“Fantasies of Female Evil: The Dynamics of Gender and Power in Shakespearean Tragedy”

Cristina Alfar makes the best case for Shakespeare's violent women as tragic heroines rather than evil monsters in her chapter on Macbeth. This chapter develops a critical perspective that could significantly revise traditional views. According to Alfar, Lady Macbeth's ruthlessness stems not from her unnatural desire but from her decision to adopt a masculinist culture of violence already revealed as bloodthirsty on Duncan's field of battle. Alfar argues convincingly that it is problematic to blame Lady Macbeth for a murder that her husband proposes before he sees her, a murder that is not inherently different from the brutal acts of revenge ordered by Duncan against Macdonald and the thane of Cawdor. Lady Macbeth's invocation to the spirits to "unsex" her and her declaration of willingness to crush her own infant's skull display her corruption by a system that equates power with violence. Alfar rightly points out that Lady Macbeth acts quite conventionally as the wife supporting the desires of the husband. As the play indicts the patrilinear system, Shakespeare parodies the ideal of wifely duty.

Need To Know Terms

Masculinist – an advocate of the rights of men.

Patrilinear – tracing descent, kinship, or title through the male line.

Parodies – to imitate for purposes of ridicule or satire.

Directions:

Read the paragraph individually.

Then, in your groups, answer the following questions: 

-Who is the author? 

-What is the claim? 

-What lines could be used as supporting evidence for that claim?

Once your group has come to an agreement call over Mrs. Bentley (or Mrs. Brown) to proceed.

In paragraph two express your opinion by using lines from the textbook of Macbeth to support your arguments. Cite the lines!

In paragraph three you may also use lines from Macbeth to show what opposing arguments could be made.

