
Act 4- Questions Discussed

1. How does Shakespeare contrast Lady Macbeth and Lady 
Macduff in Act 4?

Point of Contrast Lady Macbeth Lady Macduff (Act 4 
focus)

Basic nature Ambitious, 
dominating, pushes 
Macbeth towards 
crime.

Honest, emotional, 
practical; reacts like a 
real wife and mother.

Idea of womanhood Rejects softness and 
conscience; wants to 
be “unsexed.”

Represents natural 
femininity—care, 
feelings, and family 
attachment.

Motherhood Treats motherhood as 
something she can 
sacrifice for ambition 
(unnatural attitude).

Loving mother; 
protective and 
emotionally bonded 
with her child.

Morality Actively plans and 
supports Duncan’s 
murder; morally 
corrupted.

Innocent and guiltless; 
says “I have done no 
harm.”

Relationship with 
husband

Manipulates Macbeth, 
challenges his 
manhood to control 
him.

Questions Macduff’s 
decision openly; feels 
abandoned: “He loves 
us not.”

Courage / response 
to danger

Shows boldness for 
power, but later 
collapses under guilt.

Faces danger with 
dignity; tries to protect 
her child, speaks 
bravely.

Role in the play Represents the driving 
force behind 
Macbeth’s rise and 
initial crimes.

Represents the 
suffering of innocent 
families under 
Macbeth’s tyranny.

Effect on audience Mixed response—
admiration for 
strength, then pity as 
guilt destroys her.

Strong sympathy; her 
innocence makes the 
tragedy more painful.

What Shakespeare 
highlights through 
them

“Unnatural” ambition 
and moral corruption.

Natural love, domestic 
virtue, and the cost of 
tyranny.
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2. How does Shakespeare use the apparitions to 
mislead Macbeth in Act 4?
In Act 4, Scene 1 of Macbeth, Shakespeare uses the three apparitions to create 
a false sense of security in Macbeth’s mind. Through half-truths, equivocation, 
and dramatic irony, the witches manipulate Macbeth and lead him toward his 
destruction.

- The First Apparition – Creating Fear
The first apparition appears as an armed head and warns Macbeth:
“Beware Macduff.”
This warning is direct and truthful, yet it increases Macbeth’s fear. Instead of 
acting cautiously, Macbeth reacts violently. The warning plants suspicion in his 
mind and pushes him toward further cruelty, especially against Macduff’s 
family.

-  The Second Apparition – False Security through Equivocation
The second apparition, a bloody child, tells Macbeth:
“None of woman born shall harm Macbeth.”
This prophecy misleads Macbeth through equivocation (double meaning). 
Macbeth interprets it literally and believes that no human being can kill him. 
However, the audience later learns that Macduff was “from his mother’s womb 
untimely ripped” (born by Caesarean section). Thus, the prophecy is technically 
true but deliberately misleading. Shakespeare uses this to show how 
overconfidence blinds Macbeth.

- The Third Apparition – Impossible-Sounding Prophecy
The third apparition, a crowned child holding a tree, declares:
“Macbeth shall never vanquish’d be until / Great Birnam Wood to high 
Dunsinane Hill / Shall come against him.”
Macbeth considers this impossible because a forest cannot move. This gives 
him extreme confidence. However, later Malcolm’s army uses branches from 
Birnam Wood as camouflage, making the prophecy come true. Shakespeare 
again uses dramatic irony to show how Macbeth misunderstands fate.

-  The Vision of Banquo’s Descendants – Psychological Torment
When Macbeth demands further knowledge, he sees a line of kings resembling 
Banquo. This confirms that Banquo’s descendants will rule Scotland. Though 
not spoken as a direct prophecy here, the vision reinforces the witches’ earlier 
prediction and disturbs Macbeth deeply. It shows that despite all his crimes, he 
cannot change destiny.
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-  Dramatic Irony and Manipulation
Throughout the scene, Shakespeare uses dramatic irony. The audience senses 
that the prophecies are deceptive, but Macbeth interprets them in a way that 
suits his ambition. The witches do not lie outright; instead, they twist the truth. 
This technique of equivocation misleads Macbeth and strengthens the tragic 
tension.

Conclusion
Shakespeare uses the apparitions as instruments of deception. Each prophecy 
contains truth but is phrased in a way that encourages misinterpretation. By 
giving Macbeth overconfidence and false assurance, the apparitions accelerate 
his moral downfall and prepare the audience for his inevitable destruction.

3. Discuss the importance of Act 4 as a turning point in 
the play.
Act 4 of Macbeth is a major turning point in the play because it marks 
Macbeth’s complete transformation into a ruthless tyrant, introduces the forces 
that will destroy him, and sets the stage for the final conflict.

- Macbeth’s Complete Moral Decline
In Act 4, Macbeth is no longer hesitant or doubtful. After hearing the 
prophecies, he declares:
“From this moment / The very firstlings of my heart shall be / The firstlings 
of my hand.”
This shows that he will act immediately on his impulses without thinking. Unlike 
earlier in the play, where he struggled with guilt and hesitation, he now orders 
the murder of Macduff’s innocent family. This marks his fall from ambitious 
ruler to cruel tyrant.

-  False Confidence through the Apparitions
The witches give Macbeth prophecies that create a false sense of security:

“None of woman born shall harm Macbeth.”
“Macbeth shall never vanquish’d be until / Great Birnam Wood… shall 
come against him.”

These predictions mislead Macbeth and make him overconfident. His belief in 
his invincibility becomes his greatest weakness. This shift in confidence signals 
that his downfall is approaching.

- The Suffering of Scotland
Through Macduff and Ross, Shakespeare shows how Scotland is suffering 
under Macbeth’s rule. Macduff cries:
“Bleed, bleed, poor country!”
This highlights that Macbeth is no longer just an ambitious man but a national 
tyrant. The focus shifts from Macbeth’s internal conflict to the wider 
consequences of his actions.



- Macduff Becomes Macbeth’s True Opponent
The murder of Macduff’s family transforms Macduff from a political opponent 
into a man driven by personal revenge. When he learns of his family’s death, he 
exclaims:
“All my pretty ones? Did you say all?”
His grief turns into determination. This moment creates the hero who will 
ultimately defeat Macbeth.

- Malcolm Proves Himself a Worthy Leader
In Act 4, Malcolm tests Macduff’s loyalty and shows wisdom and caution. Unlike 
Macbeth, he is thoughtful and responsible. This prepares the audience for a 
restoration of order and justice in Scotland.

Conclusion
Act 4 is a turning point because it shifts the play from rising action to 
preparation for the climax. Macbeth becomes fully tyrannical, gains false 
confidence, and creates the enemy who will destroy him. At the same time, 
Malcolm and Macduff unite to restore order. From this act onward, Macbeth’s 
downfall becomes inevitable.

4. “False security is Macbeth’s greatest weakness.” Explain with 
reference to Act 4.
In Act 4 of Macbeth, Shakespeare clearly shows that Macbeth’s 
overconfidence, created by the witches’ prophecies, becomes his greatest 
weakness. The apparitions give him a false sense of safety, which blinds him to 
danger and ultimately leads to his downfall.

- Overconfidence from the Second Apparition
The second apparition tells Macbeth:
“None of woman born shall harm Macbeth.”
Macbeth interprets this literally and believes he is invincible. He assumes that 
every human being is born of a woman, so no one can kill him. However, this 
prophecy is deliberately misleading. It creates false security because Macbeth 
fails to question its deeper meaning. His confidence replaces caution.

- Misinterpretation of the Third Apparition
The third apparition declares:
“Macbeth shall never vanquish’d be until / Great Birnam Wood to high 
Dunsinane Hill / Shall come against him.”
Macbeth considers this impossible, since a forest cannot move. This 
strengthens his belief that he is undefeatable. Yet the audience senses 
dramatic irony, as such prophecies often carry hidden meanings. His inability to 
foresee the symbolic truth shows how false security clouds his judgment.

- Impulsive Decisions



After hearing the prophecies, Macbeth declares:
“From this moment / The very firstlings of my heart shall be / The firstlings 
of my hand.”
This shows that he will act immediately on his impulses. Instead of being 
cautious, he becomes reckless. His decision to murder Macduff’s innocent 
family proves that his false confidence has turned into cruelty and tyranny.

- Ignoring Real Threats
Although the first apparition warns him,
“Beware Macduff,”
Macbeth believes he is ultimately safe because of the other prophecies. Instead 
of eliminating Macduff directly, he wastes his energy killing innocents. His 
misplaced confidence prevents him from understanding that Macduff is the real 
danger.

- Dramatic Irony and Tragic Flaw
Shakespeare uses dramatic irony to show that the audience can sense the 
danger in these prophecies, while Macbeth cannot. His tragic flaw is not just 
ambition but blind trust in supernatural assurances. The witches never lie 
directly; they manipulate him through half-truths. His false security becomes 
the very cause of his destruction.

Conclusion
In Act 4, Shakespeare demonstrates that false security is indeed Macbeth’s 
greatest weakness. The apparitions make him feel invincible, but this 
overconfidence leads him to act rashly and ignore real dangers. Instead of 
protecting him, the prophecies push him closer to defeat. Thus, his belief in his 
own safety becomes the reason for his downfall.

5. What is the significance of the procession of eight 
kings?
The procession of eight kings in Act 4, Scene 1 is highly significant because it 
confirms the witches’ prophecy about Banquo’s descendants, deepens 
Macbeth’s fear, and foreshadows his inevitable downfall.

- Confirmation of the Witches’ Prophecy
Earlier, the witches had predicted that Banquo would be the father of kings. 
When Macbeth sees a line of eight kings resembling Banquo, the prophecy is 
visually confirmed. This shows that despite killing Banquo, Macbeth cannot 
change destiny. The vision reinforces the idea that fate cannot be controlled by 
violence.

- Banquo’s Ghost as a Reminder
Banquo’s ghost appears behind the procession, smiling. This silent presence 
intensifies Macbeth’s psychological torment. It reminds him that his crimes 



have failed to secure his throne. Banquo, whom Macbeth tried to eliminate as a 
threat, continues to “live” through his lineage.

- The Mirror – Symbol of Endless Rule
The last king carries a mirror, which reflects even more kings. This suggests 
that Banquo’s line will continue far into the future. It symbolizes an endless 
royal succession, emphasizing that Macbeth’s dynasty will not last. His rule is 
temporary, while Banquo’s legacy is permanent.

- Psychological Impact on Macbeth
The vision deeply disturbs Macbeth. Instead of feeling secure after the 
apparitions, he becomes furious and shaken. The procession destroys any hope 
that his own children will rule Scotland. It highlights the futility of his ambition 
and the emptiness of his crimes.

- Historical and Political Significance
The vision is also believed to flatter King James I of England, who claimed 
descent from Banquo. By showing Banquo’s line continuing as kings, 
Shakespeare indirectly honors the ruling monarch of his time.

Conclusion
The procession of eight kings is significant because it confirms the witches’ 
prophecy, symbolizes the triumph of fate over ambition, and intensifies 
Macbeth’s fear and frustration. It reminds the audience that Macbeth’s violent 
actions cannot alter destiny and that his downfall is inevitable.


