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Abstract 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth presents one of the most complex psychological portraits in 

English tragedy through the character of Lady Macbeth. Initially portrayed as ambitious, 

determined, and emotionally controlled, Lady Macbeth gradually experiences psychological 

deterioration following the murder of King Duncan. This article examines her character 

through the perspective of Freudian psychoanalysis, focusing on unconscious desires, 

repression, guilt, the conflict between ambition and conscience, and the eventual breakdown 

of her psychological defences. The concepts of the id, ego, and superego provide a 

framework for understanding her initial determination to acquire power and her subsequent 

inability to escape the psychological consequences of violence. Her invocation to the spirits 

to “unsex me here” reveals a desire to reject conventional feminine expectations and acquire 

the ruthlessness she associates with masculine authority. However, her later sleepwalking 

and compulsive handwashing expose the limitations of her attempts to suppress guilt. The 

study also considers gender, power, and the patriarchal social order in which Lady Macbeth 

operates. Through close textual analysis, the article argues that her tragedy emerges from the 

contradiction between her conscious pursuit of power and the unconscious moral conflict 

generated by her participation in regicide. Her psychological collapse demonstrates that 

suppressed guilt may return through involuntary speech, symbolic actions, and disturbed 

sleep. The article concludes that Lady Macbeth is not merely an ambitious antagonist but a 

psychologically complex tragic figure whose transformation reveals the destructive 

consequences of repressing moral consciousness. 
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1. Introduction 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, generally dated to around 1606, is a tragedy that 

explores ambition, political authority, moral transgression, guilt, and psychological 

destruction. Although Macbeth is the central protagonist, Lady Macbeth occupies a 

significant position in the dramatic development of the tragedy. Her psychological 

transformation—from a determined advocate of regicide to a tormented and isolated 

woman—provides important material for psychoanalytic interpretation.  

Lady Macbeth initially appears to possess extraordinary self-control. After reading 

Macbeth’s letter about the witches’ prophecy, she immediately begins to imagine the 

possibility of royal power. She recognises her husband’s ambition but fears that his moral 

hesitation may prevent him from achieving it. Consequently, she attempts to influence his 

behaviour by challenging his courage and masculinity. 

However, the confidence she displays before Duncan’s murder does not survive the 

consequences of the crime. At first, she dismisses guilt as an obstacle that can be overcome 

through practical action. Later, her disturbed sleep, repetitive speech, and imagined 

bloodstains reveal the persistence of the experience she has attempted to repress. 

Psychoanalytic criticism offers a productive method for interpreting this 

transformation. Rather than treating Lady Macbeth’s behaviour simply as evidence of 

wickedness or supernatural punishment, psychoanalysis investigates the relationship 

between conscious intention and unconscious conflict. David Mikics’s discussion of 

psychoanalytic criticism explains the continuing significance of Shakespeare’s dramatic 

works for interpretations informed by Freud and later psychoanalytic thinkers.  

This article therefore examines Lady Macbeth’s ambition, manipulation, repression, 

guilt, gender identity, and psychological disintegration. It argues that her tragedy lies in the 

failure of conscious will to control the moral and emotional consequences of her actions. 

Lady Macbeth is frequently interpreted as an ambitious woman who encourages her husband 

to commit murder in order to obtain the Scottish throne. Such an interpretation, although 

important, does not fully explain the dramatic contrast between her apparent emotional 

strength in the early acts and her psychological collapse in Act V. 

The central problem addressed in this study is how a character who initially rejects 

fear and moral hesitation becomes overwhelmed by guilt that she cannot consciously control. 

Objectives of the Study 

The principal objectives are: 

1. To examine Lady Macbeth’s character through the framework of Freudian 

psychoanalysis. 
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2. To analyse the relationship between ambition, unconscious desire, and moral 

conflict. 

3. To explain repression and the return of suppressed guilt in the sleepwalking scene. 

4. To investigate the psychological significance of blood, hands, sleep, and cleansing. 

5. To explore the relationship between gender expectations, power, and identity. 

6. To interpret Lady Macbeth’s tragic decline as a consequence of the conflict between 

conscious ambition and moral consciousness. 

Research Methodology 

The study adopts a qualitative, interpretative research methodology based on textual 

analysis. Shakespeare’s Macbeth serves as the primary source, with particular attention to 

Act I, Scene V; Act I, Scene VII; Act II, Scene II; and Act V, Scene I. 

The theoretical framework draws primarily on Sigmund Freud’s concepts of the 

unconscious, repression, guilt, and the structural model of the psyche. Secondary scholarship 

on psychoanalytic approaches to Shakespeare provides additional critical context. 

The analysis combines close reading of dialogue, imagery, dramatic action, and character 

development. Lady Macbeth’s statements and behaviour are interpreted as literary 

representations of psychological processes rather than as clinical evidence of a real person’s 

mental condition.The study is interpretative rather than empirical. It does not attempt to 

diagnose Lady Macbeth according to contemporary psychiatric criteria. 

Theoretical Framework: Freudian Psychoanalysis 

1 The Unconscious Mind 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory emphasises that human behaviour is influenced by 

mental processes that remain outside conscious awareness. Desires, fears, memories, and 

conflicts that cannot easily be acknowledged may continue to influence behaviour even when 

an individual attempts to deny them. 

In Macbeth, Lady Macbeth consciously pursues power and initially attempts to 

exclude compassion and fear from her decision-making. Nevertheless, her subsequent 

behaviour suggests that the psychological consequences of the murder cannot be eliminated 

through conscious determination.Her sleepwalking scene is especially significant because 

experiences that she cannot adequately confront while awake emerge through involuntary 

speech and repetitive physical actions. 

The unconscious therefore provides a framework for interpreting the discrepancy between 

Lady Macbeth’s public composure and private suffering. 

2 The Id, Ego, and Superego 

In Freud’s structural model, the psyche is understood through three interacting concepts: 
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 Id: The source of instinctual wishes and immediate gratification. 

 Ego: The mediating agency that negotiates between desires, reality, and practical 

consequences. 

 Superego: The internalised moral demands and prohibitions that contribute to 

conscience and guilt. 

These concepts should not be applied as rigid labels. Instead, they offer an interpretative 

framework for understanding competing psychological pressures.Lady Macbeth’s desire for 

royal power can be read as an expression of ambition and the wish for gratification. Her 

practical planning and efforts to manage the murder represent attempts to control reality and 

prevent detection. Her later guilt, however, suggests that moral prohibitions and 

psychological resistance have not been successfully eliminated. 

The tragedy emerges partly because she assumes that practical control over the external 

situation will guarantee control over her inner life. 

3 Repression and the Return of the Repressed 

Repression refers to a process through which disturbing thoughts, wishes, or 

experiences are excluded from conscious awareness. In psychoanalytic interpretation, 

repression does not necessarily destroy the psychological material involved. Instead, it may 

return indirectly through dreams, symptoms, compulsive behaviour, or symbolic expression. 

Lady Macbeth’s early dismissal of guilt establishes a pattern of attempted repression. She 

encourages Macbeth not to think deeply about the murder and treats the washing away of 

blood as if it could resolve the crime itself. 

In Act V, her involuntary repetition of words associated with blood and cleansing 

exposes the failure of this strategy. The past returns through actions she cannot consciously 

regulate. 

4. Guilt and the Superego 

Guilt becomes a central psychological force after Duncan’s murder. Lady Macbeth 

initially appears less troubled than Macbeth by the immediate consequences of the crime. 

Nevertheless, her later suffering indicates that apparent fearlessness should not be equated 

with the complete absence of conscience. Her psychological deterioration can be interpreted 

as a conflict between the desire to preserve the identity of a powerful, self-controlled woman 

and the internal moral consequences of participating in murder. 

The return of guilt challenges the identity she has attempted to construct. 
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Analysis and Discussion 

1. Lady Macbeth’s Ambition and the Desire for Power 

Lady Macbeth’s ambition becomes explicit when she reads Macbeth’s letter 

describing the witches’ prophecy. Rather than waiting for events to unfold, she immediately 

considers the actions required to achieve the crown. Her response reveals a mind preoccupied 

with the relationship between desire, opportunity, and action. 

She fears that Macbeth is “too full o’ the milk of human kindness” to take the shortest 

route to kingship (Macbeth, 1.5). The metaphor of milk associates compassion with nurturing 

and conventional femininity. Lady Macbeth regards these qualities as obstacles to political 

success. 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, her ambition can be understood as an attempt to 

overcome perceived limitations. She does not merely desire material advancement; she wants 

to eliminate the emotional qualities that she believes may prevent the fulfilment of her 

wishes. 

Her determination nevertheless contains a contradiction. She imagines that she can 

achieve freedom through the rejection of compassion, yet the later development of the 

tragedy demonstrates that she cannot entirely escape the moral consequences of violence. 

Ambition becomes destructive when the desire for power is treated as more important than 

every ethical consideration. 

2 “Unsex Me Here”: Gender Identity and Psychological Conflict 

One of the most revealing passages in the play occurs when Lady Macbeth invokes 

supernatural forces: 

“Come, you spirits That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here.” — Macbeth, 1.5 

The speech expresses her desire to remove the qualities she associates with 

femininity and replace them with a capacity for cruelty. She believes that conventional 

gender expectations, especially those linking women with tenderness and compassion, 

threaten her ambition. 

The speech can be interpreted in two related ways. 

First, Lady Macbeth challenges the limitations imposed on women within a 

patriarchal society. Political authority and decisive violence are associated with masculinity, 

while nurturing and emotional sensitivity are associated with femininity. Her invocation 

attempts to escape this restrictive opposition. 

Second, her desire to transform herself suggests an internal conflict. She treats 

aspects of her identity as unacceptable and seeks to suppress them rather than reconcile them 

with her ambition. 
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Psychoanalytically, the invocation represents an effort to silence perceived 

emotional vulnerability. Yet the need to request supernatural assistance also suggests that the 

transformation she desires cannot simply be achieved through conscious will. 

Her later psychological collapse exposes the limits of this attempted self-

transformation. The emotions she seeks to eliminate eventually reappear in a form that she 

cannot control. 

This interpretation should not be reduced to the claim that women are naturally more 

compassionate or more susceptible to guilt than men. Rather, Shakespeare’s character reveals 

how culturally defined expectations of gender may influence an individual's understanding 

of strength, weakness, and authority. 

3 Manipulation, Masculinity, and the Ego 

Lady Macbeth plays an influential role in persuading Macbeth to proceed with 

Duncan’s murder. When Macbeth expresses doubts, she questions his courage and 

commitment. 

She asks: 

“Art thou afeard To be the same in thine own act and valour As thou art in desire?” — 

Macbeth, 1.7 

Her argument links masculinity with the ability to act decisively upon one's 

ambitions. By presenting hesitation as a form of weakness, she attempts to make murder 

appear necessary for the preservation of Macbeth’s identity. 

Her behaviour can be interpreted through the concept of psychological defence. She 

redirects attention away from the ethical nature of the proposed act and toward Macbeth’s 

fear of appearing cowardly. 

This rhetorical strategy enables both characters to treat the crime as a test of courage 

rather than a violation of moral responsibility. 

Lady Macbeth also demonstrates practical intelligence. She plans the circumstances 

of the murder, considers the use of the guards as scapegoats, and attempts to regulate 

Macbeth’s emotional response. These actions resemble the reality-oriented functions 

associated with the ego. 

However, her practical competence has serious limitations. She assumes that 

external appearances can be controlled and that the consequences of murder can be managed 

through deception. She fails to recognise that the psychological effects of the crime cannot 

be contained by the same methods used to conceal it. 

Her apparent control is therefore tactical rather than psychological. 
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4 The Murder of Duncan: The Beginning of Psychological Division 

The murder of Duncan marks a decisive turning point in Lady Macbeth’s 

psychological development. Before the murder, she presents herself as the stronger partner, 

encouraging Macbeth to overcome hesitation. After the murder, however, Macbeth 

experiences immediate terror and begins to interpret ordinary sounds and events as 

threatening. Lady Macbeth initially attempts to restore order through practical instructions. 

She tells him: 

“A little water clears us of this deed.” — Macbeth, 2.2 

Water is presented as an instrument of cleansing. Lady Macbeth believes that the 

visible evidence of murder can be removed and that the couple can return to ordinary life. 

The statement reveals a distinction between external purification and internal moral 

resolution. Blood can be washed from the hands, but the act that produced it cannot be 

undone. 

Macbeth soon recognises the inadequacy of this reasoning. He imagines that even 

the oceans cannot remove the blood from his hands. Lady Macbeth responds by dismissing 

his distress and insisting that he should not think so deeply about what has occurred. 

Their reactions demonstrate different ways of confronting psychological conflict. 

Macbeth becomes immediately overwhelmed by guilt and fear, whereas Lady Macbeth 

initially relies on denial and practical action. 

The difference is not absolute: her later behaviour reveals that she too has been 

profoundly affected. The murder creates a psychological division between the identity the 

couple wish to preserve and the reality of their actions. 

5. Repression and the Illusion of Emotional Strength 

Following Duncan’s murder, Lady Macbeth continues to behave as if psychological 

distress can be controlled through discipline. Her dismissal of Macbeth’s fear suggests that 

she considers emotional disturbance a threat to survival. 

From a Freudian perspective, this behaviour can be read as an attempt to repress 

disturbing thoughts and feelings. Instead of confronting the moral significance of the murder, 

she encourages herself and Macbeth to avoid sustained reflection. 

Repression in this interpretation is not simply deliberate concealment. It also describes the 

broader psychological effort to prevent intolerable experiences from entering conscious 

awareness. 

Lady Macbeth’s apparent strength therefore conceals an unresolved conflict. Her 

confidence depends on maintaining a separation between what she has done and what she is 

prepared to acknowledge about herself. 
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Carole Beebe Tarantelli’s psychoanalytic study of Macbeth similarly demonstrates 

how the tragedy can be approached as a representation of destructive psychological processes 

and the failure of attempts to defend the mind against their consequences. Although 

Tarantelli’s principal focus is Macbeth, her analysis provides a useful context for 

understanding the wider psychological structure of the play.  

Lady Macbeth’s decline suggests that repression cannot guarantee permanent 

emotional stability. What is excluded from conscious reflection continues to exert pressure, 

eventually emerging through involuntary behaviour. 

6 The Sleepwalking Scene: The Return of Suppressed Guilt 

The sleepwalking scene in Act V, Scene I, is the culmination of Lady Macbeth’s 

psychological transformation. 

A doctor and a gentlewoman observe her as she enters in a disturbed state, rubbing 

her hands and speaking about the events that have haunted her. Her behaviour contrasts 

sharply with the determination and control she displayed earlier in the play. 

The gentlewoman reports that Lady Macbeth performs ordinary actions while apparently 

asleep. The doctor recognises that her condition involves a serious disturbance, although the 

scene does not provide a modern clinical diagnosis. 

The most important feature of the scene is the involuntary return of memories associated 

with violence. 

Lady Macbeth cries: 

“Out, damned spot! out, I say!” — Macbeth, 5.1 

The imagined bloodstain becomes a symbol of guilt. Earlier, she believed that 

washing the hands could remove the evidence of murder. Now, the stain persists in her 

imagination despite the absence of any visible blood. 

The contrast between the two scenes is central to a psychoanalytic reading. Her 

conscious insistence that the crime can be forgotten gives way to repetitive behaviour that 

reveals the persistence of the experience. 

Her handwashing can be interpreted as a symbolic attempt at purification, while her 

speech exposes the failure of that attempt. The body performs a ritual that the conscious mind 

cannot successfully explain or control. 

The scene also reverses the relationship between speech and silence. Earlier, Lady 

Macbeth actively directs Macbeth’s conduct and controls the conversation. During 

sleepwalking, she reveals fragments of the past without exercising conscious control over 

their disclosure. 

Her private psychological conflict becomes visible to others. 
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The scene is therefore not merely a representation of madness. It dramatises the return of 

suppressed guilt and the breakdown of the defences through which Lady Macbeth has 

attempted to maintain her identity. 

The primary text of Macbeth provides the basis for this interpretation, particularly the 

contrast between the murder scene and the later sleepwalking episode.  

7. Blood, Hands, and Cleansing as Psychological Symbols 

Blood is one of the play’s most persistent symbols. It initially signifies the physical 

evidence of murder, but its meaning gradually expands to include responsibility, guilt, and 

the impossibility of reversing the past. 

Lady Macbeth’s hands are especially significant because they connect physical action with 

moral experience. The hands that participated in the concealment of the crime later become 

the focus of compulsive cleansing. 

The symbolism develops through three stages: 

Stage 1: Practical concealment 

Immediately after Duncan’s murder, washing is treated as a simple means of removing 

physical evidence. 

Stage 2: Psychological persistence 

Blood becomes an enduring reminder of an action that cannot be undone, regardless of 

outward appearances. 

Stage 3: Compulsive repetition 

In the sleepwalking scene, repetitive handwashing symbolises an unsuccessful attempt to 

achieve psychological purification. 

The symbolism is effective because it joins the physical and psychological 

dimensions of the tragedy. The imagined stain is not evidence that blood remains physically 

present; it expresses the persistence of a moral and emotional experience. 

The doctor’s observation that Lady Macbeth needs spiritual rather than merely medical 

assistance further emphasises the gap between physical symptoms and moral suffering. The 

play does not offer a simple cure because the conflict is rooted in actions that cannot be 

reversed. 

8. The Superego and the Persistence of Conscience 

Lady Macbeth’s later guilt raises an important question: if she initially appears 

willing to disregard moral principles, why does conscience eventually become so powerful? 

Within a Freudian interpretation, the superego provides one possible explanation. Moral 

prohibitions and internalised expectations do not necessarily disappear when a person 
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consciously rejects them. They may continue to shape psychological experience beneath the 

surface. 

Lady Macbeth’s initial rejection of compassion does not establish that she has 

permanently eliminated moral awareness. Her later behaviour suggests that the internal 

consequences of her actions remain active. 

Her suffering can therefore be interpreted as a conflict between two incompatible 

positions. She wants to regard herself as strong, decisive, and capable of controlling events, 

yet she cannot escape the knowledge of the murder. 

The play does not explicitly identify the superego as the cause of her condition. 

Rather, the concept helps explain why her conscious attempts at denial fail. 

This reading also avoids treating guilt as a purely external punishment. Although the 

dramatic world contains supernatural elements and political consequences, Lady Macbeth’s 

psychological deterioration emerges through her own speech, memory, and actions. 

9. Lady Macbeth and the Psychology of Gender 

Lady Macbeth’s psychological development is also shaped by the gender 

expectations of her society. She associates masculinity with courage, authority, and violence, 

while she associates femininity with tenderness and hesitation. Her invocation to be 

“unsexed” reveals her belief that conventional femininity is incompatible with the pursuit of 

power. Her manipulation of Macbeth depends on these assumptions. By challenging his 

masculinity, she transforms his hesitation into a perceived threat to his identity. 

However, the play ultimately complicates the opposition between masculine strength 

and feminine weakness. Macbeth’s acquisition of power does not make him psychologically 

secure, and Lady Macbeth’s apparent emotional control does not prevent her from 

experiencing guilt.Both characters become trapped by their attempts to dominate fear and 

uncertainty through violence. 

Lady Macbeth’s tragedy can consequently be read as a critique of a model of power 

that requires the suppression of vulnerability. Her attempt to construct an identity free from 

compassion proves unsustainable.This interpretation does not imply that her actions are 

excusable. Rather, it shows how gender expectations and the desire for authority shape her 

decisions while leaving her responsible for her participation in the crime. 

10. Psychological Isolation and the Breakdown of the Marriage 

The relationship between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth changes significantly over the 

course of the tragedy. 
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At the beginning, they share their ambitions and discuss their plans. Lady Macbeth 

is an active participant in Macbeth’s transformation, and their communication allows them 

to reinforce one another’s desires. 

Following the murder, however, Macbeth becomes increasingly secretive and 

violent. He arranges further killings without fully informing his wife. Their partnership 

gradually deteriorates as their responses to guilt and insecurity diverge.Lady Macbeth’s loss 

of influence is significant. The woman who initially directs Macbeth’s actions becomes 

increasingly excluded from his decisions. Her political ambition does not produce lasting 

intimacy or security. 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, isolation intensifies her inability to process the 

consequences of the murder through meaningful communication. The silence surrounding 

her suffering contrasts with the earlier confidence through which she sought to control 

Macbeth.Her psychological deterioration is therefore connected not only to guilt but also to 

the collapse of the relationship that had initially supported her ambitions. 

11. The Tragic Ending: The Limits of Psychological Control 

Lady Macbeth’s death occurs after the sleepwalking scene, and the play does not 

depict the event directly. Macbeth subsequently receives news of her death and responds 

with the bleak reflection that life is fleeting and without enduring significance. 

Her death completes the tragic movement from apparent mastery to psychological 

vulnerability. The woman who once believed that resolve could overcome conscience 

becomes unable to escape the consequences of the past.It is important, however, not to 

interpret the ending as proof that every guilty person must experience psychological collapse. 

Shakespeare constructs a particular tragic narrative, not a universal clinical law. 

Within that narrative, Lady Macbeth’s fate demonstrates the limits of her strategy of 

denial. She attempts to control the external world while refusing to confront the internal 

consequences of her actions. The resulting contradiction becomes central to her downfall.The 

tragedy also leaves room for other interpretations, including religious, political, feminist, and 

moral readings. Psychoanalysis is most productive when it complements these approaches 

rather than claiming to explain every aspect of the character. 

Major Findings of the Study 

The psychoanalytic examination of Lady Macbeth produces the following 

findings.First, ambition functions as a dominant conscious desire. Lady Macbeth regards 

political power as an objective that justifies suppressing hesitation and compassion. Her 

ambition shapes her relationship with Macbeth and influences the moral decisions that lead 

to Duncan’s murder. 
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Second, her apparent emotional strength depends on repression and denial. Her early 

dismissal of fear and guilt does not eliminate the psychological consequences of the crime. 

Instead, the play progressively reveals the inadequacy of her defensive strategies. 

Third, blood and handwashing represent the persistence of guilt. These images 

connect the physical act of murder with an enduring psychological burden. The 

transformation of handwashing from a practical action into a compulsive ritual illustrates the 

failure of her attempt at purification. 

Fourth, the sleepwalking scene dramatises the return of suppressed experience. Lady 

Macbeth’s involuntary speech and repetitive movements reveal what her earlier conscious 

behaviour attempted to conceal. 

Fifth, gender expectations influence her construction of power and identity. Her 

rejection of conventional femininity reflects the patriarchal assumptions of the dramatic 

world, while her eventual suffering challenges the idea that emotional suppression 

constitutes genuine strength. 

Finally, Lady Macbeth’s tragedy arises from the contradiction between ambition and 

conscience. Her downfall is not explained by ambition alone but by the interaction of desire, 

moral transgression, denial, isolation, and psychological conflict. 

Conclusion 

A psychoanalytic study of Lady Macbeth reveals the psychological complexity 

underlying one of Shakespeare’s most memorable tragic characters. Her development from 

an ambitious and apparently self-controlled woman to a tormented figure demonstrates the 

limitations of conscious will when it is employed to suppress moral and emotional conflict. 

Freudian concepts of the unconscious, repression, and the superego offer useful ways of 

understanding her transformation. Initially, Lady Macbeth believes that compassion can be 

eliminated, fear can be overcome, and guilt can be washed away. Her confidence rests on the 

assumption that the mind can be controlled as effectively as external circumstances. 

The subsequent development of the play challenges this assumption. Her compulsive 

handwashing, repeated references to blood, and involuntary disclosures during sleepwalking 

reveal the persistence of the murder in her psychological life. The distinction between 

outward composure and inner suffering becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. 

Her character also invites reflection on gender and power. Lady Macbeth attempts 

to reject the qualities she associates with femininity because she believes that political 

authority requires ruthlessness. Yet her eventual suffering reveals the limitations of a model 

of strength based on emotional denial. 
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Ultimately, Lady Macbeth’s tragedy lies in the failure of repression to provide lasting 

freedom from guilt. Shakespeare presents a character who attempts to master her inner life 

through determination but discovers that the consequences of moral transgression cannot be 

removed by willpower alone. Her psychological collapse gives the tragedy its enduring 

significance and demonstrates the value of psychoanalytic criticism as a method for 

exploring the relationship between unconscious conflict, individual identity, and human 

responsibility. 
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