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The Harmony of Opposites 

It seems strange that Shakespeare has Rosalind resolve the plot by appearing to work 

magic rather than by simply stripping off her disguise. What does Rosalind’s disguise reveal 

about the role of her character in the play? I would like to suggest that Rosalind’s own person is 

a seemingly impossible reconciliation of opposites. The magic she performs brings contrarieties 

together and harmonizes them. The "strange things" she does as a magician, then, are not 

incidental to the play, but rather a logical development from what she has been doing all along. 

She shows a reconciliation of opposites in which both members of the opposition are retained in 

the face of all temptation to choose one or the other.  Therefore, Rosalind’s disguise allows her 

to make extraordinary, seemingly impossible and thus "magical" conjunctions between contrary 

things.  

Rosalind is a figure of "harmony” in the play. She represents a coincidence of opposites, 

promising to "make all this matter even" and to "make the doubts all even" (V. iv. 18, 25). 

Maintaining different positions throughout the play, she represents a concordia discors---a 

harmony of opposites. At the court she is in danger but of high estate, as the daughter to a duke; 

in Arden she is out of danger but of low estate, a simple country shepherd. But even in the forest 

she combines both low and high estate and both safety and danger, for she depends on others to 

protect her even as she protects them and unites them. While she passes time in the timeless 
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forest of Arden, she is aware of time (giving Orlando several analyses of it) and effects a 

realistic, as well as "magical," resolution to her own and others' love affairs. And while she 

seems as helpless as anyone in the play---under sentence of death, without a father or lover, 

without money---she also seems to have greater powers than anyone else in the play, directing 

others as she will and finally entering in Act V with the god of marriage himself. She is therefore 

both of high and low status, helpless and powerful, idealistic and realistic. Throughout the play, 

then, her characterization combines elements that are logically opposed into a harmony. 

Rosalind specifically combines the realistic and idealistic views about love by presenting 

the voice of logic while being a woman. Women had been traditionally associated with the 

"heart" or emotions, men with the "head" or intellect.  Celia points out how Rosalind contradicts 

this belief when she says, "You have simply misused our sex in your love-prate" (IV. i. 205-6). 

Here, Celia means that Rosalind has betrayed her womanly nature by being logical about the 

effects of love. Rosalind  intelligently and realistically speaks from the head, as when she tells 

Phoebe, "Sell when you can: you are not for all markets" (111. iv. 60). By this, she is advising 

Phoebe to accept Silvius’s interest in her, because it may be the only proposal she will ever get. 

Rosalind’s realistic perspective is amplified by Orlando, the man, who speaks from the heart in a 

way considered more feminine. He responds to Ganymede's realism with "I would not be cured, 

youth" (III. ii. 444). He would rather remain “uncured”, stuck in the suffering that his love 

creates. As a couple, then, Orlando and Rosalind represent a coincidence of opposites, and 

Orlando’s femininity only amplifies Rosalind’s realistic perspective. As You Like It invites us to 

conceive of the difficult "magic" of two opposites existing simultaneously, truly contrary and 

mutually exclusive, but bound together in the figure of Rosalind. 
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Rosalind's wit presents the same coincidence of opposites that her disguise and actions 

present in other ways. Being witty---to play on words---is to make unlikely connections and to 

bring together contrary meanings. Thus when Rosalind says of Celia and Oliver, "They are in the 

very wrath of love, and they will together; clubs cannot part them" (V. ii. 43-45), her word-play 

brings together Jaques' melancholy, Touchstone's sensuality, Orlando's romanticism, and her 

own warm heart and sense of the ridiculous. Personifying love as wrathful or angry, she 

amplifies the violence of attraction and the intensity of romance. Moreover, the hyperbole that 

“clubs cannot part them” refers to the absurdity of love which cannot be stopped with physical 

force. The result is a complex total meaning that brings alternative perspectives into an organic 

relationship with each other. Rosalind here applies all of the play's attitudes about love toward a 

vision of Celia and Oliver getting married and living happily ever after. 

The play as a whole explores oppositions between melancholy and laughter, country-life 

and court-life, humble and high estate, danger and safety, time and timelessness, limit and 

freedom. Rosalind specifically allows us to see things in harmony, rather than one side deposing 

the other, just as when realism is thought of as triumphant over idealism. She shows us that 

reality in Shakespeare is more complex than the partial view. To know Rosalind is to know that 

opposites can be reconciled. 
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