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Social and Historical Context of Macbeth

Macbeth is not just a tale of ambition and betrayal; it is a rich tapestry
woven from the fabric of its time. Written by William Shakespeare in the
early 17th century, the play is set against the backdrop of a tumultuous
Scotland and reflects the social, political, and historical context of the
period. This article delves into the various elements that shaped "Macbeth,"
providing insights into the societal norms, the influences of the monarchy,
and the historical events that resonate throughout the narrative.

1. The Historical Background of Macbeth

1.1 The Real Macbheth

The character of Macbeth is loosely based on a historical figure who ruled
Scotland in the 11th century. The real Macbeth, known as Macbeth mac
Findlaich, was a king who ascended to the throne after the death of King
Duncan. Historical records suggest that he ruled for about 17 years, and
contrary to Shakespeare's portrayal, he was not an inherently tyrannical
figure. Instead, he is often depicted as a ruler who brought stability to
Scotland.

1.2 The Influence of Holinshed’s Chronicles

Shakespeare drew heavily from historical accounts, particularly from
"Holinshed's Chronicles," a comprehensive history of England, Scotland, and
Ireland published in 1577. In Holinshed's narrative, Macbeth is presented as
a valiant warrior whose ambition leads him to murder Duncan. This account
highlights the themes of fate, ambition, and the moral consequences of
unchecked desires, which resonate throughout the play.

2. The Social Structure of Elizabethan England

2.1 The Feudal System



During the time when Shakespeare wrote "Macbeth," England was still deeply
rooted in the feudal system, which was characterized by a hierarchical
structure of power. This system had significant implications for the play’s
themes of loyalty, betrayal, and social order.

- Nobility: The nobility held vast lands and power, serving the monarchy and
maintaining control over the lower classes.

- Knights: Below the nobility were knights, who were often vassals to lords
and had obligations to protect the land.

- Peasants: The majority of the population consisted of peasants who worked
the land and were subject to the whims of their lords.

The rigid class structure in "Macbeth" is evident through the relationships
between characters and their societal roles, as Macbeth's rise to power
disrupts the natural order, leading to chaos.

2.2 Gender Roles and Expectations

The play also reflects the gender dynamics of the time. Women had limited
rights and were often viewed through a lens of subservience. Lady Macbeth is
a complex character who defies these norms, displaying ambition and a desire
for power that challenges traditional gender roles. The juxtaposition of her
character against the expectations of femininity of the time adds depth to
the exploration of ambition and morality.

- Femininity: Women were typically expected to be submissive, nurturing, and
focused on domestic responsibilities.

- Masculinity: Men were expected to be strong, assertive, and providers,
which plays into Macbeth's internal conflict as he grapples with his ambition
and masculinity.

3. The Divine Right of Kings

3.1 The Political Framework

The concept of the Divine Right of Kings was a prevailing belief during
Shakespeare's time, asserting that monarchs derived their authority directly
from God. This idea is crucial in understanding the moral implications of
regicide in "Macbeth." The murder of King Duncan represents a direct affront
to this divine order, causing chaos in the natural and supernatural realms.

3.2 The Consequences of Usurpation



In "Macbeth," the act of killing the king leads to dire consequences, both
for Macbeth and Scotland as a whole. The unnatural events that unfold after
Duncan's murder symbolize the disruption of the social and moral order. The
play serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of ambition and the
rightful place of rulers.

- Supernatural Elements: The witches' prophecies foreshadow the chaos that
ensues, representing the tension between fate and free will.

- Moral Decay: Macbeth's descent into tyranny and madness reflects the
consequences of usurping power, illustrating the belief that moral corruption
leads to societal downfall.

4. The Role of the Supernatural

4.1 Witchcraft and Societal Fears

The early 17th century was marked by a widespread belief in witchcraft and
the supernatural. The fear of witches was prevalent, fueled by political and
religious turmoil. Shakespeare's inclusion of the three witches in "Macbeth"
taps into these societal fears, serving as a catalyst for Macbeth's ambition
and moral decline.

- Witch Hunts: The period saw numerous witch trials, and the portrayal of
witches in the play reflects the anxieties of a society grappling with the
unknown.

- Fate vs. Free Will: The witches' prophecies raise questions about destiny
and the extent to which individuals can control their fate, a theme that
resonates with the uncertainties of the time.

4.2 The Supernatural as a Reflection of Inner
Turmoil

The supernatural elements in "Macbeth" also mirror the internal struggles of
the characters. Macbeth's hallucinations, such as the dagger and Banquo's
ghost, illustrate his guilt and psychological torment. The blurring of
reality and the supernatural reflects the chaos within him and the moral
consequences of his actions.

5. The Influence of Religion



5.1 Protestant Reformation and Its Impact

Shakespeare lived during the Protestant Reformation, which had a profound
impact on English society and its religious landscape. The conflict between
Catholics and Protestants created a climate of fear and suspicion,
influencing the themes of betrayal and moral corruption in "Macbeth."

- Religious Tension: The play's exploration of guilt and sin can be seen as a
reflection of the religious anxieties of the time, particularly regarding the
afterlife and divine judgment.

- Moral Consequences: The characters’ actions and their subsequent
punishments highlight the belief in divine retribution, a significant theme
in the play.

5.2 The Role of Guilt and Redemption

Guilt is a pervasive theme in "Macbeth," manifesting as a psychological
burden that ultimately leads to the characters' downfall. Both Macbeth and
Lady Macbeth experience profound guilt that drives them to madness,
illustrating the moral implications of their actions and the idea that one
cannot escape the consequences of sin.

6. Conclusion

The social and historical context of Macbeth is a tapestry of ambition,
morality, and the consequences of disrupting the natural order. Shakespeare's
exploration of these themes is deeply intertwined with the societal norms,
political beliefs, and religious tensions of his time. Through the lens of
ambition, gender roles, and the supernatural, "Macbeth" reflects the
complexities of human nature and the historical realities of the early 17th
century. The play serves not only as a timeless exploration of ambition and
morality but also as a reflection of the societal anxieties that shaped its
creation, making it a powerful commentary on the human condition that
resonates to this day.

Frequently Asked Questions

What social issues of the Elizabethan era are
reflected in 'Macheth'?

The play reflects concerns about ambition, power, and the moral consequences
of unchecked ambition, which were prevalent social issues during the
Elizabethan era, especially in the context of the monarchy and the divine



right of kings.

How does 'Macbeth' illustrate the concept of the
Great Chain of Being?

'Macbeth' illustrates the Great Chain of Being by depicting the disruption of
the natural order through regicide. The overthrow of King Duncan by Macbeth
symbolizes a violation of this hierarchical structure, leading to chaos and
disorder in Scotland.

What role does gender play in the social context of
'Macbheth'?

Gender roles in 'Macbeth' challenge contemporary expectations, particularly
through Lady Macbeth's manipulation and ambition, which subvert traditional
feminine qualities, highlighting the tension between gender and power in a

patriarchal society.

How does the fear of witchcraft in the 17th century
influence 'Macbeth'?

The play reflects the societal fears surrounding witchcraft during the 17th
century, particularly with the witch hunts and the belief in the
supernatural, which were used to explain misfortune and disorder in society.

What historical events may have influenced

Shakespeare's writing of 'Macbeth'?
Shakespeare was influenced by the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 and the subsequent

political climate, which heightened anxieties about treason and the stability
of the monarchy, themes that resonate throughout 'Macbeth’.

How does 'Macbeth' reflect the themes of ambition
and morality in its historical context?

‘Macbeth' reflects the tension between ambition and morality in a time when
social climbing was often viewed with skepticism; the play serves as a

cautionary tale about the dangers of overreaching ambition and moral
corruption.

In what ways does class struggle manifest in
'Macbeth'?
Class struggle is evident in 'Macbeth' through the tensions between noble

characters and the common people, as well as the consequences of Macbeth's
usurpation, which leads to chaos that affects all levels of society.



What is the significance of the supernatural
elements in 'Macbeth' within its historical context?

The supernatural elements in 'Macbeth', such as the witches and visions,
reflect the fascination and fear of the unknown in the early 17th century,
serving as a mechanism to explore themes of fate, free will, and moral
ambiguity.
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