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CHAPTER THREE 

LADY MACBETH AS METAPHORICAL WITCH: DESTABILIZING  

THE SOCIAL CHAIN OF BEING 

 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth
2
 warns his audience of the dangers of a woman's 

ambition for political power. Lady Macbeth’s desire for her husband, Macbeth, to 

become the king of Scotland reveals a social anxiety about woman’s aspiration for 

control. Thus, Lady Macbeth represents a character who is culturally “other,” 

precisely because she overreaches her position in the Great Chain of Being. Lady 

Macbeth not only emasculates Macbeth, but she also encourages him to murder 

their sovereign, King Duncan, in order to rise as the new monarch. Since Lady 

Macbeth is constructed as the “other” due to her murderous ambition and gender 

reversal, I would argue that she could be considered a metaphorical “witch” in 

this play. Significantly, Lady Macbeth mirrors the three characters in Macbeth 

who are actually labeled as “witches” or “Weird Sisters.” The term “Weird 

Sisters” is used to emphasize the idea that the so-called witches in Macbeth  

                                                        
2
 There is some inconsistency about the first actual performance of Macbeth. According to Alchin, 

the first actual performance of Macbeth took place in either 1605 or 1606. The "first recorded 

performance" took place in 1611.  
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resemble the marginal women identified as culturally “other” during the Jacobean 

era. These Weird Sisters reflect the idea of cultural otherness in this period 

because they destabilize the Great Chain of Being in the following manner: they 

subvert nature, they exert sexual prowess, and they evince an independence of 

mind and spirit. In a similar manner, Lady Macbeth embodies these witch-like 

characteristics, ones that must be suppressed in order to protect the socio/cultural 

framework of the culture. 

From the first lines of the play, the Weird Sisters appear to subvert the 

natural order of nature by using weather to their advantage. The First Witch says, 

"When shall we three meet again? / In thunder, lightning, or in rain?" (1.1.1-2). 

The Weird Sisters not only utilize bad weather as baneful ambience for meetings, 

but they also use inclement weather to transport themselves. They famously 

chant, "Fair is foul, and foul is fair. / Hover through the fog and filthy air" 

(1.1.11-12).  The Weird Sisters prefer to travel or “hover” in murky and grim 

conditions. Their prodigious control over nature, as well as their ability to turn the 

climate and their immediate surroundings to their favor, contributes to their 

victims’ harm. For example, when one of the sisters wants revenge on a sailor’s 

wife, she says, "But in a sieve I'll thither sail" (1.3.8). This Weird Sister imagines 

that she can sail in a “sieve,” or a colander, to avenge a sailor whose wife has 

apparently insulted her. This image demonstrates how easily the sisters can 

manipulate nature, in this case sailing rather effortlessly over the ocean, and it 

also recalls the North Berwick “witches” who were indicted for attempt to 
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shipwreck James VI’s boat. The other sisters will also give her "wind" to blow her 

toward this sailor’s ship. About this control over the physical world, one of the 

Weird Sisters says, "I myself have all the other, / And the very ports they blow, / 

All the quarters that they know / I'th' shipman's card" (1.3.14-17). It is implied in 

this statement that the Weird Sisters have power over the elements. Perhaps, they 

have even caused storms and shipwreck at sea: "Here I have a pilot's thumb, / 

wrecked as homeward he did come" (1.3.28-29).  

The Weird Sisters’ supernatural influence over nature, as well as their 

capacity to manipulate meteorological and natural circumstances, adds to their 

harmful effect on humans. Placing themselves in the exact path that Macbeth and 

Banquo take to meet with Duncan, the sisters specifically choose a remote place 

of desolation in the midst of a storm to isolate Macbeth, causing him to reflect  

intently upon the greeting and curious words of the Weird Sisters, namely that 

Macbeth will be become the Thane of Cawdor as well as the King. After the 

bloody battle that has occurred near Forres, Scotland, the “secret, black, and 

midnight hags” (4.1.48) plan to encounter Macbeth on a dismal heath at sunset:  

 When shall we three meet again?  

  In thunder, lightning, or in rain?  

 When the hurly burly's done, 

 When the battle's lost and won.  

 That will be ere the set of sun.  

 Where the place? 
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 Upon the heath. (1.1.1-6)  

The Weird Sisters manipulate the weather and select the dismal surroundings in 

order to create a ruminative mood in Macbeth. This sinister heath acts as a 

reflection of Macbeth’s dark mind as he contemplates murdering Duncan to 

become king: “My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical, / Shake so my 

single state of man” (1.3.140-41). Once the pronouncement is made by the sisters- 

-"All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter!" (1.3.48-50), one that encourages 

Macbeth to ponder “murder”--Macbeth will have the opportunity to calculate 

assassinating Duncan. Thus, the Weird Sisters' plant the seed for Macbeth’s 

rebellion and heinous slaying of his kinsman and king. This manipulation of 

atmospheric conditions and geographic location ultimately causes a rift in the 

Great Chain of Being. 

Although the Weird Sisters don't focus their diabolical sexual powers on 

Macbeth, the fact remains that they do possess this so-called male prowess that 

makes them socially "other." There are several examples of their unnatural erotic 

power. One instance centers on a description of the women’s startling and 

unfeminine physiognomy, starting with their facial characteristics. “You should 

be women,” says Banquo, “And yet your beards forbid me to interpret / That you 

are so” (1.3.45-47). The “witches” are such ugly and odd looking women that 

Macbeth and Banquo, who have just come from a bloody, gore-filled battlefield, 

can hardly bear to look at them. The “beards” that the sisters’ possess indicate a 
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masculine quality that aligns them with virile power. When the two Scottish 

soldiers see the sisters, Banquo rhetorically asks, "So withered and so wild in their  

attire, / That look not like th'inhabitants o'th'earth / And yet are on't?--Live you" 

(1.3.40-42). Notwithstanding their queer looks, the Weird Sisters are quite 

capable of seduction when it suits them. As noted earlier in the play, when a 

sailor's wife refuses to share chestnuts with her, one of the Weird Sisters vows,  

"And like a rat without a tail / I'll do, I'll do, and I'll do" (1.3.10). As David 

Bevington explains in the note to this passage, the repeated phrase “I’ll do” refers  

to a sexual performance, while the entire image points to the notion of a witch’s 

sexual insatiability (1262).  

The sexual prowess that the Weird Sisters demonstrate becomes more 

diabolical as the scene with the sailor progresses. The offended sister continues to 

promise revenge:   

 I'll drain him dry as hay 

Sleep shall neither night nor day 

Hang upon his penthouse lid. 

He shall live a man forbid. 

Weary sev'nnights nine times nine 

Shall he dwindle, peak, and pine. 

Though his bark cannot be lost, 

Yet it shall be tempest-tossed. (1.3.18-23) 
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The Weird Sister's malevolent intent becomes clear; she intends to harass the 

sailor into impotence in retaliation for his wife's greed.  Her voracious sexual 

appetite will make it impossible for the sailor to sleep, eventually weakening and 

emasculating him. Even in the eyes of the Queen of the witches, Hecate, the 

Weird Sisters are seen as forward in their sexual prowess, for she accuses them of 

being "saucy and overbold" (3.5.3). Although the character of Hecate was most 

likely added later by the Elizabethan playwright Thomas Middleton, she still  

forms a significant part of the tradition of reading the witches in Macbeth. The 

“saucy” words in the above passage have negative sexual connotations; the Weird  

Sisters are wanton and brazen in their actions with humans. Because of their 

exaggerated sexual drive, a perceived male trait, the Weird Sisters steal potency 

from men, which destabilizes the natural order.  

The Weird Sisters, like their historical “witch” counterparts, demonstrate 

an independence of mind and spirit. Their fortitude and determination threatens 

the very foundations of the kingdom. Although the sisters show autonomy, their  

 “saucy and overbold” behavior incurs the wrath of Hecate. As touched upon 

previously, the scene begins with an irate Hecate. The “beldams” ask their leader 

why she is enraged, and Hecate responds: 

Have I not reason, beldams as you are? 

Saucy and overbold, how did you dare 

To trade and traffic with Macbeth 

In riddles and affairs of death, 



33 
 

 

And I, the mistress of your charms, 

The close contriver of all harms, 

Was never called to bear my part  

Or show the glory of our art? (3.5.2-9) 

Hecate is furious because, not only was she excluded from mischievously playing 

with Macbeth, but she also believes that the beldams’ trouble and magic were 

wasted on him. Hecate opines that Macbeth is not worthy of their time and  

witchcraft. Yet instead of punishing them for their misuse of their powers, Hecate 

gives the Weird Sisters a chance to make reparations; additionally, the Weird 

Sisters’ disobedience--that being circumventing Hecate’s rule--functions as a 

mirror to Macbeth’s own insurgence, an action that leads to Duncan’s death.  

Just as the Weird Sisters violate the natural order in the Great Chain of 

Being, Lady Macbeth also disrupts the system of power in the play. I propose her 

sorceress-like behavior makes Lady Macbeth a metaphorical witch in this play 

unlike her supernatural counterparts, the Weird Sisters. It is Lady Macbeth who 

stirs Macbeth’s meditation of murder into action by her manipulation of his 

masculine identity, even though Macbeth is already contemplating the slaughter 

of Duncan. Immediately upon receiving Macbeth's letter informing her of the 

sisters' pronouncements, Lady Macbeth seeks to subvert nature--Macbeth's 

nature--by emasculating her husband, so that she will rule over his desires. 

Fearing Macbeth’s kind heart, she realizes that she must bolster his latent immoral 

thoughts and evil ambitions. She ruminates: 
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Yet do I fear thy nature; 

It is too full o'th' milk of human kindness 

To catch the nearest way. Thou wouldst be great, 

Art not without ambition, but without  

The illness should attend it. (1.5.16-20) 

Lady Macbeth sets about immediately to scheme how best to harangue Macbeth. 

Not only does she want to bring out Macbeth’s wicked intentions, but she also  

desires to weaken his virtuous and patient character by imbuing him with her own 

wickedness so he will assassinate Duncan for the “golden round.” She says:   

  Hie thee hither, 

  That I may pour my spirits in thine ear 

  And chastise with the valor of my tongue 

  All that impedes thee from the golden round. (1.5.25-28) 

The image of Lady Macbeth "pour[ing] spirits” in her husband’s ear recalls the 

action of a sorcerer concocting spells for devious purposes. Additionally, Lady 

Macbeth’s "chastis[ing] with the valor of [her] tongue” ties back to stories of 

Scottish witches infamous for the use of “smeddum.”  Her plans do not rest only 

with the emboldening of her husband, however. By the time Macbeth enters his 

castle at Dunsinane, Lady Macbeth has already envisaged the evil plot against the 

throne and even takes the masculine position of control by orchestrating how the 

bloody murder will occur.  
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Like an accused witch, Lady Macbeth uses her tongue, or rhetorical skill, 

to buttress Macbeth's waning "manly" nature. Before the murder, when Duncan is 

at dinner in Macbeth's castle, and Macbeth reveals his “milk of human kindness” 

by disapproving of their murderous scheme, Lady Macbeth works her magic to 

encourage her husband's zeal for the crown. She derides him: 

 Was the hope drunk  

 Wherein you dressed yourself? Hath it slept since? 

 And wakes it now, to look so green and pale 

 At what it did so freely?  

  ………………………………………………………….   

  Art thou afeard  

  To be the same in thine own act and valor 

  As thou art in desire? Wouldst thou have that 

  Which thou esteem'st the ornament of life, 

  And live a coward in thine own esteem, 

  Letting "I dare not" wait upon "I would." (1.7.37-45) 

In this passage, Lady Macbeth tears down Macbeth’s ego by shrewishly sniping at 

him: he is accused of being "cowardly," sick, and fearful. She obviously wants to 

enrage him so that he will muster the courage necessary to commit the gruesome 

deed of killing Duncan. Lady Macbeth's ability to manipulate her husband's 

nature and to control his passions causes the natural order of the kingdom to be 

overturned. The wife controls the husband, and a murderer rules the kingdom, 
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even though Lady Macbeth’s eventual suicide shows that such subversion must be 

righted.   

Lady Macbeth uses the Machiavellian skill of rhetorical manipulation to 

undermine Macbeth's valiant nature. In the same way, she also negates her own 

feminine sexuality in order to fortify herself and her husband for regicide, which 

deed must be committed for them to realize their common ambition--the crown of 

Scotland. Lady Macbeth repudiates the qualities commonly associated with the 

softer sex the minute she receives word that Duncan is going to be her guest for  

the night. In her soliloquy, she invokes malicious “spirits” for, it seems, demonic 

possession. She says, " Come, you spirits / That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex 

me here / And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full / Of direst cruelty"  

 (1.5.40-43). She continues, "Come to my woman's breasts / And take my milk for 

gall" (1.5.47-48). According to Joanna Levin, author of "Lady Macbeth and the 

Daemonologie of Hysteria," the mere fact that Lady Macbeth makes the request 

[of calling upon spirits] is enough to have her damned as a witch under the laws 

of James I” (39). Lady Macbeth is relinquishing not only her feminine sexuality in 

these lines; she is renouncing her humanity for the empowerment of evil.  

Like a witch, Lady Macbeth conjures night and the “murd’ring ministers” 

for aid in the plot of assassination:  

 . . . you murd'ring ministers, 

 Wherever in your sightless substances  

 You wait on nature's mischief! Come, thick night  
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 And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 

 That my keen knife see not the wound it makes, 

 Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark 

 To cry "Hold, hold!" (1.5.48-53) 

 

Not only does Lady Macbeth summon dark forces, but she imagines herself as the 

unsexed woman, or “man,” who will kill Duncan. She even goes as far as to tell 

Macbeth to “Leave all the rest to [her].” (1.5.73). Two scenes later, Lady Macbeth  

uses her reverse sexual influence on Macbeth to bolster his courage, thereby 

encouraging his ferocity to butcher Duncan. She says: 

  I have given suck, and know  

  How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me; 

  I would, while it was smiling in my face, 

  Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums 

  And dashed the brains out, had I so sworn as you 

  Have done to this. (1.7.55-59)   

She likens Macbeth’s timidity to a murdered infant.  Lady Macbeth fantasizes 

about killing an infant in cold blood even while nursing. This image shows her 

imagined cruelty, as well as reveals her verbal harassment of her husband. At this 

point and throughout the next two acts of the play, Lady Macbeth takes on the 

role of virago to simultaneously emasculate and embolden Macbeth in order to 

wreak havoc on the government and political organization of Scotland. 
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The final traits that characterize Lady Macbeth as a witch are 

independence of mind and spirit. Once again--though Macbeth has thoughts of 

regicide as he walks along the heath with Banquo--Lady Macbeth is the person 

who plots the strategies of the murder. Earlier, when Lady Macbeth receives the 

news of the prophecy of the Weird Sisters, as well as Duncan's impending visit, 

Lady Macbeth orchestrates the evening’s events: 

 He that's coming 

 Must be provided for; and you shall put  

 This night's great business into my dispatch, 

 Which shall to all our nights and days to come 

 Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom. (1.5.66-70)  

Lady Macbeth not only plans “the great business,” which will bring the pair 

“sovereign sway and masterdom,” but she has such extreme confidence in her 

mental acuity that failure does not even occur to her. At first, this self-assurance 

convinces Macbeth to enter into the conspiracy as the cowed follower of his wife 

instead of the traditional leader of his helpmate, as a husband of that era would 

have been.  

The attributes that define Lady Macbeth as a witch, such as independence 

of mind and spirit, recur in the very same scene. Once again, Lady Macbeth not 

only emasculates her husband for his cowardice, but she exhibits supreme 

imperiousness in her confidence to carry out the perfect crime. In order to quell 

Macbeth’s fears, she tells him, “We fail? / But screw your courage to the sticking 
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place / And we’ll not fail” (1.7.60-63). Her “plot” entails tiring Duncan, drugging 

the king’s two servants, and setting them up as the assassins (1.7.64-71). Macbeth 

himself is startled by her vicious plan but is ultimately convinced that the scheme 

can be carried out without bringing culpability on his name. Lady Macbeth must 

use all her verbal acuity on Macbeth after he murders Duncan in cold blood, as 

Lady Macbeth has planned. Macbeth is so traumatized by the horrific crime that 

he has committed, that he leaves the room, bloody knives and all, convinced that 

he has lost all possibility of divine benediction, and worse, that he has not only  

slaughtered Duncan, but he has also "murdered sleep" (2.2.47). Lady Macbeth, 

frustrated at his lack of forethought, tells him that he has to take the knives back 

in to the room and wipe the gore from his hands and the knives onto Duncan's  

drugged servants. Macbeth recoils in horror at the thought, which triggers another 

venomous tirade from the mannish Lady Macbeth: 

 Infirm of purpose! 

 Give me the daggers. The sleeping and the dead  

 Are but as pictures. 'Tis the eye of childhood  

 That fears a painted devil. If he do bleed, 

 I'll gild the faces of the grooms withal, 

 For it must seem their guilt. (2.2.56-61) 

She leaves the still gibbering Macbeth in the hallway and goes into the outer 

chamber to complete her plan. Lady Macbeth's malicious scheme and unnatural 

aptitude for grisly deeds are what signify her as socially "other"; these 



40 
 

 

characteristics would have had the potential to classify her as witch in seventeenth 

century England. She continues this subversive behavior throughout Act Three 

when she becomes host, instead of hostess, at the banquet where Macbeth 

famously sees the ghost of slaughtered Banquo.  

 Lady Macbeth has become so successful at manipulating Macbeth that she 

begins to exert her power over other men. At the banquet, Lady Macbeth prevents  

the guests from leaving--men who are aghast at Macbeth's odd behavior upon 

seeing the bloody shade of Banquo--without asking her lord’s permission, saying,  

"Sit, worthy friends. My lord is often thus, / And hath been from his youth. Pray 

you, keep seat" (3.4.53-54). Once she has settled the guests back into their seats,  

Lady Macbeth uses bold rhetoric to subdue him into more manly and normal 

conduct, comportment appropriate for a king of Scotland. Despite her endeavor to 

calm Macbeth’s seething guilty conscious, she is still unable to control Macbeth’s 

strange outbursts of horror.  Finally, in desperation, and again, against the 

decorum of courtly behavior, Lady Macbeth, not the king, says to the guests, "At 

once, good night. / Stand not upon the order of your going, / But go at once" 

(3.4.119-121). Lady Macbeth’s aggressivity and Macbeth's ranting about the 

ghost have emasculated and denigrated Macbeth in the eyes of his subjects, 

reducing him from royal leader to one who must be led. Thus Lady Macbeth, by 

using the "witchy" qualities of independence, sexuality, and outspokenness, has 

effectively turned the concept of the Great Chain of Being upside down: a woman 
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holding power in the domestic sphere and a usurping thane ruling over his friends 

and equals.  

The Weird Sisters and Lady Macbeth all have their function in 

Shakespeare's Macbeth in undermining the Great Chain of Being; however, the 

Weird Sisters' control over Macbeth appears to be strongest in the power of 

suggestion, not of demonic action. It may be noted here that the Weird Sisters, or 

Sisters of Fate, weren't actually “evil” at all; they were supernatural females who 

could see into the future. Albert H. Tolman, author of "Notes on Macbeth," 

writes, "the common opinion [among sixteenth-century chroniclers] was, that  

these women were either the weird sisters, that is (as ye would say) the goddesses 

of destinie, or else some nymphs or feiries" (202). If the sisters are truly  

goddesses of destiny or even pixies, they are merely predicting Macbeth’s future 

rather than attempting to corrupt him to the darkness of regicide. Perceived in this 

way, the Weird Sisters may be having their fun with Macbeth. Certainly, they are 

making sport of him but they are not enticing him to crime. Yet, although the 

sisters do not force Macbeth to commit malefaction, they plant the seeds of 

conspiracy in both Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s minds, which ultimately leads 

to the overthrow of the kingdom’s natural order. 

Lady Macbeth--manipulator, emasculator, and conniver extraordinaire--

proves to be a metaphorical witch and the true master of subversion in 

Shakespeare's play. She, like the "actual" accused witches in the Jacobean era, 

(women who were imprisoned, tried and then hanged or burned at the stake 
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because of their threat to society), is too independent, sexual, and outspoken to 

survive in the world of Macbeth. Because of his status as the playwright for James 

I, Shakespeare could not afford to "suffer a witch to live" (Church Exodus 22:18), 

even in a fictional tragedy, so Lady Macbeth's fate was sealed. What is interesting 

is how Shakespeare chooses to accomplish Lady Macbeth’s death. Lady Macbeth 

leaves the banquet scene a strong, waspish woman, but when she reappears later 

in the play, she is reduced to a feeble woman who walks in her sleep nightly, 

forever reliving the terrible, bloody scene of Duncan's murder. Her famous 

soliloquy demonstrates her psychological torture:  

Out, damned spot! Out, I say! One-- 

two--why then, 'tis time to do't. Hell is murky.-- 

Fie, my lord, fie, a soldier, and afeard? What need we 

fear who knows it, when none can call our power to 

account? Yet who would have thought the old man to  

 have had so much blood in him? (5.1.35-40) 

The passage shows that Lady Macbeth has been brought to remorse for the 

ghastly crime that she bedeviled Macbeth into committing. Unfortunately, her 

mental torment does not bring about the penance necessary to save Lady 

Macbeth's life, and she reportedly commits suicide by hurling herself off the 

castle battlements as Macbeth watches Birnam Wood advance against Dunsinane. 

Thus comes to an end the rule of the wife over her lord. In the final scene, the 
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murderer, Macbeth, will cease to rule and the rightful heir, Malcolm, is restored to 

the throne. The Great Chain of Being is righted once again.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION: RESTORING THE 

NATURAL ORDER  

Shakespeare's Macbeth is only a tragedy through the perspective of the 

Macbeths. From the perspective of the society where the Macbeths dwelt, the 

play actually ends on a positive note. The Great Chain of Being is in its proper 

order, the metaphorical witch, Lady Macbeth, is dead and unable to wreak havoc 

on her household any longer and the Weird Sisters have vanished, taking their 

oddities and premonitions with them so that they can no longer make mischief in 

Scottish society. Malcolm has reclaimed the throne of Scotland. From a purely 

social standpoint, the natural world is back in order once more. 

This play would have appealed to James I in several ways. First, it would 

have secured the monarch’s place in the Great Chain of Being. The king was at 

the top of the chain, inferior to only the heavenly inhabitants and the stars; 

everyone else on earth was underneath the king. The fact that Macbeth wasn't 

finally successful in his attempt of ruling Scotland and overthrowing his enemies 

would have suggested to Shakespeare's public, and therefore to James's subjects, 

that deposing a king unnaturally was counterproductive to the strength of the 

country. Secondly, the play would have strengthened his fanatical position on the 

evils of witchcraft. For it was, after all, the Weird Sisters and the metaphorical 

witch, Lady Macbeth, who played the role of social "otherness," proving that no 
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good could come from a woman who was outspoken, sexually appealing, and 

independent of mind and spirit. These witch-like and unnatural women had male  

attributes that subverted the natural order of the cultural community and caused 

chaos. It was incumbent on every responsible person in English society to single 

out such women and stop them from colluding with the Devil. Finally, the death 

of Lady Macbeth, supposedly at her own hand, exhibited that James I was correct 

in his assessment that women were too weak in their very natures to be able to 

fight Satan and win. The fact that Lady Macbeth had summoned unholy entities to 

"fill [her] from the crown to the toe top-full / Of direst cruelty!” (1.5.42-43) 

proves she wasn’t fearful of invoking such demonic spirits to achieve her goal of 

murder. Even though she appeared frightful in her sheer audacity, Lady Macbeth 

could not battle against the remorse that was welling up within her, torturing her 

mind. As James VI writes in Daemonologie:  

 There are three kinds of folks whom God will permit so to be  

  tempted or troubled; the wicked for their horrible    

  sins, to punish them in the like measure; The godly that are   

  sleeping in any great sins or infirmities and weakness in faith,  

  to waken them up the faster by such an uncouth form: and   

  even some of the best, that their patience may bee tried before  

  the world, as Jobs was. (King James 25) 

Since Lady Macbeth had been "tempted" and had fallen dreadfully far from the 

mark of a good Christian wife, God himself perhaps was chastening her 
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through her nightly visitations and inability to sleep. In the end, the "witch" could 

not live with her distress and anguish, and she apparently threw herself off the 

walls of Dusinane. In a final act of defiance, Lady Macbeth steps outside of the 

natural order by committing suicide, and, as known from Hamlet, the “Everlasting” 

has “fixed His canon ‘gainst self-slaughter” (1.2.131-32). Furthermore, the 

accession of Malcolm attests to the idea that Lady Macbeth and Macbeth, who 

himself sought the advice of witches, were unable to realize their ambitions 

through diabolic circumstances.  

For James I, it would be another ten years after Macbeth was first 

performed before he began to recant his belief in witches, but the actual witch 

hunting, or persecution, in Europe would continue well into the seventeenth and 

even early eighteenth centuries, which maintained the social chain of being for 

many years. Nonetheless, Shakespeare’s portrayal of Jacobean witches still 

continues to impact how we see women’s relationship to authority in society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




