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Abstract 

Shakespeare’s works bring to life a wide range of characters from all walks of 

society; kings and nobles, soldiers, merchants, landowners, doctors, lawyers, 

peasants, and entertainers display their mirrored roles. Just as diverse are the 

women in his plays, who stand beside their male counterparts in roles that 

span the social spectrum. From queens and princesses to the daughters of 

ministers, merchants, and peasants, these female characters reflect a mix of 

strength and vulnerability. Many of Shakespeare’s strong women are central 

figures heroines or lead protagonists while others exhibit intense ambition, 

sometimes aligning with power-hungry men or even pursuing their own 

ruthless paths. These women often become morally compromised, revealing 

Shakespeare’s deeper intent: to explore how unchecked ambition disrupts the 

moral order. Notably, Shakespeare’s portrayal of ambition and its 

consequences is balanced across genders, showing no favoritism in his 

critique. Characters like Lady Macbeth in ‘Macbeth’, Goneril and Regan in 

‘King Lear’, Queen Margaret in ‘Henry VI’ and ‘Richard III’, and Tamora in 

‘Titus Andronicus’ are powerful examples of this theme. These women rise 

to positions of influence, only to face severe consequences some spiraling into 

guilt, psychological torment, or ultimate ruin. Their stories trace a clear arc of 

ethical decline and tragic downfall. These women, by taking control of the 

crown or supporting male rulers through assertive roles, adopt what are 

traditionally seen as "manly" traits. Their rebellious nature challenges the 

ethical norms historically tied to gender. Modern feminist readings, 

psychological analyses, and new historicist approaches suggest that their 

negative portrayals often reflect and reinforce patriarchal standards. 

However, contemporary criticism especially from feminist perspectives tends 

to view these female antagonists with greater sympathy, recognizing their 

strength and resistance within oppressive systems. This paper examines these 

complex female characters through a modern critical lens, aiming to uncover 
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Shakespeare’s purpose in crafting them. It also explores the outcomes of their 

choices and the suffering they endure in their final moments. 

Key words: Tragedy, ambition, political power, guilt, madness, depression, 

morality, ethics, Feminism, New Historicism, Archetype, Psychoanalysis.. 

 

Introduction 

William Shakespeare’s plays serve as complex cultural artifacts that reflect the multifaceted 

dimensions of Elizabethan society and its historical context. Drawing on both historical events and local 

narratives, his works provide insight into the socio-political landscape of the time, including the 

intricate dynamics of royal succession, the contentious relationship between the monarchy and 

emerging parliamentary forces, and the burgeoning sense of English nationalism. Shakespeare deftly 

explores a broad spectrum of human experiences ranging from love, friendship, and valor to despair, 

moral dilemmas, and political betrayal thereby capturing the emotional and ideological fabric of his 

era. A recurring theme in Shakespeare’s dramatic corpus is the instability of the throne and its 

implications for national unrest. This motif is not only central to his English history plays but also 

resonates in his tragedies and Roman plays, where power struggles and political conspiracies span both 

geography and gender. Notably, Shakespeare does not exempt female characters from political agency 

or moral scrutiny; women are often portrayed as active participants in political schemes, challenging 

the moral codes of their time and complicating traditional gender roles. 

The enduring popularity of Shakespeare’s plays, evidenced by their continued theatrical 

performance and adaptation into modern cinema, attests to their cultural resonance. However, it was 

not until the modern era that critical discourse began to interrogate these texts with renewed analytical 

vigor. The lectures of A. C. Bradley introduced a more nuanced interpretation of Shakespearean 

tragedy, while Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic readings highlighted underlying psychological 

conflicts within Shakespeare’s protagonists. These interventions opened the door to a proliferation of 

critical methodologies, including feminist, new historicist, archetypal, deconstructionist, and 

psychoanalytic approaches. Each has contributed to a deeper and more varied understanding of the 

Shakespearean canon, affirming its complexity and relevance in contemporary scholarship. 

Modern critical discourse has significantly reshaped the understanding of several prominent 

Shakespearean characters, challenging long-held interpretations and uncovering complex dimensions 

previously overlooked. Characters once cast unequivocally as villains or morally ambiguous figures 

are now re-evaluated through diverse critical lenses that emphasize socio-cultural, psychological, and 

ideological contexts. For instance, Shylock in ‘The Merchant of Venice’, traditionally portrayed as a 

vindictive antagonist, has emerged in recent scholarship as a symbol of social exclusion and religious 

marginalization. Similarly, ‘Richard III’, long considered the archetype of the power-hungry tyrant, has 

been reinterpreted through the framework of disability studies as a figure whose physical difference is 

exploited and demonized within the political discourse of his time. Macbeth, often viewed as the 

embodiment of unchecked ambition, is now examined as a tragic victim of fatalism and toxic 

masculinity, revealing the destructive consequences of gendered expectations and psychological 

manipulation. 

Parallel reinterpretations have surfaced in analyses of female characters, particularly those 

historically cast in negative roles. Lady Macbeth, traditionally vilified as the instigator of regicide, is 

reimagined by psychoanalytic critics as a woman constrained by the limitations of gender roles and 

domestic ideology. Tamora, the cruel queen of ‘Titus Andronicus’, is re-contextualized in feminist 

criticism as a victim of Roman imperial brutality and patriarchal domination. Goneril and Regan, 

condemned as treacherous daughters in ‘King Lear’, are increasingly understood as products of 

paternal neglect and systemic misogyny. Queen Margaret, depicted as a vengeful and manipulative 
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figure in Shakespearean chronicle plays ‘Henry VI and ‘Richard III’, has been reclaimed by 

contemporary critics as a woman shaped by profound personal loss and betrayal. 

These critical interventions underscore the necessity of revisiting Shakespeare’s oeuvre, 

particularly those plays in which certain characters have been reductively labeled as villains or morally 

compromised. This study specifically focuses on a selection of female characters historically framed as 

negative or complicit in political schemes, examining how their re-evaluation through feminist and 

psychoanalytic frameworks reveals deeper truths about gender, power, and resistance in the 

Shakespearean canon. 

Feminist literary criticism emerged as an intellectual extension of the broader feminist 

movement, drawing foundational inspiration from texts such as Mary Wollstonecraft’s ‘A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman’ and Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘The Second Sex’, along with a wide array of critical 

works and political writings that challenged social structures and advocated for women's rights. In the 

Indian context, early articulations of women's voices can be traced to ancient Buddhist literature, 

particularly the ‘Therigatha’, where enlightened women from Buddha’s female monastic order 

recounted their life stories and spiritual journeys challenging the contemporary social structure 

dominated by Vedic ideologies. In the 19th century, figures like Tarabai Shinde contributed 

significantly to the discourse on gender inequality. Her seminal work ‘Stri Purush Tulana’ ("A 

Comparison between Women and Men") offered a powerful critique of patriarchal norms and remains 

a landmark in Indian feminist writing. 

In recent decades, feminist scholars have increasingly focused on the representation of women 

in literature, examining how female characters have been shaped by, and often confined within, 

patriarchal frameworks and imposed gender roles. Critics such as Carol Chillington Rutter, Marianne 

Novy, Judith Butler, and Coppélia Kahn, through their scholarly contributions, have highlighted the 

recurring theme of female victimization in canonical texts. These interpretations often center on how 

women portrayed as villains or political schemers are, in fact, products of structural gender oppression. 

While writing about Feminist Theory in “Critical Theory Today” Lois Tyson observes: “All of Western 

(Anglo-European) civilization is deeply rooted in patriarchal ideology, as we see, for example, in the 

numerous patriarchal women and female monsters of Greek and Roman literature and mythology; the 

patriarchal interpretation of the biblical Eve as the origin of sin and death in the world…” (Tyson, 2006: 

92) Ms. Tyson shows her understanding about woman demonize female characters in myth which later 

widely applied in the popular literature. The antagonist characters in Shakespeare coming from the 

same culture where women are associated with the negativity. 

Therefore, Shakespearean literature, in particular, has come under renewed scrutiny from 

feminist perspectives. While Shakespeare drew many of his female characters from historical and 

literary sources, contemporary scholars interrogate the roles assigned to these women figures who, 

though often depicted as powerful or manipulative, ultimately face severe downfall and societal 

rejection. These so-called "powerhouse women" are portrayed as using intelligence and gendered 

performance as tools for survival and political navigation. However, their temporary ascendancy is 

frequently followed by dramatic collapse, leaving them emotionally or morally shattered by the 

narrative's conclusion. Modern feminist criticism does not seek to indict Shakespeare himself, but rather 

to understand how these characters reflect broader cultural anxieties about female agency and 

autonomy. By re-evaluating such portrayals, particularly those of women who operate within or 

against systems of male power, scholars aim to recover voices that have historically been marginalized 

or misunderstood. Analyzing these characters through a feminist lens may not always justify their 

actions, but it provides crucial insight into the gendered constraints that shape their narratives and 

underscores the need for a more empathetic and context-sensitive reading of their roles in 

Shakespearean drama. 
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Lady Macbeth stands as one of Shakespeare’s most powerful female characters, ascending to 

queenship following Macbeth’s usurpation of the throne through the murder of King Duncan. The play 

clearly illustrates how Macbeth’s craving for power intensifies after his heroic triumph over the traitor 

Macdonwald. His valor earns him royal recognition, yet this praise only fuels his ambition. The witches’ 

prophecy is interpreted by Macbeth as favorable, and he conveys his rising aspirations to Lady Macbeth 

in a letter. His words reveal both fascination and frustration: 

“When I burned in desire to question them further,  

They made themselves air, into which they vanished.” (Shakespeare, 2020: FTLN 335–336). 

Lady Macbeth’s reflection on this letter is significant; she possesses an acute understanding of her 

husband's psychology. While aware of his ambition, she doubts his capacity for the ruthless action 

required to fulfill it: 

“Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt be  

What thou art promised. Yet do I fear thy nature;  

It is too full o’ th’ milk of human kindness  

 To catch the nearest way. Thou wouldst be great,  

 Art not without ambition, but without / 

The illness should attend it.” (Shakespeare, 2020: FTLN 346–351). 

The letter implicitly seeks Lady Macbeth’s counsel or intervention, which she provides, bound 

as she is by the expectations of her patriarchal society. As noted in the web article “Lady Macbeth: A 

Victim of Ambition” from elearn.com, “Lady Macbeth's actions are not driven by inherent evil, but 

rather by a desperate desire to overcome the limitations imposed on her by society. She sees power as 

the only means to achieve her and her husband's ambitions, and she is willing to sacrifice her own 

morality and sanity to attain it.” (elearn, 2024). The murder of King Duncan becomes a joint enterprise, 

with Lady Macbeth playing a critical role in prompting her hesitant husband to seize the moment. After 

the assassination, Duncan’s heirs flee to England, fearing for their lives, and Macbeth is crowned king 

amidst growing suspicion among his peers. The subsequent killings of Banquo, Lady Macduff, and her 

son mark Macbeth’s descent into tyranny, driven by deepening paranoia. Simultaneously, Lady 

Macbeth experiences her own unraveling plagued by hallucinations and ultimately driven to suicide. 

While traditional moral readings interpret her death as poetic justice, modern feminist critiques recast 

her as a tragic figure trapped by societal limitations. As elearn.com further asserts, “In a world where 

women were denied agency and power, Lady Macbeth's ambition can be seen as a form of rebellion 

against societal norms. Her desire to transcend her prescribed role and achieve greatness is a testament 

to her strength and determination, even if her methods are ultimately destructive.” (elearn, 2024). 

Lady Macbeth’s psychological torment mirrors Macbeth’s own inability to overcome his fears 

and insecurities. Crucially, she is left to face her mental collapse without the emotional support of her 

husband. Literary critic A.C. Bradley, in analyzing her tragic arc, observes that despite her flaws, she 

deserved a more dignified end: “Besides, unless I mistake, Lady Macbeth is the only one of 

Shakespeare's great tragic characters who on a last appearance is denied the dignity of verse.” (Bradley, 

1937: 398). In considering Lady Macbeth’s character, one might draw parallels to the mythological 

figure of Clytemnestra, who likewise played a pivotal role in her husband's ascent through the 

elimination of rivals. However, such portrayals of women as manipulators often obscure the deeper 

gender inequities at play, reducing complex characters to archetypes and overlooking the structural 

constraints that shape their choices. 
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Another central figure in ‘Titus Andronicus’ is Tamora, the Queen of the Goths. She plays a 

powerful and complex role as a seductress, manipulator, and a woman seeking revenge, ultimately 

meeting a tragic end in the very cycle of vengeance she helps set in motion. From the start, the play 

quickly escalates as Tamora is portrayed as a cunning and ruthless force, eventually becoming a feared 

and influential queen within the Roman Empire. Tamora's descent into vengeance begins when she is 

captured by Titus Andronicus as a prisoner of war, along with her sons and her lover, Aaron the Moor. 

Her husband had been killed in battle, and she is publicly humiliated and paraded through Rome and 

mocked within its deeply patriarchal society. Her cries for mercy are ignored when Titus sacrifices her 

eldest son to appease the Roman gods, a moment that fuels her desire for revenge. 

Her fortunes change dramatically when Emperor Saturninus chooses her as his empress. This 

sudden rise to power gives her the means to execute her revenge. With Aaron’s help, she arranges a 

brutal series of events: her sons rape and mutilate Titus’s daughter, Lavinia, and later kill two of Titus’s 

sons. She even manipulates Titus into having his hand severed. These cruel acts deepen Titus’s thirst 

for justice, and once he uncovers her role, he retaliates by killing Tamora’s sons and feeding their flesh 

to her in a horrific act of revenge. In the bloody final scene, Titus, Tamora, and Saturninus all meet their 

deaths. The newly crowned emperor, Lucius, orders that Tamora’s body be cast outside the city to be 

devoured by wild beasts. 

Tamora's actions throughout the play establish her as a female antagonist driven by vengeance. 

However, from a feminist perspective, her character can also be seen through a lens of deep personal 

loss and trauma. She suffers the deaths of her husband and sons, is taken as a slave, paraded in 

humiliation, and subjected to emotional torment. Her plea to Titus after her son’s sacrifice reveals the 

raw grief and pain of a woman stripped of power and dignity in a male-dominated society. In ancient 

Rome, it was customary for the wives of defeated kings to be captured and displayed, and Tamora 

becomes a tragic example of this brutal tradition. Her pleadings to Titus under following lines not to 

sacrifice her son, indicates her helplessness before the Roman customs: 

“Stay, Roman brethren!—Gracious conqueror, 

Victorious Titus, rue the tears I shed, 

A mother’s tears in passion for her son. 

And if thy sons were ever dear to thee, 

O think my son to be as dear to me.” (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 104-108) 

Tamora’s character since it is associated with the ancient Roman Empire, it could also be studied 

under New Historicism. The harsh treatment of women in ancient Rome was rooted in a deeply 

patriarchal system designed to control them. Roman brutality, especially during wartime, is well-

documented. As Wickham notes, “Men could expect physical and possibly sexual violence; for women 

rape was almost a certainty. Rome’s enemies were well aware of the consequences of capture to their 

wives and daughters. Visual representation of captive women betrays the continued abuse at the hands 

of the Romans.” (Wickham, 2014: 43)  Another study highlights the extreme fear of Roman cruelty, 

particularly toward women, “Sometimes the fear of rape and cruelty of the Romans was so great that 

the opponents of the Romans took drastic decisions. This is evidenced by the attitude of the Cimbri 

defeated in 101 BCE by Gaius Marius. The defeated barbarians tried to negotiate that their women 

would not become captives and would instead become untouchable priestesses. Failing that, the Cimbri 

murdered their women and their children by hanging them, cutting them up, and piercing them with 

swords. In this way, they wanted to avoid disgracing their bodies.” (Imperium, 2025)   Such historical 

readings shows how women folk was tied with idea of ‘shame’ under the patriarchal norms. Seen 

through this lens of cultural humiliation and violence, Tamora’s actions in ‘Titus Andronicus’ can be 

interpreted not just as personal revenge, but as rebellion against a society that had stripped her of 
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dignity and power. She uses her beauty, cunning, and sexuality as tools to manipulate her way back 

into influence, with her ultimate goal being the destruction of Titus and his family. While often 

portrayed as a monstrous figure due to the cruelty she unleashes including using her own sons to rape 

and mutilate Lavinia her behavior mirrors the trauma and degradation she herself endured. 

Tamora and Lavinia represent two contrasting female roles within the play Tamora, bold and 

ruthless, seizes power in a world built for men. Lavinia, on the other hand, is passive and bound by the 

traditional expectations of femininity. Both women, however, are deeply shaped and ultimately 

destroyed by the patriarchal control of the male characters, especially Titus. Tamora's fate is sealed 

when Titus, as a Roman general, decides her punishments and humiliation. Lavinia, his daughter, has 

no say in her own life her marriage is arranged by her father, and when she is raped and mutilated, 

Titus, overcome with shame, ends up killing her himself. As Robinson Russia notes, “Titus kills his 

only daughter because of her lost virginity and virtue.” (Robinson, 2017)  This tragic act reveals the 

deep misogyny woven into Roman ideals of honor and purity. Tamora’s thirst for vengeance is fueled 

not only by personal loss but by the fact that she, once a queen, is now a prisoner, publicly disgraced 

in a foreign land. Though often portrayed as a villain, moments in the play leave room to view her as a 

woman asserting her agency in the only way she can. Robinson suggests that “Tamora’s power was 

channeled through her growing sexual freedom and her part in the deaths and mutilation that occurred 

throughout the play.” (Robinson, 2017)  Her violent revenge, then, can be seen as a form of rebellion 

against the oppressive, male-dominated Roman society. 

Goneril and Regan, daughters of King Lear, are portrayed as morally corrupt and power-hungry 

antagonists in Shakespeare’s ‘King Lear’. Their ruthless pursuit of political power, granted by their 

father, ultimately contributes to his downfall and death. Set in a pre-Christian era but adapted by 

Shakespeare to resonate with contemporary audiences, the play subtly implies the sisters were raised 

without a mother an absence that may have stunted their emotional development. Lear’s evident 

favoritism toward Cordelia suggests longstanding familial tensions. The pivotal moment in the 

narrative arises from Lear’s misguided decision to publicly demand declarations of love from his 

daughters. While Goneril and Regan cunningly flatter him, Cordelia’s honest and measured response, 

balancing her duty to her father and future husband, leads to her disinheritance and sets the tragedy in 

motion. 

Haply, when I shall wed,  

That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry  

Half my love with him, half my care and duty: (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 110-112) 

Enraged by Cordelia’s honest response, King Lear disowns her and divides the kingdom between 

Goneril and Regan. He shows no compassion even when the King of France proposes marriage to the 

disinherited Cordelia. The play highlights the contrasting upbringings of the sisters: Cordelia 

internalizes patriarchal norms, while Goneril and Regan adopt a rebellious stance against them. Their 

alliance with Edmund who is plotting against his own father reflects both their moral decline and 

autonomy in pursuing extramarital desires. Despite being married (Goneril to Albany, Regan to 

Cornwall), both sisters compete for Edmund’s affection. Goneril’s jealousy ultimately drives her to 

poison Regan, revealing the depth of her ambition. Regan, now widowed, justifies her own claim to 

Edmund in Act 4, Scene 5, arguing that marriage to him would legitimize the relationship, unlike 

Goneril’s adulterous pursuit: 

“My lord is dead; Edmund and I have talked, 

And more convenient is he for my hand 

Than for your lady’s. You may gather more. 
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If you do find him, pray you, give him this, 

And when your mistress hears thus much from you, 

I pray, desire her call her wisdom to her.” (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 2721-2726) 

In her interaction with Edmund, Goneril suspects his involvement with Regan and warns him to keep 

his distance. As she steps aside, she reveals her jealousy toward her sister and her intention to eliminate 

her, driven by rivalry and a desire to secure Edmund for herself. “I had rather lose the battle than that 

sister / should loosen him and me.” (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 3181-3182) Goneril ultimately poisons 

Regan and takes her own life after her plans collapse and she gains nothing. Overwhelmed by guilt and 

loss, she meets the tragic end her actions invited. Unlike traditional women of their time, Goneril and 

Regan defy patriarchal norms pursuing power, autonomy, and extramarital relationships with 

Edmund. Though their rebellion is portrayed as moral decline, their status as royal daughters gave 

them a sense of equality with men. As Kakimoto notes in her blog article ‘Women’s Roles in 

Shakespeare’s King Lear’, “Goneril and Regan represent new and not yet common versions of women 

in Britain...acting as though they were men in a world that saw women as weak and vulnerable.” 

(Kakimoto, 2019) The play reflects the moral expectations of its era, where women were bound to 

subordinate roles. Lear’s demand for public declarations of love at the play’s outset reveals his deeply 

patriarchal mindset and desire to control his daughters through social customs. 

Which of you shall we say doth love us most, 

That we our largest bounty may extend 

Where nature doth with merit challenge. (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 056-058) 

Through this demand, King Lear prioritizes performative flattery over sincere emotion. His use of the 

term ‘bounty’ further reveals his patriarchal view, treating love as a transaction for power. A.C. Bradley 

critiques Lear’s so-called love test, stating: “the dependence of the division on the speeches of the 

daughters, was in Lear's intention a mere form, devised as a childish scheme to gratify his love of 

absolute power and his hunger for assurances of devotion” (Bradley, 1937: 250). Kakimoto in her blog 

article concludes: “Although ‘King Lear’ centered women in roles of power and authority, the deaths 

of all three of the King’s daughters, including Cordelia’s undeserved dissolution, forces the story’s 

return to a patriarchal system that no longer values women or the roles they play in society” (Kakimoto, 

2019).  The play aligns with the customs and gender expectations of its time, reinforcing traditional 

views of women. While it upholds prevailing moral codes, it also inadvertently exposes the patriarchal 

mindset of the era. Though Goneril and Regan are not portrayed as victims, their actions clearly reflect 

a rebellion against male dominance. 

Another powerful and often ruthless female figure in Shakespeare’s works is Queen Margaret. 

Featured prominently in the ‘Henry VI’ trilogy and ‘Richard III’, she is based on the historical Margaret 

of Anjou (1430–1482), who held the title "Queen Consort of England" from 1445 to 1461. In the plays, 

she is portrayed as the strong, ambitious, and intelligent wife of the weak and indecisive Henry VI. 

While her husband struggled with mental health, Margaret effectively ruled in his place, actively 

participating in battles and fiercely defending her son’s claim to the throne during the Wars of the 

Roses. In ‘Henry VI, Part II’, she is depicted as a shrewd and influential manipulator, always alert to 

threats against her power. The play also hints at her complexity through her alleged affair with the 

Duke of Suffolk. She displays both control and decisiveness, particularly when she confronts Gloucester 

and demands his resignation for his past failures: 

“Resign it, then, and leave thine insolence. 

Since thou wert king—as who is king but thou?— 

The commonwealth hath daily run to wrack, 
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The Dauphin hath prevailed beyond the seas, 

And all the peers and nobles of the realm 

Have been as bondmen to thy sovereignty.” (Shakespeare, 2022, FTLN 506-511) 

At another place her ruthless defense came when   she expresses her dismissal of Glocester’s death in 

Act 3, Scene II:  

“Why do you rate my Lord Suffolk thus? 

Although the Duke was enemy to him, 

Yet he most Christian-like laments his death, 

And for myself, foul grief makes me speak 

Lord Suffolk, you may take my place” (Shakespeare, 2022, lines 265-269) 

These lines highlight Margaret’s tough character and unwavering determination, mirroring the 

strength of her royal counterparts. She not only manipulates perception but also feigns grief to secure 

Suffolk’s position by her side an act that reveals her political ruthlessness. By the end, Margaret 

transforms into a true battlefield leader, as seen in ‘Act 5, Scene I’, where she rallies and inspires her 

army.Brave followers, yonder stands the thorny wood, “Which by the heavens assistance and your 

streangth, / Must by the roots be hewn up yet are right” (Shakespeare, 2022: Lines 203-205 Through 

her fiery speech, Margaret asserts her authority like a battlefield general, embodying not just ambition 

but also a bold defiance of traditional gender roles. In both words and actions, she challenges 

expectations of women, especially in ‘Henry VI’ Parts II and III, and ‘Richard III’ Margaret adopts traits 

typically coded as ‘masculine’ military leadership, assertiveness, political cunning, and public 

aggression as tools for survival and influence in a male-dominated political world. 

Her rise to power begins when her husband, portrayed by Shakespeare as weak, pious, and 

politically passive, suffers a mental breakdown. Margaret doesn’t seize power for its own sake but steps 

into the vacuum to protect the crown for herself and her son. Yet, the men around her consistently 

display a patriarchal mindset. This is evident in ‘Act I, Scene III’, when Gloucester voices his views, 

revealing the era’s deep-rooted gender biases. 

Madam, the King is old enough himself 

To give his censure. These are no women’s matters. (Shakespeare, 2022: FTLN 500-501) 

Gloucester’s opinion reflects a culture that persistently imposed limiting roles on women. As Judith 

Butler notes in her essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 

 “Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it determined by nature, language, 

the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of patriarchy. Gender is what is put on, invariably, 

under constraint, daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure, but if this continuous act is 

mistaken for a natural or linguistic given, power is relinquished to expand the cultural field 

bodily through subversive performances of various kinds.” (Butler, 1988) 

Gloucester’s patriarchal stance clearly impacts Margaret’s sense of self and authority, ultimately 

prompting her to demand his resignation. Butler’s ‘Theory of Gender Performativity’ helps unpack this 

dynamic Margaret’s display of masculinity is not a result of her being male, but rather a response to 

how power is gendered within a patriarchal system. Her actions leading armies and even killing York’s 

son may have seemed unfeminine or ruthless to many, but in reality, they were acts of necessity, the 

kind of leadership expected from any king in her position. Her ability to survive and continue fighting 

despite losing her husband, son, and the crown is seen as a testament of her resilience.  
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Conclusion 

In examining the categories of Shakespearean female characters, three prominent groups emerge: 

heroines, inherently passive figures, and antagonists. The heroines such as Portia, Beatrice, Rosalind, 

Viola, and Hermione stand out for their intelligence, wit, and persuasive power, often challenging 

societal expectations with their strength and agency. In contrast, characters like Ophelia, Gertrude, and 

Desdemona represent a more vulnerable group, struggling to assert themselves in moments of conflict. 

The third category, in this study in particular has focused on four of Shakespeare’s most complex female 

so called antagonists Lady Macbeth, Goneril, Tamora, and Queen Margaret whose portrayals challenge 

conventional readings of villainy. Traditionally condemned for their ambition, manipulation, and 

defiance of gender norms, these women have increasingly been reinterpreted through modern critical 

frameworks such as feminism, new historicism, and psychoanalysis. 

Lady Macbeth’s descent into madness reflects the psychological toll of internalized guilt and 

moral conflict, shaped by her role as both a wife and an instigator of violence. Goneril and Regan, raised 

without maternal guidance and emotionally neglected by the father, seek power in a system that 

rewards flattery over honesty, revealing deeper issues of emotional repression and patriarchal control. 

Tamora, the former Queen of the Goths, is portrayed as vengeful, yet her cruelty is rooted in trauma 

and humiliation at the hands of Roman brutality. Queen Margaret emerges as a powerful political 

figure forced to act in a male-dominated world, her assertiveness often misread as ruthlessness. Though 

long viewed as villains, these women reflect the limited roles and harsh judgments imposed on female 

agency in a patriarchal society. Re-examining them through modern theory reveals not just their flaws, 

but also their strength, complexity, and resistance. Their so-called villainy is better understood as a 

response to societal constraints rather than mere moral failure. 
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