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Introduction
"These violent delights have violent ends...""!

Shakespeare’s “The Lover” stage reflects the idealism of youth, yet today’s reality, illustrated
by horrific incidents like the Kolkata rape-murder show how today's reality frequently differs
greatly, exposing young people to a world poisonous ideas take precedence over empathy,
respect, and permission. This article explores these modern challenges, examining sexual
violence, consent, peer pressure, and the need for male allyship, envisioning a future where

youth can experience love with respect and safety.
Shakespeare’s Third Stage: The Lover

In As You Like It, Shakespeare famously describes seven stages of life. The third stage, “the
lover,” depicts a phase defined by youthful passion, heightened emotions. Here, young people
begin to experience romantic and sexual emotions, developing complex feelings about
intimacy, self-worth, and relationships. Shakespeare portrays the lover as a figure “sighing like

furnace, with a woeful ballad / Made to his mistress’ eyebrow,”

embodying the intense
emotions that arise in adolescence and early adulthood. This image suggests not only the joys
of young love but also its inherent vulnerability—a sentiment that resonates powerfully even

today.
Contemporary Implications of Shakespeare's Lover Stage

In today’s world, the lover stage is more than a poetic metaphor—it is a critical phase in life
where individuals are exceptionally vulnerable to the perils of sexual violence. Modern
adolescent experiences are often amplified by social media, online dating, and the

hypervisibility of relationships, where public perceptions, peer influences, and digital

! William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet act 2, sc. 6, 1. 9 (Folger Shakespeare Library ed., 2010).
2 William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7, lines 147-148.
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interactions shape personal identity and relational dynamics. In this phase, young people
frequently seek validation through relationships, sometimes at the cost of personal safety, due

to a desire to conform to societal expectations or achieve a certain social status.?

The exploration of romantic and sexual relationships is increasingly complicated by factors
that Shakespeare could not have envisioned. Adolescents today are navigating relationships
within a framework shaped by rapid, digitally-mediated communication and access to
information that is often unfiltered and sensationalized. These can distort their understanding
of love, consent, and respect. This distortion can leave young people susceptible to

exploitation, manipulation, and, tragically, violence.*
Sexual Violence in Teen and Young Adult Relationships

Adolescence is a vulnerable and formative time since it's when people frequently have their
first romantic relationship experiences. As youth explore their identity, sexuality, and
interpersonal dynamics, they may lack the tools and support to establish healthy boundaries,
understand consent, or resist manipulative behaviours.’> An increasing amount of research
shows that sexual misconduct in teen and young adult relationships is on increasing levels,
with pressure and aggressiveness frequently taking the place of mutually beneficial

connections.

Young women are particularly impacted by sexual assault by partners in India, where
patriarchal gender standards still dominate society. They often feel intimidated by obligation
to uphold their "reputation" or family honour. Inadequate sex education, which denies young
people vital information about consent and respect in relationships, exacerbates this societal

pressure.
Peer Pressure, Consent, and Rape Culture Among Youth

The prevalence of rape culture, reinforced by media and societal narratives, significantly
impacts adolescents' understanding of consent.® Peer pressure frequently encourages young

males to engage in dangerous activities by normalising the desire for sexual conquest and

3 Kathleen Kelly, “The Lover’s Predicament: Romanticism and Vulnerability in Adolescence,” Journal of Youth
Studies, vol. 15, no. 3, 2020.

4 Emily Houghton, “Media Influence and Youth: Navigating Relationships in a Digital Age,” Journal of Media
and Society, vol. 12, no. 2, 2019.

5 Joanna Hatcher, "Adolescent Vulnerability and the Need for Relationship Education," Journal of Youth Studies
(2022): 34-36.

¢ UNESCO, International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education: An Evidence-Informed Approach for
Schools, Teachers and Health Educators, 2018.
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downplaying the significance of mutual consent. The environment that this normalisation
creates, when coercive behaviour is trivialised or even praised as a rite of passage, makes it

more hazardous.

Today’s reality is marked by a paradox where both love and aggression intersect in troubling
ways within youth culture. Many adolescents feel pressured into acquiescing to unwanted
advances to avoid social isolation or to maintain a relationship. Social media platforms often
perpetuate hypersexualized imagery and foster environments where youth feel compelled to

conform to ideals of attractiveness and desirability.
Men’s Role in Preventing Sexual Violence

The onus of addressing sexual violence has often been unfairly placed on victims or women
alone, but this approach neglects a crucial aspect: the role of men in challenging and changing
behaviours that contribute to rape culture. Young men are particularly influential in shaping
their peers' attitudes, and they can play a transformative role in dismantling the toxic

behaviours that foster sexual violence.

Men may foster an atmosphere where compassion and reverence are valued by encouraging
their peers to confront negative preconceptions, the notion of objectification and discriminatory
humour. One of the most effective ways to dismantle rape culture is by reframing masculinity
in ways that reject dominance and embrace mutual respect and vulnerability. Young men can
be encouraged to embrace traits that counteract aggression, such as empathy, compassion, and

accountability.’
Conclusion: A Call to Action

The tragic Kolkata rape-murder case highlights the urgent need to address sexual violence
across society. Shakespeare’s third stage of life, meant to embody emotional growth and
exploration, is now overshadowed by societal and cultural failings that increase risk and

vulnerability for young people.

A holistic strategy is needed to prevent sexual assault, which includes strong care for survivors,
social responsibility for offenders, and knowledge about consent and healthy relationships. It
is essential to empower males to oppose the rape culture in order to create an atmosphere where
consent and respect are actively valued. Through these efforts, we can preserve the "Lover"

stage as one of safe discovery, free from fear and violence, for future generations.

7 Michael S. Kimmel, The Gendered Society, Tth ed. (Oxford University Press, 2021).
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