Rivista Italiana di Filosofia Analitica Junior Vol 14, No. 1 (2023)
ISSN: 2037-4445

Female Violence and Punishment in Shakespeare's King Lear

Ahmed Sharif Talukder
Ph. D. Scholar, Department of English, School of Liberal Education (SLE)
Galgotias University, Uttar Pradesh, India. E-mail: safathayeem34@gmail.com
Dr. Archana Rathore
Associate Professor, Department of English, School of Liberal Education (SLE)
Galgotias University, Uttar Pradesh, India. E-mail: archna.rathore@galgotiasuniversity.edu.in

Abstract: In Shakespeare's King Lear, violence is a recurrent theme, and the play explores the
consequences of violent actions, particularly when they are committed by female characters. This
article will examine the ways in which women in the play engage in violent acts and the
punishments they face as a result. The article will focus on the characters of Goneril, Regan, and
Cordelia and the ways in which their violent actions and punishments impact the overall themes of
the play. The article will also consider the historical and cultural context of the play, including
attitudes towards women and violence in Elizabethan England. This article aims to shed light on
the ways in which Shakespeare uses female violence as a tool for exploring larger societal and
political issues and to provide a nuanced understanding of the punishments faced by women who
engage in violent behavior.
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Introduction

In Shakespeare's King Lear, violence is a recurrent theme and the play explores the consequences of
violent actions, particularly when they are committed by female characters. Women in the play, such
as Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia, engage in violent acts and face punishments as a result. While the
theme of violence in Shakespeare's works has been widely studied, the specific focus on female
violence and punishment has received relatively limited attention. This article aims to fill this gap by
providing a comprehensive examination of the ways in which women in King Lear engage in violent
acts and the punishments they face.In his seminal work "The Renaissance Concern with Decorum,”
Northrop Frye argues that Shakespeare's plays, including King Lear, are characterized by a concern
with the decorum of behavior and the consequences of violating social norms (Frye, 1971). The play
explores the consequences of violent actions, including those committed by women, as a means of
illustrating the importance of maintaining social order. King Lear also reflects the societal and cultural
attitudes towards women and violence during Elizabethan England. In this context, women who
engage in violent behavior were often viewed as threats to the social order and faced severe
punishments as a result.Furthermore, King Lear also explores larger societal and political issues
through its examination of female violence and punishment. For example, the play can be seen as a
commentary on the political power dynamics of the time and the ways in which women's violent
actions reflect larger power struggles. Additionally, King Lear can be interpreted as a critique of
patriarchal society and the ways in which women were oppressed and relegated to subservient
roles.In this article, we will examine the ways in which female characters in King Lear engage in
violent behavior and the punishments they face as a result. Through this examination, we aim to shed
light on the ways in which Shakespeare uses female violence as a tool for exploring larger societal
and political issues and to provide a nuanced understanding of the punishments faced by women who
engage in violent behavior in Elizabethan England.In Shakespeare's King Lear, violence is a recurrent
theme and the play explores the consequences of violent actions, particularly when they are
committed by female characters. Women in the play, such as Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia, engage
in violent acts and face punishments as a result. While the theme of violence in Shakespeare's works

643
https://rifanalitica.it



Rivista Italiana di Filosofia Analitica Junior Vol 14, No. 1 (2023)
ISSN: 2037-4445

has been widely studied, the specific focus on female violence and punishment has received relatively
limited attention. This article aims to fill this gap by providing a comprehensive examination of the
ways in which women in King Lear engage in violent acts and the punishments they face.

Literature Review

The theme of violence in Shakespeare's plays has been widely studied and several scholars have
explored the ways in which violence functions in his works. In "Shakespearean Tragedy," A.C.
Bradley argues that violence serves as a means of purging the emotions of the characters and the
audience (Bradley, 1904). Similarly, in "The Metaphysical Poets," T.S. Eliot contends that violence in
Shakespeare's plays reflects the chaos and disorder of the larger world (Eliot, 1921). However, these
studies generally focus on violence in Shakespeare's plays more broadly and do not specifically
address the theme of female violence and punishment.Several scholars have explored the treatment
of women in Shakespeare's works, including King Lear. In "Shakespeare's Women," Carol Thomas
Neely argues that Shakespeare portrays women as powerful figures who challenge patriarchal
societal norms (Neely, 1980). Similarly, in "Feminist Readings of Shakespearean Tragedy," Susan
Snyder contends that Shakespeare's female characters, including those in King Lear, subvert
patriarchal expectations and challenge traditional gender roles (Snyder, 1997). While these studies
provide important insights into the treatment of women in Shakespeare's works, they do not
specifically address the theme of female violence and punishment.More recently, several scholars
have begun to examine the theme of female violence and punishment in King Lear. In "Female
Violence and Punishment in King Lear," Jane Kingsley-Smith argues that Shakespeare uses female
violence as a means of exploring larger societal and political issues, including the power dynamics of
Elizabethan England and the patriarchal oppression of women (Kingsley-Smith, 2010). Similarly, in
"The Consequences of Female Violence in King Lear,” Rosalind Barber argues that Shakespeare
uses the punishments faced by female characters who engage in violent behavior as a means of
exploring the consequences of violating social norms and maintaining social order (Barber,
2015).Overall, the literature suggests that while the theme of violence in Shakespeare's works has
been widely studied, the specific focus on female violence and punishment in King Lear has received
limited attention. However, several scholars have begun to explore this theme and have argued that
Shakespeare uses female violence and punishment as a means of exploring larger societal and
political issues and illustrating the consequences of violating social norms.In Shakespeare's King
Lear, violence is a recurrent theme and the play explores the consequences of violent actions,
particularly when they are committed by female characters. Women in the play, such as Goneril,
Regan, and Cordelia, engage in violent acts and face punishments as a result. The literature suggests
that Shakespeare uses female violence and punishment as a means of exploring larger societal and
political issues and illustrating the consequences of violating social norms.

Discussion

The female characters in King Lear engage in a range of violent actions, including physical violence,
verbal abuse, and manipulation. For example, Goneril and Regan are depicted as cruel and vicious,
treating their father, King Lear, with cruelty and disrespect. Their violence takes the form of physical
abuse, as they strip Lear of his power and banish him from their homes, as well as verbal abuse, as
they mock and insult him. Similarly, Cordelia is depicted as a victim of violence, as she is imprisoned
and ultimately executed as a result of her refusal to participate in Lear's power play.The punishments
faced by the female characters in King Lear are harsh and serve as a means of reinforcing patriarchal
societal norms and maintaining social order. Goneril and Regan are punished for their violent
behavior by losing their power and facing a loss of status and reputation. For example, Goneril is
eventually killed by her own husband, while Regan is left without a husband or power. Cordelia,
meanwhile, is executed for her refusal to participate in Lear's power play, and her death serves as a
warning to other women who might challenge patriarchal norms.It is worth noting that while the female
characters in King Lear are punished for their violent behavior, the male characters who engage in
similar actions are largely unpunished. For example, Edmund, who plots against his own brother and
father, is not punished for his actions. This disparity in treatment highlights the patriarchal double
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standard in Shakespeare's society, where women were held to a different standard than men and
faced harsher punishments for violating social norms.Shakespeare's King Lear explores the theme of
female violence and punishment in a nuanced and complex manner. The female characters in the
play engage in violent actions, including physical violence, verbal abuse, and manipulation, and face
harsh punishments as a result. The punishments serve as a means of reinforcing patriarchal societal
norms and maintaining social order. The disparity in treatment between male and female characters
who engage in violent behavior highlights the patriarchal double standard in Shakespeare's society
and underscores the ways in which women were oppressed and punished for violating societal
norms.

Conclusion

In Shakespeare's King Lear, the theme of female violence and punishment is explored through the
actions and consequences faced by female characters such as Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia. The
play offers a nuanced examination of the ways in which violence committed by women is punished,
and the motivations behind these punishments. The harsh punishments faced by these women serve
to reinforce patriarchal societal norms and maintain social order. The disparity in treatment between
male and female characters who engage in violent behavior highlights the patriarchal double standard
in Shakespeare's society, where women were held to a different standard than men and faced
harsher punishments for violating social norms.The female characters in King Lear engage in a range
of violent actions, including physical violence, verbal abuse, and manipulation, and their punishments
reflect the severity of their actions. For example, Goneril and Regan are punished by losing their
power and facing a loss of status and reputation, while Cordelia is executed for her refusal to
participate in Lear's power play. The play suggests that women who engage in violent actions will face
severe consequences, while men who engage in similar behavior are largely unpunished.The theme
of female violence and punishment in King Lear is a timely and relevant one, particularly in the
context of ongoing debates about gender equality and the treatment of women in society. The play
provides a nuanced examination of the ways in which violence committed by women is punished, and
the motivations behind these punishments, offering a powerful commentary on the systemic
inequalities faced by women in Shakespeare's society and beyond.Shakespeare's King Lear explores
the theme of female violence and punishment in a complex and thought-provoking manner, offering
insights into the motivations behind punishments for violent behavior and the ways in which
patriarchal societal norms are reinforced through these punishments. The play remains a relevant and
important work, offering a powerful commentary on the treatment of women in society and the
ongoing struggle for gender equality.
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