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About

 
Identify yourself as a feminist today and many people will immediately 
assume you are man-hating, bra-burning, whiny liberal. Perhaps a certain 
charming radio talk show host will label you as a “Feminazi” or “slut.” Even 
among more moderate crowds, feminism is still seen as too radical, too 
uncomfortable, or simply unnecessary. Feminism is both misunderstood and 
denigrated regularly on a broad societal scale.  
 

We, the 16 women of Professor Rachel Seidman’s Spring 2012 Women in the 
Public Sphere course at Duke University, have decided to fight back against 
these popular misconceptions surrounding the feminist movement. Our class 
was disturbed by what we perceive to be an overwhelmingly widespread 
belief that today’s society no longer needs feminism. In order to change this 
perception, we launched a PR campaign for feminism. We aim to challenge 
existing stereotypes surrounding feminists and assert the importance of 
feminism today. We feel that until the denigration surrounding feminism and 
women's issues is alleviated, it will be hard to achieve total gender equality, 
both statistically and socially.  
 

 
 

Our campaign has been accessed in over 174 countries. We have 22,000 
likes on Facebook, 16,000 followers on Tumblr, and school campaigns 
running all over the U.S., Canada, New Zealand, the UK, Germany, Peru, and 
Kazakhstan. To learn more, visit WhoNeedsFeminism.com, follow us on 
Facebook and Twitter (@ineedfeminism), or email 
whoneedsfeminism@gmail.com 
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Patriarchal authority within the family 
was the cornerstone of Elizabethan 
and Jacobean political theory, the 
ultimate ‘natural’ justification for 
obedience to the state; to reject either 
was to threaten the entire social and 
political order.” 
       
--D.E. Underdown, “The Taming of  

      the Scold: The Enforcement of   
      Patriarchal Authority in Early Modern  
      England.” 
 
Kelly McCrum (Isabella)  
 

When we first began the process of this play, we were 
asked to give costume ideas, and that’s where my 
character really started. I first suggested a mix between 
Pippi Longstocking and Lisbeth Salander for Isabella, 
because I saw her as very clever, but also sexually 
innocent. Instead the character became a transition 
from one to the other, and I saw the beginning as more 
of a Wendy Darling figure instead of Pippi.          

       
Having Lisbeth Salander for 
inspiration (especially the Swedish movie Lisbeth) was 
really helpful to me because she’s a character that has 
a quiet force about her and she takes charge of her 
life. Even after she gets brutally raped, Lisbeth quickly 
spins the situation to her advantage and gains 
freedom from the social service worker. In a similar 
way, Isabella takes hold of her misfortune of marrying 
the Ward and spins it to her advantage to cover her 
affair with her aunt. We saw the same wit in our 

conversations about film noir and the femme fatale early in the process, 
which was also great for me because I see Isabella at times (especially in the 
scene where she seduces her aunt) as being a femme fatale, and as having 
this force behind a candy coating. 
 

You may compel out of the 
power of father 
Things merely harsh to a maid’s 
flesh and blood; 
But when you come to love, 
there the soil alters: 
Y’are in another country, where 
your laws 
Are no more set by than the 
cacklings of geese— 
 
--Livia, Women Beware Women 
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Director’s note 
 

I chose this play because we're standing at the threshold of a female-driven 
society here in the West. As fewer males are born, economic crises favor the 
promotion of women, and females eclipse males in higher learning, the sea 
change is obvious and hopefully an advance in evolution.  
 

This is a play written almost 400 years ago and was acted by all male casts. 
Yet WOMEN BEWARE WOMEN, like all Jacobean classics, when read with 
21st century eyes, is all about the agency and equality of its female 
characters. They vie on a playing field where sex and violence resemble the 
unfettered animal kingdom rather than the poetic propriety of much of 
Shakespeare. Best of all, even in their destruction the "bad girls" win. This 
facet led me to the femme fatale of film noir. Those stories, constantly 
updated, owe much to the lurid Jacobean plays they emulate in plot and 
archetype (e.g. "the evil woman", "the duped husband", "the conniving 
underling").  
 

For our production we discussed what it meant to be a woman in 2012 
playing characters trapped by their frustrating circumstances and propelled 
by their darkest desires. With an all-female cast we decided to change 
certain originally-male roles into women who love women while keeping 
others as outwardly "male" (One role is gender-neutral/queer and another 
trans-female). We all worked to tell this story in a way where everyone could 
find someone to love, someone to despise. If we all see our own gender with 
different eyes, in as many shades as individualities, with shifting senses of self 
that leave us breathless, then we acknowledge that a "feminist" reading of 
this production is as subjective as the evolving meaning of that much-
abused, much-needed word. 
 

   --Jay O’Berski 
 

Post-show discussion questions, crafted by the Who Needs Feminism 
campaign: 
 
1. How do you see gender roles and expectations playing out in the plot of 

Women Beware Women? 
 
2. What issues do the women in the play face? Do you identify with any of 

these issues today? Have we done away with any of these in 2012?  
 
3. In the seventeenth-century, this play was performed by an all-male 

troupe. In this production, some female actors play men and some 
change the gender of their roles from men to women. How do these 
choices alter (or not) your perspective of the characters? What do these 
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changes and our response to them say about our vision of gender in 
contemporary American society? 

 
4. How does the idea of "women bewaring women" translate to the way 

women treat each other today? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alyssa Wong (The Duchess): 
 

“Crash Course: Lessons Learned From Women Beware. “ 
• Mixing high heels and rubberized ramps is a very, very bad idea. 

• People will ask you how to reconcile the trailer and poster you made 

with the onstage production. Smile, nod, and sell them tickets. 

• Academic answers aren't always the truest. 

• Black lipstick will smear on your teeth and no one will want to kiss you 

while you have it on. Wear it anyway. 

• Knowing something and being able to articulate it are two very 

different things. 

• No one will recognize you with that much hair gel in. Trust me. 

• Expect concerned, periodic 3AM emails from your mother. This is life. 

She loves you. If she didn't, she wouldn't write to you. 

• It's not going to be easy. But if it was, it wouldn't be worth doing. 

• If you take away just one thing from this whole process, let it be this: 

your voice matters, and you should never let others silence it. So speak 

up. Speak out. Make a difference, even if it's just for you. Because in 

the end, it matters so much more than you initially believed. 

• You are bigger than you think you are. 

 

Oh the deadly snares 
That women set for women, without pity 
Either to soul or honor. Learn by me 
To know your foes; 
 --Bianca, Women Beware Women 
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Thomas Middleton: The Tudor Tarantino?1  
 

Educated at Queen’s College, Oxford, Middleton was forced by 
circumstances to hustle his poetic skills in the competitive and crowded early 
modern playhouse universe. The economic and social havoc of the plague 
and personal family dysfunctions – such as his stepfather and mother’s battle 
over his inheritance – meant he’d lost his financial security net by the time he 
was 21. Fortunately, by the age of seventeen (in 1597) he was a published 
poet, a feat reached at ten years younger than the other esteemed writer 
of the age: William Shakespeare. While his pace of production was furious 
due to his economic straits, Middleton was particularly adept at 
collaboration and creativity. He wrote alone and in pairings (Middleton and 
Rowley, Middleton and Webster, even Middleton and Shakespeare). He 
wrote for public, city stages and private, courtly venues. He experimented 
with multiple dramatic forms that would define his era: comedies, romances, 
tragicomedies, and, of course, the immensely popular revenge tragedies.  
He composed no sonnets, but styled marvelous and successful court 
masques, public pageants, and even satirical pamphlets.   
 

Upon his death in 1661, supposedly favorable changing theatrical mores –
the appearance of professional actresses on the stage and the restoration 
of a libertine monarch  – couldn’t save Middleton’s work from obscurity.  
Despite or perhaps because of his willingness to put creation first and his own 
legacy second, his works went uncollected until the mid-nineteenth century 
even though he wrote more successful plays for more venues than his 
contemporaries. It would be another hundred years, until the mid-1960s, 
before contemporary theater directors took a closer look at this darkly 
comic and seriously critical writer who made subjects of shame and shock – 
sex, disease, brutality, hypocrisy and corruption-- popular and surprisingly 
palatable, much to the dismay of the church and the sometimes patronal 
royal court.  
 

Pulp Fiction writer/director Quentin Tarantino supposedly once described his 
approach to filmmaking by saying, “If I've made it a little easier for artists to 
work in violence, great! I've accomplished something." Tarantino’s 
flamboyant ferocity itself owes a debt of gratitude to Middleton, an artist of 
violence whose palette included unparalleled shades of blood and bile, 
sting and sear that brought to life the full range of an unrepentantly 
salacious, unabashedly visceral, unmistakably modern, early modern world. 
    
   -- Jules Odendahl-James, Resident Dramaturg 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 1 Middleton scholar Gary Taylor (Florida State University) gave an interview about the 
playwright to the BBC in May of 2010 with the title “The Tutor Tarantino.” 
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“Exchange of women” is a shorthand expression for the social relations of 
kinship systems specifying that men have certain rights in their female kin, 
and the women do not have the same rights either to themselves or to their 
male kin. In this sense, the exchange of women is a profound perception of 
a system in which women do not have full rights to themselves. 
 --Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political  
 Economy’ of Sex.” (1975) 
 

 
Lucy Goodson (Bianca) 
 

Reducing this show- and perhaps life- to a moral code flattens out so many 
experiences. Love is mixed with doubt is mixed with joy is mixed with betrayal 
is mixed with depression is mixed with self-discovery, and we arrive again at 
love. To believe any one aspect can live in isolation greatly underestimates 

the power of the human condition. 
This play resists "easy" morality, I 
hope, because it's difficult to make 
anyone a black-hatted villain. If you 
can, you might be a very boring 
person. 
 

By picking our own genders, and 
not all characters changing, the 
play is neither a carbon copy of the 
original nor a direct response to it. 
At the start, the audience will want 
to pin labels on the characters by 
what they know- lesbian, bi, 
masculine, feminine, butch, femme, 
bitch, lady, etc. However, pretty 
soon into the play, these labels just 
don't matter. They can't matter. Our 
actions are unrelated to our gender 
or sex or our sexual orientation. We 
are not driven by these aspects in 
the play because they are never 
opposed. There is no homophobia 
in our world. There is no sexism in our 

world. We are pushed by our own elements, not labels, as we are never 
assigned by them or treated differently because of them.  
 

It's hard to make a statement about what we're up to. I'd rather you just be 
confused and play with it. 
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We have long ago taken it as self-evident fact that the boy may follow the 
call of the wild; that is to say, that the boy may, as soon as his sex nature 
asserts itself, satisfy that nature; but our moralists are scandalized at the very 
thought that the nature of a girl should assert itself. To the moralist prostitution 
does not consist so much in the fact that the woman sells her body, but 
rather that she sells it out of wedlock. That this no mere statement is proved 
by the fact that marriage for monetary considerations is perfectly legitimate, 
sanctified by law and public opinion, while any other union is condemned 
and repudiated. 
 --Emma Goldman, “The Traffic in Women.” (1910) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Women Beware Women Production Playlist 
• Nick Cave & Warren Ellis White Lunar  
• Jack White "Love Is Blindness"  
• Joan Jett & the Blackhearts "Bad Reputation" 
• Alabama Shakes "Heartbreaker" 
• Raveonettes "Hallucinations" 
• Brian Eno "by This River" 
• Die Antwoord "I Fink U Freaky" (EXPLICIT) 
• Amon Tobin "Esther'S"  
• Metric "Dreams So Real" 
• The Louvin Brothers "If I Could Only Win Your Love"  
• Crystal Castles "Doe Deer"  
• Aerosmith "Dream On" 
• Manchester Orchestra "Virgin" 
• Joan Jett & the Blackhearts: "You Don't Own Me" 
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Dangerous female characters star in Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill! (1962), Bonnie 
and Clyde (1967), Foxy Brown (1974) […]; women are unapologetically 
sexual beings in 
Lolita (1962) […] 
and Last Tango 
in Paris (1972); 
and traditional 
family life is 
subverted in 
Guess Who’s 
Coming to 
Dinner (1967) 
[…] and Bob & 
Carol & Ted & 
Alice (1969). […] 
Just as in 
Jacobean 
tragedy, these 
women burn too hot for the world they live in and often come to bad ends 
or are at least chastened and set back on the ‘right track.’  
 --Jay O’Berski from his Middleton & Rowley The Changeling (2012).  
  

Molly Forlines (Livia) 
 

The past two months of preparation for Women have been a fantastic 
learning experience. Through the development of my character I have 
found truthfulness to my acting that I haven't felt before. Speaking in verse is 
always a challenge, but I find Middleton's verse to be somewhat more 
tangible than Shakespeare's, and thoroughly enjoy finding each word anew 
each performance. Working with a cast of such talented and amazing 
women and actors has been truly rewarding.  

It's exciting to feel our energies working together as we navigate the 
complex relationships in the play. Friends ask me how I feel about being in a 
"lesbian play," and I can't help but laugh. The play isn't about being gay; I 
don't think any of us have thought of it that way. It portrays pure love, not 
bogged down by gender. The notion of whether a woman should be with 
another women is never broached in the world of the play. Because we 
have chosen to normalize homosexuality in this world, the substance of the 
relationships you will see are completely undiluted, and the ultimate power 
of love triumphs all.   

Where’s my discretion now, my skill, my judgment? 
I’m cunning in all arts but my own love. 

--Livia, Women Beware Women 


