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ABSTRACT

Aphra Behn’s The Rover, or The Banished Cavaliers (1677) is a seminal work of Restoration comedy that
intricately weaves the themes of love, power, and deception. Set against the vibrant and chaotic backdrop
of Carnival in Naples, the play explores the dynamics of romantic pursuits, gendered power struggles, and
the manipulative strategies employed by characters to achieve their desires. This article examines how Behn
uses these themes to critique patriarchal structures, challenge societal norms, and highlight the complexities
of human relationships in the context of Restoration England. Through a detailed analysis of key
characters—Hellena, Willmore, and Angellica—and the socio-cultural setting, the study argues that Behn’s
play is both a celebration of libertine ideals and a subversive commentary on the constraints imposed on
women. By blending humor with sharp social critique, Behn crafts a narrative that reveals the fluidity of

power and the pervasive role of deception in shaping romantic and social interactions.
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INTRODUCTION

Aphra Behn, one of the first professional female playwrights in England, penned The Rover during the
Restoration period, a time marked by political upheaval, relaxed moral codes, and the reopening of theatres
under Charles II. Premiered in 1677, The Rover is a comedy of manners that captures the exuberance and
moral ambiguity of its era. The play follows a group of exiled English Cavaliers in Naples during Carnival,
a setting that amplifies themes of disguise, liberty, and transgression. At its core, The Rover explores love
not as a purely romantic ideal but as a contested terrain where power dynamics and deceptive strategies
shape outcomes. This article investigates how Behn intertwines love, power, and deception to critique

gender roles, social hierarchies, and the commodification of relationships, while also reflecting the libertine
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ethos of the Restoration stage. Through close textual analysis and historical contextualization, the study

illuminates Behn’s contribution to feminist discourse and her nuanced portrayal of human desires.
HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

The Restoration period (1660—1688) was characterized by a shift from Puritan austerity to a culture of
hedonism and theatricality under Charles II’s court. Theaters, closed during the Commonwealth, reopened,
giving rise to Restoration comedy, which often featured witty dialogue, sexual intrigue, and social satire.
Behn, a former spy and a trailblazing female writer, navigated this male-dominated literary landscape with
works that both entertained and provoked. The Rover reflects the period’s fascination with libertinism—a
philosophy celebrating individual freedom, pleasure, and skepticism of traditional morality—while also

addressing the precarious position of women in a patriarchal society.

The Carnival setting in Naples serves as a microcosm of this cultural moment. Carnival, with its masks,
disguises, and temporary suspension of social norms, provides a space for characters to challenge
conventions of class, gender, and morality. For Behn, this setting is ideal for exploring how love and power
are negotiated through deception, as characters exploit the fluidity of identity to pursue their desires.
Moreover, the play’s focus on exiled Cavaliers mirrors the political displacement of royalists during the

Commonwealth, adding a layer of commentary on power and loyalty.
LOVE IN THE ROVER: ROMANTIC IDEALS AND PRAGMATIC REALITIES

Love in Aphra Behn’s The Rover is a dynamic force, oscillating between romantic idealism, sexual desire,
and calculated strategy, shaped by the characters’ social positions and personal ambitions. Set against the
liberating chaos of Carnival, Behn presents love as a contested space where characters negotiate agency and
societal constraints. The central figures—Hellena, Willmore, and Angellica—embody distinct facets of love,
revealing its complexities through their interactions. Behn uses these characters to critique the gendered

double standards of Restoration England, where love often serves as a battleground for power and deception.
Hellena: Love as Liberation

Hellena, destined for a convent, rejects her brother’s patriarchal control to pursue love and autonomy.
Her declaration, “I am as free as nature first made man” (Act I, Scene II, p. 12), reflects her belief in
love as a pathway to self-determination, challenging the confinement of women to roles of passivity or
piety. Hellena’s witty banter and use of disguises, such as posing as a gypsy, allow her to engage
Willmore on equal terms, subverting the gendered expectations of courtship. Her strategic flirtation—
“I’1l not ask you to be true, for I know you’ll break your vow” (Act IV, Scene II, p. 84)—demonstrates
her pragmatic approach, manipulating Willmore’s libertine nature to secure a marriage proposal. Behn
portrays Hellena as a proto-feminist figure whose pursuit of love is both romantic and tactical,
highlighting the necessity of cunning for women to achieve agency in a restrictive society. Yet, her
reliance on marriage as a resolution underscores the limits of her rebellion within a patriarchal

framework.
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Willmore: Libertine Love and Infidelity

Willmore, the rakish “Rover,” epitomizes the Restoration libertine, for whom love is a fleeting pursuit
of pleasure. His charm and rhetorical flair mask a disregard for fidelity, as seen in his simultaneous
advances toward Hellena and Angellica. His claim, “I am no longer of my own heart” (Act V, Scene I,
p. 103), is undermined by his earlier seduction of Angellica, revealing love as a performative act of
conquest (Act II, Scene II, p. 39). Willmore’s cavalier attitude—“Matrimony’s as burdensome as a
crown” (Act V, Scene I, p. 105)—reflects the libertine ethos that prioritizes freedom over commitment.
Behn critiques this male privilege, which allows Willmore to navigate love without the social

repercussions faced by women, exposing the gendered inequities of romantic pursuit.
Angellica: Love as a Commodity

Angellica Bianca, the courtesan, navigates love within the constraints of her profession, where desire
is intertwined with economic exchange. Her refusal to accept payment from Willmore, declaring, “My
love’s a nobler passion” (Act II, Scene II, p. 41), signifies her attempt to transcend her commodified
status and assert emotional agency. However, Willmore’s betrayal—abandoning her for Hellena—
reveals the fragility of her position, as societal norms devalue her love. Her lament, “What have I done
that 1 deserve this scorn?” (Act IV, Scene II, p. 87), underscores the emotional toll of her
marginalization. Behn uses Angellica to critique the commodification of female sexuality, highlighting
how women’s attempts to reclaim love are thwarted by patriarchal structures that equate their worth

with economic or moral value.

Through Hellena, Willmore, and Angellica, Behn explores love as a nexus of desire, power, and societal
constraint. Hellena’s strategic triumph contrasts with Angellica’s tragic vulnerability, while Willmore’s
libertine freedom exposes gendered double standards. By weaving romantic ideals with pragmatic
realities, Behn reveals love as a site of negotiation, where women must navigate deception and power

to assert agency in a patriarchal world.
POWER DYNAMICS: GENDER, CLASS, AND SOCIAL CONTROL

Power in Aphra Behn’s The Rover is a fluid and contested force, intricately tied to gender and class, and
amplified by the anarch;playful manipulation of social norms. Behn uses the Carnival setting in Naples to
destabilize traditional hierarchies, creating a liminal space where characters challenge or reinforce power
structures through their actions. The play’s exploration of power is vividly illustrated in gendered
interactions and the struggle for control within romantic and social spheres, revealing the precarious nature
of agency in a patriarchal and stratified society. Behn’s nuanced portrayal critiques the structural inequalities
that limit women’s and lower-class individuals’ ability to wield lasting power, positioning deception and

performance as critical mechanisms for navigating these constraints.
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Gender and Power

Behn’s female characters—Hellena, Angellica, and Florinda—navigate a patriarchal world where men
hold structural power, yet each employs distinct strategies to assert agency. Hellena’s wit and disguises,
such as her gypsy costume, subvert the passive role expected of women, allowing her to pursue
Willmore actively. Her declaration, “I am as free as nature first made man” (Act I, Scene II, p. 12),
challenges the gendered confinement of women to roles of submission, like the convent her brother
intends for her. Her playful manipulation of Willmore, as when she teases, “I’ll not ask you to be true,
for I know you’ll break your vow” (Act IV, Scene I, p. 84), showcases her intellectual power, outwitting
the rakish Willmore to secure a marriage proposal. This strategic agency underscores Behn’s feminist
critique of a society that restricts women’s autonomy, though Hellena’s reliance on marriage as a

resolution highlights the limits of her subversion within patriarchal constraints.

Angellica Bianca, the courtesan, wields power through her beauty and rhetorical prowess, commanding
high prices and initially dictating terms with Willmore: “My love’s a nobler passion” (Act II, Scene II,
p. 41). Yet, her emotional vulnerability—evident in her lament, “What have I done that I deserve this
scorn?” (Act IV, Scene II, p. 87)—reveals the fragility of her power in a society that devalues women
outside traditional roles. Her status as a courtesan grants economic independence but denies social
legitimacy, exposing the gendered double standards that punish women’s sexuality while celebrating

men’s libertinism.

Florinda’s struggle is more conventional, as she defies her brother’s arranged marriage to Don Antonio
to pursue Belvile. Her plea, “I would not have a man so dear to me made a property” (Act III, Scene II,
p- 55), reflects her resistance to patriarchal control. However, her near-rape by Blunt and others (Act
IV, Scene 11, pp. 81-83) underscores the physical and social dangers women face when asserting agency.
Behn contrasts these female experiences to highlight the precarious nature of women’s power, where
autonomy is gained through cunning or temporary subversion but remains vulnerable to male violence

and societal judgment.
Class and Social Mobility

The Carnival setting blurs class distinctions, enabling characters to masquerade across social ranks,
reflecting the performative nature of power. The exiled Cavaliers, stripped of their English status, use
Carnival to reclaim influence through romantic and social conquests. Willmore’s charm allows him to
navigate elite circles despite his lack of wealth, as seen when he boldly engages Angellica, a high-status
courtesan (Act II, Scene II, p. 39). Conversely, Blunt, a lower-class Englishman, misguidedly believes
his association with the Cavaliers elevates his status. His humiliation after Lucetta’s deception—*“I am
a fool, a cuckolded fool” (Act III, Scene III, p. 62)—underscores the instability of class-based power

when undermined by misperception and deceit.

Angellica’s role as a courtesan further complicates class dynamics. Her wealth challenges traditional

hierarchies, yet her status as a “kept woman” limits her legitimacy, as evident when she questions her
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marginalization: “Why should I be despised?” (Act IV, Scene II, p. 87). Behn critiques the economic
underpinnings of power, showing how Angellica’s financial independence is overshadowed by societal
prejudice against her profession. The interplay of gender and class reveals power as a performative act,
sustained or destabilized by deception and social perception. Behn’s use of Carnival highlights the
temporary nature of these subversions, as characters must ultimately return to their prescribed roles,

underscoring the enduring constraints of patriarchal and class structures.

DECEPTION: THE MECHANISM OF LOVE AND POWER

In Aphra Behn’s The Rover, deception serves as a key mechanism that links love and power, functioning
not only as a tool for manipulation but also as a commentary on gender roles, identity, and agency. Set
during the Carnival in Naples, where masks and role-playing dominate, Behn creates a space where
traditional social hierarchies are suspended. Within this permissive atmosphere, characters use deception—
through disguises, rhetorical cunning, and emotional manipulation—to achieve romantic and social goals.
Behn'’s clever use of theatricality allows her to both entertain and critique Restoration society, particularly

its gendered power structures.
Disguise and the Performance of Identity

The Carnival setting provides the perfect backdrop for deception. Masks and costumes become more
than festive accessories—they are instruments of transformation. For Hellena, disguise is a means of
liberation. Disguised as a gypsy or page, she interacts with men freely, particularly Willmore, and
subverts the passive role traditionally assigned to women. As she declares, “I’// not die a maid, nor live
a nun” (Act I, p. 9), Hellena’s pursuit of love is active, witty, and strategic. Her deception gives her
autonomy, allowing her to test Willmore’s intentions and engage him on equal intellectual footing. She

plays with identity to claim power, embodying the idea that identity itself can be fluid and performative.

Florinda also uses disguise, but her experience exposes the risks associated with such deception. When
she dresses as a common woman to evade her brother’s control and meet her lover, she is nearly raped—
twice—by men who fail to recognize her nobility. These near-assaults reveal how easily a woman can
become vulnerable outside the protection of her social class. Behn thus suggests that while disguise can
offer freedom, it also exposes women to violence and exploitation. The consequences of deception are

not distributed equally across gender lines.
Male Privilege and Rhetorical Deceit

Willmore’s deceptions are primarily verbal. Unlike Hellena or Florinda, he doesn’t need a mask to
manipulate. His charm and wit allow him to play multiple women simultaneously, promising love to
both Hellena and Angellica. In Act I, he tells Angellica, “I do not use to be refused, madam” (p. 31),
illustrating his entitled attitude and confident seduction. Willmore's casual lies are emblematic of male

privilege; they carry minimal consequences for him but deeply affect the women he deceives. His
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betrayal of Angellica—who genuinely falls for him—is especially cruel. Unlike Hellena, Angellica
risks emotional vulnerability and seeks love beyond her commodified identity as a courtesan.
Willmore’s abandonment leaves her emotionally shattered and socially disgraced, showing how male

deception is not just a romantic tactic but a reinforcement of patriarchal dominance.
Deception as Both Empowerment and Trap

For female characters, deception is both a tool of empowerment and a source of vulnerability. Hellena
successfully manipulates Willmore into proposing, turning her wit and disguise into a weapon of
negotiation. Yet, the play questions whether this victory is truly empowering or simply a clever
compromise within the confines of patriarchy. Angellica, on the other hand, attempts to escape her
transactional role through genuine affection, only to be punished for stepping beyond her prescribed
place. Her lament— “Is this the effects of my love? ” (Act IV, p. 58)—reflects the devastating cost of

trusting a man’s word in a society where women’s emotions are not protected.
Satire and Social Commentary

The subplot involving Blunt and Lucetta offers a satirical mirror to the main plot. Blunt’s gullibility
and sense of entitlement make him easy prey for Lucetta’s scheme. His belief that his wealth and
nationality entitle him to sexual conquest is ridiculed when he is stripped, both literally and
metaphorically. Behn uses this comedic reversal to underscore that deception can invert power
dynamics, but only temporarily. Lucetta disappears, and Blunt is left humiliated but unharmed—a
contrast to the lasting consequences faced by deceived women. Behn thus critiques both male arrogance

and the limited scope of female retaliation.
BEHN’S FEMINIST CRITIQUE

Aphra Behn’s The Rover is a radical and subversive work that offers a pointed feminist critique of gender
roles in Restoration society. As one of the first professional female playwrights, Behn occupies a unique
space in a literary landscape dominated by men. She uses that space to challenge prevailing patriarchal
norms, presenting female characters who are witty, intelligent, and self-determining. Rather than passive
victims of love, women in The Rover use deception, disguise, and dialogue to negotiate the terms of their
relationships and, by extension, their social positions. Through characters like Hellena and Angellica, Behn
interrogates the limited agency afforded to women and illustrates how love itself can be a contested site of

power.

Hellena, a spirited young woman destined for the convent, embodies Behn’s feminist vision. Her refusal to
accept a passive role is made clear from the outset: “I’ll not die a maid, nor live a nun” (Act 1, p. 9).
Hellena’s resistance to the restrictions imposed on her by her brother and society reflects a larger critique
of how women's choices are dictated by men. Rather than wait to be chosen, she actively pursues Willmore,
using wit and disguise to engage with him on her own terms. Her strategic use of Carnival disguise grants

her temporary freedom from gendered expectations, allowing her to test Willmore’s character before
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committing to him. By the end of the play, she has successfully negotiated a marriage proposal—not as a
passive recipient, but as an equal partner. This outcome, while still within the institution of marriage,

suggests a proto-feminist vision of love as mutual negotiation rather than submission.

Angellica, on the other hand, serves as a foil to Hellena and offers a more tragic dimension to Behn’s
feminist critique. A courtesan known for her beauty and wealth; Angellica attempts to reclaim agency by
choosing to love Willmore genuinely. However, her decision to step outside her transactional role leads to
betrayal and emotional devastation. Her bitter reflection— “Love! Love! Why, ‘tis the devil ” (Act IV, p.
58)—underscores the danger of emotional vulnerability for women in a society where their value is tied to
their sexuality. Unlike Hellena, Angellica cannot reshape the narrative to her advantage; her attempt to assert
power through love exposes the harsh reality that women’s feelings are not safeguarded or respected. Behn
uses Angellica to highlight the limitations imposed on women who attempt to transcend commodification,
and to critique the societal double standard that punishes women for emotional expression while celebrating

male libertinism.

The Carnival setting in The Rover is central to Behn’s feminist subversion. Carnival suspends conventional
hierarchies, allowing characters to disguise themselves, cross class boundaries, and explore forbidden
desires. This temporary inversion of norms enables women like Hellena and Florinda to act with a degree
of freedom usually denied them. However, Behn is careful to show that this freedom is conditional and
ephemeral. Once the masks come off, characters must return to their socially prescribed roles. The fleeting
nature of Carnival serves as a metaphor for the precariousness of female autonomy in patriarchal society.
Behn celebrates the momentary resistance enabled by Carnival, but she also exposes how structural

inequalities reassert themselves once the festivities end.

As a Restoration comedy, The Rover catered to audience expectations of wit, sexual intrigue, and social
satire. Yet Behn imbues these elements with deeper political and gendered critiques. Her play entertained,
but it also provoked. By giving center stage to complex women who speak, scheme, and desire with clarity
and force, Behn disrupts the male-dominated narratives typical of her time. Her critique of love as a power
struggle, her questioning of female commodification, and her embrace of female desire were bold and
innovative. In The Rover, Behn created a world where women momentarily reclaim agency, forcing both

characters and audiences to reflect on the inequalities built into love, power, and society.
CONCLUSION

Aphra Behn’s The Rover is a compelling and provocative Restoration comedy that intricately explores the
intertwined themes of love, power, and deception, set within the liberating chaos of Carnival in Naples. The
play’s festive setting is not merely decorative; it is essential to the action, providing a temporary suspension
of societal norms and creating a space in which characters can defy the rigid structures of class and gender.
In this liminal world, romantic desire becomes a battleground, and deception emerges as a vital tool for

negotiating power. Through complex characters such as Hellena, Willmore, and Angellica, Behn unravels
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the social and emotional entanglements that define human relationships, offering a daring critique of her

patriarchal society.

At the heart of the play is Hellena, a spirited young woman destined for the convent who refuses to submit
to a life of religious seclusion. Her witty banter, clever disguises, and pursuit of the rakish Willmore position
her as a woman who actively shapes her romantic destiny. She declares early on, “I’ll not die a maid, nor
live anun” (Act I, p. 9), establishing herself as a character unwilling to be constrained by male authority.
Hellena’s manipulation of identity—facilitated by the masks of Carnival—enables her to flirt, test, and
ultimately secure a marriage proposal on her own terms. In doing so, Behn challenges the notion of passive

femininity and celebrates female agency.

In contrast, Willmore, the titular "rover," embodies the libertine spirit of Restoration masculinity. He is
charming, unpredictable, and deceptive, using words as weapons to seduce multiple women. His pursuit of
both Hellena and Angellica reveals his disregard for emotional consequences, especially for women. Yet
Behn does not present Willmore as purely villainous; rather, he is a product of a society that permits men to
manipulate desire with impunity. His character allows Behn to critique male privilege and question the ethics

of romantic freedom that excludes responsibility.

Angellica Bianca, a courtesan who tries to break free from her commodified role, offers a more tragic
dimension to the play. Her genuine affection for Willmore is met with betrayal, leading her to declare
bitterly, “Love! Love! why, 'tis the devil” (Act IV, p. 58). Angellica’s arc demonstrates the emotional
vulnerability of women in a world where love is often transactional and power imbalanced. Through
Angellica, Behn exposes the double standard that permits male libertinism but punishes female desire and

emotional authenticity.

Behn'’s use of deception—whether through disguise, rhetoric, or manipulation—underscores the instability
of identity and the necessity of performance in navigating social constraints. The Carnival’s temporary
liberation is both thrilling and precarious, reminding the audience that such freedom is fleeting. Ultimately,
Behn uses the stage to blend entertainment with subversion, delivering biting social commentary under the

guise of comedy. Her play not only reflects but also critiques the gendered realities of her time.

As one of the first women to earn a living through writing, Aphra Behn’s work in The Rover is
groundbreaking. Her legacy lies in her ability to craft a play that is both deeply engaging and politically
astute. By centering female voices and desires, she reshapes the Restoration stage and offers a powerful,

enduring vision of resistance and resilience.

IJCRT2508884 ] International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org \ h570


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 8 August 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

REFERENCES

1.

10.
1.
12.

Behn, Aphra. The Rover, or The Banished Cavaliers. Edited by Jane Spencer, Oxford University
Press, 2008.

Diamond, Elin. “Gestus and Signature in Aphra Behn’s The Rover.” ELH, vol. 56, no. 3, 1989, pp.
519-541, doi:10.2307/2873196.

Hughes, Derek. The Theatre of Aphra Behn. Palgrave Macmillan, 2001.

Lowenthal, Cynthia. Performing Identities on the Restoration Stage. Southern Illinois University
Press, 2003.

Owen, Susan J. “Sexual Politics and Party Politics in Behn’s Drama.” Aphra Behn Studies, edited
by Janet Todd, Cambridge University Press, 1996, pp. 15-29.

Pacheco, Anita. Early Women Writers: 1600—1720. Longman, 1998.

Pearson, Jacqueline. The Prostituted Muse: Images of Women and Women Dramatists, 1642—1737.
Manchester University Press, 1988.

Quinsey, Katherine M. Broken Boundaries: Women and Feminism in Restoration Drama. University
Press of Kentucky, 1996.

Staves, Susan. Players’ Scepters: Fictions of Authority in the Restoration. University of Nebraska
Press, 1979.

Todd, Janet. The Secret Life of Aphra Behn. Rutgers University Press, 1997.

Wiseman, Susan. Aphra Behn. Northcote House, 2007.

Zook, Melinda S. “Contextualizing Aphra Behn: Plays, Politics, and Party, 1679-1689.” Women
Writers and the Early Modern British Political Tradition, edited by Hilda L. Smith, Cambridge
University Press, 1998, pp. 75-94.

IJCRT2508884 ] International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org \ h571


http://www.ijcrt.org/

