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Abstract

Shakespeare’s Macbeth (written around 1606) is one of the most powerful stories about unchecked ambition and
how it can destroy a person’s soul. Created during the reign of King James I, who was fascinated by witchcraft
and the idea of divine kingship, the play shows the devastating results when a noble warrior abandons his morals
to gain absolute power. At its heart, Macbeth tells a tragic story of a man who falls from honor to tyranny.
Macbeth starts as a respected hero but is drawn in by a prophecy and his wife’s ruthless drive. Every violent act
he commits from killing King Duncan to the slaughter of Macduff’s family, doesn’t just help him hold onto power;
it also speeds up his mental and moral breakdown. Shakespeare shows power not as a reward, but as a poison
that isolates, distorts, and ultimately destroys the person who wields it. The play can be understood through
Michel Foucault’s ideas about power and control, which reveal how Macbeth’s rvise to power actually traps and
enslaves him. Power isn 't just something you have; it’s something you have to constantly perform, often through
violence. This article explores how Shakespeare links power, violence, and moral decay, showing that Macbeth is
not just a story about ambition, but about the collapse of identity, the gradual destruction of conscience through
repeated acts of violence done in the name of power. Through close reading and critical theory, the article argues
that the play remains a timeless warning about how tyranny dehumanizes those who seek to rule.

Keywords: Macbeth, Shakespeare, ambition, tyranny, moral philosophy, tragic hero, political
violence

1. Introduction

It is widely recognized that Shakespeare's Macbeth (1606) occupies a central place in the canon
of English literature as one of the most powerful dramatizations of ambition, tyranny, and
moral ruin. There is a growing interest in examining how Shakespeare constructs the
psychology of power and its destructive consequences on human conscience. The current paper
investigates the intricate relationship between power, violence, and moral decline as portrayed
through the tragic trajectory of Macbeth who was once an honorable soldier who surrenders
his humanity in pursuit of absolute authority. This research aims to explore Shakespeare's
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Macbeth as a literary text that goes far beyond a simple tale of political ambition. Written
during the Jacobean era under the reign of King James I; a monarch deeply preoccupied with
divine kingship and witchcraft; the play reflects urgent anxieties about legitimate rule, loyalty,
and the moral order of society. This work sets out to evaluate how every act of violence
Macbeth commits does not merely serve his political goals, but systematically erodes his moral
identity, rendering him unrecognizable by the play's conclusion.

The purpose of this study is to apply a multi-theoretical lens — drawing on Aristotelian tragic
theory, Foucauldian notions of power, and psychoanalytic frameworks — to analyze how
Shakespeare dramatizes the collapse of moral agency. Recent studies have shown that while
Macbeth has been widely examined through the lens of ambition and fate, fewer studies have
adequately integrated the interconnected forces of power, violence, and moral deterioration as
a unified, self-reinforcing cycle within the text. Despite extensive research on Macbeth, little
is known about how the progressive nature of violence functions as both a symptom and a
cause of Macbeth's moral decline — rather than merely a dramatic device. Previous studies
have not adequately addressed the way in which each transgression psychologically conditions
Macbeth for the next, creating an irreversible downward spiral that Shakespeare constructs
with deliberate moral precision. This thesis attempts to determine whether violence in Macbeth
operates as a narrative of inevitable collapse or as a series of conscious moral choices. This
research aims to fill this critical gap by offering a close textual analysis grounded in literary
and philosophical theory. The significance of this study lies in its relevance beyond literature
speaking to timeless questions about how power corrupts, how violence desensitizes, and how
moral identity can be dismantled choice by choice.

1.1 Background of the Study

Violence in Macbheth goes beyond physical acts. it symbolizes the moral and psychological
breakdown of the characters. From the first battle scenes to the brutal killings of Duncan,
Banquo, and Macduff’s family, violence drives the story forward. At first, Macbeth’s violence
is heroic, earning him praise as a brave warrior, however once ambition takes over, his actions
turn into treachery and ruthless tyranny. Every violent deed deepens the cycle of bloodshed,
showing that power gained through murder must be maintained by even more cruelty. In the
end, violence is both the tool Macbeth uses to rise and the cause of his fall, highlighting
Shakespeare’s message that unchecked brutality only leads to chaos and destruction. When the
play begins, Macbeth is a noble and loyal soldier admired for his bravery and dedication to
Scotland. But the witches’ prophecy awakens a dangerous ambition in him, and his wife, Lady
Macbeth, pushes him to betray his moral values. At first, Macbeth hesitates, showing that his
conscience is still intact. However, after murdering Duncan, he steadily sinks into tyranny.
Consumed by paranoia, he orders the deaths of Banquo and Macduff’s family, losing all
humanity in the process. The man once called “valiant” becomes a ruthless dictator, feared
rather than respected. His moral downfall shows how ambition, when separated from ethics,
can corrupt even the noblest people.

Ambition is the main force driving the tragedy of Macbeth. The witches plant the idea of
kingship in Macbeth’s mind, but it’s his own hunger for power that pushes him to act. Lady
Macbeth fuels this ambition, urging him to kill to seize the crown. But once Macbeth becomes
king, his ambition doesn’t stop—it turns into an obsession, leading him to eliminate anyone he
sees as a threat. This relentless drive isolates him, destroys his relationship with Lady Macbeth,
and throws Scotland into chaos. Ultimately, ambition becomes self-destructive, as Macbeth’s
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quest for total power leads to his death. Shakespeare presents ambition as a double-edged sword
which can inspire greatness but can also be fatal if it’s not controlled by morality.

Ralph Goldswain highlights that Macbeth captures the violent spirit of Jacobean drama, where
brutality is central, not accidental. The play starts with war and continues with murders and
bloodshed, making violence both a spectacle and a key theme. Goldswain points out that
violence in Macbeth is cyclical—each act of bloodshed leads to another. This cycle shows how
power gained through violence must be maintained by more violence, driving ambition and
tyranny forward. Amit Roy, in his study Ambition and Its Consequences: A Study of Macbeth,
argues that ambition is the destructive core of the play. While the witches spark the desire for
power, it’s Macbeth’s own insatiable hunger fueled by Lady Macbeth’s manipulation that leads
him to kill Duncan. Roy emphasizes that ambition blinds Macbeth to right and wrong, pushing
him to commit worse and worse crimes. His guilt, hallucinations, and paranoia show how
ambition destroys both personal integrity and political stability, ultimately leading to his
downfall.

Miladinovi¢ (2019) offers a different view, suggesting that Macbeth’s moral corruption isn’t
just about evil nature but also social and historical pressures. She points to Macbeth’s
soliloquies and relationships to show that guilt and fear, rather than pure malice, drives his
descent. His downfall is seen more as a psychological unraveling than a fate he was destined
to face.

1.2 Rational of the Study

Despite being one of Shakespeare's most frequently analyzed tragedies, Macbeth continues to
generate critical debate because of its complex representation of power, violence, and moral
corruption. Existing studies have extensively examined themes such as ambition, fate,
kingship, gender, and the supernatural; however, relatively less attention has been paid to the
dynamic relationship among power, violence, and moral decline as an interconnected process
rather than as separate thematic concerns (Hall, 2025; Kermode, 2025). Most critical
discussions identify ambition as the principal cause of Macbeth's downfall, yet they often
overlook how the acquisition and preservation of power gradually normalize violence and
accelerate the deterioration of moral consciousness.

The need for this study emerges from the observation that Shakespeare presents Macbeth's
transformation as a gradual ethical collapse rather than an immediate descent into evil. At the
beginning of the play, Macbeth is portrayed as a respected warrior whose actions are guided
by loyalty and honor. However, once he chooses to pursue power through violence, each
subsequent crime becomes easier to commit and increasingly difficult to justify morally.
Duncan's murder leads to the assassination of Banquo, which is followed by the slaughter of
Macduff's family and the widespread oppression of Scotland. Shakespeare thus constructs
violence not merely as a means of achieving political goals but as a destructive force that
reshapes Macbeth's identity and weakens his moral judgment. Recent studies similarly argue
that tyranny in Macbeth develops through an escalating cycle of fear, insecurity, and violence
that ultimately consumes both the ruler and the state (Hall, 2025). Another important
justification for this study lies in the continuing relevance of Shakespeare's exploration of
power and morality. Contemporary societies continue to grapple with questions concerning
political authority, ethical leadership, abuse of power, and the consequences of violence. The
play demonstrates how the pursuit of authority without moral restraint can distort human
judgment and erode personal responsibility. Gray (2023) argues that Shakespeare's tragedies
remain significant because they examine moral decision making as a process shaped by
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individual choices rather than predetermined destiny. From this perspective, Macbeth's
downfall is not simply the result of prophecy or fate but of conscious decisions that
progressively distance him from his ethical values.
Furthermore, recent criticism has increasingly emphasized psychological instability, fear, and
moral anxiety as central elements of Macbeth's tragic experience (Kermode, 2025).
Nevertheless, there remains a need for studies that integrate these psychological dimensions
with broader questions of power and violence. Examining the play through Aristotelian tragic
theory, Foucauldian perspectives on power, and psychoanalytic approaches provides an
opportunity to understand how Shakespeare links political ambition with psychological
deterioration and moral collapse. Such a multidisciplinary approach enables a more
comprehensive interpretation of Macbeth's tragic journey than analyses that focus on a single
theoretical perspective. Therefore, this study is necessary because it seeks to address an
important gap in existing criticism by examining power, violence, and moral decline as
interconnected forces that shape Macbeth's tragic trajectory. Through close textual analysis,
the study aims to demonstrate that Shakespeare presents violence as both a consequence of the
desire for power and a catalyst for further moral corruption. By doing so, the research
contributes to a deeper understanding of the ethical, psychological, and political dimensions of
Macbeth and highlights the continuing relevance of Shakespeare's insights into human nature
and the corrupting influence of power.
1.3 Research Questions
This study addresses the following research questions;
1. How does Shakespeare present the acquisition of power as inherently linked to violence
in Macbeth?
2. In what ways does Macbeth's moral decline progress through the play's dramatic
structure?
3. What theoretical frameworks best illuminate the psychological and ethical dimensions
of Macbeth's tragic fall?
1.4 Significance of the Study
This study is significant because it offers a comprehensive understanding of how Shakespeare
constructs the relationship between power, violence, and moral decline in Macbeth. While
previous studies have often examined ambition, tyranny, or psychological conflict as separate
themes, this research analyzes them as interconnected forces that collectively shape Macbeth's
tragic downfall. By exploring how the pursuit of power gradually normalizes violence and
erodes moral judgment, the study contributes to a deeper interpretation of the ethical and
psychological dimensions of the play. The research is also relevant to contemporary
discussions about political authority, leadership, and the consequences of unchecked ambition,
demonstrating that Shakespeare's insights into human nature remain applicable beyond their
historical context. Furthermore, the study enriches Shakespearean criticism by integrating
literary, philosophical, and psychological perspectives, thereby providing a more nuanced
explanation of Macbeth's transformation from a respected nobleman into a ruthless tyrant. The
findings may benefit students, researchers, and scholars of English literature who seek to
understand the complex relationship between personal ambition, political power, and moral
responsibility.
1.5 Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in an integrated theoretical framework that combines Aristotelian
Tragic Theory, Michel Foucault's theory of power, and Psychoanalytic Theory. Aristotelian
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Tragic Theory, as presented in Poetics (Aristotle, trans. 1996), provides a foundation for
understanding Macbeth as a tragic hero whose downfall results from hamartia, or a fatal flaw,
manifested through excessive ambition and flawed moral judgment. The theory helps explain
the structural progression of Macbeth's rise and fall as well as the tragic consequences of his
choices. Foucault's conception of power (Foucault, 1977) offers a complementary perspective
by examining power not merely as possession but as a force that shapes behavior, relationships,
and social control. Through this lens, Macbeth's increasing dependence on violence can be
interpreted as an attempt to establish and maintain authority within a system of fear and
domination. In addition, Psychoanalytic Theory, particularly the works of Freud (1923) and
later psychoanalytic critics, facilitates an exploration of Macbeth's inner conflicts, unconscious
desires, guilt, paranoia, and psychological fragmentation. Together, these theoretical
perspectives provide a multidimensional framework for analyzing how the desire for power
generates violence and ultimately leads to moral and psychological disintegration in
Shakespeare's Macbeth.

117



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES
ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678

Volume No: 03 Issue No: 01 (2026)

Theoretical Framework
Power, Violence and Moral Decline in Shakespeare’s Macbeth

1. Aristotelian Tragic Theory
(Aristotle, Poetics)

2. Foucault’s Theory of Power
(Foucault, Disc

Power is viewed as a force that is acquired,

3. Psychoanalytic Theory
(Freud and Psychoanalytic Critics)

Examines Macbeth as a tragic hero whose Explores the psychological conflicts,
downfall results from hamartia (fatal flaw) exercised and maintained through control, unconscious desires and guilt that drive
and the inevitable consequences of his discipline and the production of fear. Macbeth's actions and mental breakdown.
choices. |
£ ¥ '
[T e > i, f '
Hamartia (Fatal Flaw) Power as a Relation Unconscious Desire |
—> Excessive ambition and desire for kingship —>  Power exists in relationships; Macbeth —> Hidden desire for power is awakened by
lead Macbeth to moral error. creates a hierarchy of control. the witches® prophecy. l
Peripeteia (Reversal) Power and Surveillance Conflict Between Id, Ego and Superego
—> The hero turns from a noble loyal subject —> Macbeth relies on spies and constant —> The struggle between impulse, rationality ‘
to a tyrant. monitoring to secure his rule. and morality.
Anagnorisis (Recognition) Power and Violence Repression and Guilt
—> Macbeth’s late realization of his crimes —> Violence becomes an instrument to —> Macbeth represses guilt, which returns as
comes when it is already too late. establish and maintain authority. anxiety and hallucinations.
Catharsis Power and Discipline Paranoia and Fragmentation
—> The audience experiences pity and fear —>  Macbeth imposes fear and punishment —>  Fear of betrayal leads to psychological
through Macbeth’s tragic downfall. to control the kingdom. disintegration.
Inevitable Consequence | Resistance and Instability Death Drive (Thanatos)
—> Moral disorder and tragic ruin follow from > Opposition from Macduff and others —>  Self-destructive tendencies emerge as
the departure from virtue. leads to the collapse of Macbeth's power. violence escalates.

2. Literature Review

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

Macbeth is Shakespeare’s darkest tragedy, guilt, fate, and haunting exploration of ambition. In
Macbeth, Shakespeare crafts a chilling tale of a noble warrior whose unchecked ambition leads
to ruin. The tragedy of Macbeth unfolds as a study of power, temptation, and the destructive
force of human desire. Macbeth tells the story of a brave Scottish general whose life is
transformed after he encounters three witches who prophesy that he will become king. Driven
by ambition and spurred on by his wife, Lady Macbeth, he murders King Duncan and seizes
the throne. However, his reign is plagued by paranoia, tyranny, and bloodshed, as he orders
further killings to secure his power, including the murder of Banquo and Macduff’s family.
Lady Macbeth, consumed by guilt, descends into madness and dies, while Macbeth himself
becomes increasingly isolated and reckless. In the end, he faces Macduff in battle and is slain,
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fulfilling the witches’ prophecy in a twisted manner. The play closes with Malcolm, Duncan’s
son, restored to the throne, symbolizing the triumph of rightful order over chaos. Shakespeare’s
tragedy thus portrays the devastating consequences of unchecked ambition and moral
corruption. “Shakespeare’s Hamlet presents a gallery of complex figures whose choices shape
the tragedy’s course.”

2.1 Character Analysis of the play Hamlet

Table 1. Main Characters in Macbeth

Character Role in the Play Key Traits

Macbeth A Scottish nobleman who becomes king | Ambitious, brave, conflicted,
after murdering Duncan. tragic

Lady Macbeth | Macbeth’s wife who encourages him to | Ambitious, manipulative,
seize the throne. determined, guilt-ridden

King Duncan | The King of Scotland, murdered by | Kind, generous, trusting
Macbeth.

Banquo Macbeth’s friend and fellow general. Loyal, honorable, wise

Macduff A Scottish nobleman who opposes | Courageous, loyal, determined
Macbeth.

Malcolm Duncan’s eldest son and rightful heir to | Intelligent, cautious, noble
the throne.

Donalbain Duncan’s younger son. Careful, suspicious

The Three | Supernatural beings who predict | Mysterious, manipulative,

Witches Macbeth’s future. prophetic

Hecate Goddess of witchcraft who guides the | Powerful, supernatural
witches.

Fleance Banquo’s son. Innocent, significant to the

prophecy
Lady Macduff | Macduff’s wife. Loving, caring, loyal
Ross A Scottish nobleman and messenger. Diplomatic, supportive

Hamlet: Prince of Denmark, the play’s protagonist. He is intellectual, reflective, and deeply
troubled by his father’s death and his mother’s hasty marriage. His struggle between action and
hesitation defines the tragedy.

King Claudius: Hamlet’s uncle and the new King of Denmark. Ambitious and manipulative,
he murders his brother (Hamlet’s father) to seize the throne. He represents corruption and
deceit, though he occasionally shows guilt.

Queen Gertrude: Hamlet’s mother and Queen of Denmark. She marries Claudius soon after
her husband’s death, which disturbs Hamlet. Though not directly complicit in the murder, her
moral weakness and dependence on Claudius make her a tragic figure.

The Ghost: The spirit of Hamlet’s father, the former king. He reveals to Hamlet that Claudius
murdered him, sparking Hamlet’s quest for revenge. The ghost embodies themes of memory,
justice, and the supernatural.
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Polonius: Chief counselor to Claudius. He is verbose, meddling, and manipulative, often
spying on others. His schemes lead to his accidental death at Hamlet’s hands, which triggers
further tragedy.

Ophelia: Polonius’s daughter and Hamlet’s love interest. Gentle and obedient, she is caught
between loyalty to her father and affection for Hamlet. Her descent into madness and eventual
death symbolize innocence destroyed by political and familial corruption.

Laertes: Polonius’s son. Unlike Hamlet, he is decisive and quick to action. He seeks revenge
for his father’s death and ultimately duels Hamlet, leading to both their deaths. He serves as a
foil to Hamlet’s indecision.

Horatio: Hamlet’s loyal friend and confidant. Rational and calm, he survives the play to tell
Hamlet’s story. He represents loyalty, reason, and stability amidst chaos.

Fortinbras: Prince of Norway. Though he appears briefly, his decisive military action
contrasts with Hamlet’s hesitation. He inherits the Danish throne at the end, symbolizing
restored order.

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth remains a focal point for diverse scholarly interpretations,
ranging from psychological and linguistic analyses to socio-political and feminist critiques.
These sources collectively explore how the play's themes of ambition, power, and moral
corruption are manifested through character motivations and the very structure of the text. By
applying modern theoretical frameworks such as McClelland's Theory of Needs, Foucault’s
power relations, and Schlossberg’s Transition theory, researchers provide new insights into the
tragic downfall of the protagonist and the complex agency of Lady Macbeth. Furthermore,
linguistic studies utilize quantitative methodologies to demonstrate how Shakespeare's specific
use of language, such as repetition and definite determiners, creates an atmosphere of in
definition and horror.

According to kumar et. al (2018) the play through McClelland’s Theory of Needs, identifying
power, achievement, and affiliation as the primary motivators for the characters. The authors
argue that Macbeth’s actions are dominated by an obsessive need for power, which is initially
fueled by a desire for achievement after hearing the witches' prophecy. Lady Macbeth’s
motivations are linked to a need for affiliation with her husband’s status, leading her to
manipulate him to satisfy their shared ambition. In contrast, Banquo represents a need for
affiliation rooted in honor and loyalty, while Macduff is driven by a need for achievement and
justice to restore order to Scotland. Ultimately, the study concludes that these psychological
forces explain the characters' tragic ends and deepen the understanding of the play's thematic
depth. It has been demonstrated that Dewani categorizes Macbeth as a psychological tragedy
where the primary conflict occurs within the hero's own mind rather than against external fate.
The article highlights that the struggle is between reality and hope, or duty and ambition,
leading to the disintegration of Macbeth's noble personality under the influence of evil. Dewani
emphasizes that Shakespeare uses soliloquies to expose this mental conflict and the "bite of
conscience" that eventually saturates Macbeth’s mind with thoughts of death and defeat. The
hero is depicted as a man "full of the milk of human kindness" who gradually becomes an
unnatural man, cut off from humanity and God as his link with reality weakens. The research
concludes that the play's action develops primarily in the psychological domain, making
Macbeth's physical defeat a logical outcome of his prior mental downfall.
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2.2 Critical Reviews of the previous studies
Table 2. Reviews of the previous studies

Author(s) | Year Context Methodology | Major Findings Relevance to
Present Study

Hall 2025 | Tyranny, Qualitative Macbeth's Supports analysis of
masculinity, textual analysis | violence emerges | power and violence
violence, and from a desire for | as interconnected
political power invulnerability forces. (Taylor &
in Macbeth and absolute Francis Online)

authority.

Kermode 2025 Power, Close reading | Macbeth's pursuit | Demonstrates the
perception, and ecocritical | of power produces | relationship between
fear, and analysis psychological and | authority and moral
instability moral instability. | disintegration.

(Taylor & Francis
Online)

Mika 2026 | Political Literary and Political power is | Useful for
witnessing and | political sustained through | understanding
state violence | analysis fear, silence, and | tyranny as a political
in Macbeth violence. structure. (Taylor &

Francis Online)

Molloy 2025 | Nihilism and Philosophical Macbeth develops | Connects moral
will to power | textual analysis | a nihilistic decline with the
in Macbeth worldview in pursuit of authority.

which power (PhilPapers)
replaces ethical
values.

Tambar 2023 Temporality, Linguistic and | Distorted Explains internal
politics, and textual analysis | perceptions of dimensions of moral
moral disorder time reflect decline. (Sage

Macbeth's Journals)
psychological and
political crisis.

Malin 2024 | Manipulation, | Comparative Characters Supports
control, and literary become trapped Foucauldian
dramatic analysis within systems of | interpretations of
entrapment power and control. | power. (Sage

Journals)

Miladinovi¢ | 2019 | Psychological | Psychoanalytic | Guilt and anxiety | Provides foundation
deterioration literary progressively for psychoanalytic
and guilt analysis destroy Macbeth's | interpretation.

moral judgment.

Roy 2020 | Ambition and | Thematic Uncontrolled Explains the origins
tragic downfall | textual analysis | ambition initiates | of violence and

Macbeth's ethical | tyranny.
collapse.
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Goldswain | 2018 | Cycles of Historical Violence Supports the
violence in literary generates further | argument that
Jacobean analysis violence and violence becomes
tragedy sustains political | self perpetuating.

authority.

Gray 2023 | Morality and Philosophical Shakespeare Strengthens the
ethical literary presents moral moral agency
responsibility | criticism decline as the dimension of the
in Shakespeare result of human study. (Taylor &

choices rather than | Francis Online)
fate.

Cox 2013 | Religion, Historicist Macbeth's tragedy | Useful for
suffering, and | analysis emerges from understanding moral
moral ethical and consequences of
responsibility spiritual violence. (Reddit)

transgression.

Bradley 2007 Tragic Classical Macbeth's Supports

edition | character and | literary downfall stems Aristotelian
fatal flaw criticism from internal interpretation.
weakness rather
than external
destiny.

Garber 2020 | Ambition and | Literary Shakespeare Relates directly to
political criticism critiques the kingship and
legitimacy pursuit of power tyranny.

detached from
morality.

Greenblatt | 2018 Power and self | New Historicist | Political identity is | Strengthens the
fashioning analysis shaped by social Foucauldian

and ideological dimension.
pressures.

Bloom 2019 | Character Psychological | Macbeth's Relevant to

edition | psychology criticism conscience psychological
and moral gradually gives fragmentation and
corruption way to paranoia ethical decline.
and brutality.

Macbeth has attracted sustained critical attention because it explores fundamental questions
concerning power, violence, morality, and human agency. Although the play has traditionally
been examined through the themes of ambition and fate, contemporary criticism increasingly
emphasizes the complex interaction between political authority, psychological instability, and
ethical deterioration. A meta analysis of recent and influential studies reveals three dominant
areas of inquiry: power and tyranny, violence and domination, and moral and psychological
decline. While these themes have generated substantial scholarly discussion, they are often

investigated

transformation.

separately,

creating a fragmented understanding of Macbeth's

tragic
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One significant trend in recent criticism is the examination of power as a force that reshapes
individual identity and social relations. Hall (2025) argues that Macbeth's tyranny emerges
from an obsessive desire for invulnerability, suggesting that political authority in the play is
inseparable from fear and domination. Rather than portraying power as a stable possession,
Hall demonstrates that Macbeth's kingship generates greater insecurity, compelling him to
employ increasingly extreme forms of violence to preserve authority. Similarly, Kermode
(2025) interprets Macbeth's pursuit of power as a futile attempt to achieve a permanent and
stable sense of self within an unstable political and ecological environment. Both studies agree
that power functions as a destabilizing force rather than a source of security. However, Hall
emphasizes the political mechanisms of tyranny, whereas Kermode focuses on the
psychological and perceptual consequences of the desire for control. Together, these studies
suggest that Shakespeare presents power as inherently self destructive because the quest for
complete authority produces conditions that undermine the ruler's stability and judgment.

A second body of literature focuses on violence as the primary mechanism through which
power is acquired and maintained. Goldswain (2018) argues that violence in Macbeth is
cyclical, with each act of bloodshed creating the conditions for further violence. According to
this interpretation, Duncan's murder is not an isolated crime but the beginning of an expanding
pattern of brutality. Hall's (2025) analysis reaches a similar conclusion, demonstrating that
Macbeth's violent actions become increasingly indiscriminate as his rule progresses. Meta
synthesis of these studies indicates a strong consensus that violence is not merely a dramatic
event but a structural principle governing the tragedy. However, most existing studies treat
violence as a political instrument or thematic concern rather than examining its role in
transforming Macbeth's moral consciousness. Consequently, the relationship between violence
and ethical deterioration remains insufficiently developed.

Another prominent area of research concerns morality and ethical responsibility. Traditional
interpretations often explain Macbeth's downfall through the Aristotelian concept of hamartia,
identifying ambition as the fatal flaw that initiates his tragic decline. Recent discussions of
Shakespearean morality have expanded this perspective by emphasizing moral choice and
personal responsibility. Gray (2023) contends that Shakespeare's dramatic art consistently
explores how individuals confront ethical dilemmas and bear responsibility for their decisions.
From this perspective, Macbeth's tragedy cannot be attributed solely to prophecy, supernatural
influence, or external pressures. Instead, his downfall results from a sequence of conscious
decisions that progressively distances him from moral restraint. This argument challenges
deterministic interpretations that present Macbeth as merely a victim of fate and reinforces the
view that moral agency remains central throughout the play.

Psychological approaches further deepen understanding of Macbeth's moral collapse.
Miladinovi¢ (2019) argues that guilt, fear, and anxiety drive Macbeth's transformation more
significantly than innate evil. The study demonstrates that Macbeth's hallucinations, paranoia,
and emotional instability reveal a conscience struggling to reconcile ambition with moral
awareness. Kermode (2025) extends this perspective by emphasizing perceptual instability and
the inability to achieve psychological coherence. When synthesized, these studies suggest that
Macbeth's moral decline operates simultaneously on ethical and psychological levels. His
crimes not only violate moral principles but also fragment his sense of self, producing an
increasingly unstable mental state. Nevertheless, existing psychoanalytic and psychological
studies tend to focus on internal conflict without fully connecting it to broader structures of
power and political violence. A related debate concerns whether Macbeth's downfall should be

123



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES
ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678

Volume No: 03 Issue No: 01 (2026)

understood primarily as a political tragedy or a psychological tragedy. Roy (2020) interprets
ambition as the central force driving the narrative, arguing that the desire for power gradually
overrides moral judgment and political responsibility. In contrast, contemporary critics
increasingly emphasize the political dimensions of tyranny and governance. Hall (2025)
demonstrates how Macbeth's personal insecurities become institutionalized through systems of
fear and coercion. Meta synthesis of these perspectives suggests that political and
psychological explanations are not mutually exclusive. Instead, Shakespeare constructs a
reciprocal relationship in which psychological insecurity fuels political violence, while
political violence intensifies psychological deterioration. This interconnected process
contributes significantly to Macbeth's tragic downfall.

An important observation emerging from the reviewed literature is the growing interest in
morality as an interpretive framework for Shakespearean studies. Gray (2023) notes a renewed
critical focus on ethical questions, particularly the relationship between character, action, and
consequence. Although this development has generated valuable insights into Shakespeare's
treatment of moral responsibility, few studies apply these discussions directly to the
interconnected dynamics of power and violence in Macbeth. As a result, ethical deterioration
is frequently discussed as an outcome of ambition rather than as a process shaped by repeated
acts of violence and political domination.

The comparative analysis of previous studies reveals several important patterns. First, scholars
generally agree that power in Macbeth is unstable and produces fear rather than security.
Second, violence is consistently identified as the principal means through which power is
acquired and maintained. Third, moral and psychological decline emerge progressively rather
than instantaneously. Despite these areas of agreement, the literature remains fragmented
because most studies prioritize one dimension of the tragedy while marginalizing others.
Political studies emphasize tyranny, psychological studies emphasize guilt and anxiety, and
moral studies emphasize ethical responsibility. Few investigations examine how these
dimensions interact as part of a single process of tragic deterioration.

Therefore, a significant gap remains in understanding how power, violence, and moral decline
function as an integrated and self reinforcing cycle within the play. Existing research has not
sufficiently combined Aristotelian tragic theory, Foucauldian perspectives on power, and
psychoanalytic approaches to explain Macbeth's transformation comprehensively. The present
study addresses this gap by examining how the pursuit of power generates violence, how
violence accelerates moral deterioration, and how both processes culminate in psychological
and political collapse. Through this integrated framework, the study seeks to provide a more
comprehensive interpretation of Shakespeare's representation of human ambition, ethical
responsibility, and tragic downfall.

3. Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design to investigate the interconnected
themes of power, violence, and moral decline in William Shakespeare's Macbeth. Exploratory
research is appropriate because the study seeks to develop a deeper understanding of how these
themes interact within the text and contribute to Macbeth's tragic transformation. The primary
source of data is the original text of Macbeth, which serves as the central unit of analysis. The
study employs mixed purposeful sampling, specifically maximum variation sampling, to select
textual excerpts, dialogues, soliloquies, scenes, and character interactions that represent diverse
manifestations of power, violence, ambition, guilt, tyranny, and moral deterioration throughout
the play. This sampling strategy enables the researcher to capture a wide range of textual
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evidence from different stages of Macbeth's journey, beginning with his heroic status and
ending with his moral and political collapse.

Figure 3. Research Methodology
Data were collected through close textual reading and systematic examination of relevant
passages. The selected textual units were analyzed using thematic analysis and theoretical
analysis. In the thematic analysis, data were categorized according to major themes emerging
from the text, including the acquisition of power, political violence, tyranny, ambition, guilt,
psychological conflict, and moral decline. These themes were then examined in relation to one
another to identify recurring patterns and thematic relationships.
The theoretical analysis was guided by Aristotelian Tragic Theory, Foucauldian Theory of
Power, and Psychoanalytic Theory. Aristotelian theory was used to examine Macbeth's tragic
flaw, moral choices, and eventual downfall, whereas, Foucauldian analysis facilitated the
exploration of power relations, mechanisms of control, domination, surveillance, and political
authority within the play. Psychoanalytic theory was employed to investigate unconscious
desires, guilt, fear, paranoia, and psychological fragmentation as reflected in Macbeth's actions
and mental state. The integration of these theoretical perspectives provided a comprehensive
framework for interpreting the relationship between power, violence, and moral decline in the
text. To enhance analytical rigor, interpretations were continuously compared across themes
and theoretical categories, allowing for a multidimensional understanding of Shakespeare's
representation of human ambition, ethical deterioration, and tragic collapse.
4. Data Analysis
The following lines from the text represent the themes of power, violence, and the progressive
moral decline of the protagonists:
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4.1. Power and Ambition
This theme tracks the transition of ambition from a sparked interest to a paranoid, hollow

burden.

Table 3. Lines indicating power & ambition

Act Character | Key Quote Significance

&

Scene

1.3 The "All hail, Macbeth, that shalt | The external catalyst that transforms

Witches be king hereafter!" latent desire into active intent.

1.7 Macbeth "..only / Vaulting ambition, | Macbeth admits his lack of moral
which o’erleaps itself / And | justification; ambition is a horse that
falls on th’ other—" jumps too high and crashes.

3.1 Macbeth "To be thus is nothing, / But to | The shift from attaining power to the
be safely thus."” corrosive paranoia of maintaining it.

3.1 Macbeth "...a fruitless crown / And put a | The realization that power is hollow
barren scepter in my grip" if it lacks a legacy (lineage).

4.3 Macduff "Great tyranny, lay thou thy | The political consequence: power
basis sure, / For goodness dare | without  morality becomes a
not check thee."” structural evil.

The trajectory of power in Macbeth suggests that ambition is inherently self-destructive.
Initially, Macbeth views the crown as a prize to be won, but Shakespeare quickly shifts the
focus to the instability of ill-gotten authority. The "fruitless crown" imagery is central here; it
argues that power is not merely about the title, but about the continuity and peace that Macbeth
has forfeited. By the time Macduff laments the state of Scotland, power has been divorced from
"goodness," proving that authority without a moral foundation is merely a temporary, violent
occupation.

4.2. Violence
Violence begins as a celebrated "virtue" on the battlefield but devolves into a senseless tool of
domestic terror.
Table 4. Lines indicating Violence

Act & | Character Key Quote Significance
Scene
1.2 Captain "..unseamed him from the | Establishes Macbeth’s capacity for
nave to th’ chops..." extreme physical violence as a
"heroic" trait.
1.2 Captain "...memorize another | Links the carnage of war to biblical
Golgotha" levels of suffering and sacrifice.
1.7 Lady "...dashed the brains out" A perversion of motherhood used to
Macbeth weaponize violence as a proof of
"manhood."
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wife and babes / Savagely
slaughtered."”

34 Macbeth "It will have blood, they say, | The realization that violence is a
blood will have blood." cycle that cannot be stopped once

started.
4.3 Ross "Your castle is surprised, your | The final evolution of violence: the

transition from killing warriors to
murdering innocents.

Shakespeare uses violence to illustrate the collapse of the social order. In the beginning,
Macbeth’s violence is "valiant" because it serves the state. However, once he uses that same
blade against his King and his subjects, the nature of the violence changes from surgical to
contagious. The transition from the "unseaming" of a rebel to the "slaughter" of Macduff’s
children argues that violence cannot be compartmentalized; once a character accepts blood as
a currency for advancement, they lose the ability to control its flow.

4.3. Moral Decline

This section highlights the internal erosion of the soul, moving from conscious choice to
subconscious torment.

Table 5. Lines indicating Moral Decline

Act & | Character Key Quote Significance
Scene
1.5 Lady "unsex me here, / And fill A deliberate invitation to evil; the
Macbeth me... top-full / Of direst conscious rejection of natural
cruelty.” empathy.

2.2 Macbeth "Macbeth  does  murder | The  immediate  psychological
sleep” fracture where peace becomes

impossible.

34 Macbeth "I am in blood / Stepped in so | The "point of no return" where evil
far that... Returning were as | becomes a matter of survival rather
tedious as go o’er.” than choice.

5.1 Lady "Out, damned spot, out, I| The ultimate failure of the

Macbeth say!" "unsexing" prayer; the
subconscious mind revolts against
the guilt.

5.3 Macbeth "My way of life / Is fall’'n into | A moment of nihilistic clarity; he
the sere, the yellow leaf” has traded his soul for a "withered"

existence.

5.8 Malcolm "This dead butcher and his | The final reduction of their
fiend-like queen” identities;  their — humanity is

completely erased by their actions.

The moral decline of the Macbeths is a study in diminishing returns. Lady Macbeth begins with
the most agencies, explicitly calling upon spirits to strip her of remorse, yet she ends as a
hollowed-out victim of her own conscience. Macbeth, conversely, moves from a state of
paralyzing guilt ("murder sleep") to a state of moral numbness. His final realization that his life
is a "yellow leaf" argues that the ultimate price of tyranny is not just death, but the total loss of
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meaning. By the end, they are no longer humans to the survivors; they are simply a "butcher"

and a "fiend."
Table 6. Meta synthesis
Act | Scene | Character(s) Theme & Evidence
1 2 Captain, Violence: Macbeth is introduced through "bloody execution”
Duncan on the battlefield, where he "unseamed" a rebel from "nave
to th” chops".

1 3 Witches, Power & Moral Decline: The Witches’ prophecy of Macbeth

Macbeth becoming "king hereafter" sparks a "horrid image" in
Macbeth's mind that "unfixes" his hair—the first sign of
moral compromise.

1 5 Lady Macbeth | Moral Decline: She calls on spirits to "unsex" her and fill her
with "direst cruelty," explicitly asking for the moral capacity
to commit murder to gain power.

1 7 Macbeth, Power: Macbeth admits his only motive is "vaulting

Lady Macbeth | ambition". Violence: Lady Macbeth uses the image of
"dashing the brains out" of a nursing babe to shaming him
into action.

2 1 Macbeth Moral Decline: Macbeth experiences a hallucination of a
"dagger of the mind", signaling his psychological
deterioration as he approaches the act of murder.

2 2 Macbeth, Violence & Moral Decline: After the murder, Macbeth is

Lady Macbeth | "afraid to think" what he has done. He describes the physical
and spiritual stain of blood that "all great Neptune’s ocean"
cannot wash away.

3 1 Macbeth Power: Macbeth realizes that having the throne is "nothing"
unless he is "safely thus". He turns to violence by hiring
murderers to kill Banquo and Fleance.

3 4 Macbeth Moral Decline & Violence: Macbeth is haunted by Banquo’s
ghost. He concludes that he is "in blood / Stepped in so far"
that he cannot return to morality.

4 1 Macbeth Violence: Macbeth decides to abandon all hesitation and
murder Macduff’s entire family, marking a shift from
targeted political assassination to indiscriminate slaughter.

4 3 Malcolm, Power: They discuss the "tyranny" of Macbeth’s rule, where

Macduff Scotland "weeps" and "bleeds". Violence: Ross reports the
"savage slaughter" of Macduff’s wife and children.

5 1 Lady Macbeth | Moral Decline: Guilt-driven madness has taken over; she
tries to wash an imaginary "damned spot" of blood from her
hands, revealing the total collapse of her psychological
health.

5 8 Macbeth, Violence: The play ends with physical combat. Power:

Macduff, Malcolm is hailed as the new King of Scotland, ending the
Malcolm "dead butcher’s" reign of "watchful tyranny".

128



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES
ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678

Volume No: 03 Issue No: 01 (2026)

5. Results and Findings

The story of Macbeth ultimately shows the complete downfall of its main characters and the
eventual return of order and justice in Scotland. Macbeth’s relentless chase for power leaves
him deeply isolated and hopeless. After hearing about his wife’s death, he reflects that life is
nothing more than a "walking shadow," a meaningless tale told by an idiot. He also realizes
that his power is empty—his crown is "fruitless," and his scepter "barren" because he has no
children to carry on his legacy. This realization fuels more violence, especially against
Banquo’s descendants. Macbeth’s rule turns into a watchful tyranny, full of fear and suspicion.
Eventually, he is killed and beheaded by Macduff, who reveals that he was born in an unusual
way—fulfilling the witches’ prophecy that no man "born of woman" could harm Macbeth.
Lady Macbeth’s early wish to be filled with cruelty leads to her total mental collapse. She is
seen sleepwalking and desperately trying to wash away an imaginary bloodstain from her
hands. Her tragic decline ends in suicide, showing how deeply guilt and madness consume her.
By the play’s end, the couple is no longer remembered as brave or noble, but rather as a "dead
butcher and his fiend-like queen," as the new king Malcolm harshly describes them. Violence
in the play feeds on itself. Macbeth’s own line, "blood will have blood," rings true as the
violence he starts eventually claims his life. The chaotic violence ends with Macbeth’s death
and the crowning of Malcolm, the rightful king. Malcolm’s first act as king is to reward his
loyal supporters by naming them earls, marking a shift from violent tyranny to stable, lawful
rule.
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Figure 4. Meta-synthesis

6. Conclusion

This study has elucidated the inextricable link between power, violence, and moral erosion
within Shakespeare’s Macbeth. We have observed that Macbeth’s relentless pursuit of
hegemony is not merely a political conquest but a systematic deconstruction of his ethical
framework. Each act of violence serves as a milestone in a downward trajectory, evolving from
the acute agony of inner conflict to the cold execution of calculated murder, culminating in a
state of hardened, nihilistic tyranny. Shakespeare effectively demonstrates that the human cost
of unchecked ambition is the total stripping away of conscience and humanity. By integrating
Aristotelian tragedy, Foucault’s theories on power, and psychoanalytic perspectives, this
research offers a multi-dimensional lens through which to view the play. It asserts that power
in the Scottish play is never a neutral instrument; it is a corrosive force that necessitates
violence and inevitably induces moral blindness. Consequently, Macbeth remains a vital
cautionary tale for the modern era, illustrating the mechanics of tyranny and the inherent
fragility of the moral self when confronted with the allure of absolute authority. While this
research provides a robust foundation, further scholarship is required to examine how these
universal themes are re-contextualized across postcolonial and non-Western adaptations.
Additionally, exploring how contemporary political climates shift audience reception of
Shakespeare’s warnings would yield valuable insights. Ultimately, this study underscores the
necessity of a trans-disciplinary approach through blending literary criticism, moral
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philosophy, and political theory to fully grasp the enduring complexity of Shakespeare’s Great
Tragedies.
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