Module 9 Macbeth: Natural Masculinity/Femininity 
Are there characteristics that we can assume are "natural" to gender, masculine or feminine? Pick one gender and propose one or more characteristics that seem to you to be fundamental to masculine or feminine human beings.

Please also read the postings by other students and comment on at least one of them.

 

Post your response as a "reply" to this post. If you are responding to another student's post, please click on that message and post your reply.

Even though the champion of the feminist movement, Gloria Steinem, stated that men and women are exactly the same, we still live in a world that uses language like “wear the pants in the family” and “act like a girl.”  Hence, modern readers of Macbeth can relate to the gender roles examined in the play, especially the stereotypical female qualities of passivity, emotion, caretaking, and sensitivity. Like Ryan Dau said in his previous posting, Lady Macbeth calls attention to the stereotypes by playing against our expectations – gender bending.  While many argue that Lady Macbeth bucks the great chain of being by taking on masculine qualities, I would argue even further that she loses all gender and becomes almost inhuman, disturbing the social order not by one step but by many – a very “unnatural” shift. 


The key lines “unsex me here, and fill me from the crown to the toe top-full of direst cruelty” (I.v.48-50) suggest not that she become a man but that she is “unsexed” -no sex, that she gives up any human qualities of compassion or feeling. She continues to say, “Come to my woman’s breasts and take my milk for gall” (I.v.54-55) showing again that she wants to replace her milk of human kindness not with a phallic part, but with evil. If there is one “natural” quality of all women, it is the ability to give birth, but we know from Mcduff that “[Macbeth and Lady Macbeth] have no children”(IV.iii. 255) and if she had, she would “have plucked [her] nipple from his boneless gums and dashed the brains out” (I.vii. 65-66). Again, it seems that her inability to nurture is not masculine but plain inhumane. With all the fertile garden imagery in the play, she is much more like the snake in Eden rather than Eve.


In contrast to Lady Macbeth, the other female characters are perfect foils. Lady Macduff is the consummate protective nurturer who like “the poor wren (the most diminutive of birds) will fight, her young ones in her nest, against the owl” (IV.ii.11-13). Not only is it female instinct to take care of her young, Lady Macduff claims it is human instinct as we see her chastising her husband for leaving “his wife” and “babes” and lacking “the natural touch” (IV.ii. 11). She is not accusing him of being a typical man but of being inhumane and not doing what should come naturally to all parents.


The Weird Sisters are also an interesting comparison to Lady Macbeth in that they too are a doubling (or tripling) of her equivocal gender. Upon meeting the Sisters, Macbeth claims, “You should be women, and yet your beards forbid me to interpret that you are so” (I.iii.47-49). According to Susan Snyder’s “Macbeth: A Modern Perspective” in my Folgers Edition of the text, “The Weird Sisters… remain undefined” while Marjorie Garber in Shakespeare After All claims the Sister’s world is “nonhuman and antihuman.” Garber continues to say “The witches’ landscape, the blasted heath, is, typically for Shakespeare, a geographical counterpart of their characters: a wasteland, windswept, empty, unfruitful, uninhabited, inhuman” (698). The Sisters like Lady Macbeth are not females playing male parts but stripped away of all gender rendering them human-less. 


In the end, we have to remember that men played all the female characters on the Elizabethan stage, which calls into question the naturalness of any gender. Shakespeare might be asking us to see gender as an act or a performance rather than a natural state.

