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Beyond the Binary 
ENL 10A (Dolan) 
Words: 2250 

“Opposites attract” and “birds of a feather flock together” are two common phrases 

uttered in conversation about falling in love. Nonetheless, there are always exceptions to typical 

or popular belief. In William Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (1601-2), the protagonist Viola 

assumes the identity of Cesario, a young man who washed up on Illyrian shores. There is an 

atmosphere of explosive change in the houses of the two nobles, and Viola/Cesario is the 

catalyst. Illustrating Viola/Cesario with a non-binary identification challenges societal norms in 

both the 17th century and now, as their atypical gender role and the bonds they forge with Olivia 

and Orsino reaffirm a new trend of “alternate sexualities”.  

Laurie Shannon, in her 2000 article on the Renaissance, particularly the Elizabethan era, 

argues that “lapses away from heterosexuality by a nature constant only to itself appear 

inevitable” (Shannon 194). In current times, though there has been much advocacy for same-sex 

relationships, heterosexuality is by far considered normative in society, resulting in the term 

“heteronormativity.” However, homosexuality/homoeroticism appeared to be a natural course of 

progression in Renaissance writing, though Shannon argues that one’s “likeness” to another is 

more powerful than the presumption of a preferring the same-sex (Shannon 208). The definition 

extends into her chosen examples within Ovid, Lyly and Shakespeare to illustrate how some of 

their writing employs this “principle of likeness” with same-sex attraction that is eventually 

subverted by heterosexual couplings (Shannon 191). In her analysis of Gallathea, she indicates 

the love between two girls dressed as boys, and that, to normalize the situation for their fathers 

(and by extension, the readers of the time), one of them will be turned into a boy. However, 
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neither of the pair seems to care, and it is unclear, as well as unimportant, as to which one was 

transformed (Shannon 205). The ideas of “likeness” over sex can then be furthered into the realm 

of pansexuality, or the sexual, emotional and/or romantic interest without being influenced a 

person’s gender identity or biological sex. Pansexuality dismisses the normativity of the gender 

binary, and people who identify as pansexual sometimes refer to themselves as “gender blind”. 

Shannon touches upon this idea, though likely due to the term not existing or not widely used, 

she never mentions it directly. Though usage of these terms is anachronistic for the 17th century, 

the reevaluation of Shakespeare’s writing with a 21st century lens assists in understanding 

current LGBTQ+ issues, as well as seeing the homosexual Twelfth Night relationships as more 

than a comedic bit due to mistaken identity. 

The dual identity of Viola and Cesario creates confusion in the reader and the characters 

who interact with them. Viola’s original desire was to become one of Olivia’s servants, though 

the Captain of the boat which crashed on Illyria states that Olivia “will admit no kind of suit” 

after her brother’s passing (I.ii.47). However, Viola’s femininity seems to be so profound that, if 

Viola were to present herself as she is to Olivia, she would likely be accepted into Olivia’s 

house. Yet this does not happen. The Captain explains that Olivia “hath abjured the sight / And 

company of men”, presumably male suitors (I.ii.41-42). As such, Viola, though feminine, does 

not actually see “herself” fully as a woman, since her reaction to the Captain’s claims is 

immediate disappointment, as part of “her” fits into that category of “men”. With no hesitation, 

she trades in her clothes to disguise herself as a young man to become apart of Duke Orsino’s 

house. Viola appears to have no worries about the plausibility of her plan or any chance of 

“Cesario” being found out. However, Orsino points out that Cesario, though claiming to be a 
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man, has effeminate qualities: “Diana’s lip / Is not more smooth and rubious, thy small pipe / Is 

as the maiden’s organ, shrill and sound” (I.iv.34-36). Orsino’s observation may be interpreted as 

Viola’s failure to pass as Cesario, though nobody questions their identity, often attributing their 

femininity to their youth. Malvolio indicates this when he describes Cesario as “Not yet old 

enough for a man, nor young / enough for a boy” (I.v.155-156).  

Everyone can see the oddities in Cesario’s appearance and actions, yet because he states 

that he is a young man, there are no further arguments against his gender. One could reason that 

this is due to the play’s need for Viola to continue playing the part of Cesario, however, even one 

character disputing “his” gender would seem more realistic. This implies that gender roles of the 

17th century, at least within fiction, may not have been as strict as contemporary times, 

considering the examples of “cross-dressed” girls in the examples Laurie Shannon draws upon 

(Shannon 206). Viola is biologically female, while Cesario is the male disguise; however, Viola 

seems completely suited to either side of the gender binary, resulting in the appropriateness of 

“they/them” pronouns when referring to Viola/Cesario as a single person. In a conversation with 

Orsino, they state that “[they] are all the daughters of [their] father’s house, / And all the 

brothers, too” (II.iv.132-133). Viola appears to have no problems when transitioning to the 

Cesario disguise, which could be interpreted to identify them as non-binary, generally identifying 

with neither genders, or genderfluid, generally identifying with both genders to some extent. By 

viewing Viola/Cesario as genderqueer with “they/them” pronouns and presuming that they care 

little as to which way (or neither way) a person identifies them, the possibility of a love that 

transcends sex and gender exists. 
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The lives of the Shakespearian Illyrians are turned upside down with Viola/Cesario’s 

arrival, and both Orsino and Olivia are smitten with them. Content with grieving over the idea of 

love, Orsino requests that “if music be the food of love”, his musicians should “play on” (I.i.1). 

His pining for Olivia is one-sided, and he himself does not appear to her door; he merely sends 

messengers to her, in hopes that his qualities will somehow be apparent through another person. 

Three days after Cesario has worked under Orsino, the Duke decides to use Cesario in all his 

effeminate glory to woo Olivia, since “she will attend it better in thy youth”, emphasizing 

Cesario’s youth and beauty is a fresh change to the norm (I.v.29). Orsino’s plan, however, 

backfires when Olivia immediately falls for Cesario. Applying Shannon’s argument of 

“likeness”, Olivia’s sudden attraction to Cesario is due to “his” attractiveness with effeminate 

qualities; just as Orsino presumed, she does react much more positively to a handsome youth. 

Her declaration of swearing off men can be attributed to a lack of interest in any of the older men 

in Illyria, and the one man who is different than the rest piques Olivia’s interest. While 

supposedly grieving her brother, her sudden spark of life at Cesario’s presence demonstrates that 

with the right kind of man (in this case, a female dressed in masculine clothing), she completely 

forgets her grief and acts like the lovesick Orsino. Due to Orsino’s focus on grieving instead of 

“hunting” her, Olivia desires an exciting love and finds that Cesario’s “scorn looks beautiful / In 

the contempt and anger of his lip!” (III.i.152-153). Olivia projects violent, animal-like qualities 

onto Cesario, perhaps to make up for the fact that Cesario is effeminate, by calling him a “lion” 

and “fiend” (III.i.136 and III.iv.226). Shakespeare illustrates Olivia and Orsino as pathetic lovers 

to emphasize the popularity and hilarity of suffering over love, and that the idea of loving being 

in love, rather than loving a certain person, is more controlling.  
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While his original plan was to use Cesario to get to Olivia, Orsino’s few appearance 

throughout the play results in a strange development: Orsino eventually falls for Cesario. Though 

Orsino is initially infatuated with Olivia, Viola does not give up. She confesses her love for 

Orsino through an list told by Cesario: “A little by your favor”, “Of your complexion”, “About 

your years, my Lord” (II.iv.29, 31, 33). However, he does not detect the meaning behind his 

words and instead advises Cesario to search for a woman younger than he, as women are 

expected to marry older men. In doing so, he inadvertently presents himself as the best choice for 

Viola’s affections. As the play moves on without much input from Orsino, his presence in Act V 

is sudden, and the change from helpless victim to aggressive lover is not fully explained. Upon 

seeing Olivia and her pining for Cesario, Orsino becomes defensive, even violently so, by stating 

he would be willing to “sacrifice that lamb [Cesario] that [he does] love / To spite a raven’s 

[Olivia’s] heart within a dove” (V.i.133-134). His possessiveness is much stronger than a master 

would have for one random servant, and when the Priest affirms the marriage between “Cesario” 

and Olivia, as he reprimands Cesario, “thou dissembling cub!” (V.1.173). Orsino’s feelings for 

Cesario go much further past a typical servant/master relationship, which is most important when 

considering that Orsino does not know that Cesario is actually a biological female. 

Viola’s perception, as one of the foreigners to Illyria, is one of a heteronormative point of 

view. Cesario cannot see himself with Olivia, because he is Viola, but Viola cannot see herself 

with Orsino, because she is Cesario. Viola, however, rejects Olivia’s advances and pities her for 

falling for Cesario, stating that Olivia “were better love a dream” (II.ii.26). She sees her disguise 

as a man to be the problem, as she believes she cannot outright declare her love for Orsino, since 

he pines after Olivia, while Olivia’s attraction to Cesario puts them into a “knot” that Viola 
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cannot untie (II.ii.41). However, this also relates to their identification as genderqueer: Viola 

cannot think about themselves without thinking about themselves as Cesario, and vice versa. The 

heteronormativity is also evident in Viola’s twin, Sebastian, who does not return the level of 

affection that Antonio shows upon him. Antonio, who nursed Sebastian back to life and stayed 

with him for three months, uses terms such as “My desire” and “My willing love” when trying to 

explain to Sebastian that he is a criminal in Illyria (III.iii.4, 11). He even defends “Sebastian” 

through a duel, but actually confused Cesario for Sebastian. Because of the implication that they 

are somehow identical twins (presuming that both Viola and Sebastian are both biologically 

female and male), then Sebastian must be as mixed in masculine and feminine traits as Viola is. 

This makes Antonio’s attraction to him a point of interest, as he never mentions Sebastian’s 

physical features, but is still completely captivated by him. However, Antonio’s final impression 

of Sebastian before being taken away is a traitor and liar, as he again mistakes Cesario for 

Sebastian (V.i.95). He does not receive a happy ending, because of his love for Sebastian, and 

Sebastian’s role in creating a heterosexual couple for Olivia’s effeminate preferences.  

In the end, though the couples are technically heterosexual, the result is as if both parties 

received their own Cesario, not a Viola and a Sebastian. Cesario’s subservience as a servant to 

Orsino continues onto their romantic relationship, as Orsino orders Cesario to be “[their] 

master’s mistress” (V.i.344). This matches the lowered status of women during the 17th century, 

and their assumed loyalty to their husbands. However, Orsino refuses to see them as anyone 

other than Cesario, “for [they] shall be while [they] are a man” until Orsino completely 

convinced by “[their] woman’s weeds” (V.i.409, 286). In certain clothing, Orsino decides, that 

Cesario is a man and refers to him as such, and, when in a different outfit, Viola is his mistress. 
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This implies that Orsino cares little for the way Cesario identifies, and that the heterosexual 

coupling simply ended in his favor. On the other hand, Olivia is then “betrothed to both a maid 

and a man”, referencing Cesario’s youthfulness, effeminate quality, and Sebastian’s likeness to 

Viola’s disguise (V.i.275). Though Olivia ends up with Sebastian and Orsino with Viola, both of 

them had originally fallen for Cesario and, at the very least, in Orsino’s case, still see Cesario as 

Cesario. Viola is never called “Viola” throughout the play until the final Act, where she and 

Sebastian reunite; they only ever refers to themselves as “Viola” once (V.i.265). Like the girls in 

Gallathea, Cesario’s sex is of little consequence to Orsino’s and Olivia’s feelings for them. 

Placing Cesario as non-binary or genderfluid allows for these couples to surpass typical 

heteronormative relationships. In both situations, the heterosexual marriage was a means to an 

end, not necessarily the expectation.  

“Love is love is love is love is love is love is love is love.” Various types of love exist, all 

of which should be considered as real and true, no matter how different one may seem from 

another. Both Olivia and Orsino eventually fell for someone who was not what they expected, 

but stuck with their partners in the end. Sebastian is dragged into a confusing situation, but 

accepts it nonetheless, and Viola is the catalyst for the mishaps, mistakes, and happy ending. The 

homosexual hints in Twelfth Night could easily be brushed off as a comedic gag with the 

heterosexual ending reflecting a social norm, but illustrating Cesario as going beyond the binary 

opens new doors for embracing a love that transcends gender and sex.  
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