ENGLISH: MACBETH

‘Macbeth is more of a victim than a villain’. Do you agree?

In his tragic play, Macbeth, Shakespeare explores the deterioration of Macbeth’s moral orientation
to suggest that he is a victim rather than villain. Silhouetted against a backdrop of regicide and
political unrest, Shakespeare delves into the character of Macbeth to reveal that his rapacious
pursuit for kingship makes him a victim of his own ambition and avarice. In the same way, as the
play progressively unravels and each character is fleshed out in more concrete forms, the audience
are invited consider that Macbeth is a victim of humanity where each individual is capable of doing
evil. However, Shakespeare challenges his readers to understand Macbeth’s internal conflict
between action and conscience which suggests an element of choice behind all his actions, thus
rendering his character as a villain and a harbinger of evil.

In Macbeth, Shakespeare elucidates that Macbeth’s malicious actions make him a victim of his own
creation and ambition. As the intricacies of the plot unfold, readers are invited to fathom the
disintegration of Macbeth’s equilibrium from “valiant cousin” and “worthy gentlemen” to “tyrant” and
“dead butcher”. This notion is crystallised in the opening scene, where King Duncan praises “brave
Macbeth” for his nobility and patriotism, transferring his trust and confidence into him to only be
betrayed. Macbeth’s desire for power and materialistic gain, combined with his avarice, act as a
catalyst that vault him into a position prestige. His cry “stars hide your fires! Let not light see my
black and deep desires” suggests an attempt to override conscience and become dehumanised.
Henceforth, Macbeth’s greed and ambition corrode his morality that is evident in his initial portrayal.
He adopts the principle to “look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it”, removing the
remnants of his humanity to be consumed with evil. Thus, Macbeth’s descent into ignominy can be
attributed to his avarice and ambition, ultimately making him a victim of his own creation.

Moreover, the dual existence of polarities, where good cannot exist without evil, suggests that every
individual has the capacity to commit evil actions, thus making Macbeth a victim of humanity. It is
the trio of witches that foretell that he will become king, and given this prophesy, Macbeth’s desire
for kingship can be considered ‘normal’. Additionally, the protagonist’s initial portrayal as “good and
virtuous” provides the impression that he is incapable of the deeds he would subsequently
undertake. His hesitance and trepidation when faced with the formidable force of Lady Macbeth
demanding him to kill King Duncan is evidence that he is clearly in possession of a conscience, and
more importantly his own humanity. However, the effect of being persistently manipulated by his
partner as well as the “supernatural soliciting” of the Weird Sisters convinced Macbeth to overcome
his morality and pursue with murderous actions. The goal of being crowned king was too tempting,
thus forcing him to penetrate through his benevolence and nobility to access the evil inherent in the
human condition. As such, Shakespeare challenges his audience to understand that Macbeth is a
victim of human nature, where good and evil coexist within each individual.

However, it would be remiss to ignore Macbeth’s physical and moral corruption, corroding his
morality and labelling him as an antihero within the Macbeth realm. Throughout his rapacious
pursuit, choice is never removed from his equation, and his inner conflict between physical and
metaphysical suggests that his entire downfall was solely self-inflicted. Henceforth, Macbeth must
also be considered a villain because of his “treasonous malice”. When his kingship is threatened,
Macbeth immediately resorts to murdering his best friend Banquo, the play’s paradigm of
benevolence. In the same way, his realisation that he has “stepped in so far that, should he wade
no more, returning would be as tedious as go over”’ accentuates his descent into becoming morally
ruinous. The persistent internal conflict between conscience and action is a clear indicator that his
actions were ultimately a choice, and symbolic representations like the “dagger” and the “ghost of
Banquo” emphasise how Macbeth’s actions override his conscience and lead him down a path of
irrevocable corruption. Thus, Shakespeare suggests that while Macbeth is a victim of his own
creation and the human condition, he must be considered a villain for exercising his malevolence
upon innocent lives in the Macbeth realm.
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In essence, Macbeth suggests that Macbeth is a victim of his own creation, succumbing to the
iniquity innate within the human condition. However, Shakespeare challenges his audience to
understand that Macbeth is too a villain through his murderous actions and exercised malice. To
this end, Macbeth cannot be absolved of sin, but also must be not considered wholly responsible.
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