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Ophelia Masking Identity vs. Juliet 

Finding an Identity 

 
Juliet in “Romeo and Juliet,” and Ophelia in “Hamlet,” are two of Shakespeare’s 

female characters that are perceived in similar ways, and have similar life situations. 

Juliet and Ophelia seem to be stereotyped in the same way: as children.  The reader’s first 

encounter with Juliet is a passage where Capulet discusses her young age with Paris as a 

reason for her not to marry yet.  “But saying o’er what I have said before:/ My child is yet 

a stranger in the world,/ She hath not seen the change of fourteen years;/ Let two more 

summers wither in their pride,/ Ere we may think her ripe to be a bride” (Iii 7-11).  The 

initial introduction to Ophelia also alludes to her being stereotyped as a child.  Polonius 

in counsel to Ophelia about Hamlet’s love says, “Marry, I will teach you: think yourself a 

baby” (Iiii 104-105).  Even critics have alluded to this fact,  

Early criticism, in particular, of Romeo and Juliet largely overlooks Juliet, 

viewing the play as being primarily about Romeo and treating Juliet as a 

subsidiary, underdeveloped character. When such criticism explores Juliet, 

it is often influenced by her young age of fourteen, reading her as little 

more than a child - naive, immature, inexperienced, obedient to her 

parents' wishes, and uncomplicated (Brown 1).   

The descriptions of naïve, immature, inexperienced and obedient can all be applied to 

stereotypes of Ophelia as well.  There are also simply plot situations that link these two 

Shakespeare characters; both commit suicide, have overbearing fathers, and are generally 

not understood by their parents.  However, there is a fundamental difference between 

them.  Ophelia goes insane, and Juliet does not, why?  In this paper, the idea of having a 

self-defined identity (autonomy) as opposed to the masking of an identity, will be 

explored as the reason why Juliet retains her sanity while Ophelia does not.    

 

 

Ophelia: Masking Self, Desires, and Hopes 

Ophelia is completely obedient to her father, Polonius; one critic states, “He has 

her completely bullied.  She is accustomed to delivering up her private thoughts, she 

listens to his endless sermons, she always does as she is told, and follows her father’s 

commands to the letter—at the price of her happiness” (Barnes 193).  These 

characteristics exhibited by Ophelia have given birth to a psychological condition 

referred to as the Ophelia Syndrome.  Mary Pipher, the woman who has explored and 

named this condition states in her book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of 

Adolescent Girls: 

The story of Ophelia, from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, shows the destructive 

forces that affect young women.  When [Ophelia] falls in love with 

Hamlet, she lives only for his approval.  She has no inner direction; rather 

she struggles to meet the demands of Hamlet and her father.  Her value is 

determined utterly by their approval.  Ophelia is torn apart by her efforts 

to please (Pipher 20). 

One interesting thing to note about Ophelia is that her dependence on others for 

value seems to develop more throughout the play.  When her brother Laertes gives her 
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the advice not to see Hamlet anymore she probably smiling remarks, “I shall the effect of 

this good lesson keep/ As watchman to my heart.  But, good my brother,/ Do not, as some 

ungracious pastors do, /Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven,/ Whiles, like a 

puff’d and reckless libertine,/ Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads,/ And reaks 

not his own rede” (Iiii 45-51).  It is quite obvious she is not planning on following her 

brother’s advice.  She feels that it will not make her happy, yet when her father gives the 

same advice, just moments later, she follows his command.  Mary Pipher also addresses 

this oddity.   

Something dramatic happens to girls in early adolescence.  Just as planes 

and ships disappear mysteriously into the Bermuda Triangle, so do the 

selves of girls go down in droves.  They crash and burn in a social and 

developmental Bermuda Triangle.  Adolescent girls experience a conflict 

between their autonomous selves and their need to be feminine, between 

their status as human beings and their vocation as females. (Pipher, 

Preface) 

Ophelia is still, at least in the beginning of the play, in this state of conflict.  With 

Laertes, she is still at the point of understanding her own needs; however when her father 

gives the same advice it emphasizes what she believes to be the socially acceptable 

actions she should follow.  The conflict ends, and she hands herself over to submission 

with her defining line, “I shall obey, my Lord” (Iiii 136).  

The tragedy of Ophelia is that no one seems to even be aware of this change in 

her, not even herself, except for perhaps when it is too late when she has already gone 

insane.  Her “mad scene” exemplifies how truly “lost” her self is.  Some critics have 

asserted that Ophelia’s madness “comes about because that father, whom she loved so 

dearly came to a sudden and shocking end” (Camden 127).  Of course Ophelia loved her 

father, but people loose parents all the time, without going mad.  It is doubtful that his 

death is the cause of her madness, and probably more likely that his death, to Ophelia, 

means her death as well.  Without Polonius, she no longer knows what to do, and has no 

way of defining herself as a complete human being.  Her lover, Hamlet, has also “left” 

her, so she has no way of defining herself through him either.  

In these final scenes of Ophelia’s life, when she no longer has someone to tell her 

what to do she uses songs, rhymes, and the symbolism of flowers to hide underneath.  

Her identity is so lost, when she no longer has the pressures of others she still can’t 

retrieve it.  Then just as her psychological self died submissively given up to her father, 

she physically dies submitting herself, without a fight, to water.    

 

Juliet: Fighting for Autonomy 

 Juliet, in contrast with Ophelia has developed a self-defined identity and begins to 

express it throughout the play.  In the beginning, it may seem as if she is no different than 

Ophelia.  When Lady Capulet brings up the idea of marrying Paris she states, “I’ll look to 

like, if looking liking move;/ But no more deep will I endart mine eye/ Than your consent 

gives strength to make it fly” (Iiii 97-99).  In other words, Juliet promises to do what she 

was asked to do.  This situation, in more ways than one exemplifies the characteristics of 

an autonomous adolescent girl.  In a book entitled Faces of the Adolescent Girl, Lillian 

Cohen Kovar lists characteristics of autonomous girls versus a number of other types, 

such as “the peer-oriented girl, adult-oriented girl, and the anarchic bohemian.”  Kovar 
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states that an autonomous girl “wants the freedom to choose marriage when the time is 

ripe” (Kovar 123).  Juliet does not object to her mother’s request because it seems as if 

she still has the ultimate choice.  Earlier in the same passage, Lady Capulet asks Juliet 

what she thinks of marriage.  Juliet answers, “It is an honor that I dream not of.”  This 

answer also exemplifies her autonomous nature, “the autonomous girl doesn’t need to 

know what age she will marry or what the rest of her life is going to be like.  She hasn’t 

met enough people she feels, nor has she had enough experience to know what she is 

looking for in a mate.”  This may seem contradictory to Juliet’s seemingly hasty love for 

Romeo, but as Kovar points out, it isn’t.  “She marries when she’s mature enough to 

know that she really loves someone.  The girl who finds immediate marriage important 

has found what she is looking for” (Kovar 123).  Essentially, the idea is that although 

Juliet says she has not yet thought of marriage, which may be true, she has thought about 

the type of person she would marry when she deems herself ready.   

 The initial meeting between Romeo and Juliet is interesting because it begins to 

show some of Juliet’s intelligence.  She easily keeps up with Romeo in creating the 

extended metaphor of the pilgrim. Kovar explains that an autonomous girl “sees her 

intellectuality generally as an asset, and is at ease in expressing herself” (Kovar 114). 

The balcony scene is another example of Juliet’s intelligence and apt ability to 

express herself. Juliet’s statements are shorter than Romeo’s but she says just as much.  

She is straightforward and explains exactly what she wants (Romeo’s love).  She is also 

sensible; “Although I joy in thee,/ I have no joy of this contract to-night, / It is too rash, to 

unadvis’d, too sudden,/ Too like the lightning, which doth cease to be / Ere one can say it 

lightens.  Sweet, good night!/ This bud of love, by summer’s ripening breath, / May 

prove a beauteous flow’r when next we meet.”  She knows that she needs time to go over 

her feelings.  Kovar explains, “knowing her own feelings is vital to her.  She has a strong 

sense of wanting to protect herself, her privacy, and her pride from the pressures of her 

world” (Kovar 113).  Juliet knows that too much connection or “swearing” to Romeo 

could end up pressuring her and taking away some of her freedom to choose.  She is still 

learning about Romeo and she would prefer to take things slowly, although we know that 

this time is not given to Juliet, it is important to know that she did not intend to rush into 

anything.  She is also concerned with making sure that Romeo’s intentions are good, “If 

that thy bent be honorable, / Thy purpose marriage, send me word to-morrow” (IIii143-

144).   

Another example of Juliet’s autonomy is her relationship with her mother.  

Although the cold nature of their relationship may be Lady Capulet’s fault, the fact that 

Juliet feels she can not confide in her, is an expression of her autonomy.  Kovar states, 

“Autonomous girls express a strong desire for independence from parents.  Some indicate 

difficulties communicating with their mothers.  As a fledgling adolescent, she may set up 

her mother as a straw man to be torn down so she can feel free to affirm herself in her 

own personal manner” (Kovar 109).  Juliet knows her mother is cold and unloving, 

“suggested by the formal way Juliet addresses her: Madam, My Lady—only once in the 

whole play as Mother” (Goldstein 202).  She also knows that the relationship between her 

father and mother is strained and without love; Capulet even calls Lady Capulet “A 

jealous hood” (IVv14).  Juliet will not confide in her mother because she feels she is 

nothing like Juliet is and nothing like what Juliet will ever want to be; so why, as Juliet 

had most likely decided, should she confide in her and get her advice? 
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The scene after Capulet commands Juliet to marry Paris shows Juliet defining self 

in another matter.  The nurse advises Juliet that “Romeo is banished, and all the world to 

nothing/ That he dares ne’er come back to challenge you; / Or if he do, it needs be by 

stealth./ Then, since the case so stands as now it doth, / I think it best you married with 

the county” (IVi214).  Although Juliet had up to this point confided in the nurse, she now 

realizes that the nurse also does not understand her.  She is not giving in that easily to her 

parents demands, and states, “I’ll to the friar to know his remedy; / If all else fail, myself 

have power to die” (IVi 241-242).  Juliet’s decision to marry Romeo was her own, and 

she understands that to follow her parents commands will kill her autonomy.  “The 

autonomous girl wants to mold her own life, and she does this.  Her desire for self-

determination is stronger than any urge to conform with peers, parents, or teachers” 

(Kovar 111).  She makes the conscious decision that if she cannot live her life as she sees 

fit to mold it than she will not live.  This decision puts into place a chain of reactions that 

ultimately ends in Juliet’s suicide.   

Juliet and Ophelia: Similar ends, Different Paths 

Although Ophelia and Juliet’s lives end in tragedy, psychologically they walked 

very different roads.  Ophelia goes throughout the play, as a puppet.  None of her actions 

are her own; she is completely controlled by Polonius, Laertes and Hamlet.  Outwardly 

she seems to be the picture perfect daughter, sweet, innocent and submissive.  While 

inwardly she had already died long before she dies physically which sends her down a 

path of mental instability and finally insanity.  Juliet however, had already decided upon 

her own path, she was in many ways Ophelia’s elder in this area.  She had the strength of 

character to understand herself and stand up for it.  “In these terms, the autonomous girl 

that we have described, more than any other, is mentally healthy.”  Essentially, it comes 

down to Ophelia dying passively in a state of unawareness; while Juliet dies conscious of 

her decision—a martyr to her work of self-definition. 
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