitalist component that social media companies often attempt to obscure or
minimize. Unfortunately, the practice of seeing other people as “objects” rather than “subjects” is
not a new concept; however, social media creates a new, more insidious, form in which the self
can become merely the means to an end.

A defense in support of social media, that should be taken into consideration, is the fact that it allows
for the voices of frequently ignored or overlooked minorities to be heard. The rise of cyberactivism is an
area of study that seeks to better understand the effects of social media to encourage social activism and
spread awareness about different movements. For further information on this, I recommend looking into
the paper, “Giving Voice to the Voiceless: The Use of Digital Technologies by Marginalized Groups” by
Jose Ortiz, Amber Young, Michael D. Meyers, et.al.
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Conclusion
While language, ostensibly allows a person to communicate and interact in the world
around them, it also has the ability to allow an individual to express their subjectivity and
identity; conversely, language can function as a tool that can reduce or invalidate an individual’s
subjectivity, effectively turning them from “subjects” to “objects.” As Cordelia, Desdemona, and
Ophelia are characters from plays that are considered part of the canon of English literature,
while Kim Kardashian West is a public figure who falls under the category of “pop culture,”
these four individuals might not seem like an obvious choice for a comparison on the
self-fashioning and commodification of the female self. In addition, the time period of over 400
years separating these figures does nothing to make this choice for comparison more obvious.
However, when these four figures are viewed under the “lens” of language, and when the ways
in which the communities surrounding them — either tangible or digital — are able to
commodify their “selves” for their own gain, the parallels begin to become more visible. I argue
that through an exploration of self-fashioning in each of these periods, the examination of
language used, and the tension between subjectivity and objectivity, there are a surprising
number of connections that can be made between the characters Cordelia, Desdemona, Ophelia
and social media influencer Kim Kardashian West. My argument hinges on two modes of
examination: the first is an examination of language used and interpretations of language, while
the second is an evaluation of how language can determine subjectivity or objectivity, and
therefore has the power to commodify the individual or the “self.” In the first chapter, I read
various passages from King Lear, Othello, and Hamlet closely and evaluate the tension between
subjectivity and objectivity of Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia; in the second chapter, I “read”
two of Kardashian West’s selfies in conjunction with the critical theories presented in Dowden’s
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article. To determine how the commodification of Cordelia, Desdemona, Ophelia occur, I analyse
the manner in which the characters around them co-opt their subjectivity through language, in
addition to the societal and gender politics of self-fashioning during the period in which each
play was written. In my second chapter, I analyse the ways in which the selfie and the role of the
social media influencer function within the larger framework of the “social media economy”; in
addition, I provide a discussion on the ways in which social media, under surveillance
capitalism, is designed to convert the “self” and a portrayal of the self into a commodity that can
be assigned a price. It is through an analysis of language, the politics of self-fashioning, and the
commodification of the self — although achieved through different manners in each chapter —
that I am able to draw parallels between the “selves” of Shakespearean women, and the online
self of Kardashian West.
My first chapter explores the ways in which the language used by Cordelia, Desdemona,
and Ophelia reflects their subjectivity, and the manner through which their expressed subjectivity
is co-opted by those around them. Although each of these three characters expresses different
levels of autonomy or subjectivity throughout their respective plays, they each, to some extent,
become commodified by the “other.” Cordelia’s father, King Lear, places her at odds with her
sisters, and she finds herself in a position where she must choose to either excessively flatter her
father to satisfy his ego and gain a portion of the kingdom in return, or to be truthful and face the
consequence of failing to “perform” a version of herself that Lear wishes her to. Desdemona
ultimately suffers as a result of Iago’s revenge against her husband; he uses her as a means to an
end, disregarding her status as a “subject,” and using her for his own gain, thereby turning her
into an “object.” Finally, Ophelia, who out of the three characters discussed certainly displays the
least amount of subjectivity, is quite easily commodified by those around her. Her father
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Polonius, Claudius — and to an extent even Hamlet — attempt to control her in an effort to
achieve a self-serving result.
In the second chapter, a parallel is drawn between the commodification of Cordelia,
Desdemona, and Ophelia, and the commodification of the online self. The role of the social
media user under surveillance capitalism restricts the ability for the “online self” to truly be
subjective, as it is constantly being mined by tech corporations for sellable data. In addition, the
restrictions placed on online language means that social media platforms like Instagram,
Facebook, and Twitter lack the space to provide conversations with nuance and context. This is
not to say that social media, itself, is something that is definitively negative. However, the social
media user should be aware that social media corporations are not providing their users with
apps free of cost: in addition to bringing people from all over the world closer together, allowing
more voices to be heard, or allowing small businesses to thrive, these apps are observing human
behaviour and selling their users’ data for their own benefit.
It is evident that the parallel I create between the “selves” of Cordelia, Desdemona,
Ophelia, and the “online self” of Kim Kardashian West will, at some point, become eroded.
Whereas Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia are all fictional characters that we created by
Shakespeare, Kim Kardashian West is a twenty-first century social media influencer; in addition,
while Kardashian West has authority over how she is represented on social media, the “selves” of
Cordelia, Desdemona, and Ophelia were created by William Shakespeare. As a result, there is a
sort of “dissonance” between the selves of Cordelia, Desdemona, as the selfhood of these three
characters has been bestowed on them by Shakespeare. Nonetheless, there are similarities to be
found in the ways that all four of these figures are commodified by external sources, as well as
the role that language plays in establishing one’s subjectivity or objectivity.
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