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Macbeth in the Real World 

 When we allow our ambitions to drive us, we may do things we regret. In the tragedy 

Macbeth by William Shakespeare, Macbeth killed Duncan and anyone else who stood in his 

way. In our society today, we will do anything to get what we most desire. People seem like they 

have no direction. We are blinded by our ambition as it creeps into our actions, and it often leads 

us to perform acts that we know are wrong. Take a character like Walter White on Breaking Bad. 

He starts as a mild mannered science teacher who eventually devolves into one of the most 

ruthless drug dealers in a fictional world. It would be nice if these things didn’t exist in society. It 

would be great if our ambitions didn’t lead us to do terrible things to ensure a future that we can 

only dream of obtaining. Unfortunately real people can become bad guys. We see this every day 

in our politicians, CEOs, and Wall Street bankers. Like Macbeth, some of the most sinister 

antagonist of the real world have climbed to the top of the food chain. A closer analysis of 

Macbeth and the motif of ambition within the primary characters will allow readers a connection 

that conveys many of the problems that we create in today’s culture.  

 Macbeth is a person that should have been a hero. He had the skill to achieve almost 

everything that he could have dreamed for, but he couldn’t stop himself from attempting to seize 

a glory that didn’t belong to him. The oracles of false prophesy showed Macbeth that he could 

achieve this as long as he wasn’t afraid to hurt a few people. But, the truth of the matter is 

Macbeth didn’t have to do this. He even acknowledges this at the end of Act 1when he says, 

The deadline for the Macbeth Essay is past due. Students 

can no longer submit original copies. However, I will not 

accept zeros on this assignment. If you missed the deadline, 

the alternative is now to handwrite my essay exactly as it 

appears on this page. The first two drafts are worth 50 points 

each. Additional drafts are worth 10. Students are allowed to 

reach 120 points or 60%.  Students must submit and earn a 

minimum of 100 points on this assignment before additional 

extra credit will be accepted.  
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“Only, [my] vaulting ambition which o’erleaps itself,” (Shakespeare, 54). He knows that Duncan 

is a good king, and yet he continues with his devious plot. In our world today, bankers know that 

allowing people to take out loans that they will never be able to pay off will eventually cause a 

major crisis, but they allow it to happen because it lines their pockets. Today, politicians rest in 

inaction because they know they will get elected without a contest. It’s our ambition, our 

compulsive need to grab everything in the candy store that makes us the way that we are. Our 

insatiable need makes many people in our culture more like Macbeth than we care to admit.  

 However, while Macbeth is a great example of a person pushing themselves to the top of 

the ladder, Lady Macbeth is a great example of what happens to a person’s psyche once it erodes 

over time. In the beginning, Lady Macbeth was the strong one. She asked “murdering ministers” 

to “unsex” her so that she wouldn’t feel any sympathy (Shakespeare, 48). The problem with her 

bold declarations are that they underestimate the power of remorse. Lady Macbeth clearly shows 

regret just before her suicide when she is seen sleepwalking whilst scrubbing her hands. She 

says, “What’s done cannot be undone,” but the implication within the passage is clearly guilt that 

is pleading for a chance to change decisions that have long since been made (Shakespeare,176). 

This is where we see the now popular public apology. When politician “mess up,” their only line 

of recourse is the now standard apology. It’s an all too familiar scene to see a politician standing 

at a podium with his smiling wife beside him while he explains to an audience that he needs to 

“take some time with his family.” Many times, a resignation is involved. Whether or not we 

believe in Karma, our past has a way of catching up to us. If Lady Macbeth were able to “Stop 

up th’ access and passage [of her ambition],” she would have saved herself a lot of pain (48).  

 One character that is able to act somewhat human in the play is Macduff. Macduff is a 

man of intense loyalty and character. He is at first loyal to the original king, Duncan. When 
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Macduff finds the body his reaction is genuine. As is his reaction when discovering the death of 

his wife and son. When this occurs, Malcolm tells him to act like a man. This echoes the 

manipulation of Lady Macbeth as she constantly taunted her husband. However, Macduff’s 

genuine reaction strongly contrast that of Macbeth’s. When he says, “I shall do so; but I must 

also feel it as a man,” he shows what the reaction of a true and loyal human being should look 

like (170). Far too often, people project the face that society expects to see. Macbeth’s constant 

need to prove his masculinity is like a caricature of a wrestler trying to prove that he’s stronger 

than the BROTHER standing across from him in the ring. Real people do not behave this way, 

and when we understand that we are more than our stereotypes, we are able to connect with a 

deeper comprehension of humanity as it should exist.  

 Macbeth’s flaws are the flaws of humanity and they continue to strive. We live in an 

imperfect world, and it seems to constantly be molding us into false images of ourselves. 

Shakespeare is an expert at inspecting human psychology. He paints larger than life portraits of 

humanity that we can identify with whether it is in 2017 or the 1600s. We are driven by our 

ambitions, but as we find with the examples of Macduff and Banquo, most people are good and 

genuine, and we don’t have to let society makes us into false images of a fake real world.    

  


