
International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention (IJHSSI) 
ISSN (Online): 2319 – 7722, ISSN (Print): 2319 – 7714 
www.ijhssi.org ||Volume 12 Issue 3||March, 2023 || PP.133-135 
 

The Relationship between Gender and Power in 
Shakespeare's Plays 

 
Dr. Suneeta Upadhyay 

Asst. Professor, 
Dept. of English, 

N. K. B. M. G. College, Chandausi 
 

Abstract 
Shakespeare's plays demonstrate the importance of gender and sexual identities in the formation of identity and 
power. In these works, Shakespeare explores how gender can influence one's sense of self and their ability to 
exert power. One interpretation of Shakespeare's exploration of gender and power is that it aligns him with the 
ideas of postmodernism. This can be seen in how Shakespeare uses elements of sexuality in his plays and the 
interpretations he makes about the effect of gender on identity. Previous research has examined the gender 
dynamics within Shakespeare's plays, focusing on factors such as the portrayals of male and female characters, 
the power dynamics between them, and the societal norms of the time. This paper aims to analyze the 
relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's plays, delving into the linguistic distinctions created 
by the playwright and exploring how these dynamics reflect and challenge the patriarchal structures of the time. 
Keywords-Shakespeare, postmodernism, gender and power, linguistic distinctions etc.  
 

I. Introduction 
Shakespeare's plays have long been a subject of fascination for scholars and readers alike due to their 

complex exploration of various themes, including the relationship between gender and power.  Consideration of 
gender issues in Shakespeare over the past twenty-five years has, inevitably, been dominated by feminist critics 
(Freedman, 2004). These critics have brought about a huge reappraisal of women's lives and identities, extending their 
analysis to Shakespeare's works as early as 1975 by Juliet Dusinberre. Dusinberre's book challenged the 
premises of 'male' literary scholarship and asserted women's right to share ownership of the literary text, to read 
from a personal perspective, to ask their own questions, and to claim the authoritative critical voice. 

A significant aspect of power in Shakespeare's plays is the use of sovereign violence by a few 
individuals to obtain or maintain power. Anthony DiMatteo has highlighted several examples of this 
phenomenon in Shakespeare's works. These instances of sovereign violence highlight Shakespeare's 
observations on power dynamics and the lengths people may go to in order to gain or hold onto power. Gender 
Roles and Constructs of Masculinity in Shakespeare's Works Gender roles and the constructs of masculinity are 
also explored in Shakespeare's plays. Juliet Dusinberre's work on Shakespeare and the nature of woman shifted 
the focus from male protagonists to female characters and their challenges to patriarchal relations. By examining 
the cultural constructs of masculinity and femininity, Shakespeare sheds light on the playing of gender roles and 
challenges societal norms surrounding gender. 
 
Theoretical Framework on Gender and Power 

Theoretical frameworks on gender and power provide a useful lens through which to analyze the 
relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's plays. One such framework is the theory of gender and 
power, which recognizes that power dynamics are intricately linked to gender dynamics. This theory emphasizes 
that gender relations, including power dynamics, are shaped by broader socioeconomic and cultural contexts. It 
considers factors such as the division of labor, economic inequalities, power and control in intimate 
relationships, and societal norms (Freedman, 2004). Additionally, feminist research sheds light on the gendered power 
dynamics within institutions and the construction and reinforcement of power hierarchies based on race and 
gender. 
 
Linguistic Distinctions and Gender Portrayal in Shakespeare's Plays 

Shakespeare's plays present a rich tapestry of characters, each with their own distinct traits and roles 
within the story. One aspect that has been examined by scholars is the linguistic distinctions created by 
Shakespeare to portray gender in his plays. Some scholars have explored the possibility of determining the 
gender of literary characters based on their dialogue, suggesting that there may be linguistic differences between 
male and female characters in Shakespeare's plays. This analysis extends previous research on classifying author 
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gender to explore how a playwright like Shakespeare might create linguistic distinctions between male and 
female characters. 

 
Shakespeare's Representation of Gender 

Shakespeare's representation of gender in his plays is complex and multidimensional. While some 
characters conform to traditional gender norms and expectations, others challenge and subvert these norms. For 
instance, powerful female characters like Lady Macbeth in "Macbeth" and Beatrice in "Much Ado About 
Nothing" defy societal expectations and assert their agency and power. In contrast, male characters like Hamlet 
and Macbeth struggle with their masculinity and the pressure to uphold patriarchal ideals. Reimagining Gender 
as Social Codes Rather than viewing gender as a fixed, biological reality, Shakespeare challenges the idea of 
gender by presenting it as a set of social codes. He explores the ways in which gender roles and expectations are 
constructed and performed, suggesting that they are not inherent characteristics, but rather social constructs that 
can be reimagined and subverted. Gender Crossings and Psychoanalysis in Shakespeare's Works Shakespeare's 
works also feature instances of gender crossings, where characters assume identities or roles that defy traditional 
gender binaries. These gender crossings can be analyzed through a psychoanalytic lens, examining the 
subconscious desires and motivations behind the characters' actions. 
 
The Power Dynamics in Shakespeare's Plays 

In addition to exploring gender, Shakespeare also delves into power dynamics in his plays. He 
examines how power is distributed and wielded, often intersecting with gender identity. Many of Shakespeare's 
plays depict a society where power is predominantly held by men, reflecting the patriarchal norms of his time. 
However, Shakespeare also highlights the ways in which gender can impact one's access to power and influence. 
For example, in "Macbeth," the ambitious and power-hungry Lady Macbeth manipulates her husband into 
committing regicide, showcasing the power that gender can hold in influencing and shaping the actions of 
individuals. Moreover, Shakespeare's plays shed light on the social constructs of masculinity and femininity. 
 
Gender and Power in Specific Shakespearean Plays 

In "Macbeth," the relationship between gender and power is particularly pronounced. Lady Macbeth, a 
character who defies traditional gender roles, becomes a driving force behind Macbeth's ascent to the throne. 
Her ambition and manipulation of her husband highlight the power that gender can hold in influencing and 
shaping events. Similarly, in "Hamlet," the titular character grapples with his own masculinity and the pressure 
to uphold patriarchal ideals. The relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's plays is complex and 
multifaceted. 
 
Analysis of Key Characters and Their Roles in Gender Power Relations 

One key character to analyze in the context of gender power relations is Cleopatra from "Antony and 
Cleopatra." Cleopatra challenges societal expectations of femininity and power, as she exercises authority and 
influence over powerful men such as Julius Caesar and Marc Antony. Her persona challenges the notion that 
power is solely a masculine attribute and highlights the agency that women can possess in positions of authority. 
Another important character to examine is Rosalind from "As You Like It." Rosalind disguises herself as a man, 
Ganymede, throughout much of the play. This allows her to navigate and exert influence in a male-dominated 
world, showcasing the complexities of gender and power dynamics in Shakespeare's works. 

 
The Evolution of Gender and Power Dynamics in Shakespeare's Work 

Shakespeare's portrayal of gender and power dynamics evolves throughout his body of work. Initially, 
Shakespeare's plays adhered to the patriarchal norms of his time, with male characters holding the majority of 
power and authority. However, as feminist criticism emerged and challenged traditional interpretations of 
Shakespeare's works, scholars began to reevaluate the gender dynamics present in his plays. 

Juliet Dusinberre'sgroundbreaking work, "Shakespeare and the Nature of Woman," played a crucial 
role in shifting the focus to female characters and their challenges to patriarchal relations. Dusinberre's work, 
along with other feminist criticism of Shakespeare, shed light not only on the women in his plays but also on the 
cultural constructs of masculinity and femininity. This reevaluation of gender and power dynamics in 
Shakespeare's works led to a broader understanding and exploration of the social codes and conventions that 
shape gender roles. 
 
Critical Perspectives on Gender and Power in Shakespeare's Plays  

The critical perspectives on gender and power in Shakespeare's plays vary, offering diverse 
interpretations and insights. Anthony DiMatteo's analysis focuses on the use of sovereign violence by a few 
individuals to obtain or maintain power in Shakespeare's works. He argues that Shakespeare presents multiple 
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perspectives on power, indicating a centrist stance. However, Jean Howard challenges traditional patriarchal 
representations in her argument that Rosalind in "As You Like It" reveals the constructed nature of patriarchy's 
representations of femininity. She highlights how Rosalind's disguise as Ganymede allows her to question and 
challenge traditional gender roles, exhibiting agency and influence in a male-dominated world. Similarly, 
MadelaineGohlke suggests that Shakespeare's tragedies serve as a commentary on the destructive nature of male 
dominance structures. She discusses how these structures lead to tragedy and absurdity, showcasing the negative 
consequences of patriarchal power. Penny Gay takes a different approach, arguing that "As You Like It" 
deconstructs patriarchy and its gender roles. Gay examines how the play challenges traditional gender roles by 
portraying characters who defy societal expectations and freely explore their identities and desires. Additionally, 
Mahmood's study of "As You Like It" points out how male characters' voices dominate the female characters' 
thoughts and actions, emphasizing the lack of self-expression and agency for women in Shakespeare's plays 
(Jaleel, 2021). These critical perspectives on gender and power in Shakespeare's works reveal the complex and 
nuanced portrayal of gender dynamics (Freedman, 2004). Shakespeare's exploration of gender and power goes beyond 
simply depicting women as victims or men as oppressors. Instead, he delves into the intricacies of gender 
constructions and challenges societal norms, offering multifaceted portrayals of both male and female 
characters. Moreover, Juliet Dusinberre's work on Shakespeare and the nature of woman shifted the focus from 
male protagonists to female characters and their challenges to traditional gender roles. Through her examination, 
Dusinberre reimagines gender as a social construct rather than a biological reality. This approach paved the way 
for feminist criticism in Shakespeare studies, allowing for a deeper exploration of the power dynamics and 
complexities of gender in his works. Overall, the relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's plays 
is a topic that has been extensively explored by scholars from various perspectives. Their analysis has shed light 
on the ways in which Shakespeare challenges conventional notions of gender and power, giving agency to 
female characters and deconstructing patriarchal relations. 

 
Conclusion: Insights and Implications of Gender and Power in Shakespeare's Drama. 

The relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's plays is a complex and nuanced topic that 
has been explored by scholars from feminist, psychoanalytic, and social perspectives. These perspectives reveal 
that Shakespeare's works not only depict the consequences of patriarchal power, but also challenge and 
deconstruct traditional gender roles. By portraying characters who defy societal expectations and freely explore 
their identities and desires, Shakespeare offers a multifaceted portrayal of gender dynamics. This portrayal 
challenges the notion that power and agency are inherently tied to gender, highlighting the potential for 
individuals to transcend societal norms and exercise their own agency. Moreover, the examination of gender and 
power in Shakespeare's plays has broader implications for contemporary society. It serves as a reminder that 
gender is a social construct and that power dynamics are deeply intertwined with societal expectations and 
norms. Understanding and critically analyzing the relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's 
plays not only enhances our understanding of his works, but also prompts us to reflect on our own contemporary 
notions of gender and power. Through examining the relationship between gender and power in Shakespeare's 
plays, we gain insights into the ways in which gender roles and expectations influence power dynamics both 
within society and within individual relationships. Furthermore, the exploration of gender and power in 
Shakespeare's plays allows for a reimagining of traditional narratives and provides a platform for marginalized 
voices to be heard and recognized. 
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