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Lady Macbeth is one of the most compelling and complex characters in William
Shakespeare's tragedy, "Macbeth." Her character serves as a catalyst for the plot's
progression and embodies the themes of ambition, power, and guilt. As the wife of
Macbeth, she plays a crucial role in his ascent to the throne of Scotland, but her influence
extends beyond mere manipulation; she is a figure of both strength and vulnerability. This
article will explore Lady Macbeth's character through various lenses, including her
ambition, psychological turmoil, relationship with Macbeth, and ultimate downfall.

Ambition and Power

Lady Macbeth is often seen as the driving force behind Macbeth's initial ambition. Her
character is introduced in Act 1, Scene 5, where she reads a letter from Macbeth that
reveals his encounter with the three witches. Immediately, she begins to plot his rise to
power, showcasing her ruthless ambition.

The Nature of Her Ambition

1. Manipulation: Lady Macbeth is unafraid to manipulate those around her. She questions
Macbeth's manhood and courage, pushing him to commit regicide to fulfill his potential as
king. Her famous line, "Come, you spirits that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here,"
illustrates her desire to cast off feminine weakness in pursuit of power.

2. Strategic Thinker: She is not only ambitious but also a strategic thinker. Lady Macbeth
outlines a plan to murder King Duncan and frames the guards, demonstrating her ability
to think several steps ahead. This strategic prowess highlights her role as an equal partner
to Macbeth in their quest for power.

The Consequences of Ambition

While her ambition drives the plot, it also leads to her psychological unraveling. The
consequences of their actions weigh heavily on both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. Their
initial excitement and exhilaration following Duncan's murder quickly deteriorate into
paranoia and guilt.

- Psychological Impact: Lady Macbeth's ambition ultimately becomes her undoing. As
Macbeth becomes increasingly tyrannical and paranoid, she finds herself haunted by guilt,
leading to her famous sleepwalking scene in Act 5, where she attempts to wash the
imaginary blood from her hands.
- Isolation: Initially, she is the stronger partner in their relationship, but as Macbeth



becomes consumed by his newfound power, Lady Macbeth becomes isolated, highlighting
the destructive nature of their ambition.

Relationship with Macbeth

The dynamic between Lady Macbeth and Macbeth is integral to understanding her
character. Their relationship evolves significantly throughout the play, reflecting their
individual transformations.

Initial Partnership

At the beginning of the play, Lady Macbeth and Macbeth are portrayed as partners in
ambition. She is the one who ignites his desire for power, and together they share a vision
of greatness. Their conversations are filled with a sense of shared purpose.

- Support and Encouragement: Lady Macbeth encourages Macbeth to embrace his
ambition. She believes in his potential and actively seeks to push him towards it,
demonstrating her strong will and determination.
- Unity in Crime: The murder of Duncan is a joint venture, showcasing their initial unity.
Lady Macbeth’s unwavering resolve contrasts with Macbeth’s hesitations, highlighting her
strength.

Descent into Madness

As the play progresses, the relationship deteriorates. A significant shift occurs after
Duncan's murder, as Macbeth becomes increasingly consumed by guilt and paranoia.

- Macbeth's Transformation: Macbeth's moral decline leads him to commit further
atrocities, distancing him from Lady Macbeth. He begins to make decisions independently,
such as the murder of Banquo, which impacts their relationship.
- Lady Macbeth’s Guilt: As Macbeth becomes more tyrannical, Lady Macbeth's earlier
strength begins to crumble. Her guilt manifests in her sleepwalking and obsessive hand-
washing, symbolizing her mental deterioration. The line, "Out, damned spot!" encapsulates
her overwhelming guilt and highlights her inability to cope with the consequences of their
actions.

The Theme of Gender and Femininity

Lady Macbeth's character challenges the traditional gender roles of her time. She
embodies traits typically associated with masculinity, such as ambition, aggression, and a
desire for power, which complicates the notion of femininity in the play.



Subversion of Gender Roles

1. Ambition and Ruthlessness: Lady Macbeth's ambition defies the expectations of women
in her society. She actively seeks power and is willing to sacrifice her femininity to achieve
it, as seen in her plea to "unsex" herself.

2. Critique of Masculinity: Her manipulation of Macbeth's masculinity serves as a critique
of the societal expectations placed on men. By questioning his courage, she forces him to
confront his own ambitions and insecurities, highlighting the complexities of gender
dynamics in their relationship.

The Downfall of Lady Macbeth

Ultimately, Lady Macbeth's rejection of traditional femininity and her embrace of ambition
lead to her tragic downfall. Her initial strength becomes her weakness, as she is unable to
cope with the guilt that follows their actions.

- Isolation and Madness: The isolation she experiences after Duncan's murder amplifies
her psychological decline. Unlike Macbeth, who seeks power and control, Lady Macbeth's
guilt overwhelms her, leading to her tragic end.
- Tragic Heroine: Lady Macbeth can be viewed as a tragic heroine. Her ambition and
desire for power ultimately lead to her demise, illustrating the dangers of unchecked
ambition and the psychological toll of guilt.

Conclusion

Lady Macbeth is a multifaceted character whose ambition and complexity make her one of
Shakespeare's most memorable figures. Her journey from a strong, manipulative partner
to a tragic figure consumed by guilt and madness serves as a powerful commentary on the
nature of ambition, power, and the psychological consequences of one's actions. Through
her character, Shakespeare explores the intricate dynamics of gender, ambition, and
morality, leaving audiences to ponder the true cost of power. Lady Macbeth’s legacy
endures as a symbol of the duality of ambition—both as a driving force for greatness and
as a harbinger of inevitable destruction.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key traits of Lady Macbeth's character?
Lady Macbeth is ambitious, manipulative, and ruthless. She exhibits a strong desire for
power and is willing to challenge gender norms to achieve her goals.



How does Lady Macbeth's ambition influence her
actions in 'Macbeth'?
Her ambition drives her to persuade Macbeth to commit regicide, believing that their
ascent to power justifies the means. This ambition ultimately leads to her psychological
downfall.

What role does guilt play in Lady Macbeth's character
arc?
Initially, Lady Macbeth appears unburdened by guilt, but as the play progresses, she
becomes increasingly tormented by her actions, leading to her mental deterioration and
eventual madness.

How does Lady Macbeth's relationship with Macbeth
evolve throughout the play?
Their relationship shifts from a powerful partnership to one of isolation. As Macbeth
becomes consumed by his own ambition and paranoia, Lady Macbeth's influence wanes,
leading to her tragic end.

In what ways does Lady Macbeth challenge the
traditional gender roles of her time?
Lady Macbeth defies the submissive role expected of women by exhibiting aggression and
ambition, even wishing to be 'unsexed' to gain the ruthlessness she associates with
masculinity.

What is the significance of Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking
scene?
The sleepwalking scene symbolizes her overwhelming guilt and psychological unraveling.
It reveals her deep-seated remorse for her actions and highlights the consequences of
unchecked ambition.

How does Lady Macbeth's character serve as a critique
of ambition and power?
Lady Macbeth's character illustrates the destructive nature of unchecked ambition. Her
initial strength gives way to vulnerability, showcasing how the pursuit of power can lead
to moral decay and personal ruin.
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