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Abstract 

Shakespeare’s female violent offenders suffer from punishments that occur offstage, 

threaten their femininities, and double as criminal acts. However, interdisciplinary scholarship 

situates their identities in a liminal position between female embodied criminality (criminality 

resulting from one’s adherence to femininity) and female metamorphosed criminality 

(criminality resulting from one’s deviation from femininity). By close reading Macbeth, King 

Lear, and Titus Andronicus, I investigate how the criminal framing of Lady Macbeth, Goneril 

and Regan, and Queen Tamora respectively justifies punishments that are unseen, gendered, and 

criminal. I ultimately found that each of Shakespeare’s female violent offenders employ both 

female embodied and female metamorphosed criminalities, weaponizing their femininities in 

order to access masculine power through crime. However, because the criminological binary 

cannot accommodate individuals who employ androgynous criminalities, the texts ultimately 

eliminate the identities of Shakespearean female violent offenders from the worlds of their plays. 

My findings indicate that institutions inordinately punish criminal women for their liminal 

identities in order to deter them from disrupting heteronormative hierarchies. However, 

recognizing the androgynous agency of Shakespearean female violent offenders can liberate 

them from the liminality that otherwise renders their punishments rhetorically unseen. 

 

Keywords: Shakespearean female violent offender, female embodied criminality, female   

        metamorphosed criminality, androgynous criminality  
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Introduction 

“Come, you spirits 

That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, 

And fill me from the crown to the toe topfull 

Of direst cruelty!.... 

Come, thick night, 

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 

That my keen knife see not the wound it makes, 

Nor heaven peep through the banket of the dark 

To cry, ‘hold, hold!’” 

(Macbeth, 1.4.39-42, 50-54) 

 Lady Macbeth, the most memorable villainess of Shakespeare’s tragedies, is infamous for 

her disposal of femininity in her intention to commit violent crime. In pursuit of an elevated 

social status for she and her husband, Lady Macbeth “unsexes” herself to prevent the virtues of 

femininity from impeding her plans to murder the King of Scotland. Her gender metamorphosis 

is successful—the rejection of femininity enables Lady Macbeth to access the masculine cruelty 

that empowers her to orchestrate Duncan’s death. Her criminal ambition results in her ascension 

to the status of the Queen of Scotland, placing her in a position of power to which she had never 

previously had access. 

 However, immediately after Lady Macbeth ascends to the throne, she loses the ambition 

and agency that defined her crimes in the first half of the play. As her husband commands the 

kingdom and pursues his own criminal initiatives, Lady Macbeth slips into the background of his 

reign, suffering from the guilt of her crimes in the confines of her castle as she succumbs to 
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hysteria. When Macbeth and Lady Macbeth meet their ends, Macbeth dies in the glory of battle 

against his foes while Lady Macbeth dies quietly offstage in a death that is inconclusively 

determined to be a suicide. 

Lady Macbeth’s death reflects a pattern in Shakespearean literature in which female 

violent offenders are punished for their crimes in ways that are concealed from the audience and 

are also criminal acts themselves. Lady Macbeth, from Macbeth, Goneril and Regan, from King 

Lear, and Queen Tamora, from Titus Andronicus all exit their respective plays with deaths that 

immortalize their criminalities and punish the women for committing crime. Shakespearean 

social systems therefore discipline female violent offenders with punishments that are 

incommensurate to their deviance and excessive in response to the liminality that defines them as 

they commit crime. 

 My research seeks to identify the justifications for the inordinate punishment that 

discipline the bodies of Shakespearean female violent offenders. Doing so will help to reveal the 

ways in which literary criminal justice systems reflect contemporary ones as they restrict the 

female body and penalize gender deviance in order to maintain patriarchal power differentials. 

Shakespearean and Criminological Mutualism 

According to sociologist and Shakespeare scholar Jeffrey R. Wilson (2019), 

“Shakespearean tragedy and modern criminology exhibit a historical and conceptual affinity 

because the two discourses are different responses from two very different historical settings to 

the same question: Why do some people cause harm to others?” (Wilson, p. 455). In Shakespeare 

and Criminology, Wilson (2014) elaborates on Shakespeare’s contribution to our understanding 

of criminal behavior, explaining that “the consistency with which Shakespeare represents crime, 

the depths he searches in the criminal mind, the connections he draws between culture and crime 
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and the skeptical attitude he displays when doing so all make his works particularly relevant to 

the criminologist” (p. 110). In concurrence with Wilson’s claims, many scholars recognize the 

compatibility between Shakespearean drama and contemporary criminological thought, citing 

Shakespeare’s unparalleled ability to stage the motivation of crime centuries before criminology 

became a distinguished field of social science. Author Victoria M. Time (1999), who advocates 

for the synthesis of Shakespearean and criminological constructs in the preface of her book, 

Shakespeare’s Criminals: Criminology, Fiction, and Drama, insists that Shakespeare’s 

depictions of criminal characters reflect the unconscious perceptions of deviance that serve as the 

foundation of modern criminological thought (ix). Shakespeare’s plays are ultimately “areas in 

which to wrestle with the problems of crime and justice, and that is precisely the value of 

Shakespeare to criminology;” he opens “up an imaginative space in which to work out the 

various emotions, judgments, analyses, and theories of criminology, an imaginative Verstehen of 

sorts” (Wilson, 2019, pp. 109-110). The fictious nature of Shakespearean plays allows their 

concepts and dynamics to be applied and examined in modern contexts, separating them from the 

sixteenth-century laws under which they were written. Therefore, Shakespeare’s work, which is 

“formal yet not beholden to science” should be cited in an attempt to fill the rhetorical gap 

between the humanities and criminology (Time, 1999, p. ix). Shakespeare serves as a particularly 

pertinent source for research on female criminality, as both Shakespearean plays and 

contemporary criminal justice systems obscure the identity of the female violent offender by 

framing crime as a masculine endeavor. By looking towards Shakespearean plays as a primary 

source for the understudied subject of female criminality, we begin to turn to literature as a 

reference through which we can comprehend and model structures of social control against 

marginalized bodies.  
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The Interdisciplinary Gap 

My project begins in the scholarly gap that currently defines the identity of the female 

criminal. On the one hand, the scholarship that extends into both literary and sociological 

disciplines frames the female violent offender as a woman who is inherently criminal, or who is 

criminal as a result of her femininity—termed “female embodied criminality” throughout my 

essay. On the other hand, literary and sociological scholarship also frames the female violent 

offender as a woman who is metamorphically criminal, or criminal as a result of her breakage 

from femininity—termed “female metamorphosed criminality” throughout this essay. For 

example, the classic criminological literature offered by Cesare Lombroso and the classic 

Shakespearean analysis written by August Goll both argue that female offenders are deviant due 

to their feminine nature (biological and social), as they are concurrently deviant due to their 

assumption of masculine traits. 

Literature on the Shakespearean female criminal situates her at the intersection of a 

classic contradiction, turning her criminalization into a liminal process that renders the play’s 

punitive responses inordinate to her crimes. In addition to being the faces of female villainy in 

Shakespearean tragedies, Lady Macbeth, Goneril and Regan, and Queen Tamora serve as ideal 

representations of female violent offenders in that they each employ both female embodied and 

female metamorphosed criminalities, placing them in a position of liminality that is 

incommensurate to their shared experiences with unseen and criminal deaths. The complexity of 

their criminalities and punishments captures the depth of female deviant identities that 

criminological and Shakespearean research cannot do independently. 
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Summary of Theory 

The Shakespearean female criminals will be analyzed through the lens of feminist criminological 

theories. Integrating ideas from both radical and liberal feminism, my project will examine how 

female criminality forms as a result of socialized gender norms (liberal) and as a result of men’s 

aggression and violence (radical). My research will also complicate the premises behind Adler’s 

Liberation Thesis, challenging the idea that women’s occupation of assertive positions in society 

causes their behavior to become more masculine and crime based. Stereotypes against women 

justify both literary and real-world reactions to female criminality, implicating deeply held 

assumptions that exaggerate the double bind of intersectional inequality. Feminist theories 

therefore expose the arena of inequality that criminology has always operated in, suggesting 

women’s oppression as a result of hierarchical power differentials and explaining the structural 

differences that create and maintain doubly bound inequalities for female criminals.    

Summary of Methods 

Close reading will serve as the primary mode of analysis for my research. With an 

analysis of weaponized femininity in Macbeth, King Lear, and Titus Andronicus, the heart of my 

argument lies largely within the language of Shakespeare himself. Literary analysis offers an 

unparalleled perspective to examine the complete process through which literary social structures 

create and respond to female criminality. Shakespeare’s depictions of female crime offer 

scholars timeless access to case studies in which female violent offenders not only deviate from 

gender norms, but weaponize their femininity in order to do so.  

The unseen and criminally based deaths that synonymize the fates of Shakespearean 

female violent offenders ultimately represents their inability to achieve the status of masculinity, 

even with their commitment of crime. Between English and sociological disciplines, my research 
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concludes that female criminalization depends on dichotomous stereotypes of female passivity 

and of female metamorphosis, and the fear of socially rebellious women leads to institutional 

responses that eliminate their gendered identities.  

My research will begin with theory, reviewing the relevant modes of thought that define 

the approaches I take to female deviance. Next, I will intertwine scholarship from the humanities 

and social sciences in order to describe the Shakespearean and criminological contradictions that 

construct my argument. Then, I will further elaborate on my methodological approach to my 

research, explaining how my analysis is useful in understanding the construction and treatment 

of the female criminal.  

I will then move to an intense exploration of the crimes and punishments of each 

Shakespearean female criminal. The selected offenders—Lady Macbeth, Goneril and Regan, and 

Queen Tamora—serve as exemplary case studies for my research, as they offer distinct 

manifestations of criminality but are all criminalized because of their femininities. My research 

will conclude with a discussion that reviews the commonalities between each of the case studies 

as it emphasizes the implications of their inordinate criminalization.  

In all of its breadth and complexity, my research will not spend time discussing one of 

the most important determinants of punishments in both literary and contemporary systems: race. 

Being that all of the Shakespearean female criminals come from privileged backgrounds, and 

three of them are not racially distinguished from their surrounding societies, they generally do 

not experience criminalization because of their racial identities in a way that is common in 

contemporary criminal justice systems. Both Shakespearean and contemporary societies often 

synonymize racially minoritized statuses with distinct types of criminality and overpopulate 

modern prisons with non-white bodies as a result. Since racial identity adds a dimension of 
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victimization that is not applicable to the female criminals of Shakespeare, it had to be excluded 

from my current research, as it is not relevant for three of the selected offenders and cannot be 

offered the time and attention that is necessary to explore its complexity in the fourth. However, 

it is essential to remember throughout this project that as Shakespearean and contemporary 

criminal justice systems inordinately punish female violent offenders for their nonconforming 

gender identities, so, too do criminal justice systems inordinately punish offenders for minority 

racial identities.  

It is also important to remember throughout this project that the reason that female 

violent offenders seem to shift between feminine and masculine identities is because 

Shakespearean and criminological scholarship conceptualizes their gender in terms of a binary. 

My argument does not assume that the gender binary forces the female criminal into a liminal 

state; rather, I argue that the inability for criminal justice systems to accommodate androgynous 

identities confines the female criminal into a liminal position that the play will ultimately destroy 

her for. It is therefore the imposition of dichotomous frameworks that establishes the foundation 

for the female criminal’s unseen and inordinate punishment. 

My research ultimately aims to recognize female violent offenders’ exercise of criminal 

autonomy in addition to explaining the disproportionate discipline that they receive in response. I 

hypothesize that the texts inordinately punish female violent offenders in an attempt to deter 

women from weaponizing their femininities in order to access masculine power through crime 

However, failing to recognize the agency of female criminals relegates them to a liminality that 

allows their excessive punishment to be judicially misogynistic and rhetorically unseen. The 

sociohistorical treatment of the female criminal thus exemplifies the oppressive attitudes that 
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govern the female body and epitomizes the liminal condition from which patriarchal conditions 

do not allow her to escape. 
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Theory 

 Classically defined by the terms that explain men’s criminality (Chesney-Lind, 1980, 

p.3), female criminals were not studied by scholars through a feminist lens until about the mid 

1970s. Feminist theories and feminist criminology restructured classical ideas about female 

criminality to examine women’s deviance as a result of gender dynamics instead of as a result of 

biological inferiorities. Several theories, such as those of liberal and radical feminism and the 

victimization-criminalization continuum consider gender inequality to be the cause of female 

crime, suggesting women’s empowerment as the means to its resolution. However, social 

institutions have historically interpreted theory to argue that women’s empowerment is rather the 

cause of crime, manipulating the premises of Adler’s Liberation Thesis to justify increased 

media and criminal surveillance of deviant women. Assumptions about the degree to which 

women empower themselves as they commit crime have thus informed the selection and 

imposition of punishment, which is administered in order to maintain social order. By examining 

women’s crime as a result of gendered hierarchies, I can analyze the punitive responses to 

Shakespearean female violent offenders who weaponize their femininities while under 

patriarchal surveillance. The severity of punishment they experience therefore reflects a 

sociohistorical consistency in types of discipline imposed upon female violent offenders.   

 Feminist theories examine female criminality as a result of gender hierarchies. Feminist 

theory serves as the framework for feminist criminology, offering a sociological approach to 

human behavior that specifically “focuses on women’s inequality in society, and how that 

inequality is structured and experienced at macro and micro levels” (Dillon, 2010, p. 346). 

According to the theory, androcentrism defines social systems, as men are “accepted as the race 

type…. [who monopolizes] all human activities, call them man’s work, and manage them as 
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such” (Gilman, 1911, pp. 18, 25). Since society is inherently androcentric, institutions consider 

men’s thoughts and experiences to be “the objective and legitimate” form of humanity (Gilman, 

1911, pp. 6, 237, emphasis in original). As a result, masculine perspectives shape sociological 

understandings of femininity, which is defined as “(man-made) societal ideals and expectations 

informing how women should think and act in a society which rewards masculinity and male 

control of women” (Dillon, 2010, p. 499). Androcentric institutions relegate women’s 

experiences to the domestic sphere, which ultimately becomes the entirety of women’s worlds 

(Gilman, 1991, p. 231). Confined to domesticity, women are deprived of meaningful labor and 

are consequently deprived of equality (Gilman, 1991, p. 231). The power differentials that result 

from androcentric structures thus shape female behavior and, by extension, generate female 

crime. 

 Responding to the masculine structure of society, feminist criminologists elect to 

examine female criminality through the lens of gender inequality. As a field of study and as a 

social institution, the criminal justice system is overwhelmingly occupied by men (80% of 

enforcers, offenders, and theorists) but has sociohistorically failed to recognize masculinity as 

being essential to its structure (Faith, 2011, p. 68). For example, strain theories of deviance, 

which describes people’s interactions with cultural goals and means, fails to acknowledge that 

patriarchal institutions create societal goals, ultimately limiting the possibility for disadvantaged 

populations to succeed within androcentric societies (Dillon, 2010, p. 176). Traditional theories 

of deviance therefore eliminate the capacity for scholars to analyze female crime as a result of 

structural inequities. According to Karlene Faith, “to assume that females can simply be added to 

existing [criminological] theories…is for females to be perpetually subsumed by the male 

subjects on whom the theories were constructed” (Faith, 2011, p. 69). Acknowledging the lack of 
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women in the criminal justice system and the consequences of their physical and academic 

absence, Freda Adler (1975/1985) wrote her foundational analysis Sisters in Crime, ultimately 

building the framework for feminist criminological thought. Reorienting the theories “of 

mainstream criminologists to include gender awareness,” feminist criminology “views gender in 

terms of power relationships,” examining the ways in which “men’s greater social power leads to 

the institutionalization of a patriarchal social structure that ultimately excludes women from 

decision-making and perpetuates gender inequality” (Durso, 2020). As a theoretical precedent, 

feminist criminology aims to “[increase] controls for violence against women, [create] 

alternatives for women and children facing abuse, [question] objectification of women (ex. in 

porn and the media), [and] place more women in power” (Durso, 2020). Studying criminology 

through a feminist lens enables scholars to ultimately recognize how “females are commonly 

subject to many more private forms of social control than are males, and the female ‘deviant’ is 

deemed more deviant than her male equivalent” (Faith, 2011, p. 70). Restructuring 

criminological thought as an examination of gender inequalities thus reveals the ways in which 

gendered power differentials inherently generate female crime and disciplinary responses. 

 Several feminist ideologies distinctly identify gender inequality as the cause of female 

crime. Liberal and radical feminism, for example, both suggest that the elimination of gender 

inequality will lead to an exponential decrease in female offending. Liberal feminism is the 

“blaming of inequalities on the development of traditional attitudes about men and women,” 

those which promote men’s economic advancement and women’s relegation to the domestic 

sphere (Durso, 2020). According to liberal feminist models, rejecting traditional divisions of 

labor should therefore reduce strain between men and women, eliminating crime through a 

promotion of harmony (Durso, 2020).  
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 On the other hand, radical feminism is the “idea that men’s aggression and violence is 

used to control women sexuality” (Durso, 2020). Radical feminists believe, for example, that 

“femicide” (genocidal misogyny) instigated witch hunts in a societal attempt to “[maintain] and 

[restore] male supremacy” (Radford and Russel, 1992; Hester, 1992, p. 27). Promoted most 

readily by working-class lesbian women, radical feminism “locates female oppression in 

heterosexuality itself” (Faith, 2011, pp. 77, 212). Radical feminist perspectives construct 

“sex/gender [as] the foundational social division in Western history, and sex/gender crimes, in 

particular, demonstrate pre-modern roots of the sexualization of female crime and the 

criminalization of female sex” (Faith, 2011, p. 49). Institutions thus impose criminal labels on 

women who disrupt society by rebelling against their victimized roles. Radical feminists 

therefore posit that “eliminating male domination should reduce crime rates for women” (Durso, 

2020). Without the power differentials that reinforce patriarchal control, women would have no 

designated roles or standards for them to renounce, preventing institutions from labeling them as 

criminal for deviating from their gender norms. 

Due to the beliefs that gender inequality causes female crime (or causes more women to 

be labeled as deviant), criminal justice systems often analyze women’s experiences with 

victimization in order to understand their criminal acts. However, though victimization is 

common among female offenders, it “cannot be named as ‘the’ cause of crime…. Social victims 

en masse serve as the very large pool from which the anomalous woman…is a candidate for 

prosecution” (Faith, 2011, p. 108). Isolating victimization as a causal source of female 

criminality not only presupposes that all women should be leniently disciplined by the criminal 

justice system, but also deprives the female criminal of human agency, “[reobjectifying her] as 
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Victim” (Faith, 2011, p. 107). Victimization theories are therefore problematic in that they 

overlook the potential for female violent offenders to take initiative of their crimes. 

 Though not specific to female criminality, some sociological frameworks respond to 

victimization theories by offering a space for women to claim agency as they commit crime. For 

example, Merton’s strain theory (1949) suggests that an individual becomes deviant based on 

their acceptance or rejection of cultural goals and institutional means. According to Merton, 

people are either conformists (who accept both cultural goals and means), innovators (who 

accept cultural goals but reject institutional means), ritualists (who reject goals but accept 

means), retreatists (who reject both goals and means), or rebels (who reject both goals and means 

but replace cultural goals with their own). Under Merton’s construct, female criminals can be 

considered innovators—since structural disadvantages deprive them of the means to achieve 

goals of power, women can choose to resort to crime in order to access the goals that are 

otherwise only accessible to men. The possibility for women to serve as innovators is best 

described by the “victimization-criminalization continuum,” which Karlene Faith (2011) 

describes as the criminological condition in which “the offensive woman, historically and today, 

is the unruly woman who acts on her own volition or need, both bound by and resistant to the 

limitations imposed by social class and fluctuating patriarchal relations according to culture, 

time, and place” (p. 50). It is to the complexity of the victimization-criminalization continuum 

that feminist criminologists respond in an attempt to offer the female criminal some agency, 

“[using] their knowledge to alter, whenever possible, the material conditions and power relations 

which entrap some women in both victimization and criminalization processes” (Carlen, 1990, p. 

112). 
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 However, despite the efforts of feminist criminologists, institutions criminalize both the 

survival strategies of victimized women (Chesney-Lind, 2012; Gilfus, 1992, p. 75) and the 

victimization of victimized women. Conceptualized by Marvin Wolfgang, victim precipitation 

theories assume that victims did something to provoke their victimization (Miethe, 1985). 

Wolfgang divides precipitation theories into two separate categories: active and passive. Active 

precipitation occurs when a victim engages in a behavior that directly causes their own 

victimization (ex. starting a fight; Miethe, 1985). Passive precipitation occurs when a “victim 

unknowingly offers signals or engages in behaviors that triggers an attack” (ex. an individual’s 

race inciting a hate crime against them; Miethe, 1985). Especially if the victim deviates from 

social expectations and gender roles, the offender’s responsibility is diminished (Christie, 1986). 

Criminal justice systems therefore offer leniency to individuals who perpetrate against women 

who either do not experience ideal victim narratives or do not maintain ideal images of 

femininity. As a result, criminal justice systems especially punish women who not only violate 

ideal victim narratives but do so as they commit crime. 

 The potential for disadvantaged groups to criminally rebel against social norms supports 

the sociological findings that punishment is a means to maintain social structure. According to 

Rusche and Kircheimer (2003), punishment is a social entity that has a set of social, political, 

and economic determinants. As a result, institutions impose disciplinary sanctions in order to 

maintain social norms. Rusche and Kircheimer (2003) emphasize that punishment is particularly 

directed towards impoverished groups who navigate society through deviant means, 

criminalizing people for surviving through methods such as panhandling or prostitution. Since 

Marxist models assume that governments represent the interest of the capitalists, Rusche and 

Kircheimer (2003) argue that governments therefore utilize punishment to support the needs of 
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the powerful by criminalizing the needs of the powerless. In terms of female criminality, 

governments, who are controlled by men, ultimately criminalize deviant women in order to 

preserve androcentric hierarchies.  

According to Rusche and Kircheimer’s model (2003), gender hierarchies provoke 

criminal justice systems to inordinately punish women who do not conform to social norms. 

Adler’s Liberation Thesis, which suggests that female autonomy leads to an increase in crime 

rates, incited significant protest against the women’s empowerment movement of the 1960s. 

Freda Adler’s foundational work, Sisters in Crime, seemed to predict that women’s economic 

and professional empowerment results in collective behavior that is more masculine and crime-

based (Faith, 2011, p. 60). In accordance with the beliefs of classic criminologists, Adler’s 

theory seemed to posit that since crime is inherently masculine, gender equality causes more 

women to become criminal through their adoption of masculine roles (Faith, 2011, p. 68). 

Indeed, between the years of 1960 and 1972 and in the midst of the women’s movement, crime 

increased in the United States by 82% for boys and by 306% for girls (Adler, 1975/1985, p. 95). 

The belief that women’s empowerment caused an upsurge in female crime “provided 

ammunition to media opposition to the women’s movement” and “[justified] a more aggressive 

response by criminal justice personnel to any perceived breach in prescribed gender behavior” 

(Faith, 2011, pp. 62, 63-64). The fear of empowered criminal women is reflected among classic 

Shakespeare scholars who argue that women’s adoption of masculine roles warrants inordinate 

punishment and an inability to repent (Goll, 1939). The punitive reaction to Adler’s Liberation 

Thesis therefore inhibits women’s potential for autonomy because of its insistence on 

maintaining gender hierarchies. 
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 However, the preservation of gender inequality in response to Adler’s theory represents a 

fallacious interpretation of Adler’s claims. In Sisters in Crime, Adler did not suggest that 

women’s economic elevation would lead to more crime, but rather argued that the social erosion 

of gender gaps during the women’s movement would inflict unprecedented economic pressure 

on women, leading to increases in social disorganization and increases in female prostitution 

(Adler, 1975/1985, p. 94). Similarly, Adler predicted that there would be an increase in female 

property crime due to the worsening socioeconomic conditions of women in the domestic sphere 

and an increasing dependency on the state due to accelerated “feminization of poverty” (Adler, 

1975/1985, pp. 7-8; Gimenez, 1990; Pearce, 1978). The social instability of gender roles during 

the women’s movement thus exposed women to greater criminogenic risk factors and incited 

greater rates of prosecution (Adler, 1975/1985, p. 95). Despite accepting Pollack’s paternalism 

thesis (which argues that male chivalry offers women leniency in the criminal justice system), 

Adler predicted that police response would become more rigorous during the women’s 

movement in response to converging gender roles (Adler, 1975/1985, p. 49; Faith, 2011, p. 61). 

Adler’s theory therefore did not assume that women’s empowerment directly leads to women’s 

crime, but rather argued that the transition into assertive positions in society would cause more 

women to commit crime based on their previous lack of economic stability. In response to 

women’s pursuit of economic security, police and prosecutors would initiate more aggressive 

responses against female deviance. The combination of deteriorating social conditions and media 

backlash during the women’s movement therefore not only led to an increase in crimes among 

women, but significantly encouraged criminal justice systems to more assertively combat 

women’s empowerment.  
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Offering evidence against the misogynistic interpretations of Adler’s thesis, Faith claims 

that property crimes in particular do not occur because women “have gained independence but 

because they have not” (2011, p. 65). In fact, while “men dominate in offences exceeding 

[$1,000],” women “primarily commit thefts of [lower] value,” stealing items that are primarily 

used for beauty or homemaking (Faith, 2011, p. 65). Women thus continue to commit crimes that 

are primarily “feminine,” even in the age of women’s enlightenment (Faith, 2011, p. 65). In fact, 

the economic marginalization concludes that patriarchy is directly associated with female 

offending because it reinforces the submissive status of women in addition to limiting their 

access to resources beyond the domestic sphere (Browne & Williams, 1989; Dugan et. al, 1999, 

2003). The economic marginalization hypothesis upholds the theory that “gender inequalities 

contribute to female offending” by “[positioning] the economic disadvantage of women…as a 

substantial predictor of female crime” (Reckdenwald & Parker, 2008, pp. 1, 4; Box & Hale, 

1984; Heimer, 2000; Heimer, Wittrock, & Unal, 2005; Hunnicutt & Broidy, 2004; Steffensmeier 

& Streifel, 1992).1 The lack of resources available to women as a result of their dependence on 

men causes them to not only commit crime for the fulfillment of economic needs (Gilfus, 1992; 

Miller, 1998; Zietz, 1981), but to also kill their intimate partners more often as gender disparities 

increase between households (Reckdenwald & Parker, 2008, pp. 9-10, 11, 12). Since economic 

disadvantages predict an increase in female offending, the media’s supposition that female 

autonomy leads to increases in [masculine] crime is not only dangerous because it perpetuates 

gender inequality but because it does so based on an assumption that is incorrect. In reference to 

the apparent increase in female crime percentages, Faith explains that what “the media failed to 

acknowledge, and the lay public failed to understand… [is that] that the base numbers for 

 
1 Economic marginalization includes poverty, unemployment, wage inequality, lack of economic opportunities, and 
intersectional levels of marginalization (Reckdenwald & Parker, 2010; Durso, 2020). 
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females were very low, thus even very small increases caused significant percentage leaps” 

(Faith, 2011, p. 63). On the contrary, the “female subculture of violence is still quite limited” 

(Adler, 1975/1985, p. 106). The condemning social response to Adler’s Liberation Thesis thus 

reflects the tendency of the media and of law enforcement to criminalize the deviant woman 

despite her origin in oppression (Chesney-Lind, 1992, pp. 29, 31) and despite the social tendency 

to inordinately discipline her nonconformity. It is the misunderstood and unjustified 

criminalization of female violent offenders that my research will seek to expose as a tool of 

heteronormativity. 

Since I base my argument on the power dynamics that uphold gendered hierarchies, the 

collective components of feminist criminology offer a sufficient framework for my research. By 

examining how gender inequalities shape female crime, I will analyze the ways in which 

Shakespearean female violent offenders navigate patriarchal spheres of governance. Liberal 

feminism describes the context through which women are relegated and confined to the domestic 

sphere, potentially inciting their rebellious criminality as a result. On the other hand, radical 

feminism captures the masculine violence and aggression that define the structures that female 

offenders violently rebel against, and the same structures that label them as criminal for their 

nonconformity. Due to the gender inequalities that are inherent in both types of feminist 

approaches, it is also essential to study female violent offenders as products of systems that both 

victimize them and criminalize their victimization, punishing them for their survival strategies 

against patriarchal oppression. In doing so, I emphasize how institutions inordinately discipline 

women for rebelling against their social confinement through innovative criminal means. 

Theories about gender inequality therefore guide my critique against the patriarchal structures 

that motivate and discipline female criminality.  
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However, since most of the female violent offenders in the selected case studies occupy 

positions of racial and economic privilege, their criminalities are not likely to be a result of their 

direct responses to the strain of victimization. To complicate my understanding of Shakespearean 

female violent offenders, my research will also examine the complexities of Adler’s Liberation 

Thesis, seeking ways to grant female criminals’ autonomy as we recognize their origin in 

gendered victimization. Adler’s Liberation Thesis opens a discussion about how women who 

inhabit assertive positions in society use crime as a means to navigate it. However, based on the 

premises of the victimization-criminalization continuum, the theory also establishes an academic 

foundation for the backlashes to empowered women, beginning to explain the inordinate 

responses that unruly women receive from the criminal justice system. Adler’s Liberation Thesis, 

in conjunction with gender-inequality theories about female crime, ultimately equip me to 

analyze the dynamics of victimization and initiative that define female violent offenders and to 

examine the inordinate punishment they often receive in response.  
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Literature Review 

Overviewing the Literature 

The literature on the female criminal reflects existing contradictions in the understanding 

of her identity. Many scholars dissent over the female criminal’s status as an altruistic 

accomplice of her male superiors or as an autonomous rebel who sheds her feminine identity in 

favor of a masculine one (Employment and Training Administration, 1975; Heidensohn, 1985; 

Goll, 1939; Lombroso, 1920; O’Dwyer, Wilson, and Carlen, 1987; Rahman and Tajudden, 2015; 

Thomas, 1923; Time, 1999; Wilson, 2019; Zedner, 1991. The contradictions offered by the 

literature fail to agree upon the motives of female criminality or offer appropriate responses to 

her deviance, reducing her identity to a question that the present research seeks to answer. 

Foundational criminological thought situates the causation of female criminality within 

the bodies of female offenders. Citing their physical inferiority to men, classic scholars such as 

Cesare Lombroso, Sigmund Freud, and W.I. Thomas claim that amorality, physiological 

immobility, psychological passivity, and differential ability to adapt and survive make women 

inherently predisposed to criminality. Though many early biological theories have been 

discredited, they are influential in establishing the rhetoric of current criminological thought and 

are therefore still important to examine when studying feminist criminology. For example, 

modern biological suggestions for female criminality include female-specific health conditions 

such as post-partum depression (Wilson, 2019) or PMS Syndrome (Faith, 2011), both which trap 

women in bodies that are inherently criminal. 

On the other hand, much sociological thought about female criminality examines 

women’s interactions with their domestic social roles. Many Shakespearean scholars claim that 
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women commit violent crime because of their dedication to domestic others, citing Lady 

Macbeth’s devotion to her husband as a primary example.  

Though biological and sociological theories pave the foundation for modern 

criminological thought, one of the most temporally pervasive and influential trends in ideas 

about female criminality is the supposition that women must become masculine to commit crime 

or commit crime to access the power of masculinity. Beginning with insistences from Lombroso 

that female offenders are inherently masculine, many scholars have examined criminality as a 

purposeful distancing from feminine roles. Though popular, the theory not only traps women in 

the false protection of femininity, but also deprives women of the power of masculinity as a 

result of the inordinate punishment they receive in response. Receiving increasingly severe 

sentences for their increasing distances from womanhood, female criminals are inordinately 

punished in an institutional attempt to uphold the power dynamics of heteronormativity. The 

following literature review traces the pathway to the female criminal’s inordinate punishment in 

an attempt to reveal the ways in which literal and literary institutions consistently govern female 

bodies. 

Being that the female violent offender is a controversial topic within criminological 

literature, Shakespeare offers invaluable access to the process of her construction. Since 

traditional theories in criminology generally originate from ideas about “male delinquency and 

crime,” they ultimately ignore “the importance of gender and its position in power dynamics” 

(Chesney-Lind, 1980, p. 3; Belknap, 2007; Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 2004; Daly & Chesney-

Lind, 1988). However, the emphasis on social upheaval within Shakespeare’s works enabled 

sixteenth century readers to look towards female criminals as products of social systems instead 

of as products of biology. Furthermore, Shakespeare’s well-developed plotlines shape complex 
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female offenders whose motivations present detailed case studies that fill gaps in available data.2 

Shakespearean texts therefore offer invaluable insight on the social construction of the female 

deviant in a field that classically focuses on her biology.3   

The following literature review will summarize relevant Shakespearean and 

criminological scholarship on female violent offenders in order to illustrate how two distinct 

disciplines build upon each other to reflect a common and problematic understanding of her 

criminality. The culmination of the review will reveal a theoretical gap in the current 

understanding of the female violent offender in which neither her female embodied criminality 

nor her female metamorphosed criminality are framed in combination with each other. As a 

result, Shakespearean and contemporary criminal justice systems inordinately penalize female 

violent offenders despite their positions of gendered liminality. 

Criminality as a Biological Biproduct 

Even with Shakespeare as a reference for social construct theories, many classic scholars 

suggest that women who commit crimes do so in accordance with their effeminate 

physiognomies and roles. Laying the foundation for theories about innate female criminality, 

classic theorist Cesare Lombroso (1920) suggests in “Criminal Women” that females are 

predisposed to criminality due to their biological atavisms (p. 103). Lombroso proposes the idea 

 
2 Female violent offenders compose a relatively low percentage of the total U.S prison population, contributing to 
our overall lack of research on their motives and punishments. Overwhelmingly serving time for drug trafficking 
and property offenses (“Prisoners in 2017,” 2019, p.22), only about a third of sentenced women (38%) “were 
serving time in state prison for a violent offense” at year-end 2018 (“Prisoners in 2019,” 2020, p. 20). Of the female 
offenders who were sentenced for violent crimes in 2018, 12.0% served for murder (11,100 women) and 2.8% for 
negligent manslaughter (2,600 women; pp. 20-21). As of September 30, 2019, 41% of all female inmates were 
serving for violent crime (11,800 women) with 1.3% serving for homicide (2,500 women; pp. 22-23). 
3 A strong example of Shakespeare’s influence on criminology is in his direct reference in Cesare Lombroso’s 
foundational text “The Criminal Woman,” in which Lombroso explains that Shakespeare depicted Lady Macbeth 
“more cruel and cold than her male accomplice” knowing that some women “far exceed men in their ferocity and 
cruelty” (67). References to Shakespeare continue to appear in criminological discussion throughout its evolution, 
whether as its own subject of analysis or as an assumed piece of theory (Reckless and Kay’s 1964 report to the 
President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Justice is a good example, as they cite “the 
Lady Macbeth Factor” as an assumed criterion for women’s roles in crime; Sturgeon and Hans et. al, 24). 
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that women are inferior to men and are intrinsically criminal due to their physiological 

immobility (p. 45), their psychological passivity (p. 36), their amorality,4 and their ability to 

adapt to surroundings and resort to survival instincts.5  Klein (1973) adds that the standardized 

feminine qualities that seem to contradict Lombroso’s classifications, such as female 

compassion, are representative of a choice that women must make between “good” womanhood 

and “bad” womanhood, choosing to adopt obedient social roles or to resort to their intrinsically 

despicable natures (p. 7). Klein also identifies sexual deviance as the motive that characterizes 

each of Lombroso’s evidentiary points, claiming that most classic criminological theorists 

criticize the manipulation of sexual autonomy (ex. prostitution) as the primary component of 

female deviance (p. 5).6  

While many classic criminologists suggest that women are biologically predisposed to 

criminality, modern scholars who uphold biological arguments suggest that women are either 

“indicators of a latent, normal female capacity for violence which is held in check by a 

hierarchical gendered social order” or are subject to female-specific “hormonal and 

psychological irregularities” that distance them from “normal” women and cause them to commit 

crime in a way that men cannot (Faith, 2011, p. 100). For example, in discussing Lady Macbeth, 

Jeffrey Wilson (2019) suggests that the infliction of post-partum depression is what drives her 

and other women to crime (p. 475). Attributing female criminality to a female-specific condition 

 
4 Lombroso believes that female amorality characterizes them as cold and calculating (p. 298). Lombroso also cites 
other theorists in suggesting that female amorality is a result of male sex urge (Thomas, 1923, p. 109), penis envy 
(Freud as cited in Klein, 1973, p. 7), and deceitfulness (Pollock as cited in Klein, 1973, p. 7). 
5 Lombroso associates female adaptability with the primitiveness of evolutionary origins and of non-white races (p. 
109). Faith elaborates that such female survival methods are criminalized due to their existence within patriarchal 
spheres (pp. 108-109). 
6 For more on the correlation between sexual deviance and female criminality, see Dorie Klein’s literature review 
“The Etiology of Female Crime.” 
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situates women on a path to crime that, like sexuality, is a path that does not exist for men 

(though is arguably governed by them, Klein, 1973, p. 8).  

Criticizing biological predispositions for criminality, Faith (2011) suggests additional 

means to criminality that are exclusive to women, describing classic perceptions of procreation 

and menstruation as inherently sinful (and, therefore, criminal). She particularly focuses on Pre-

Menstrual Syndrome (PMS) as a commonly perceived causation of female crime, citing it as “a 

scientifically verifiable disease” that enables theorists to routinely “blame women’s crimes on 

their bodies” even if doing so helps defense attorneys earn reduced sentences (p. 45). The belief 

in female innate criminality, whether naturally or hormonally incited, is even upheld by 

scholarship that suggests that women are more violent and rebellious than men while 

incarcerated (Zedner, 1991, pp. 208, 210; Heidensohn, 1985, pp. 73, 82; O’Dwyer, Wilson, and 

Carlen, 1987, p. 178).  

Criminality as a Biproduct of Social Roles 

Though sociological theories of female criminality imply domesticity as an amendment 

to female crime, many scholars counter that it is rather women’s socialized devotion to domestic 

roles that lead them to commit violent criminal acts. August Goll (1939), famed for his analytical 

article “Criminal Types in Shakespeare,” claimed that “the ‘others’ for whose sake feminine 

crime is committed are the same for whom the specific qualities benefit,” proposing that those 

masculine figures who women serve in the domestic sphere are those who are the motives for 

female crime (p. 660). Many Shakespearean scholars assent to Goll’s argument, positing that 

within Shakespeare’s plays, female violent offenders are altruistic because they commit crimes 

for the political elevation of their husbands. In their essay “‘Unnatural Deeds do Breed Unnatural 

Troubles’: A Study of Lady Macbeth’s Cruelty,” Muhammad Safiur Rahman and Mohammad 
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Tajudden (2015) argue that Lady Macbeth assumes a criminal persona that is not inherent in her 

nature in order to mobilize her devotion for her husband and his political ambitions (p. 128). 

Victoria Time (1999), also discussing Lady Macbeth, concurs that “she is altruistic in the sense 

that she destroys for her husband and her husband’s benefit, not from what she stands to gain,” 

perpetually confining her to the status of a principal in the second degree (a person who is 

present and assists another during the commission of a crime, p. 36). Rahman, Tajudden, and 

Time, in accordance with many Shakespeare scholars, pose that female criminals offend solely 

for the benefit of their male superiors, enacting on their feminine altruism that characterizes their 

obligations to domesticity. Current scholarship thus frames female criminality in Shakespeare as 

a result of unwavering commitment to domestic social statuses.  

Criminality as Masculinity 

 The conception of female criminality as a result of commitment to feminine social roles 

counters one of the most consistent assumptions across criminological literature—that 

criminality is universally coded in masculinity. Shakespearean critics Elmer Edgar Stoll (1912) 

and Edward Joseph White (1913) saturate their descriptions of the criminal body with masculine 

pronouns, making conclusive points such as “he is a man, the simple victim of his brutal 

instincts” (Stoll, pp. 1-2). Wilson (2019) elaborates on the connection between violence and 

masculinity in Macbeth, as bloodiness, war, and murder are consistently embodied in male 

subjects (p. 459). Faith (2011) applies Stoll’s and Wilson’s findings to contemporary U.S. 

prisons, proposing that not only do carceral institutes ignore and violate notions of motherhood 

and femininity, but also further masculinize the image of the female offender through 

sensationalizing media sources (pp. 256-257). Wilson (2019) ultimately concludes that “a culture 

associating violence with masculinity is liable to inversely associate masculinity with crime: the 
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easiest way to be a man, given this construction, is to be a violent criminal” (p. 459). Assuming 

that the status of criminality is a norm of masculinity, many scholars suggest that female 

offenders must undergo a shift in identity from feminine to masculine for the purpose or with the 

necessity of committing crime.  

 Normalizing the mutualistic relationship between crime and masculinity, many scholars 

concur that women’s criminal motives are inherent in and a result of their movement away from 

the domestic realm. Since “passivity [is] vital to performance of femininity” (Morrissey, 2003, p. 

130), many scholars maintain that women must shed their feminine identities in exchange for 

masculine ones in order to achieve the status of criminal. Anthropological criminologists such as 

Lombroso (1920) contend that “the few crimes committed by women are committed by women 

who have biological and psychological traits similar to those of men,” engaging in criminal 

activity because of their stigmatic masculine physique (as cited Wilson, 2019, p. 456).  

The more popular scholarly approach to female metamorphosed criminality, however, is 

not that some women commit crime because they are physiologically similar to men, but that 

they commit crime because they want to become psychologically similar to men in their strives 

for crime or social power. Wilson (2019) explains that Lady Macbeth subtracts the feminine 

from her body to make room for the masculine, “[de-gendering] herself” as “crime de-genders 

her… [making herself] less traditionally feminine in order to commit crime” (p. 457). Wilson 

even coins the conscious dissociation from femininity as “Lady Macbeth syndrome,” citing 

Shakespeare’s villain as the personification of female criminality. Wilson’s term falls in line with 

other criminological references to Lady Macbeth such as that of the “Lady Macbeth Factor,” 

which refers to women’s incitation of men to commit crime (Employment and Training 

Administration, 1975, p. 24).  
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Similarly identifying gender metamorphosis as characteristic of the female criminal, but 

recognizing different motives as the cause, Klein (1973) suggests that “women turn to crime as a 

perversion or rebellion against their natural feminine roles,” purposefully becoming criminal to 

break the boundaries of their domesticity (p. 5). Wilson (2019) also proposed an interpretation of 

Lady Macbeth’s criminality that likewise recognizes her agency, situating her as an innovator in 

Merton’s anomie construct, navigating the means to achieve the goals of honor and power that 

everyone else in society already pursues (p. 468). According to Merton’s strain theory, Lady 

Macbeth’s criminality does not result from fallacious biology or socialization, but rather results 

from her understandable response to a social structure that does not offer her the proper means to 

success (Merton, 1949, pp. 115, 125-126). Less desiring “to remain within the bounds of 

culturally approved means” than her husband, Lady Macbeth seems to seek an escape from the 

gendered position that suppresses her (Wilson, 2019, p. 469). 

 Regardless of her agency, much criminological and literary scholarship contends that 

women become masculine through their association with crime. Goll (1939), in his concurrence 

with the theory, summarizes, “the women who have drifted away from the traditional family life 

or lead a secluded existence are criminal…they are ‘women who live as men’” (p. 69).  

Femininity as False Protection 

In drawing on Lombrosian theories of female inferiority, Goll (1939) subscribed to the 

misinterpreted assumptions of Adler’s Liberation Thesis in believing that gender equality is 

dangerous because it leads to an exponential increase in female crime (p. 659). Goll suggests that 

as women are gradually granted the rights allocated to men, they lose the “womanly qualities, 

which have heretofore been [their] protection” (p. 659). In doing so, Goll implies that 

domesticity is not a barrier to power but a protection from it, indicating that women are safest in 
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a society that socially stratifies them below men. However, Goll’s supposition completely 

disregards the oppressive experiences of early twentieth-century women, especially those of non-

white women. In adapting Goll’s foundational theory of feminine-to-masculine assimilation, and 

in failing to acknowledge the discriminatory attitude under which he writes, authors such as 

Rahman, Tajudden, and Time, and any others who replicate his theories, risk perpetuating the 

assumptions of misogyny that Goll reflects in his writing. Klein (1973), in the cynical tone of her 

literature review, summarized the danger of the trend as “the road from Lombroso to the present 

is surprisingly straight” (p. 8). 

The Unobtainable Power of Masculinity 

 Characterizing female criminality by women’s relationship with their femininity reflects 

a constant trend in criminological thought to return to the inherently discriminatory attitudes of 

anthropological criminologists. Klein (1973) proposes an argument that in attributing crime to a 

violation of femininity, classic criminologists establish a precedent for political governance of 

the female body (p. 8). However, Goll (1939), whose literature constantly seeks to return women 

to their social roles, asserts that even in the female criminal’s attainment of masculine power, she 

cannot become equal to men (pp. 646-650). Though condemning Lady Macbeth for her 

husband’s demise, claiming that she took advantage of Macbeth’s vulnerability and integrity, 

Goll also insists that the villainess lacks courage and fails to understand the consequences of her 

actions (pp. 658-664). Similarly, Reed (1984) suggests that Lady Macbeth instigates the crime 

committed by her and her husband but also presents as the weaker of the two since her 

shallowness causes her to gravitate towards and succumb to the temptation of political appeal (p. 

173). Lombroso (1920), whose scholarship completely disregards the economic needs of poor 

and non-white women, also asserts that women can never achieve a stable, autonomous identity, 
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whether they remain within the bounds of domesticity or they breach their gender roles in an 

effort towards criminality (p. 125). When they do achieve the power granted to them by criminal 

masculinity, they are not respected or feared for their dominance as men often are but are rather 

considered anomalies to the principles of nature (p. 82). Therefore, the literature suggests that 

even when women, through crime, shed their ties to their feminine identities, they do not receive 

the benefits nor the agency of masculinity that come with it. 

 The adaptation of masculinity that characterizes female criminality juxtaposes the 

suppositions that women commit crimes for gendered fulfillment, emphasizing contradictions in 

the existing literature that disorient the identity of the female criminal. The contradictory theories 

that construe female criminality as either domestic or deviant positions the identity of the female 

violent offender in a state of liminality that current scholarship does not address. 

Destroyed by Liminality 

The condemnation of Shakespearean female criminals for both their femininities and 

their masculinities obscures their identities that are already ambiguous due to the lack of relevant 

literature. Scholarship equates their statuses as criminals in the second degree (Time, 1999) as 

individuals who commit crim with intent but without premeditation or act with intent to commit 

a lesser crime (McCord, Matsukura, & Follett, 2019, p. 681), to men’s statuses as criminals in 

the first degree (White, 1913, p. 312), as individuals who commit crime with intent or 

premeditation or “during the commission of one of five predicate felonies: arson, burglary, 

kidnapping, rape, or robbery” (McCord, Matsukura, & Follett, 2019, p. 681). However, despite 

treating female criminals as first-degree offenders, scholarship also consistently ties the crimes 

of Shakespearean female violent offenders to acts that are naturally domesticated and altruistic 

(Goll, 1939, p. 660; Time, 1999, p. 36; Rahman and Tajudden, 2015, p. 128). When placed in 
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conversation with one another, the literary contradictions surrounding the female criminal’s 

status as domestic or deviant, effeminate or masculine, do not place her definitively among any 

status at all, leaving open the question of her identity.  

 Though not explicitly addressing the controversies between female embodied criminality 

and female metamorphosed criminality, Stoll (1912) concedes that all criminals personify the 

complexities of life, conforming to morality even in their nonconformity to law (p. 69). 

Introducing several male characters as epitomized Machiavels for their commitment to immoral 

self-fulfillment, Stoll ultimately suggests that criminals can retain both their morality and their 

deviance, seeming to cement the contradictions between depictions of women as domesticated 

altruists and as masculine anomalies (p. 60). However, in her own discussion of Shakespearean 

villains, literary professor Nilay Erdem Ayyildiz (2019) argues that Machiavellianism destroys 

female criminals such as Lady Macbeth because their social roles and values as women impede 

their pursuit of absolute criminality (pp. 1046-1047). On the other hand, Erdem Ayyildiz 

contradictorily argues that Goneril and Regan cannot become true Machiavels because they lack 

the ability to conceal their evil acts or intentions (p. 1044). Eventually destroyed for their lack of 

restraint, the plays punish Goneril and Regan for the ruthlessness of their crimes while they 

punish Lady Macbeth for the guiltiness of hers (Erdem Ayyidiz, 2019).   

Robert Reed (1984) poses a similar argument to Erdem Ayyildiz’s claims about Lady 

Macbeth, explaining that as soon as the demons invoked by the villainess exit the play, she 

becomes a victim of her “violated conscience” and falls as a result of her discovered guilt (p. 

172). Indeed, the only times a female criminal can be successful, Reed claims, is when Satan or 

amoral gods uphold her villainy, and whose disappearance or eventual justice leads to her demise 

(pp. 39, 41, 172). The perceptions of Lady Macbeth’s futile criminality are parallel to 
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perceptions about female criminality in general, as “violence is incompatible with our conception 

of ‘good’ women who are nurturing and emotional mothers and/or passive and cooperative 

wives” (Easteal et. al, 2015, p. 32). The argument that women are destroyed by competing moral 

and criminal identities emphasizes the danger of their liminal statuses.  The literary portrayal of 

the female identity as nothing but a contradiction convicts her, as Klein (1973) suggests, to a 

history of unpossessed bodily autonomy (p. 8).  However, despite their position of liminality, 

female violent offenders, especially those in Shakespeare, are often inordinately punished for 

their deviant behavior. 

Inordinate Punishment 

Due to their violations of both legal and gender expectations, female violent offenders are 

often inordinately criminalized by media sources and criminal justice systems that attempt to 

reinforce their collective submission to patriarchal hierarchies. Since “the woman who commits a 

crime is perceived as having perpetrated an act that is diametrically in opposition to the 

traditional characterization of her sex as gentle, nurturing, and angelical,” the violent female 

offender is often constructed by the media as someone who is anomalously malevolent and 

masculine (Easteal et al., 2015, p. 22). Being that media frames seem to correlate directly with 

the results of trials, women who are portrayed as further from images of ideal femininity 

ultimately receive longer sentences than women who seem to adhere to images of ideal 

femininity (Easteal et al., 2015, p. 38). In fact, “the weaker and more gullible…women were 

demonstrated to have been, the shorter their sentences became” (Morrissey, 2003, p. 130).  

The lighter sanctions against women who appear to be more feminine than women who 

appear to be less feminine reinforces values of gender adherence within western societies, 

ultimately cautioning young women against deviating from heterosexist binaries (Lin, 2012, p. 
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39). Since men generally receive longer sentences than women because of their association with 

“danger, threat, and culpability” (and have higher chances of being confined to pretrial detention 

and lower chances of receiving substantial assistance departures; Spohn, 2013, p. 102),7 women 

who commit crime and actively deviate from femininity not only threaten values of 

heteropatriarchy, but literally seem to become more threatening to other members of society. As 

a result, “women please heteropatriarchy when they are feminine and passive and are punished 

when they are not” (Morrissey, 2003, p. 130).  

Female offenders who therefore violate norms of heteropatriarchy by appearing both 

criminal and masculine become the subjects of myths and “sensationalized stories [that] ‘deny 

female agency and a concept of women as active, human subjects” (Morrissey, 2003, p. 17). 

Such stories not only lead to increased criminal sanctions against doubly deviant women (women 

who, through crime, transgress both the law and their predetermined gender roles), but also 

caution “young women…about the dangers of developing values, interests, and proclivities 

which dominant heterosexist society deems unacceptable” (p. 109). The “harsh public 

punishment of a few ‘fallen’ girls and women…has [thus] always been integral to enforcement 

of the boundaries of the ‘good girls’ and women’s place in patriarchal society” (Chesney-Lind 

and Pasko, 2012, p. 5). Even women’s prisons reinforce adherence to gender norms, with women 

“[in Britain] twice as likely [as men] to be punished for ‘disobedience and disrespect” and 

otherwise “nicked for trivial offences which would be overlooked in the men’s prisons” (Sim, 

1991, p. 121, O’Dwyer, Wilson, and Carlen, 1987, p. 179). Female criminal stereotypes and 

punishment therefore emphasize and advise an adherence to submissive feminine stereotypes 

 
7 Men make up an overwhelming majority of the U.S. prison population. As of 2019, their imprisonment rate (789 
prisoners per 100,000 male U.S residents) was 13 times greater than the imprisonment rate of women (61 per 
100,000 female residents; “Prisoners in 2019,” 2020, p. 16). 
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(Faith, 2011, p. 258). However, despite the imposition of greater criminal sanctions against those 

who appear to embrace masculine identities, the alternative framing of their deviance as being a 

result of female embodied criminality reflects a punishment that is just as collectively 

oppressive. 

Though women who are considered masculine are more likely to be inordinately 

punished than those who are considered feminine, Faith (2011) maintains that depictions of 

female embodied criminality are just as restrictive of female agency. Faith rejects the notion that 

female-specific sicknesses, such as PMS, are the causes of female deviance, claiming that their 

suggestion of criminal inevitability deprives women of plausibility as victims, professional 

reliability, social identity, and criminological agency (pp. 41-48). Faith also argues that the belief 

in female embodied criminality (including the suggestion that female prisoners are more riotous 

than male prisoners), combined with media masculinization of female inmates, warrants 

additional disciplinary punishment and surveillance within prisons (p. 271). Compared to male 

inmates, female inmates are more often strip-searched, more often offered drugs to control 

behavior, and are twice as likely to receive psychiatric labels and treatments in response to 

perceptively rebellious behavior (p. 234). Elaborating on the scholarly criticism against the 

Women and Peace Hypothesis, which argues that women should be involved in high 

governmental positions because of their biological passivity (Aharoni, 2017), Faith contends that 

female embodied criminality not only solidifies traditional notions of gender roles, but also 

inevitably warrants punitive responses. The foundations of female embodied criminality thus 

frame female offenders as victims of their own identities, inducing masculine and medical 

surveillance based on the belief of their inevitable deviance. 
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 Since “victim characterization conflicts with demands for equality,” social discourses 

now frame victimized female offenders as “survivors” in an attempt to return to them a sense of 

agency (Faith, 2011, pp. 108-109). However, the survival methods that women use within 

patriarchal spheres are responsively surveilled and ultimately criminalized (Chesney-Lind, 1980; 

Gilfus, 1992, p. 75), depriving female offenders of a sense of agency for either female embodied 

criminality or female metamorphosed criminality. The double bind of their criminalization 

therefore inordinately and inevitably punishes them despite also stripping them of a sense of 

identity.  

Freeing the Female Criminal 

 Klein (2011) poses that regardless of a female offender’s classification as a female 

embodied criminal or a female metamorphosed criminal, “the point is always to return [a 

woman] to [her role],” tracing a trend in criminological literature that transcends theory and 

tangibly acts upon the female body (p. 5). Whether punishing women for criminality that is 

inherent in their identity or punishing them for criminality that is deviant from it, “the history of 

unruly, defiant women is the history of men’s efforts to control them” (Chesney-Lind, 1980, as 

cited in Faith, 2011, p. 123). Considering the general increase in the U.S female prison 

population,8 it is especially essential to continue to analyze the treatment of the female criminal 

as the present research intends.  

 
8 Between 1980 and 2009, the U.S experienced a nine-fold increase in the female prison population, growing from 
12,000 women (with the incarceration rate at 31 per 100,000 female residents) to 113,000 (with the incarceration 
rate at 68 per 100,000 female residents; Bureau of Justice Statistics 2010a and Bureau of Justice Statistics 2010b as 
cited in Chesney-Lind, 1980). Though the past decade has witnessed a gradual decline in the female prison 
population, with a total of 107,955 female prisoners under jurisdiction of state or federal corrections in 2019 (a 
4.9% decrease from 2009 and a 2.6% decrease from 2018, “Prisoners in 2019,” 2020), the rate of women’s 
imprisonment has overwhelmingly increased by 757% since 1977 (Frost, Green, & Pranis, 2006).  

It is also important to note that as of 2019, the imprisonment rate of White females (48 per 100,000 
White female residents) was 1.7 times lower the rate of Black females (83 per 100,000 Black female residents) and 
1.3 times lower the rate of Hispanic females (63 per 100,000 Hispanic female residents; “Prisoners in 2019,” 2020). 
Additionally, in 2017, though “more than twice as many White females (49,100) as Black (19,600) or Hispanic 
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Though the literary positions of privilege occupied by Shakespearean female criminals 

vastly differs from the tangible circumstances of contemporary female criminals, the patterns of 

thought that shape their punishment are strikingly similar in the way they govern female 

deviance from gender expectations. Also similar to Shakespearean female villains, contemporary 

female offenders sometimes weaponize their feminine statuses to commit crime. Otherwise, the 

following research aims to further account for the intersectional qualities and bodily autonomy of 

female violent offenders in a way that existing scholarship does not, distinguishing the motives 

of her deviance and analyzing the hyper-punitive modes of punishment she receives in response. 

In doing so, the research intends to free the female violent offender from the literary liminality 

that the current scholarship rhetorically subjects her to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(19,400) females were in state and federal prisons…. The imprisonment rate for Black females (92 per 100,000 
Black female residents) was almost double that for White females (49 per 100,000 White female residents; 
“Prisoners in 2017, 2019” p. 15). Black females were also 1.8 times more likely than Hispanic females and 4.4 times 
more likely than White females to be arrested between the ages of 18 and 19 (“Prisoners in 2017, 2019”p. 15). 



CRIMINALIZATION OF FEMALE VIOLENT OFFENDERS 
 

42 

Methods 

 The figurative construction of Shakespeare’s plays offers a unique arena in which 

researchers can analyze female criminality. Through timeless access to the processes that create 

and discipline female criminals, the plays enable researchers to investigate how patriarchal 

spheres sociohistorically enforce gender hierarchies by responding to deviant women. The plays 

therefore offer a complete and thorough narrative of the validity of Adler’s Liberation Thesis, 

illustrating how institutions create and respond to female criminality despite its origin in 

oppression. Macbeth, King Lear, and Titus Andronicus therefore serve as powerful testaments of 

the motivations behind inordinate punishment against unruly women. 

  My project analyzes the criminal behavior and social discipline against three 

Shakespearean female violent offenders: Lady Macbeth, from Macbeth, Goneril and Regan, from 

King Lear, and Queen Tamora, from Titus Andronicus. All of the selected plays were written by 

William Shakespeare and were performed in London during his lifetime—Titus Andronicus in 

1594, King Lear in 1606, and Macbeth in 1623 (The Riverside Shakespeare, 1997, p. 1355).  

As famous female villainesses in the Shakespearean canon, Lady Macbeth, Goneril and 

Regan, and Queen Tamora serve as exemplary case studies for the purposes of my project 

because of their shared experience with gender-specific and criminalistic punishment that 

responds to their androgynous deviance and liminal identities. Their occupation of regal 

positions in government and their advantage of white privilege (excluding Queen Tamora) 

isolates the consistent differences between the severity of their punishment and that of male 

punishment to the condition of their gender. The similarities between their socioeconomic 

identities and their experiences with criminal sanctions makes them ideal literary figures to 

analyze against current punitive trends. 
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Infamous for her “unsex me here” monologue, Lady Macbeth is subjected to a liminal 

space through the contradiction of her criminality. Her criminality is distinct among 

criminological studies in its conspiratorial parallelism with the criminality of her husband—it is 

her agency that propels his power. However, no current interpretation of her character considers 

that Lady Macbeth can employ both types of criminalities, manipulating her husband’s criminal 

identity to access the masculine power that comes with it. In response to her crimes, Lady 

Macbeth descends into a fit of female hysteria and exits the play in a death that is inconclusively 

labeled as a suicide. As a result, Lady Macbeth only becomes a criminal in the first degree when 

the crime she is committing against herself. Despite her criminalistic agency, she cannot commit 

crime without the channel of her husband’s masculinity, nor can she access the power of 

masculinity that comes with crime, condemning her to a state of helplessness that her second-

degree status as Queen cannot amend either. 

I also explicate the manifestation of criminality in sister villainesses Goneril and Regan, 

both who are generally neglected from literature about Shakespearean criminals. Their path 

towards deviance occurs when they expound upon their willing commitment and subservience to 

their father, weaponizing their statuses as daughters to appeal for power that can only be 

accessed through his masculine political position. Their approach to and execution of authority 

therefore reflects a process that originates in and fortifies their femininity, wrenching power 

away from the men who hold it. In response, their suicide-homicide deaths strip them of the 

power they gained through masculinity by eradicating the possibility of their first-degree 

statuses. 

The fourth Shakespearean criminal I analyze is Queen Tamora, who participates in a 

merciless spree of vengeance that is typically pursued by Shakespeare’s vindictive men. Isolated 
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in her nationality, her religion, and her political privilege, Queen Tamora is deprived of all ties to 

her initial identity when she is forced to serve as the trophy wife of Emperor Saturninus after 

witnessing the sacrifice of her child. She is the only Shakespearean female criminal who is 

directly victimized at the beginning of her respective play. Attacks against her femininity and 

motherhood thus incite her attack against Titus’ fatherhood. Her quest for vengeance, initiated in 

the attack on her femininity, subverts Shakespeare’s archetypical revenge plots as Tamora 

navigates it through feminine means, most directly by employing men to commit violent crime 

for her. Tamora’s criminality is therefore distinct in that it is embedded in her femininity, even as 

it presents as a criminal masculinity. Also distinct from the circumstances of other 

Shakespearean female criminals is Tamora’s performed punishment. Tamora’s position in Titus’ 

spectacle of revenge turns her into an object of male political gain and makes her punishment 

into a warning about deviating from domesticity. However, Tamora’s death is similar to those of 

other Shakespearean female violent offenders in that its nature is inherently criminal, as Tamora 

unintentionally consumes her children during Titus’ dinner party. With the ingestion of her 

children, Tamora’s femininity is not only criminalized, but it is brutally subverted through the 

attack on her motherhood right before she is slaughtered onstage by Titus. 

In examining the behavior and treatment of Shakespearean criminals, I derive my 

analysis from primary Shakespearean texts, taking an explicatory approach to understanding the 

plays’ constructions of female criminality and generalizing their patterns to relevant 

criminological theory. The heart of my argument lies within the language of the plays 

themselves. Studying the female criminal through Shakespearean contexts lends a complexity to 

their identities and treatment that is yet to be captured by current research. 
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At its most basic, my study investigates the effect of the female criminal’s gender identity 

on the harshness of social punishment she receives in response. I analyze crime through its 

nature and severity, examining the dimensions of female embodied and female metamorphosed 

criminalities as characters engage in first- and second-degree transgressions. On the other hand, I 

assess the type and severity of punishment through the mental state of the victim, the gendered 

nature of the weapons used against her, the criminal status of her discipline, the spectatorship 

that surrounds her death, and the persistence of her identity in response. Examining the 

relationship between the crime and punishment of Shakespearean female criminals allowed me 

to assess the appropriateness of each play’s method of discipline. Doing so enabled me to further 

determine how Shakespearean punishment responds directly to gendered liminality in a way that 

reflects a fear of female empowerment as predicted by social reactions to Adler’s Liberation 

Thesis (Faith, 2011, pp. 62, 63-64). 

Between the Fall of 2019 and the Spring of 2021, I conducted inductive analyses of 

Macbeth, King Lear, and Titus Andronicus from The Riverside Shakespeare collection (1997). I 

recorded and separated language in the plays into categories of “crimes” and “responses.” 

“Crimes” was separated into subsections of “female embodied criminality,” “female 

metamorphosed criminality,” “androgynous criminality,” and “usurpation of male authority.” 

“Punishment” was separated into subsections of “governed femininity,” “return to femininity,” 

and “androgynous discipline.” By coding Shakespearean language into each category, I could 

analyze the complexity in which different types of gendered criminalities are punished in ways 

that ultimately destroy the identities of the female criminals who employ them. 
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Results 

Female Violent Offender Crimes 

 

Lady Macbeth 

• Incitement of murder 

• Accessory to murder 

• Second-degree assault 

• Offstage suicide (inconclusive) 

 

 

Goneril 

• First-degree murder (sororicide) 

• Attempted murder 

• Offstage suicide (committed via knife) 

• Accessory to blinding 

• Accessory to treason 

• Adultery 

Regan • Second degree murder 

• Incitement of blinding 

• Accessory to blinding 

Queen Tamora • Accessory to murder 

• Incitement of rape 

• Accessory to rape 

• Accessory to dismemberment 

• Cannibalism (consumes her own children) 

• Adultery 

• Frameup 

Figure 1: Crimes of each Shakespearean Female Violent Offender 
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Shakespearean 
Female 
Violent 

Offender 

 
Female Embodied Criminality 

 
Female Metamorphosed Criminality 

 

 

Lady Macbeth 

• Relies on status as wife and queen to 

incite crime 

• Retains feminine labels 

• Retains status as a daughter 

 

•  “unsexes” herself in order to 

commit crime 

 

 

 

 

 

Goneril and 

Regan 

• Rely on statuses as daughters to 

obtain power 

• Maintain sororal solidarity 

• Criticized by men for having 

criminality in their nature 

• Subject to judicial leniency because 

of their femininities 

 

• Expel the king from his home, 

committing social patricide 

• Encourage punishment against 

men 

• Lose their statuses as daughters 

• Described as supernatural and 

animalistic 

 

           

 

 

 

Queen Tamora 

• Commits crime in response to attack 

on her motherhood 

• Criminalized through exoticization 

• Adulterous 

• Weaponizes status as wife and as a 

queen to commit  

• Indulges in cruelty without 

fearing retribution 

 



CRIMINALIZATION OF FEMALE VIOLENT OFFENDERS 
 

48 

 

Figure 2: Examples of Female Embodied and Female Metamorphosed Criminalities for each  
 Shakespearean Female Violent Offender 
 

Shakespearean Female 
Violent Offender 

Punishment for Female 
Embodied Criminality 

Punishment for Female 
Metamorphosed 

Criminality 
Lady Macbeth • Succumbs to guilt 

• Succumbs to madness 

• Subjected to 

spectatorship 

• Subjected to 

medicalization 

 

 

Goneril and Regan • Cursed with sterility 

• Separated through 

feminine infighting 

• Governed by the state 

• Divine retribution 

• Described as 

animalistic 

• Expulsion from 

womanhood 

 
Queen Tamora • Objectified by male 

superiors 

• Expulsion from 

womanhood 
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Figure 3: Punishment for Female Embodied and Female Metamorphosed Criminalities in each  
 Shakespearean Female Violent Offender 
 

Shakespearean Female 
Violent Offender 

Feminine Qualities of Death Masculine Qualities of 
Death 

Lady Macbeth • Occurs offstage • Suicide (first-degree 

crime) 

Goneril • Feminine infighting 

• Occurs offstage 

• First-degree murder of 

Regan  

• Commits suicide 

(first-degree crime) 

with a knife 

(masculine weapon) 

Regan • Murdered via poison 

(feminine weapon) 

• Feminine infighting 

• Occurs offstage 

 

Queen Tamora • Consumes own 

children 

• Cannibalism 

• Murdered onstage via 

sword 

Figure 4: Gendered Qualities of the Deaths of each Shakespearean Female Violent Offender 
 

Female Violent Offender Relationship with Femininity and Crime 

Lady Macbeth 1) Rejects femininity  

2) to commit crime 

3)  to access sociopolitical power 
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Goneril and Regan 1) Weaponizes femininity  

2) to access power  

3) that enables them to commit crime 

Queen Tamora 1) Weaponizes femininity 

2) to access power 

3) to commit crime 

Figure 5: Relationship between Shakespearean Violent Offenders, Femininity, and Crime 

Lady Macbeth 

Due to the findings that women who present as feminine receive lighter sentences than 

women who present as masculine (Easteal et. al, 2015), it would make sense for scholars to 

analyze the criminalities of Goneril, Regan, and Tamora before they do Lady Macbeth—Lady 

Macbeth incites violent crimes in conspiracy with her husband while Goneril, Regan, and 

Tamora commit violent crimes for their own benefits. However, the majority of scholarly 

attention on Shakespearean female criminals focuses solely on Lady Macbeth, with minimal 

scholarly exploration directed towards the criminalities of Goneril, Regan, and Queen Tamora, 

all of whom commit much more heinous offenses and express much less remorse than Lady 

Macbeth. Lady Macbeth’s criminality is therefore important to analyze in conjunction with those 

of other Shakespearean female violent offenders in order to identify the justification for the 

constant scholarly surveillance that specifically surrounds her criminal identity. 

As a wife to the Thane of Glamis, Lady Macbeth immediately recognizes the opportunity 

for profit when her husband reveals that three witches prophesied his ascension to the throne of 

Scotland. After invoking spirits to “unsex” her, Lady Macbeth commits to a plot against the 

current king in order to ensure Macbeth’s regal ascension. Despite Macbeth’s reluctance to 
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murder his king and ally, Lady Macbeth insists that her husband slaughter King Duncan in his 

sleep and that he frame the crime on the sentry.  

After she successfully incites Macbeth to murder Duncan, Lady Macbeth quickly rises to 

the status of queen. However, while Macbeth continues to eliminate his political opponents as 

king, Lady Macbeth immediately slips into a fit of madness that is caused by her guilt. Her 

mental deterioration ultimately results in a silent, offstage death that other characters 

inconclusively label as a suicide. 

 Since Lady Macbeth did not commit any crimes herself, but rather maintained a second-

degree criminal status throughout her narrative, the amount of scholarly attention she receives 

indicates that scholars are not primarily interested in the crimes she commits but are rather 

interested in her vocal and active embrace of criminality. Disposing of her feminine identity to 

adopt a criminal one, the play punishes Lady Macbeth not only for her criminal deviance, but for 

her gendered metamorphosis. Her intentional disposal of femininity therefore warrants a 

punishment that is inordinate to her crimes as the play seeks to reinforce heteronormative 

standards. 

Lady Macbeth’s Criminality. 

 Due to the text’s association of crime with masculinity, Lady Macbeth must shed her 

femininity in order to commit crime and obtain the power that comes with her goal of regality. 

Throughout the play, characters consistently assert that crime is connoted with masculinity. 

When Macbeth embraces a criminal identity and commands murderers to assassinate Banquo, 

the murderers reassure Macbeth of their commitment to criminality by insisting, “We are men, 

my liege” (3.1.90). As the play portrays Macbeth as its primary villain, the characters also assert 

that femininity is incompatible with crime. Macduff, for example, refuses to reveal Duncan’s 
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death to Lady Macbeth, ironically claiming, “’Tis not for you to hear what I can speak; / The 

repetition in a woman’s ear / Would murther as it fell” (2.3.83-85). Upon learning about 

Duncan’s death, Lady Macbeth faints to suggest she has succumbed to her feminine fragility, 

appearing as “th’ innocent flower” she previously urges Macbeth to conceal himself as (2.3.118, 

1.5.59). By upholding the belief that women languish in response to crime, Lady Macbeth 

demonstrates crime’s incompatibility with womanhood. She thus weaponizes stereotypes of 

female weakness to attempt to escape the consequences and punishment of her criminality. 

Though most of the characters accept the dichotomy between crime and womanhood, 

Lady Macduff begins to collapse the two in her monologue about her own innocence. Lady 

Macduff initially leans into the play’s categorization of mourning women as innocent and 

emotional beings (4.3.230) when she questions why anyone would want to harm her, asking, 

“Why then, alas, / Do I put up that womanly defense, / To say I have done no harm?” (4.2.77-

79). Lady Macduff’s rhetorical question directly associates womanhood with innocence and 

assumes that innocence protects its bearers from harm. However, as Lady Macduff equates 

womanhood with innocence, she also suggests that the construction of ideal femininity is 

inherently fallible, stating, “But I remember now / I am in this earthly world – where to do harm 

is often laudable, to do good sometime / Accounted dangerous folly” (4.2.75-77). Lady 

Macduff’s recollection asserts that the malicious nature of the world prevents anyone from truly 

maintaining a status of innocence. Her realization breaks through the dichotomy of “good” vs 

“evil” women in Shakespeare, offering them all the opportunity to enact harm on others. 

However, the play’s overwhelming differentiation between crime and femininity prevents its 

construct from accommodating the merged figure of the criminal woman, a body in which both 

crime and femininity simultaneously exist.  
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 While femininity is disassociated with crime throughout the play, Lady Macbeth 

constantly identifies crime with masculinity. Lady Macbeth explains to her husband that “Thou 

wouldst be great, / Art not without ambition, but without / The illness should attend it” (1.5.17-

20). The illness that accompanies ambition is what would make Macbeth “so much more the 

man” if he murders Duncan and ascends to the throne (1.7.49-51). On the other hand, Macbeth’s 

feeling of guilt for his crimes rather renders him “infirm of purpose” (2.2.49). The play’s 

association of ambition with greatness and crime with ambition ultimately prompts Lady 

Macbeth to seek out masculinity as a means of elevating her status. 

 The association of crime with masculinity encourages Lady Macbeth to reject her 

feminine identity in order to commit crime and access the regal status that comes with it. Since 

both the play and modern criminal justice systems frame femininity and criminality as 

incompatible, Lady Macbeth attempts to reject her motherhood in order to invoke her capacity 

for crime. According to criminologist Karlene Faith (2011), the “master status” of an 

incarcerated mother is not her maternal identity, but her criminal one (p. 204). Social institutions 

therefore criticize female offenders for their parental capacity because of the understanding that 

no woman who has exhibited deviant or criminal behavior can be a sufficient mother (Zalba, 

1964, pp. 38-41). While motivating her husband to murder Duncan, Lady Macbeth consciously 

disposes of her maternal credentials when she exclaims: 

 I have given suck, and know 

 How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me;  

 I would while it was smiling in my face, 

 Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums, 

 And dash’d the brains out. (1.7.54-56) 
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By describing a scenario in which she beats her baby to death after ripping its mouth away from 

her nipple, Lady Macbeth illustrates her commitment to crime by analogizing it to the most 

severe violation of her feminine status: the violent rejection and murder of a child. The play 

further exaggerates Lady Macbeth’s renounced motherhood through its association of infanticide 

with the supernatural, as the witches summon murdered children in order to invoke their powers 

(4.1.30, 4.1.65). Lady Macbeth’s rejection of motherhood therefore establishes her as a woman 

who is capable of crime. 

 Lady Macbeth similarly rejects her femininity through her “unsex me here” soliloquy. 

Her speech infamously associates morality with femininity (“Stop up th’access and passage to 

remorse, / That no compunctious visitings of nature / Shake my fell purpose,” 1.5.44-46) and 

violence with a lack of femininity (“unsex me here / And fill me from the crown to the toe 

topfull / Of direst cruelty!” 1.5.41-43). Manipulating her gendered position in the space between 

the extremes, Lady Macbeth literally blocks the feminine in her body to allow for the entrance 

and proliferation of cruelty while preventing the continuation of feminine morality (1.5.41-48). 

Though Shakespearean scholars such as Wilson (2019) argue that Lady Macbeth “[subtracts] 

from her body… [taking away the] physical features of womanhood [to]…add to her 

personality” (p. 458), Lady Macbeth does not subtract anything at all. In fact, the suggestion that 

Lady Macbeth must subtract from her femininity in order to add masculinity subscribes to 

psychoanalytical theories that suggest that female genitalia are inversions of male genitalia 

(Mills, 1992; Laqueur, 1990, p. 63; Lawrence & Bendixen, 1992, p. 926) and that the female 

body is solely defined by its lack of masculine reproductive organs. (Shildrick and Price, 1994, 

p. 176).  
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Rather, Lady Macbeth stoppers the “passage of remorse” that is the female vagina to 

suspend the flow of the feminine to allow room for the unfeminine. Though she forces her 

femininity and motherhood to a halt, both the feminine and the unfeminine reside in her body at 

once. Macbeth clarifies that Lady Macbeth can employ both when, after her invocation, he 

acknowledges Lady Macbeth’s ambitious ruthlessness by exclaiming, “Bring forth men-children 

only! / For thy undaunted mettle should compose / Nothing but males” (1.7.73-75). Despite Lady 

Macbeth’s unsexing, Macbeth still recognizes her as someone who can bear children, even if he 

insists that she can only bear a male essence. Lady Macbeth’s ability to retain her femininity and 

her motherhood, even after her intentional metamorphosis, suggest her employment of an 

androgynous criminality. 

 Despite her unsexing, Lady Macbeth’s maintenance of feminine roles prevents her from 

completing the metamorphosis to masculinity that characterizes a first-degree criminal. Not only 

does Macbeth recognize his wife for her capacity to give birth, but he also labels her with 

feminine descriptions such as “wife,” “hostess,” or “dearest chuck” (1.4.46, 2.1.15, 2.1.16, 

3.2.44-45). More importantly, Lady Macbeth still makes claims to feminine morality even as she 

commits crime. In fact, morality is what restricts her to the status of a second-degree criminal 

instead of advancing her to the status of a first-degree criminal—her role as a daughter prevents 

her from killing Duncan because of his resemblance to her father “as he slept” (2.2.12-13). Lady 

Macbeth thus retains indications of her femininity that confine her to the liminal gendered 

identity of a deviant woman. However, it is her ability to commit crime as a woman that warrants 

inordinate punishment that not only responds to her crimes, but also responds to her violation of 

gender norms.   

Lady Macbeth’s Punishment. 
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 The play responds to Lady Macbeth’s metamorphosed criminality with punishment that 

inherently governs her femininity. In Act III of the play, Macbeth takes initiative of criminal  

behavior. On the other hand, Lady Macbeth’s overwhelming guilt emphasizes the double 

deviance (commission of both a legal and a gender transgression) of her initial crime and 

requires a response of inordinate punishment. 

 In response to Macbeth’s initial hesitation to commit crime, Lady Macbeth explains that 

indulging a feeling of guilt makes him inherently weak (2.2.42-43). Not only does Lady 

Macbeth’s critique target Macbeth’s masculinity, but it establishes a norm in which Lady 

Macbeth’s character will later be delegitimatized by her own yield to guilt. The Macbeths also 

predict that remorse inevitably leads to madness, making claims such as, “To know my deed, 

‘twere best not know myself” (2.2.70-71) and “These deeds must not be thought / After these 

ways; so, it will make us mad” (2.2.30-31). In Act III, when Lady Macbeth begins to feel guilty 

and her husband does not, her previous statements thus foreshadow her eventual insanity, 

subjecting her to an ironic mental decay that her husband’s eventual ruthlessness does not allow 

him to experience. 

Since Lady Macbeth’s guilt is incompatible with masculine malevolence (or “bad” 

criminality, Easteal et. al, 2015), the play punishes Lady Macbeth with female hysteria that 

justifies her crimes (otherwise known as “mad” criminality, Easteal et. al, 2015). In addition to 

keeping a candle by her side to reject the darkness she had once summoned to conceal her crimes 

(5.1.22-23, 1.5.52-54), Lady Macbeth also incessantly washes her hands in an attempt to purify 

herself of her own guilt (5.1.29). As Macbeth frames hands as vessels of crime throughout the 

play, pondering whether “all great Neptune’s ocean [can] wash this blood / Clean from my hand” 

(2.2.56-57), Lady Macbeth physically attempts to remove the blood from her own, fretting, “Out, 
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damn’d spot! Out, I say!.... / Yet who would have thought the old man / to have had so much 

blood in him?.... / What, will these hands ne’er be clean?” (5.1.35, 39, 43). Since remorse is 

incompatible with society’s conception of a “bad” woman, Lady Macbeth’s mentality shifts so 

that her crimes uphold her status as a “mad” woman according to the distinctions offered by 

Easteal et. al. (2015). Though Macbeth predates feminist criminology by over 400 years, its 

navigation of Lady Macbeth’s criminality between “bad” to “mad” establishes a dichotomy that 

contemporary depictions of female offenders continually adhere to. 

In response to her descent into madness, the play subjects Lady Macbeth to surveillance 

and medicalization that it does not impose upon her murderous husband. According to Faith 

(2011), media depictions of female criminals not only warrant inordinate punishment and 

masculine surveillance, but also encourages law enforcement officers to respond to their 

deviance with physically invasive consequences such as drugs, strip searches, and psychiatric 

labels (pp. 234, 230, 271). At the beginning of the play, Lady Macbeth makes it clear that she 

does not want to be seen, nor see herself, as a criminal, declaring, “That my keen knife see not 

the wound it makes, / Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark / To cry, ‘hold, hold!’” 

(1.5.52-54). However, the imposition of masculine surveillance immediately follows the 

revelation of Lady Macbeth’s madness as her gentlewoman and doctor of physic instruct each 

other to “Observe her, stand close” and “Remove from her the means of all annoyance / And still 

keep eyes upon her” (5.1.20, 5.1.76-77). By urging the doctor to “observe” Lady Macbeth, the 

gentlewoman especially serves as a function of masculine surveillance in that she actively directs 

the male gaze towards a deviant woman, ultimately upholding the validity of gendered and 

oppressive punishment against female criminals.  

When Macbeth hears of his wife’s maladies, he commands: 
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Cure [her] of that.  

Canst thou not minister to a mind diseas’d, 

Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow, 

Raze out the written troubles of the brain, 

And with some sweet oblivious antidote  

Clease the stuff’d bosom of that perilous stuff 

Which weighs upon the heart…. 

Find her disease, 

And purge it to a sound and pristine health. (5.3.39-45, 51-52) 

Macbeth’s insistence on “[curing]” Lady Macbeth’s madness indicates that he believes it can be 

erased through medicalization, returning her to a state of equilibrium in which her criminal 

ambition and her feminine guilt do not conflict. However, by suggesting medicine as a means to 

eliminate Lady Macbeth’s guilt, he also reduces her criminality to her body, situating her 

deviance as something that is inevitably inside of her. Macbeth’s framework of Lady Macbeth’s 

criminality as a disease allows scholars to pose the foundational argument that Lady Macbeth 

infected her husband with her own criminality, prompting him to commit crime that he otherwise 

would not (Goll, 1939).  Lady Macbeth’s criminal distinction as a “mad” woman thus warrants 

additional surveillance that is not allocated to her more severely criminal husband. 

 Lady Macbeth’s final and most climatic punishment—her supposed suicide—not only 

punishes her for her attempts to adopt a masculine identity through crime, but also punishes her 

for her failure to leave her femininity behind. Even though Lady Macbeth unsexes herself and 

discards her capacity for motherhood, she is still a woman – and her double deviance warrants 

punishment that is commensurate to both her legal and social transgressions. Therefore, at the 
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end of the play, while Macbeth dies in the glory of battle (praised as a worthy death by Rosse, a 

nobleman, when he celebrates his son’s masculinity for dying in the same battle, 5.9.6,9), Lady 

Macbeth dies offstage in a way that correlates soundly with the disappearance of her agency in 

the second half of the play. Her death, considered a suicide, also renders Lady Macbeth 

inherently criminal, as suicide was considered a felony by English common law at the time of 

Shakespeare’s writing (5.9.35-37; Time, 2011, p. 51). As a result, Lady Macbeth ironically can 

only become a criminal in the first degree, embracing the masculine identity she was attempting 

to assume all along, when the crime she is committing is against herself, ultimately depriving her 

of the empowerment that motivated her desire.  

Lady Macbeth can therefore never access the power of masculinity that comes with crime 

because doing so necessitates her unseen and criminal death. Despite the weaponization of her 

agency, Lady Macbeth cannot commit crime without the channel of her husband’s masculinity, 

nor can she access the power of masculinity that comes with his crime, condemning her to a state 

of helplessness that her second-degree status as queen cannot amend either. In fact, when Lady 

Macbeth’s death is announced as “The Queen, my Lord, is dead” (5.5.30), it is not an 

acknowledgement of Lady Macbeth as a character who has died, but an acknowledgement of her 

status as a Queen that has died, eliminating all of the second-degree power she gained through 

crime. Her death is therefore a death of the power she hoped to gain through criminal 

masculinity, enforced by the misogyny of the fact that the opportunity was never truly there.  

Goneril and Regan 

Similar to Macbeth’s treatment of Lady Macbeth, King Lear inordinately punishes 

Goneril and Regan for their doubly deviant criminality. Though the sisters catalyze the events of 

the play with crimes of adultery, second-degree murder, first-degree murder, and suicide, 
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characters criticize them most for their remorseless exile of their father. At the beginning of the 

play, King Lear offers pieces of his estate to his daughters on the condition that they prove 

themselves worthy through declarations of their love for him. Goneril and Regan, the eldest, win 

shares of his land through their promises of obedience and domesticity. However, soon after the 

sisters rise to power, they undermine Lear’s authority through the dissolution of his knightly 

train and their scandalous expulsion of Lear from his own castle. Their usurpation of Lear’s 

power replicates the notions of Adler’s Liberation Thesis in that it disrupts the play’s patriarchal 

standards and offers them a sphere of influence through which they can commit crime. Their 

subsequent criminal behavior exhibits both female embodied and female metamorphosed 

criminality as other characters criticize the sisters for their simultaneous embrace (female 

embodied criminality) and forfeit (female metamorphosed criminality) of femininity. As a result, 

the play positions Goneril and Regan in an androgynous space for which neither form of 

criminality can completely account, warranting responses that discipline their inherent 

femininities even as they discipline their strives for masculinity. The play ultimately punishes 

them with a suicide-homicide death that destroys their claims to any identity at all. Goneril and 

Regan’s weaponization of female embodied and female metamorphosed criminality thus 

warrants inordinate punishment that deters their double deviance by erasing the identities that 

come with their employment of multiple gender identities. 

Goneril and Regan’s Criminalities. 

 Despite their plethora of violent offenses, Goneril and Regan’s usurpation of their 

father’s authority earns them the greatest amount of criticism from other characters in the play. 

King Lear’s division of his property at the beginning of the play immediately establishes 

feminine obedience and affection as values of the patriarchy. In response to Lear’s inquiry of his 
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daughters’ capacity to inherit his land (1.1.51-53), Goneril replies, “Sir, I love you more than 

[words] can wield / the matter / Dearer than eyesight, space, and liberty” (1.1.54-56); and Regan 

answers, “I / Return those duties back as are right fit, / Obey you, love you, and most honor you” 

(1.1.96-98). Emphasizing their commitment to their father over their own autonomy, Goneril and 

Regan weaponize their roles as daughters to achieve the power that their father offers to them. 

On the other hand, their sister Cordelia’s refusal to articulate a consuming devotion to Lear (due 

to her promise of obedience to a future husband) results in her disownment and expulsion from 

the kingdom at her father’s behest (1.1.123-282). Lear’s exile of Cordelia immediately 

demonstrates his compulsion to punish female disobedience. He later summarizes his insistence 

on maintaining female conformity by threatening Cordelia, “Better thou / Hadst not been born 

than not t’ have pleas’d me better” (1.1.233-234). 

 However, Cordelia’s acknowledgement of murder and adultery as essentially immoral 

acts diminishes her disobedience in comparison to her sisters’ future crimes. Cordelia argues, “It 

is no vicious blot, murther, or foulness, / No unchaste action, or dishonored step / That hat 

depriv’d me of your grace and favor” (1.1.227-230). In defense of her honor, Cordelia minimizes 

her disobedience against the crimes (murder and adultery) that Goneril and Regan commit later 

in the play. Doing so not only villainizes Goneril and Regan in comparison to Cordelia, but also 

establishes that their eventual crimes should be responded to with punishment that supersedes 

that of exile. Edgar equally vilifies Goneril and Regan later in the play when he declares, “Obey 

thy parents, / keep thy word’s justice, swear not, commit not / with a man’s sworn spouse, set not 

thy sweet heart on / proud array” (3.4.80-83). By directly labeling murder and adultery as 

fundamentally wrong, Edgar and Cordelia build an argument against the extreme injustice of 

Goneril and Regan’s future crimes. 
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The play’s emphasis on the immorality of parricide especially establishes the severity of 

Goneril and Regan’s expulsion of Lear from his home. Though Goneril and Regan justify their 

usurpation of the King by citing his criminal behavior (2.3.2-5), lusty train of knights (1.4.238-

252, 2.1.98-103), disabling age (2.4.147-150), and inability to lead (2.4.196-197), exiling him 

violates the sanctity of parental bonds and fulfills the taboo against patricide (1.2.75-78, 2.1.45) 

that are established throughout the play. Though seventeenth-century English law framed 

patricide as an offense equal to that of any other murder, criminal justice systems have 

historically considered patricide an especially vile offense. For example, in Roman law, those 

convicted of patricide were “sewed in a leather sack with a live cock, a viper, a dog, and an ape, 

and cast into the sea to take his chances with [those] companions” (White, 1913, pp. 456-457). 

Goneril and Regan’s expulsion of Lear therefore carries a historical taboo that their other crimes 

do not. Their particular insistence on dissolving Lear’s knightly train not only erodes the king’s 

remaining claims to power before exile (2.4.205), but also places him in an inferior position of 

authority as his daughter’s absorb his ability to manage assets and processes that used to belong 

to him (1.3.12-20). Despite the violent offenses that Goneril and Regan eventually commit, their 

usurpation of paternal authority prompts other characters to condemn their violation of 

daughterhood more than any other form of deviance throughout the play. In fact, when Lear 

conducts an imaginary arraignment against Goneril and Regan while in a fit of madness, he 

punishes them solely and distinctly for “[kicking] / the poor king [their] father” (3.6.46-47). 

Not only do Goneril and Regan violate social standards by exiling their father, but they 

threaten patriarchal hierarchies by encouraging inordinate punishment against the men they 

condemn throughout the play. For example, in response to her husband’s suggestion that Kent 

stay in the stocks until noon, Regan interjects, “Till noon? Till night, my lord, and all night too” 
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(2.2.134-135). Similarly, after Regan urges her husband to hang Gloucester (3.7.4) and Goneril 

instead persuades the Duke to “pluck out [Gloucester’s] eyes” (3.7.5), Regan ensures that her 

husband removes both eyes from Gloucester’s head as opposed to just one (3.7.71). Unlike 

Regan, who encourages physical harm against men, Goneril seeks out inordinate punishment by 

encouraging the usurpation of their roles. Most significantly, Goneril punishes her husband’s 

mildness by demanding a shift of power within the household, declaring, “I must change names 

at home, and give the distaff / Into my husband’s hands” (4.2.17-18). By inciting a shift of 

gender roles in the household, Goneril feminizes her husband to punish him as she claims 

masculine power for herself. For their insistence on inordinate punishment and male 

disempowerment, Goneril and Regan receive criticism from the male characters in the play, 

called unfair “justicers” by the Duke of Albany (4.3.78-80) and admonished by Gloucester for 

their “pupos’d low correction [that] / is such as basest and contemned’st wretches / For pilf’rings 

and most common trespasses” (2.2.142-145). Goneril and Regan’s positions of power thus 

enable them to effectively enforce unjust punishments against their male peers.  

Goneril and Regan’s ability to undermine masculine authority suggests that their access 

to power allows them to disrupt patriarchal standards. The male characters in the play often insist 

that Lear’s allocation of power to his daughters violates natural hierarchies and belittles his 

masculinity. The Fool, for example, constantly criticizes Lear for his redistribution of power, 

analogizing the king to a “hedge-sparrow” who “had its head bit off by its [cuckoo] young” 

(1.4.215-216) and to a snail whose purpose is to “put ‘is head in” his shell, “not to give it away 

to / his daughters, and leave his horns without a case” (1.5.30-31). Not only does the Fool claim 

that empowering Goneril and Regan is unnatural, but argues that doing so ultimately undermines 

Lear’s masculinity, explaining, “thou mad’st / thy daughters thy mothers, for when thou gav’st 
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them / the rod, [thou] put’st down thine own breeches” (1.4.172-174). Lear himself 

acknowledges his insulted masculinity as a result of his daughters’ authority, admitting to 

Goneril, “I am asham’d / That thou hast the power to shake my manhood thus” (1.4.295-296). 

Goneril and Regan therefore earn their empowerment by invalidating masculine authority.  

Additionally, in accordance with the assumed premises of Adler’s Liberation Thesis, 

Goneril and Regan’s newly achieved wealth and power enables them to express and enforce the 

nature of their criminality, allowing their “wrath” to go unchecked as they commit sexual and 

violent offenses (2.3.50-55, 3.7.25-27). When finally confronted by her husband for her reckless 

use of power, Goneril counters, “the laws are mine, not thine; / Who can arraign me for ‘t” 

(5.3.158-159). Goneril and Regan’s access to authority thus enables their criminality and 

threatens patriarchal hierarchies through their ability to usurp and evade male governance. 

Goneril and Regan’s access to power renders them metamorphically deviant according to 

the perspective of fellow characters. Unlike Lady Macbeth, Goneril and Regan do not 

intentionally discard their femininities in order to obtain power or commit crime. Rather, other 

characters eject them from their feminine roles in response to their usurpation of male authority.  

For example, through their initial expulsion of Lear from his throne, Goneril and Regan forfeit 

their feminine statuses as his daughters. Several times throughout the play, Lear rejects Goneril 

as his child, telling her that he has “left a daughter” (1.4.254) and that “we’ll no more meet, no 

more see one another” (2.4.219-220). Lear responds similarly to Regan’s attempts to 

disempower him, threatening to invalidate her existence through a “divorce…from thy mother’s 

tomb” if Regan does not treat him with respect (2.4.131). Goneril and Regan’s sister Cordelia 

similarly rejects them from feminine roles, declaring that the two women are “shame of ladies” 

(4.3.27) in comparison to her own status of ideal femininity (5.3.273-274). Goneril’s husband, 
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the Duke of Albany, also criticizes Goneril and Regan’s deviant identities, claiming that they 

break from their feminine natures through their commission of crime (4.2.31-36). Goneril and 

Regan’s actions, particularly the exile of their father, therefore prompt their familial rejection 

from feminine roles.  

Throughout the play, animalistic and supernatural descriptors reiterate Goneril and 

Regan’s distance from femininity. Characters constantly compare animals, who are considered 

inferior to ideal women (53.307-308), to Goneril and Regan, describing the women as “wolvish,” 

“serpent-like,” “dog-hearted,” “boarish,” and “vultures,” “gilded serpents,” “pelican daughters,” 

“little dogs,” and “tigers, not daughters” (1.4.308, 2.4.135, 2.4.161, 5.8.83, 3.4.75, 3.6.62,4.3.45, 

3.7.57, 4.2.40). Characters also compare Goneril and Regan to negatively connoted figures 

throughout the play such as “degenerate bastard(s),” “marble-hearted fiend(s),” and “unnatural 

hags” (1.4.253, 1.4.259, 2.4.278). Goneril and Regan’s association with animalistic and 

supernatural imagery further removes them from their feminine statuses and analogizes them to 

the “changed and self-cover’d thing(s)” that they are eventually accused of becoming through 

their embrace of criminality. Summarizing the sisters’ abandonment of femininity, Albany 

explains to Goneril: 

I fear your disposition; 

That nature which contemns its origin 

Cannot be bordered certain in itself. 

She that herself will sliver and disbranch  

From her material sap, perforce must wither,  

and come to deadly use. (4.2.31-36) 
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Goneril and Regan’s crimes ultimately eject them from their feminine statuses and facilitate the 

adoption of unfeminine and inhuman ones. Though Goneril and Regan do not intentionally repel 

their femininities, other characters impose masculine identities on to the sisters in response to 

their deviant acts. The play’s ensemble thus identifies Goneril and Regan’s crimes as actions that 

violate womanhood even if the sisters do not alter their bodies to do so themselves. Additionally, 

by rejecting Goneril and Regan from definitions of femininity, the ensemble conforms to Adler’s 

Liberation Thesis in assuming that feminine identities must be removed in order for one to 

access positions of authority and that in turn, positions of authority cause women to develop 

behavior that is more masculine and crime-based.  

Despite their expulsion from femininity, Goneril and Regain retain aspects of their 

womanhood throughout the play that contradicts their depiction as female metamorphosed 

criminals. When conspiring against their father, the sisters benefit from a female solidarity that 

enables them to maintain their positions of authority. When addressing Lear at the beginning of 

the play, both Goneril and Regan insist on their sororal unanimity against their father when he 

attempts to divide them (1.1.69, 2.3.15). When Lear complains to Regan about the injustice of 

Goneril’s efforts to dissolve his train, Regan counters: 

You less know how to value her desert 

Than she to scant her duty…. 

I cannot think my sister in the least 

Would fail her obligation. If, sir, perchance 

She have restrain’d the riots of your followers, 

‘Tis on such grounds and to such wholesome end 

As clears her from all blame. (2.4.138-139, 141-145). 
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Standing up against the father who she pledged subservience to at the beginning of the play, 

Regan not only advocates for Goneril’s actions against Lear, but also explains that Goneril’s 

“wholesome” intentions exonerate her from all guilt, even if she did commit transgressions 

against her father. By defending each other’s decisions to reduce Lear’s power, the sisters 

harness the solidarity of their womanhood in a way that makes them threatening to patriarchal 

authority. 

 In response to Goneril and Regan’s maintenance of feminine identities, the males in the 

play locate their criminality within their bodies. The Fool, for example, explains, “Shalt see 

[Regan] will use thee / kindly, for though she’s as like this as a crab’s like an / apple, yet I can 

tell what I can tell” (1.5.14-16). The Fool reiterates the theory that Regan’s criminality lies in her 

nature when he makes a reference to anthropological criminology, declaring, “And here’s 

another, whose warp’d looks proclaim / What store her heart is made an” (3.6.52-53). Though 

references to Goneril’s flawed nature are far less direct, Lear describes her as a disease of his 

corrupted blood, describing her very body as, “a bile, / A plague sore, or embossed carbuncle” 

(2.4.221-225). Since anthropological criminologists often situated female criminality within 

flawed female bodies, citing physiological immobility, amorality, and women-based illnesses as 

evidence of their inherently deviant natures (Lombroso, 1893; Faith, 2011, p. 41), the critique of 

Goneril and Regan’s dispositions indicates that their criminality is a direct result of their 

femininities. 

 Due to Goneril and Regan’s maintenance of feminine identities, male characters refuse to 

enact revenge upon the sisters despite their criminal behavior. For example, as Regan oversees 

the blinding of Gloucester, Gloucester’s loyal servant declares, “If you did wear a beard upon 

your chin, / I’ld shake it on this quarrel” (3.7.76-77). Similarly, Albany explains to Goneril, “[my 
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hands] are apt enough to dislocate and tear / Thy flesh and bones. Howe’er thou art a fiend, / A 

woman’s shape doth shield thee” (4.2.63-67). The men’s hesitation to retaliate against Goneril 

and Regan suggests that not only do the sisters maintain master statuses of womanhood, but that 

their womanhood protects them from the violence of masculine notions of justice. Their 

femininities therefore offer them a temporary barrier from the severity of their criminal justice 

systems, just as ideal womanhood leads to lighter sentences for women in contemporary criminal 

justice systems (Easteal et al., 2015, p. 38; Morrissey, 2003, p. 130). The judicial leniency 

offered to Goneril and Regan indicates that the villainesses retain aspects of their femininity even 

as they commit crime and that they are able to rely on their femininities to obtain power and 

protect themselves from discipline. The reluctance to punish their femininities indicates that 

Goneril and Regan do not truly metamorphose into masculine criminals throughout the course of 

the play, ultimately positioning them in a liminal space between female embodied and female 

metamorphosed criminalities.  

 The contradictory presentations of Goneril and Regan as female embodied offenders and 

female metamorphosed offenders pushes them into androgynous identities that enable them to 

employ the criminal tendencies of both. As androgynous criminals, Goneril and Regan 

simultaneously weaponize their femininities and break from their femininities as they commit 

crime. When scolding Cordelia for her refusal to satisfy Lear’s ego, the sisters immediately 

establish their hypocritical relationship with obedience that they maintain throughout the play. 

While Regan commands Cordelia to “prescribe not us our duty,” foreshadowing her deviance 

from femininity, Goneril instructs, “Let your study / Be to content your lord… / You have 

obedience scanted, / And well are worth the want that you have wanted” (1.1.275-278). Goneril 

and Regan’s contrasting suggestions about obedience foreshadows their contradictory actions 
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throughout the play in which they sometimes appeal to male authority through their subservience 

and sometimes elect to completely disregard it. Doing so reflects their dual capacity to be 

femininely passive and metamorphically disobedient. Summarizing their ability to maintain both 

feminine and masculine traits through criminality, Lear criticizes his daughter’s sexualities and 

feminine appearance on one half of their bodies while describing their fiendish and monstrous 

presentation on the other half of their bodies (4.6.114-129). Their ability to be both sexually 

liberal, reflecting female embodied criminality, and to also appear as monstrous beings, 

reflecting female metamorphosed criminality, places their bodies in an androgynous and a 

liminal space for which neither form of criminality can completely account. Lear’s use of the 

word “hell” as slang for female genitals further emphasizes their liminality, as it embeds the 

monstrosity of criminality into the passage of the female body. 

Goneril and Regan’s Punishment. 

 The androgynous nature of Goneril and Regan’s criminality warrants punishment that 

sanctions both their feminine and their masculine identities. Goneril and Regan’s presentation as 

female embodied criminals calls for responses that directly discipline their bodies and their 

womanhood. When Lear first realizes the nature of Goneril’s disobedience, not only does he 

invoke nature to “infect her beauty” (2.4.166), but he invokes her to: 

 Suspend thy purpose, if thou didst intend 

To make this creature fruitful. 

Into her womb convey sterility, 

Dry up in her the organs of increase, 

And from her derogate body never spring 

A babe to honor her! If she must teem, 
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Create a child of spleen, that it may live  

And be a thwart disnatur’d torment to her. 

Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth, 

With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks, 

Turn all her mother’s pains and benefits  

To laughter and contempt, that she may feel 

How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is 

To have a thankless child. (1.4.275-288)  

By cursing her with age, sorrow, sterility, and spiteful children, Lear directly invokes 

punishment against qualities that would otherwise make Goneril ideally feminine—youth, 

innocence, muliebrity, and motherhood. Unlike the invocation against Lady Macbeth’s 

femininity, which was intentionally conducted in order for her to become criminal, King Lear 

calls for the inversion of Goneril’s femininity to punish her for her deviance, ultimately aiming 

to destroy that which makes her woman. Similarly, Goneril and Regan’s infighting over Edmund 

at the end of the play directly dissolves their sense of female solidarity, depriving them of the 

collective female identity that is necessary for them to maintain authority (4.7.5-17, 55-69; 

5.3.241). Therefore, when Albany uses “govern” interchangeably with “incarcerate” in reference 

to Goneril, he is instructing his soldiers to restrain her body as they surveil her femininity in a 

way that reflects contemporary punitive norms against women (5.3.163). 

 On the other hand, Goneril and Regan’s presentation as female metamorphosed criminals 

warrants inordinate punishment that is intended to return them to their femininities. After 

witnessing Regan’s blinding of Gloucester and her murder of a servant, a fellow servant declares, 

“if she live long, / And in the end meet the old course of death, / Women will all turn monsters” 
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(3.7.100-102). By suggesting that all women will become monsters if Regan is not punished 

through death, the servant suggests that women will continue to commit crimes if they do not 

fear the response of divine retribution. Therefore, early deaths are necessary for deviant women 

in order to deter others from committing crime. Similarly, when Albany invokes divine justice 

against Goneril and Regan for violating their daughterhood statuses and declares, “Humanity 

must perforce prey on itself, / Like monsters of the deep,” he suggests that humanity must govern 

itself in order to maintain heteronormative standards (4.3.40-49). Inordinate punishment is 

therefore necessary to sanction Goneril and Regan for their metamorphosed criminality due to 

their violations of hierarchical gender norms. 

 The androgynous nature of Goneril and Regan’s punishment leads to a liminal death that 

destroys their gendered criminal identities. Dying offstage in a suicide-homicide that reflects 

their feminine infighting, Goneril and Regan not only die in a way that is inherently criminal but 

are also deprived of the opportunity to redeem themselves in the way that is offered to Edmund 

through his attempt to save Cordelia (5.3.244-245). Their inability to defend their actions or 

honor in death represents the loss of their voice that is evidenced by the loss of their identities—

not only are the sisters’ faces covered when their bodies are brought on stage, literally concealing 

them from the audience, but their names no longer appear after their suicide-homicide, not even 

when a messenger announces their deaths (5.3.243, 5.3.225). Though characters throughout the 

play advocated for the punishment of their femininities and the punishment of their 

masculinities, it is the destruction of the entirety of their identities that remaining characters 

consider the “judgement of the heavens, that… / Touches us not with pity” (5.3.232-233). Since 

Goneril and Regan access and undermine masculine power through their weaponization of their 

femininities and adoption of masculine identities, the play punishes them for each type of 
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criminal and gendered deviance through a complete elimination of their claims to any identity at 

all. 

Queen Tamora 

 Unlike her fellow Shakespearean female violent offenders, Queen Tamora embraces 

motherhood instead of rejecting it. Brought to Rome as a prisoner of war, Tamora first 

encounters the Roman government when they insist on dismembering and sacrificing her eldest 

son. Begging desperately for the preservation of her son’s life, Tamora is clearly the only 

Shakespearean female violent offender who is directly victimized at the beginning of her play. 

However, her immediate pursuit of vengeance prevents her from maintaining an ideal victim 

identity. In response to the murder of her son, Tamora immediately compartmentalizes her grief 

to appeal to be the wife of Emperor Saturninus. Her political ascension to the role of queen 

enables her to enact her revenge on Titus Andronicus, the Roman soldier who encouraged the 

murder of her son despite her protests. Titus’ attack on Tamora’s motherhood incites Tamora’s 

attack against Titus’ fatherhood, and she seeks her revenge by orchestrating the rape and 

mutilation of Titus’ daughter and by arranging the execution of Titus’ sons. In response to her 

criminal agency, Titus murders Tamora’s remaining children and bakes them into a pie that he 

tricks her into eating before he slaughters her onstage. 

Tamora’s achievement of masculine power through weaponized femininity warrants a 

punishment that directly targets her motherhood and eliminates her identity. Her death, violently 

performed onstage, therefore serves as a method of deterrence against women who threaten 

heteronormative standards through criminalities that achieve authority through both feminine and 

masculine means. 

Tamora’s Criminality. 
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 By committing crimes to avenge the death of her child, Tamora retains her motherhood 

throughout the play in a way that other Shakespearean female offenders do not. Unlike Lady 

Macbeth, who directly renounces motherhood in order to commit crime, Queen Tamora 

conspires against Titus purely in pursuit of maternal goals. When the play introduces Tamora as 

a character, it primarily introduces her as a mother when she appeals to parental virtues in order 

to preserve her son’s life (1.1.103-119). When Titus insists on dismembering her son and 

sacrificing him to the gods regardless, Tamora privately promises, “I’ll find a day to massacre 

them all, / And rase their faction and their family, / The cruel father and his traitorous sons, / To 

whom I sued for my dear son’s life” (1.1.449-453). Tamora consistently pursues her maternal 

revenge through all of her crimes in the play, especially when she conspires against Lavinia by 

assuring to her sons, “your mother’s hand shall right your mother’s wrongs” (2.3.121).  

 The inscription of criminality into Tamora’s maternity indicates that her femininity is 

inherently criminal. In fact, the constant exoticization of Tamora’s body suggests that her 

sexuality renders her innately deviant in line with classic criminological theories. According to 

Lombroso, and to many other classic criminologists, the manipulation of sexual autonomy is the 

primary component of female deviance (Klein, 1973, p. 5). The play therefore criminalizes 

Tamora for the sexual mobility of her body. Associated with the “barbarous” and “warlike” 

Goths throughout the play, characters analogize Tamora to goddesses, nymphs, and sirens 

(1.1.28, 2.1.61, 2.1.22-23). Aaron the Moor, Tamora’s adulterous partner, declares that “Venus 

[governs her] desires,” turning her into the “most insatiate and luxurious woman” that Lucius 

accuses her of being later in the play, one whose sexuality is literally threatened by female 

chastity (2.3.30, 5.1.86, 2.3.125-126).  
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Additionally, by embodying the “hue / That [Saturninus] would choose were [he] to 

choose anew,” Tamora’s ethnic difference instills in her the sexual deviance that Lombroso 

allocates to foreign women (1.1.260-261; Lombroso, 1920). In addition to criminalizing women 

for their sexualities, Lombroso (1920) argued that racially minoritized women, particularly third-

world women, are criminal because of their ability to adapt to their environments, connecting 

them to the sexual primitiveness of evolutionary origins (p. 109). Coming from an exoticized 

Gothic background, Tamora’s ethnic identity thus reiterates her sexual deviance. As a result, 

characters further criminalize Tamora’s sexuality when she engages in an adulterous relationship 

with Aaron, whose blackness “doth make [her] honor of his body’s hue, / Spotted, detested, and 

abominable” (2.3.72-74). Committing the crime of adultery with a Black man despite her status 

as queen, characters label Tamora’s deviance as “Rome’s disgrace,” emphasizing the social 

stigma against her liberal and exoticized sexuality (4.1.59-60). The inscription of criminality into 

Tamora’s sexuality and motherhood ultimately makes her femininity inherently deviant.  

 To overcome the limitations of her female embodied criminality, Tamora weaponizes the 

expectations of idealized femininity in order to achieve authority over Rome. As Emperor 

Saturninus considers the acquisition of Tamora as his wife, Tamora insists, “if Saturnine advance 

the Queen of Goths, / She will a handmaid be to his desires, / A loving nurse, a mother to his 

youth” (1.1.330-332). Saturninus immediately rewards Tamora’s promise of subservience with 

her ascension to regality, in which her first of several public acts is to forgive Titus for his 

transgressions against the throne (1.1.428-431, 434-441; 4.4.27-34). Tamora later acknowledges 

the danger of her forgiving and empathetic rhetoric, explaining that her “words [are]…sweet, and 

yet more dangerous…. / I can smooth and fill his aged ears / With golden promises, that… / 

should both ear and heart obey my tongue” (4.4.89-91, 96-99). Claiming that her performance of 
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femininity allows her to “gloze with all,” Tamora also fabricates a narrative of victimization to 

pretend to convince her sons to murder Bassianus and to rape Lavinia (4.4.34-35, 2.3.106, 108, 

112-115). By creating an ideal image around herself through her use of feminine language, 

Tamora maneuvers her way into a position of authority and manipulate those around her to 

respond to her command.  

 In line with the perceived premises of Adler’s Liberation Thesis, Tamora’s position as 

Queen enables her to usurp masculine authority and freely indulge in her cruelty. Upon her 

ascension to the throne, she immediately commands Emperor Saturninus to “be rul’d by me, be 

won at last,” explaining that she “must advise the Emperor for his good” (1.1.442, 1.1.464). Titus 

describes Tamora’s authority over Saturninus as absolute and manipulative, violating the 

patriarchal standards that are demonstrated by the control men have over Lavinia throughout the 

play (4.1.99-100, 2.4.33, 3.1.143, 3.2.36-45). Aaron the Moore describes Tamora’s ascension to 

the throne as a divine promotion that places her “safe out of fortune’s shot…/ Secure of 

thunder’s crack or lightning flash, / Advanc’d above pale envy’s threat’ning reach” (2.1.1-4).  

As Tamora’s regal position shields her from divine punishment, it allows her to both 

advance and punish the criminalities of male characters. When planning Lavinia’s rape with 

Chiron and Demetrius, Aaron insists on consulting Tamora, whose “sacred wit, / To villainy and 

vengeance consecrate… / shall file our engines with advice… / to your wishes’ height advance 

you both” (2.1.120-125). On the other hand, Tamora relies on her status to engage in a cycle of 

revenge with Titus, inserting herself into a process that is usually inhabited by Shakespeare’s 

vindictive men. Not only does Tamora literally personify the archetypical revenge cycle (5.2.30), 

but she also uses the flexibility of her vindictive ability to engage in additional and unnecessary 

acts of cruelty – such as celebrating Titus’ consuming grief (5.1.118-120) and “[feeding] his 
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brain-sick humors” (5.2.71). Tamora’s embrace of cruelty is described sharply by Lavinia when, 

as she recognizes Tamora’s involvement in organizing her rape, declares, “barbarous Tamora, / 

no name fits thy nature but thy own” (2.3.118-119). Her ability to engage in violent behavior as 

Queen exemplifies the premises of Adler’s Liberation Thesis in that her promotion to an 

assertive sociopolitical position enables her to exhibit behavior that is more masculine and 

crime-based. 

 Though the play situates much of Tamora’s criminality in her femininity, her luxuriation 

in cruelty prompts her exclusion from definitions of womanhood. The only Shakespearean 

female criminal labeled as a “murderer” within her play (2.3.78), Queen Tamora achieves a first-

degree criminal status that prompts other characters to cite her female metamorphosed 

criminality as the cause. When attempting to persuade Chiron and Demetrius to disobey their 

mother’s violent orders, Lavinia explains, “the milk thou suck’st from her did turn to marble, / 

Even at thy teat thou hadst thy tyranny” (2.3.145-146). According to Lavinia’s construction of 

Tamora’s criminality, the stoppage of motherhood within Tamora’s body causes her to lose the 

feminine pity that would be required of her to advocate against Lavinia’s rape, despite the fact 

that Tamora still “bearest a woman’s face” while encouraging the crime (2.3.136, 147, 157 162). 

Instead, Tamora encourages her sons to “use [Lavinia] as you will, / The worse to her, the better 

lov’d of me,” perpetrating directly against Lavinia’s femininity (2.3.166-167; 4.1.44-45). Before 

she is silenced for the rest of the play, Lavinia, responds, “No grace? No womanhood? Ah, 

beastly creature / The blot and enemy to our general name! Confusion fall—” (2.3.182-184). 

Criticizing Tamora’s intragender antagonism, Lavinia not only rejects Tamora from definitions 

of womanhood but also positions Tamora in direct opposition to definitions of womanhood. 

Lavinia’s vilification of Tamora “makes evident the severity of [Tamora’s] sins against 
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heteropatriarchal society”—the fact that Tamora’s crimes are against another woman makes 

them more severe than the crimes of Shakespearean men because she not only aberrates her 

motherhood and womanhood, but also poses a threat to ideal, innocent women whom the 

patriarchy claims to protect through domesticity (Morrissey, 2003, p. 145). By participating in 

intragender violent crime, Tamora reflects that she can only cling to masculine power through a 

conformity to masculine norms, ultimately maintaining the power of the patriarchy. As Lavinia 

is the first and most severe target of Tamora’s rage, her mutilation suggests that the most tragic 

victims of female crime are other women. Since Lavina is the character in the play who is most 

vulnerable to victimization due to her treatment as a possessed and transacted item (1.1.52, 

1.1.234-242, 1.1.399, 2.3.41, 2.3.79), the spectacle of her victimization magnifies the severity of 

Tamora’s transgressions against her, ultimately discouraging women from deviating from 

heteronormative standards in their intentions to commit crime. Lavinia’s conflation of the term 

“confusion” with “destruction” emphasizes the text’s warning about violating heteronormativity, 

as it acknowledges the liminality of Tamora’s gendered position that will inevitably and 

ultimately destroy her. 

Tamora’s Punishment. 

 Tamora’s simultaneous weaponization and rejection of her femininity warrants a 

punishment that disciplines both gendered processes through an elimination of her identity. 

Throughout the play, Tamora’s cultural origins dissolve as she gradually integrates into Roman 

hierarchies. Though race and ethnicity are not aspects of identity that my research has the ability 

to effectively analyze, the elimination of Tamora’s cultural affiliations reflects and predicts a 

devastating loss of her individuality as punishment for her crimes. After absorbing Tamora into 

the Roman government, Emperor Saturninus quickly reduces her to a possession, explaining that 
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he “will use [her] nobly” and “Princely shall be [her] usage in every way” (1.1.258-260, 266). As 

they objectify her, the Romans also deliberately remove Tamora from her cultural identity. 

Immediately after Tamora’s imprisonment, Titus instructs her to “clean up, fair queen, that 

cloudy countenance…. Let not discontent / Daunt all your hopes. Madam, [Saturninus] comforts 

you / Can make you greater than the Queen of Goths” (1.1.263, 267-269). Immediately told that 

her Roman status is superior to her Gothic status, Tamora’s assimilation seems profitable to her 

when she explains to Titus, “I am incorporate in Rome, / A Roman now adopted happily” 

(1.1.462-463). However, entering into Roman culture only after being apprehended among spoils 

of war, Tamora must relinquish all ties to her Gothic nationality in order to successfully achieve 

autonomy as the wife of Emperor Saturninus. Her gradual distancing from her Gothic roots 

charts her disintegration of national identity throughout the play until she is finally at war with 

the people she once ruled (3.2.298-299, 5.1.16). The loss of Tamora’s nationalistic identity that 

serves as a backdrop for the war between her two nations places Tamora between two 

oppositional statuses on a spectrum of identity that continually dissolves. The erosion of 

Tamora’s national identity suggests that despite the power she achieves through criminality in 

Rome, her position as an authoritative figure in a sphere that is not her own ultimately eliminates 

her ties to identity. The extermination of Tamora’s identity through ethnicity replicates and 

predicts the extermination of Tamora’s identity through gender. 

 Tamora’s onstage punishment eliminates her claims to identity by directly inverting her 

femininity and erasing her body from the world of the play. When Titus deceives Tamora into 

eating her children in the form of a pie, literally sending them back into the body from which 

they came, he directly punishes Tamora’s female embodied criminality by inverting her 

identification with motherhood (5.2.190-191, 5.3.61-62). However, Titus also punishes Tamora 
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for her deviations from womanhood through the performance of her death, stabbing Tamora with 

a dagger at a dinner party and in front of the play’s audience. Emphasizing the spectatorship 

around Tamora’s death (“witness my knive’s sharp point,” 5.3.63), and appealing to the public as 

the primary jury (5.3.125, 128, 135, 140), the play establishes a warning for all women who 

deviate from their femininities by engaging in masculine cycles of crime, subjecting them to 

punishments that will be as severe and as visual as punishments for men. The imposition of 

cannibalism as a part of Tamora’s punishment means that her death is inherently criminal as 

well. Through Titus’ performed execution of Queen Tamora, he disciplines both her femininity 

and her masculinity in a way that criminalizes her even in her death. The double punishment of 

double deviance leads to an erasure of Tamora’s claims to any identity at all. For even though 

her death is performed onstage, we know that her body will no longer exist in the world of the 

play: “As for that ravenous tiger Tamora…/ throw her forth to beasts and birds of prey; / Her life 

was beastly and devoid of pity, / And being dead, let birds on her take pity” (5.3.195-200). 

Tamora’s death is therefore a punishment that erases her claims to identity despite the gendered 

liminality of her criminal existence. 
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Conclusion 

Findings 

 The female villainesses of Shakespeare’s tragedies all suffer from deaths that attack their 

gender identities, manipulate the public gaze, and permanently criminalize their bodies. My 

study found that Shakespearean female violent offenders are disciplined for their gendered 

liminality with inordinate punishment that eliminates their identities from the world of their 

plays. Despite the historical and geographical dissonance between Shakespeare and 

contemporary criminal justice systems, it is essential to study the depictions and treatment of 

Shakespeare’s female violent offenders in order to understand the liminality that current modes 

of thought impose upon the bodies of female violent offenders.  

My research found that Shakespearean female offenders employ two types of classic 

female criminalities: female embodied criminality and female metamorphosed criminality. In 

each of Shakespeare’s tragedies, male characters attribute the criminality of female offenders to 

their bodies through motherhood, sexuality, biological atavisms, and female solidarity. Each of 

the women also weaponize their femininities to achieve social power and orchestrate crime – 

Lady Macbeth and Queen Tamora serve as supportive wives to ascend to the throne and promote 

murder and rape while Goneril and Regan rely on feminine subservience to convince their father 

to offer them the governance and ultimately exile him from the kingdom and commit their own 

legal infractions. However, as Shakespeare’s female villainesses manipulate their femininities to 

commit crime, so, too do they discard their femininities in order to achieve masculine statuses. 

Each of the female perpetrators actively invert the feminine in their bodies or invert the 

expectations of female gender norms in order to commit crime, ultimately expelling themselves 

from the bounds of womanhood as a result. Their disposal of femininity enables them to occupy 



CRIMINALIZATION OF FEMALE VIOLENT OFFENDERS 
 

81 

and usurp male positions of authority, often eroding the masculinity of their husbands or their 

fathers as a result. However, their retention of feminine traits throughout the duration of the 

play—daughterhood, motherhood, objectification, solidarity, judicial leniency, second-degree 

status—prevent them from every truly abandoning their feminine identities for masculine ones. 

Regardless, their abilities to absorb masculine authority through their occupation of masculine 

traits and to weaponize their female criminalities to obtain such authority places Shakespearean 

female offenders in liminal positions where they employ androgynous gender processes in order 

to access sociopolitical power.  

In response to their androgynous criminalities, Shakespearean social systems punish 

female violent offenders with methods that inherently govern both their femininities and their 

masculinities. The plays respond to female embodied criminality by punishing the offenders with 

hysteria, medicalization, sterilization, infighting, infanticide, and spectatorship. On the other 

hand, the plays respond to female metamorphosed criminality by punishing the offenders with 

animalizing language, divine retribution, and the removal of feminine labels (ex. “daughter,” 

“sister”). The androgyny of their criminalities warrants androgyny of their punishments as well –  

Lady Macbeth succumbs to female hysteria, but does so by committing suicide, a first-degree 

offense; Queen Tamora consumes her children, inverting her femininity, but also dies onstage 

via sword, acknowledging her participation in a masculine revenge cycle; Goneril murders her 

sister via poison, cementing her feminine infighting, but commits suicide via knife, selecting a 

masculine weapon to end her life. The competing gendered punishments besiege the body of the 

female criminal with inordinate discipline that ultimately destroys her identity.  

The offstage deaths of Lady Macbeth (whose suicide is inconclusive) and Goneril and 

Regan (whose faces are covered when their bodies are brought onstage) are all concealed from 
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the audience in a way that not only depersonalizes them, but also prevents their narratives from 

being questioned or examined in the context of the plays’ greater plotline. On the other hand, 

though Tamora’s onstage death reflects the spectatorship that surrounds those who engage in 

masculine revenge cycles, her abandonment to the birds indicates that her body will disappear 

without acknowledgement soon after the curtain closes.  

Despite the disappearance of their identities, all of the Shakespearean female offenders 

are punished in ways that are inherently criminal. Lady Macbeth’s suicide, Goneril and Regan’s 

suicide-homicide, and Queen Tamora’s cannibalism are all actions that are embedded in 

criminality. The criminal nature of their deaths ultimately immortalizes their bodies in crime and 

deprives them of the opportunity to defend themselves in the worlds of the play. The permanence 

of their criminal bodies indicates that female violent offenders cannot escape the retribution of 

inordinate punishment in their attempts to access masculine power whether they employ or reject 

their femininities to do so. The punishment for deviant women will be a complete elimination of 

their identities all the same. 

Limitations 

 The largest limitation of my study is perhaps the belief that Shakespearean literature 

cannot inform and predict current criminological norms. Considering that Shakespeare’s plays 

were written in London in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it is certainly difficult to 

conceptualize how Shakespeare’s concept of criminal justice is compatible with contemporary 

systems. However, Shakespeare’s agreement with criminological theories prior to their 

appearance suggests that his notions of crime reflect the unconscious perceptions of deviance 

that ultimately founded modern criminological thought (Time, 1999, p. ix). The consistency, 

intensity, and skepticism with which Shakespeare explores crime and the connections he draws 
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between crime and society make him particularly relevant to the criminologist, even centuries 

after the publication of his work (Wilson, 2014, p. 110). The fictional world of his plays allows 

researchers to overlook the specificity of European laws during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries and rather investigate and apply the patterns of thought that inspired and governed 

Shakespeare’s writing. The relevance of his plays to criminology makes his female violent 

offenders exemplary case studies of a social phenomenon that current criminologists consistently 

fail to capture. 

Implications 

 Understanding the mutual relationship between Shakespeare and criminology is essential 

in order to recognize the agency of female violent offenders. The Shakespearean female criminal 

is inordinately punished for her employment of androgynous criminalities. While punishing her 

for embodied criminality places deviance right into her very body, punishing her for 

metamorphosed criminality assumes that she must discard her female identity in order to achieve 

social autonomy. However, considering that Shakespearean female violent offenders only 

become first-degree criminals when they are killed from the play, they are metamorphically 

punished for attempting to achieve social freedom that they can never truly access. By punishing 

female violent offenders for simultaneously employing and discarding their femininities, 

Shakespearean criminal justice systems place them liminal positions that neither their femininity 

nor their masculinity can help them escape. The imposition of gendered double punishment 

ultimately destroys their identities from the worlds of their plays. 

 The elimination of female criminal identities not only indicates that Shakespearean social 

systems lack institutions that can conceptualize actions of female deviance, but that those 

institutions cannot conceptualize female deviance because they fear the potential for female 
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violent offenders to usurp social hierarchies. The power achieved by each of Shakespeare’s 

villainesses undermined the authority of their male superiors. In accordance with my hypothesis, 

the inordinate response to women’s deviance reflects a societal tendency to thrust the criminal 

woman back into her space of domesticity, correcting her identity according to patriarchal 

standards. For in the world of Shakespeare, nothing threatens heteronormative standards like the 

ambition of a woman who not only adopts masculine traits to rebel against her role, but who 

weaponizes her inherent femininity in order to manipulate her way into a role of empowerment. 

Attacking and eliminating female embodied criminality and female metamorphosed criminality 

enables patriarchal institutions to prevent any gender identity from rebelling against the status of 

domesticity that women are confined to. 

 However, by acknowledging that Shakespearean female violent offenders employ both 

types of gendered criminality, we offer them a sense of agency that empowers her to cling on to 

an identity even after punitive institutions attempt to force her into the shadows of the play. 

Despite the gendered liminality of both her criminality and her discipline, her status of autonomy 

allows her to continue to rebel against the inordinate punishment that criminalizes her body even 

after death. Failing to recognize her ability to weaponize her criminality perpetually confines her 

to a criminal liminality that allows her excessive punishment to be theatrically unseen and 

institutionally patriarchal. Without an acknowledgement of her agency, the Shakespearean 

female criminal disappears into the liminal body that her “unsex me here” speech infamously 

confines her to. 
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