IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876

Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved

GENDER AND POWER IN SHAKESPEARE: A STUDY OF MACBETH AND THE
TAMING OF THE SHREW
Dr. Parvir Kumar,
Government College Bahadurgarh ( Jhajjar)
Abstract
This paper explores the intricate interplay between gender roles and power dynamics in two
of Shakespeare's most prominent plays: Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew. Through an
in-depth comparative analysis, it examines how Shakespeare subverts and reinforces
traditional gender norms, reflecting the patriarchal structures of the Elizabethan era. In
Macbeth, Lady Macbeth's rejection of traditional femininity and her quest for power result in
psychological deterioration and death, illustrating the consequences of subverting societal
expectations. Conversely, The Taming of the Shrew focuses on the power dynamics within
marriage, where Katherina's eventual submission to Petruchio symbolizes the reaffirmation of
male authority, though some interpretations suggest subversive undertones in her final
speech. This paper discusses how patriarchal structures influence the characters' fates, the
role of marriage as a power structure, and the consequences of transgressing gender
boundaries. The analysis highlights Shakespeare’s complex treatment of gender and power,
making his works timeless reflections of societal tensions that remain relevant today. The
study is supported by extensive literary criticism and scholarly references to offer a
comprehensive understanding of the topic.
Keywords : Shakespeare, gender roles, power dynamics, Macbeth, The Taming of the Shrew,
patriarchy, marriage, subversion, femininity, masculinity, Elizabethan society, Lady Macbeth,
Katherina, Petruchio, ambition, authority.
INTRODUCTION
Shakespeare’s plays have been interpreted and reinterpreted over centuries, often reflecting
the evolving concerns and ideologies of different historical contexts. One of the most
recurrent themes in Shakespeare's works is the exploration of gender roles and power
dynamics. Two plays in particular, Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew, provide fertile
ground for examining how gender and power intersect and are negotiated by the characters.
Macbeth is a dark tragedy that portrays the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition
and the subversion of traditional gender roles, while The Taming of the Shrew is a comedic
exploration of marital power dynamics in a patriarchal society. By comparing these two
plays, we can uncover Shakespeare’s nuanced treatment of gender norms and authority,
reflecting the tensions between individual agency and societal expectations during the
Elizabethan era (Belsey, 2001).
Gender Roles in Macbeth
In Macbeth, Shakespeare challenges conventional gender roles, particularly through the
character of Lady Macbeth. From the outset of the play, Lady Macbeth exhibits traits that
were traditionally ascribed to men: ambition, ruthlessness, and a desire for power. Her
famous invocation to "unsex" herself (Shakespeare, 1.5.39) is a clear rejection of the
feminine qualities of compassion and nurturing, instead opting for masculine traits of
aggression and determination (Garber, 2004). This desire to transcend traditional female roles
highlights the rigidity of gender expectations in Shakespeare’s time, where women were
typically seen as passive and subordinate to men.
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Lady Macbeth’s influence over her husband is evident in her manipulation of his actions. She
challenges Macbeth’s masculinity when he hesitates to murder King Duncan, asking, “Art
thou afeard / To be the same in thine own act and valour / As thou art in desire?” (1.7.39-41).
By equating ambition with masculinity, Lady Macbeth subverts the traditional power
dynamic in their marriage. She becomes the driving force behind Macbeth’s ascent to power,
reversing the typical gender roles in which men are the active agents and women the passive
supporters (Kastan, 1999). However, this reversal of roles comes at a cost. As the play
progresses, Lady Macbeth is consumed by guilt, her mind deteriorating, culminating in her
suicide. Her fate can be interpreted as a punishment for attempting to overstep the boundaries
of traditional femininity (Adelman, 1992).

Shakespeare also uses the character of Macbeth to explore the destructive effects of toxic
masculinity. Macbeth’s ambition, spurred on by both the witches' prophecies and his wife's
encouragement, leads him to commit increasingly violent acts to maintain power. His internal
conflict is portrayed in moments of hesitation and self-doubt, particularly in soliloquies
where he reflects on the moral consequences of his actions. Macbeth’s inability to reconcile
his ambition with his conscience ultimately leads to his downfall, suggesting that unchecked
male ambition can be as destructive as the subversion of gender roles (Montrose, 1983).
Power Dynamics in The Taming of the Shrew

The Taming of the Shrew presents a very different approach to gender and power. While
Macbeth deals with ambition and the consequences of subverting traditional gender roles,
The Taming of the Shrew focuses on the power dynamics within marriage. The central
relationship between Petruchio and Katherina revolves around Petruchio’s efforts to "tame"
his wife and assert his dominance, reflecting the patriarchal values of Shakespeare’s time
(Neely, 1985).

From the beginning of the play, Katherina is portrayed as a strong-willed and outspoken
woman who refuses to conform to the submissive role expected of women. Her defiance is
seen as problematic by the other characters, particularly men, who view her behavior as a
threat to male authority (Tennenhouse, 1986). Petruchio, however, sees Katherina as a
challenge and an opportunity to assert his own power. His methods of taming Katherina are
extreme and often cruel, including denying her food, sleep, and clothing in order to break her
spirit (Shakespeare, 4.3).

While many modern readers and critics view Petruchio’s actions as oppressive and reflective
of the misogyny of the time, there are also interpretations that suggest Katherina’s final
submission is not as straightforward as it seems. In her final monologue, where she lectures
the other wives on the virtues of obedience, Katherina may be performing the role of the
submissive wife in order to regain some control over her own life. Some critics argue that her
speech is laced with irony, suggesting that she is aware of the absurdity of the expectations
placed on women (Dollimore, 1992). In this interpretation, Katherina’s submission becomes a
strategic act of survival in a patriarchal society, rather than a genuine acceptance of her
subordinate role.

The Influence of Patriarchal Society in Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew

In both Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew, the patriarchal structures of Shakespeare’s
time play a critical role in shaping the actions and fates of the characters. Elizabethan society
was deeply patriarchal, with men holding dominance over women in both public and private
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spheres (Howard, 1988). This influence is evident in Macbeth, where Lady Macbeth’s quest
for power is not just a personal ambition but also a reaction to the limitations placed on her as
a woman in a male-dominated society. Her need to "unsex" herself signifies her rejection of
traditional femininity, which she associates with weakness and subservience (Garber, 2004).
However, despite her temporary success in asserting control, Lady Macbeth’s downfall can
be seen as a consequence of the societal structure that punishes women who transgress gender
norms (Adelman, 1992).

In contrast, The Taming of the Shrew offers a more direct commentary on patriarchal
authority. The play is centered around the concept of marriage as a transactional relationship,
where women are bartered and controlled by men (Neely, 1985). Katherina’s initial resistance
to this system is framed as a rebellion against patriarchal expectations, but her eventual
submission is portrayed as a necessary restoration of social order. The play reflects the
contemporary view that women’s primary role was to obey their husbands, reinforcing
patriarchal norms through its comedic resolution (Tennenhouse, 1986). However, some critics
argue that Shakespeare subtly critiques this dynamic by giving Katherina a strong voice and
suggesting the performative nature of her final submission (Rackin, 1990).

The Role of Marriage as a Power Structure in The Taming of the Shrew

Marriage in The Taming of the Shrew is depicted as a key social institution that enforces
gendered power dynamics. Petruchio’s "taming" of Katherina can be viewed as a metaphor
for the larger societal expectation that women must conform to the roles prescribed to them
by men (Cohen, 1993). The institution of marriage serves as a tool of control, where men
assert dominance over women, expecting obedience and submission. Katherina’s resistance to
marriage reflects a refusal to be controlled by these structures. However, as the play
progresses, Petruchio’s methods of breaking her will—such as denying her food and sleep—
are indicative of the broader societal mechanisms of control that women were subjected to in
patriarchal societies (Howard, 1988).

Katherina’s final speech, often interpreted as a surrender to patriarchal authority, has sparked
considerable debate among scholars. While it seems to affirm traditional gender roles, with
Katherina espousing the virtues of obedience and submission, the exaggerated tone of her
words leaves room for interpretation (Rackin, 1990). Some critics argue that her speech is
performative, a way for Katherina to navigate and survive within the confines of a male-
dominated world. This ambiguous conclusion to the play suggests that Shakespeare was not
simply reinforcing societal norms, but also inviting audiences to question the power
dynamics that underlie marriage.

The Consequences of Subverting Gender Roles in Macbeth

In Macbeth, Lady Macbeth’s subversion of traditional gender roles—particularly her
rejection of femininity and her assumption of masculine traits—sets her on a path of self-
destruction. Her role as the instigator of Duncan’s murder signifies a radical break from the
passive, nurturing role typically assigned to women in Shakespeare’s time (Barker, 1984).
However, Lady Macbeth’s attempts to seize power by manipulating her husband ultimately
lead to her psychological unraveling. As her guilt consumes her, she begins to lose control of
her mind, culminating in her infamous sleepwalking scene where she attempts to wash the
"damned spot" of blood from her hands (Shakespeare, 5.1.30-35).
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Lady Macbeth’s fate can be seen as a consequence of her transgression against the natural
order. In the patriarchal world of Macbeth, women who step outside their traditional roles are
punished, either through death or madness (Adelman, 1992). Her suicide represents the
ultimate failure of her ambition, and Shakespeare seems to suggest that the quest for power,
particularly for women, is fraught with danger in a society that refuses to accommodate
female agency (Montrose, 1983).

Comparative Analysis of Gender and Power

Comparing Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew highlights the different ways in which
Shakespeare navigates gender and power. In Macbeth, gender roles are fluid and subject to
subversion, but such transgressions lead to chaos and destruction. Lady Macbeth’s attempt to
assume masculine traits of power and ambition ultimately leads to her psychological
breakdown and death, reinforcing the idea that women who step outside traditional roles are
punished (Greenblatt, 2004). Macbeth himself is destroyed by his own ambition, suggesting
that the pursuit of power, regardless of gender, is inherently dangerous (Barker, 1984).

In contrast, The Taming of the Shrew presents a more conservative view of gender roles,
where the power dynamics within marriage are clearly delineated. Petruchio’s taming of
Katherina can be seen as a reaffirmation of male authority, with Katherina’s final submission
reinforcing the patriarchal status quo (Cohen, 1993). However, the play’s comedic tone and
the ambiguity of Katherina’s final speech leave room for alternative interpretations,
suggesting that the relationship between gender and power is more complex than it appears
on the surface (Howard, 1988).

Both plays reflect the anxieties of Shakespeare’s time regarding gender and power. In the
Elizabethan era, women were expected to be obedient to their husbands and fathers, while
men were expected to be assertive and dominant. However, Shakespeare’s exploration of
these themes suggests a recognition of the tensions and contradictions inherent in these roles.
Lady Macbeth’s desire for power and Katherina’s resistance to being tamed reflect the
struggles of women who chafed against the restrictions placed on them by a patriarchal
society (Rackin, 1990).

Conclusion

Shakespeare’s exploration of gender and power in Macbeth and The Taming of the Shrew
offers valuable insights into the social dynamics of the Elizabethan period, while also
resonating with contemporary concerns about gender roles and authority. In Macbeth, the
subversion of traditional gender roles leads to tragedy and chaos, while in The Taming of the
Shrew, the reaffirmation of patriarchal power is both challenged and reinforced. Through
these two plays, Shakespeare presents a nuanced view of the relationship between gender and
power, one that reflects both the limitations of societal expectations and the potential for
individual agency within those constraints (Stallybrass, 1986). Ultimately, Shakespeare’s
works continue to offer a rich source of analysis for understanding the complex interplay
between gender and power in literature and society.
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