LESSON:  More Themes in Shakespeare’s Macbeth
APPEARANCE VS REALITY:  
Characters who are duplicitous in nature put on appearances in order to deceive the public.  For example, Lady Macbeth puts on the appearance of being innocent and instructs her husband to do the same thing, specifically to put on the appearance of innocence prior to (as they plan the regicide) and after they have murdered King Duncan.  (Lady Macbeth’s words to Macbeth: “Your hand, your tongue. Look like th’ innocent flower, / But be the serpent under’t” – Her words epitomize this theme of appearance vs reality/duplicity). The term regicide = killing of a king.

PASSION VS REASON:

Reason is the ability to use the power of one’s mind to use logic when thinking in order to comprehend and form sound judgments – the ability to be rational in thought, and hence in action. 

Passion is emotion that is strong and difficult to control, whether it be obsessive love, extreme anger, greed/excessive ambition, excessive fear, etc., and consequently one should use reasoning ability in order to achieve balance between passion and reason, and hence avoid irrational decisions that can lead to tragedy/difficulty/hardship.  Macbeth makes the irrational decision of killing his cousin, the benevolent King Duncan, which results in tragedy for King Duncan, for Macbeth’s trusted friend Banquo, for Lady Macbeth, for Macbeth himself, as well as many other Scottish people (like Macduff’s family). 
Macbeth struggles to achieve this balance between passion and reason, and he ultimately gives into his passion for the throne (he desires to be King of Scotland).  Initially, we see a Macbeth who presents reasoning ability when he states that he should not be killing King Duncan, a king who rewards him & treats him well, a king who is benevolent and loved by the public, a king who is his cousin, a king whom Macbeth hosts in his home.  However, as Macbeth’s greed (“vaulting ambition” as Macbeth calls it), in other words his passion/desire for kingship, intensifies, his reasoning ability diminishes, which culminates in his irrational decision to kill his benevolent King Duncan.  Important to Note:  Lady Macbeth also gives into her greed/her passion for the throne.  She encourages Macbeth to follow through with the regicide/killing King Duncan, and she plans the murder of King Duncan that Macbeth executes.  Lady Macbeth is the mastermind of the murder, and Macbeth is the “hitman”.  

Ego/Hubris (leads to downfall):

Macbeth’s ego/hubris, specifically his notion that he is invincible results in irrational choices, which in turn culminate in suffering and downfall.  The witches further feed Macbeth’s ego by telling him he will be king.  We see Macbeth’s excessive ego & ambitious pride early on in the play from moments on the battlefield where he looks to “shine” and reign victorious (we also see quite the vicious soldier in Macbeth) to moments where King Duncan awards him with the additional title of “Thane of Cawdor”.  Macbeth’s excessive ego/ambitious pride leads him to believe he is “great” & “invincible” and his desire for “greatness” is insatiable.  Macbeth’s ego also clouds his reasoning/analytical ability.  When he visits the witches a second time later in the play, his excessive ego/hubris keeps him from reasoning/analyzing the double meaning in the apparitions’ words, specifically Macbeth cannot analyze the figurative meaning of the apparitions’ paradoxes, and hence only interprets literally because his ego/excessive pride leads him to believe he cannot be defeated (Witches say he won’t be defeated until Birnam wood comes to Macbeth’s castle – Macbeth feels trees can’t walk, so he is invincible. He fails to interpret the figurative meaning, specifically that Birnam wood can come to his castle if soldiers cut branches from this Birnam forest). Consequently, Macbeth’s excessive ego/hubris, his convictions of his own “greatness”/ invincibility (Macbeth = megalomaniac) and his greed for power, keep him from entertaining weakness or any thoughts of defeat. 

Ancient Greek tragedy revolved around the notion of hubris/excessive ego & ambitious pride and how such traits can result in the downfall of even a hero.  To Greeks, such arrogance could be severely punished by vengeance. One could pity the fall of the hero due to a tragic flaw (hamartia), however the tragic hero shouldn’t necessarily be forgiven.  Therefore, Greek tragedy often resulted in a bleak ending.  Conversely, Christian tragedy (like Shakespeare even though he alludes to Greek literary works and convictions) often results in some hope even if marginal (ex., Scotland cured of diseased tyrant Macbeth when a proper & rightful ruler, Malcolm, takes his place). In Shakespeare’s Macbeth we see an allusion to the Christian Genesis story where the fall of man is based on a man persuaded by his wife {allusion to Adam &Eve story, since Macbeth, although initially greedy, is persuaded by his wife}.  Also in Christian tragedies, redemption is possible (Macbeth never chooses to redeem himself) for those who sin.  

REVENGE:

This theme of revenge is ever-present through King Duncan’s son Malcolm & Macduff. Malcolm (the rightful heir to the throne of Scotland) wants revenge, since Macbeth murdered his father King Duncan.  In addition, a noble lord, Macduff, wants to avenge the murder of his wife and children done by Macbeth, and consequently, it is Macduff who satisfies his revenge craving by beheading Macbeth in helping to restore order to Scotland, and helping the rightful heir to the Scottish throne, Malcolm, to become King. 

Fortune/Fate & Free Will:
Fortune = Chance 

Ancient literary references often allude to the Goddess of Fortune who holds a wheel of fortune, and therefore life is like a lottery where humans are sometimes at the top of the wheel (all is well) and sometimes at the bottom of the wheel (where all is not well).  A human could rise to the top of the wheel, but could only enjoy being at the top for a short while, since life can result in swings up or down at any time, and hence one could come crashing down even if at the very top of the wheel of fortune/at “top” moments in life (ex., Macbeth comes crashing down even though he is King of Scotland).

Fate = Something that is fixed.
Fate is something predetermined by one’s destiny, and hence one can argue it is Macbeth’s fate to become king. The witches in Macbeth represent this concept of fate when they assert Macbeth will be king in addition to Thane of Cawdor & Thane of Glamis.  Macbeth’s fate might be that he is destined to be king, but how he becomes king is a matter of fortune, or choice/chance based on his own free will (also Christian drama concept). 

NOTE: In Macbeth, we see a melange of the theme of fate & fortune.  Fate might dictate what is destined to be (witches predict Macbeth will be king), but how destiny comes about is a matter of chance/Macbeth’s free will and decisions based on his free will. 
NOTE:   REVISIT PREVIOUS THEME LESSON ON NATURAL ORDER THEME & READ ALONGSIDE THIS ADDITIONAL NOTE ON NATURAL ORDER:

 Natural order on a microcosm level (ex., order in family on Earth) and Natural Order on a macrocosm level (ex., order in a kingdom that reflects divinity). Does Macbeth defy Natural Order on a microcosm and macrocosm level?  Yes, since he kills his family member, specifically his cousin King Duncan, and hence goes against family bonds that are natural. Moreover, Macbeth disrupts Natural Order on a macrocosm level by ascertaining the crown via killing King Duncan (committing regicide, which is considered unnatural) when the crown should go, naturally, to King Duncan’s heir to the throne, Duncan’s eldest son Malcolm.  Many people in this play, such as King Duncan, Banquo, Lady Macduff & her children, Lady Macbeth, as well as Macbeth himself, die due to Macbeth going against natural order, the Divine Right of Kings, as well as Macbeth destroying natural family bonds by killing his cousin King Duncan.  Also a part of macrocosm natural order is that a king cannot abdicate (step down from) his throne (like in King Lear where Lear abdicates his throne to retire early) and one should NOT commit regicide (the killing of a king), since a king is put on Earth by a “higher power”/a divine being. 
Nature:

Nature also is a key theme in Macbeth, specifically nature being disrupted.  In this play Macbeth, we have violent earthquakes, tempests (storms), and darkness when it should be day after regicide (after Macbeth murders the King).  Darkness during the day symbolizes that Macbeth has gone against natural order by committing regicide (killing King Duncan), and consequently, Macbeth’s unnatural act of regicide (going against the Divine Right of Kings, which asserts that kings must rule until natural death) disrupts nature.   People in Shakespeare’s time believed that actions on Earth (= microcosm) are connected to the Universe (macrocosm), and hence disruption on Earth culminates in disruption in nature. This conviction (belief) means that if one disrupts natural order on Earth, the Universe is disrupted and a disruption in nature transpires (like it being night even though it should be day during the morning where Duncan’s regicide is discovered)   Also, Scotland during Macbeth’s rule is in a “sick/diseased” state, since Macbeth goes against the Divine Right of Kings & family bonds when he kills his cousin King Duncan and disrupted nature reflects Macbeth’s disruption of natural order. 
Gender Roles:

With respect to gender roles, Lady Macbeth might appear delicate to the point where males think she might faint at the news of King Duncan’s murder, however we are privy to inside information that Lady Macbeth is in fact aggressive.  She is the one who plans the regicide and tells Macbeth to act like a “a man” in order to follow through with their plan to murder King Duncan.  She calls Macbeth a frightened child when he says he no longer wants to “proceed in this business” and when he returns frightened after murdering King Duncan.    Macbeth asserts that Lady Macbeth is masculine to the point where she will only provide him with male children when they procreate.  Important to note is that Lady Macbeth asserts that she knows what it is like to breastfeed (which implies they had and lost a child, since no child of theirs is present in the play) and that she would abruptly stop breastfeeding her own child and harm it by dashing its brains out (Act 1, Scene 7) her child (if she had one) if it meant that she could be queen (some scholars believe this scene is a reference to the ruthless “virgin” Queen Elizabeth the first who did anything to ascertain and maintain her position as queen.  When Lady Macbeth asks the spirits to “unsex” her in Act 1, Scene 5, she means she wants to be as masculine as possible and filled with “direst cruelty” for head to toe in order to embody the necessary aggression and cruelty necessary to follow through with the regicide, since Macbeth is “too full of the milk of human kindness” (Act 1, Scene 5). On many occasions, she tells Macbeth that he is not man enough and needs to assert himself as a man, and hence follow through with regicide (she manipulates Macbeth to feel less manly - manipulation and the power of labelling is another key theme). Lady Macbeth is the dominant one in her marriage to Macbeth, and hence traditional gender roles of Shakespeare’s time are reversed. 
