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In his illuminating study of Hamlet, To Be and Not To Be: Negation and Metadrama in
‘Hamlet,” James L. Calderwood argues that ‘Hamlet seems bound by the illogic of “To be and
not to be” (a thing may be both A and not-A), rather than ‘To be or not to be' (a thing is
either A or not-A).' Killing the King for revenge is both good and evil. To Hamlet there is no
difference between life and death since they are both abominable to him. After the abortive
voyage to England, however, there comes a change in him. ‘The Hamlet who agonized in ir-
resolution between “To be” and “Not to be,” Calderwood goes on to write, ‘has now become
the Hamlet who concludes his “the readiness is all” speech with the quiescent “Let be.” This
principle of ‘Let be,’ or ‘Keats's Negative capability,” is in keeping up with Hamlet's final en-
trustment of everything, including his revenge, to God's providence. Thus Hamlet is a tragedy
not so much about choosing between the two alternatives as about the undecidabilty of A and
not-A.

Calderwood discusses Macbeth in his subsequent book, If It Were Done: ‘Macbeth’® and
Tragic Action, and he begins his argument with the comparison of Hamlet and Macbeth in the
first chapter, entitled ‘Macbeth: Counter-Hamlet.! His assertion is that the two plays ‘are almost
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systematically opposed, so that Macbeth emerges as a kind of “counter-Hamlet,” ‘a photo-
graphic negative of the earlier play.” (It would be better to add in haste that the term ‘photo-
graphic negative’ is perhaps misleading in a sense, for Calderwood says soon after that ‘Ham-
let is best characterised by negation and absence, where Macheth is, 1 suggest, positively
charged.’)®

Calderwood elaborates on some contrastive concepts of the two plays, such as the ‘inbe-
tweenness' of Hamlet and the ‘immediacy of Macbeth,” the ‘reactive and retentive (i. e. past
oriented)’ Hamlet and the ‘initiative and protentive’ Macbeth, as well as the one play that
‘moves toward meaning’ and the other that ‘moves from meaning.’ As a conclusive set of op-
positions Calderwood speaks of the ‘both/and-ness’ of Hamlet and the either/or-ness’ of Mac-
beth. This contrast is worthy of our closer examination,

According to Calderwood’s shrewd metaphoric definition, Hamlet is a poststructuralist with
an undecidable text hard to read while Macbeth is an existentialist who shapes his identity in
the deeds he performs. ‘Hamlet occupies a world that simultaneously is and is not.” Such a
world of both/and-ness does not invite clear-cut choices. ‘Hamlet finds in madplay[sic] and
wordplay a defiladed cleft between action and inaction, a place where he can be, not do. But

= 1 = (320)



the question for Macbeth is not “to be or not to be” but “to act or not to act™ and he con-
tinues to seek his identity in deeds to the end. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, Calderwood as-
serts, ‘transform..both/and's into unequivocal either/or's® and, given that either/or moral
choice, they choose evil.

I submit that Calderwood’s contention outlined above inevitably induces us to wonder if, in
the final analysis, the question for Macbeth, too, does not change from “to do or not to do”
into ‘to be and not to be.’ Earlier on he is certainly in two minds as to whether he should
murder Duncan. Once he has committed the crime, however, Macbeth recognises that

To know my deed, 'twere best not know my self. (2.2.71)

And as soon as he is crowned as the new king, Macbeth realises
To be thus is nothing
But to be safely thus. (3.1.49-50)

Macbeth can be said to feel that he is and is not the King. He has entered into a new world
of undecidabilty. Then ‘to act or not to act is no longer his question; certainly he is forced
to continue to act, yet his mind is not torn between the two alternatives as before. He has to
abandon his old self and establish his new identity, seeking for the secure being of kingship,
though without success after all. Hence comes his struggles—ceaseless struggles with himself,
with the counter-action from the good forces, and even with what Macbeth refers to as ‘fate,
represented by the Witches. If Hamlet eventually reaches the calm state of ‘Let be,’ Macbeth
embraces, I would say, the desperate principle of ‘Make be.’

In clear contrast to Richad III, in which more emphasis is on how Richard captures the
throne, how Macbeth struggles to find his identity as the king seems to me to be very impor-
tant in this play. It is indisputable that the tragic stature of Macbeth owes much to the capac-
ity for conscience and fear he shows before he kills Duncan. And yet the rest of the play is
often regarded as no more than Macheth’s further decline into depravity and its retribution.
But is that so? Before we look further into Macbeth’s problem of ‘Make be,’ therefore, it may
be worth noting how sharply divided critics are as to what will become of Macbeth eventually.

G. Wilson Knight describes Macbeth and Lady Macbeth as turning into allegorical embodi-
ments of evil absolute and extreme instead of becoming mere villains.” George Lyman Kit-
tredge holds that Macbeth ‘grows stronger and more resolute as fate closes in upon him, and

" Conversely many critics

is never greater than in the desperate valour that marks his end.
understand Macheth as a shrinking and diminishing character who ends up in becoming an

¥ Macheth’s image, it seems to me,

' or an ‘animal,”™ or even a senseless ‘stone.

‘automaton,”
does not reach either of these extremes. In particular, as we shall see, I cannot agree with
those who explain that Macbeth becomes something insensitive and less than a human being.

Not only is King Macbeth’s world of ‘Make be' undecidable to him, but moreover it is
presented to us in undecidable ways. We might rather say such undecidability is not limited

to the new Macbeth but pervades the whole of this play. Let us examine that first.
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According to G. Wilson Knight, ‘Macbeth is the apocalypse of evil,’" and G. K. Hunter calls
the play ‘an anatomy of evil”™ It will be said that the undecidability of Macheth comes fore-
most from the fact that this play is about evil. To the philosophers the nature of evil has al-
ways been ambiguous and undecidable,

In considering the theme of evil it may be fitting to be reminded that Jacques Derrida pro-
pounds his deconstructive idea of ‘undecidable supplementarity.” In the binary opposition of na-
ture and civilisation or education, we cannot, as Rousseau or Lévi-Straus did, assume that na-
ture has existed first and later civilisation supplements or taints it, but we should consider that
nature has been always and already supplemented by civilisation. In other words, nature
would never have been nature without being originally contaminated by a sort of civilised cul-
ture that might be called ‘arche-culture.’ Nature has always harboured arche-culture from the
very beginning.”

A similar undecidable relationship is found in the antitheses of the two terms, including that
of good and evil, in Macbeth. On the surface of it Scotland seems to be under the reign of
the gracious King Duncan, Macbeth and Banquo being his worthy vassals and generals. A
closer look into the first few scenes, however, discloses that Duncan is an elderly king incapa-
ble of engaging in battles himself and that his country is undeniably afflicted with uprisings
and invasions. As it is often pointed out, the bloody Captain’s eulogistic report of Macbeth and
Banquo in Act 1, Scene 2 reveals to us, contrary to his intention, that the both of them are
merciless and bloodthirsty enough to ‘memorize another Golgotha'(1.2.40). The speech de-
scribes his generals and the traitors as ‘so intertwined as to be indistinguishable.”” And Mac-
beth is reported ‘in a curiously undiscriminating adjective™, to use Calderwood’s phrase, as
confronting the Thane of Cawdor ‘rebellious arm ’'gainst arm’ (italics mine, 1.2.56). After the
Thane of Cawdor has been executed his title is given to Macbeth by Duncan, who refers to

Cawdor with obvious dramatic irony :

There’s no art
To find the mind’s construction in the face.
He was a gentleman on whom I built
An absolute trust. (1.4.11-14)

Thus these statements betray the speakers’ unintended meanings, and, at the same time, ren-
der indistinguishable the difference between violence in a good cause and savage violence.

In this connection let us notice René Girard's argument that there is no essential difference
between public violence exemplified by the ancient rituals of human sacrifice and ordinary vio-
lence as we might conceive of it in its usual sense. In practice, however, some sort of distinc-
tion is made in any community. Only when the distinction is actually lost is it an emergency
to the community, which Girard calls the ‘sacrificial crisis.” This is what happens as Macbheth
kills Duncan and continues to commit murderous crimes as King Macbeth. But the distinction
between violence sanctified by a monarch and and violence by his enemies is made obscure
from the start of the play, thus unsettling the hierarchical order between those two terms.
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Most critics agree that the good characters, including Malcolm and Macduff, are less indi-
vidualised and, accordingly, flatter and more vapid than the title hero. It will also be a critical
commonplace now to say that thus Shakespeare deconstructs the hierarchical order between
good and evil in favour of Macheth. Here suffice it to say that the order restored by the
forces of good does not seem to be represented as totally secure, because the close of the
play makes us register a cyclic return to the beginning, with the head of Macheth reminding
us of the image of Macdonwald’s head that is reported soon after the opening of the play to
have been fixed by Macheth on the battlements, and with Donalbain, who we know seizes the
throne from Malcolm in history, not present at the close of the play.

What makes Macbeth determine to murder Duncan is undecidable as well. In Shakespeare’s
tragedies the central characters’ motives are very often less obvious than in their supposed
sources, Why does King Lear conduct a love test? What is lago's motive for trapping
Othello? Why does Hamlet procrastinate his revenge?—these questions are more plausibly elu-
cidated in the acclaimed source stories or chronicles. That may well indicate that it is surely
part of Shakespeare’s intention that the motives of his characters are less articulate than in his
sources,

Shakespeare gives Macbeth less justifiable cause to kill Duncan than Holinshed’s Chronicles
on the one hand, while he presents the title hero as a character with great moral foresight
and an extraordinary capacity for imaginative fear on the other hand. As a result, we feel that
for all his wife’s instigation there is a gap between Macbeth's initial hesitation and his unre-
deemable decision to carry out the murder of Duncan. This undecidable presentation, how-
ever, may be effective at least in conveying the impression that Macbeth chooses evil at once
of his own free will and for being possessed by some demonic power.

No doubt the most absorbing illustration of the both/and-ness of this play is afforded by the
Witches. The motif of equivocation ‘Fair is foul and foul is fair' is pursued throughout the play.
The hierarchical order of good and evil in Macbeth's moral sense is deconstructed when the
Witches release his evil passion which heretofore has been contained by his sense of justice.
This ambitious passion ‘outruns his pauser, reason, subverting the natural order. But the
Witches, as Terry Eagleton puts it, ‘do not so much invert this opposition [of ‘fair and foul]
as deconstruct it.”™ They are merely capable of unsettling the order and tempting men. It is
Macheth that inverts the order of his society.

In their supernatural soliciting the Witches, like catalysts, do not change themselves. As
marginal beings they can live even in the subverted order of things whereas ordinary human
beings simply could not live in the inverted order, much less the king, who is literally central
to society. The undecidability of both/and-ness again comes into play here. Macheth's kingship
is the most foul in that he has usurped the throne while at the same time kingship is the
fairest thing Macheth could attain in this world. The king would not be able to live in accor-
dance with the doctrine of ‘Fair is foul.” But Macbeth tries to do so, in part deluded into be-
lieving that he is ‘charmed’ and is not likely to be harmed or vanquished by any other man.

He proclaims:
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For my own good
All causes shall give way. (3.4.135-136)

I would argue that this challenge, which is something a man just could not do, is what the
play is about in its second half. This is King Macbeth’s humane conflict of ‘Make be’ in his
new undecidable world. And our contention has been that his affliction from that time on is
represented also in such undecidable ways as to make us feel that things are conceived both
to be and not to be.

In his essay on Thomas Middleton’s The Changeling T. S. Eliot speaks of Macbeth’s habitu-
ation to crime. He holds that the essence of Middleton’s fragedy is ‘the habituation of Bea-
trice to her sin... Such is the essence of the tragedy of Macbeth—the habituation to crime.™
Indeed it is terrible and essential to the drama that Beatrice is habituated to her relationship
with De Flores and in the end she belongs far more to De Flores than to her lover Alsemero.
But Macheth’s habituation to his crimes cannot be comparable to Beatrice's, if only because
Macbeth does want to habituate himself to crime while Beatrice is forced to become habitu-
ated. Besides, the most crucial point is, I should think, that it is undecidable if he really
grows ‘habituated” to his evil deeds in the proper sense of the word. Macbeth says at the end
of the banquet scene where he has lost himself, panicked by Banquo’s apparition :

My strange and self-abuse
Is the initiate fear that wants hard use.
We are yet but young in deed. (3.4.141-143)

But later, it is true, he boasts that

The mind [ sway by and the heart I bear
Shall never sag with doubt nor shake with fear. (5.3.9-10)

Then he also bluffs about his ‘hard use’ when he hears a dreary crv of women in his castle:

I have almost forgot the taste of fears:

The time has been my senses would have cooled
To hear a night-shriek and my fell of hair

Would at a dismal treatise rouse and stir

As life were in 't: I have supped full with horrors;
Direness, familiar to my slaughterous thoughts,
Cannot once start me. (5.5.9-15)

Actually, however, Macheth's confession below to Macduff reveals that he is still ‘young in
deed’ as late as just before his death:
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Of all men else I have avoided thee.
But get thee back. My soul is too much charged
With blood of thine already. (5.10.4-6)

We should notice that Macbeth’s bullish and bearish tones alternate with each other to the
end. We cannot decide whether or not he is conceived to have habituated himself to crime,
his initiate fear having faded away completely.

Yet many critics consider that Macbeth has completed his dehumanisation not just by put-
ting his fear under control but also by shedding his humanity, as pointed out above. John
Wain, for instance, has this to say of Macbeth's dehumanisation :

..we see Macbeth, in his last solitary moment, facing the knowledge that, as far as this
world is concerned, he is no more than an animal. ‘They have tied me to the stake; I can-
not fly, / But bearlike I must fight the course’ His descent from humanity is complete.
The play is over.”

What beast is it, then, that confesses to Macduff before the play is actually over that ‘my soul
is too much charged / With blood of thine already’ ? Or one would not be able to say that
Macheth is an animal just because he compares himself to a baited bear.

Referring to the above-cited lines ending with ‘Direness''+ / Cannot once start me’ Calder-
wood claims that Macbheth ‘no longer “wants” in either of that word’s senses because he has
completed his own dehumanization and grown sated with horrors.” We should be reminded,
however, that it is just after the lines above that the ‘dehumanised’” Macbeth makes the poetic
and memorable ‘Tomorrow’ speech. :

As for the ‘Tomorrow' speech Stephen Greenblatt contends ‘Macbeth experiences a gradual
numbing or deadening of the self until he reaches a state of absolute spiritual emptiness™ of
the speech. We should say, however, that reflecting with emptiness on one’s life is one thing,
and reaching the state of absolute emptiness of the numbed self is another.

Some critics assume that this speech illustrates that Macbeth has hardened and become so
insensitive that he cannot express any heartfelt sorrow at the news of his wife’s death.” But
remember how little more than the fact Brutus in Julius Caesar tells Cassius about the death
of his wife, Portia, who was more worthy of Brutus's sorrow than Lady Macbeth was of Mac-
beth’s. The ‘Tomorrow' speech and the ‘My way of life’ speech in Act 5, Scene 3 are Mac-
beth’s relevant ways of expressing his feelings in those hard-pressed situations. Besides, do we
not sense that Macbeth does not grow numb in his feelings but rather that he just strains
hard as part of his ‘Make be’ to cauterise his feelings? At least we cannot judge by those
speeches that Macbeth has grown heartless and insensitive.

The account given above shows, I hope, that Macbeth's dehumanisation is not conceived to
be completed, but presented as undecidable. The meanings of Macheth's curses or swearings
will also be seen as undecidable in a deconstructive way. He declares that he would ‘let the
frame of things disjoint, both the worlds suffer, / Ere..” (3.2.18-19) he wins the sense of secu-
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rity. He also demands that the Witches should answer his most crucial question

Though you untie the winds and let them fight
Against the churches, though the yeasty waves
Confound and swallow navigation up,

Though bladed corn be lodged and trees blown down,
Though castles topple on their warders' heads,
Though palaces and pyramids do slope

Their heads to their foundations, though the treasure
Of nature’s germens tumble all together

Even till destruction sicken.... (4.1.68—76)

These bombastically illogical and nihilistic statements deconstruct their own signifieds by fore-
grounding and unmetaphoring their figures of speech, unlike the dead metaphor in a phrase
such as ‘Tll be damned if.." They make it look as if Macbeth wished that he himself would
be destroyed along with the whole universe, though actually he emphasises his strong will and
desire to make all causes give way for his own good.

Shakespeare’s choice of undecidability as the way of portraying Macheth keeps our ultimate
view of him from going to any extreme degree of either exaltation or denigration. It makes us
unable either to identify him with an allegorical personification of absolute evil, or to think of
him as most heroic in his last-stage resistance. It would be also impossible to feel that he
grows dehumanised and animal. Instead we are made to realise that Macbeth’s struggle of
‘Make be' is quite horrible and yet quite human.

Kenneth Muir suggests that Macbeth is Shakespeare’s best tragedy after King Lear.® Unlike
King Lear, Macbeth owes much of its tragic greatness to the stature of the title hero. Un-
doubtedly, we witness the crimes and punishment of a damnably savage villain. Nonetheless
we are moved both by his human recoiling within his world of undecidability and by his des-
perate determination not to succumb to adversity. Macbeth is shown in a manner of undecida-
bility to veer to the last between defiance and cowardice, as illustrated in epitome in the fol-

lowing speech :

I 'gin to be aweary of the sun,

And wish th'estate o'th’ world were now undone.

Ring the alarum-bell. Blow wind, come wrack!

At least we'll die with harness on our back. (5.5.47-50)

And his spiritlessness is consummated when he admits that Macduffs revelation of the secret
about his birth ‘hath cowed’ his ‘better part of man’ (5.10.18).

On the other hand, Macbeth's unconquerable and strenuous soul seems to be rendered in
one covert way as well. Although stage directions vary among texts, one thing we can say for
certain is that he is intended to be not easily slain by Macduff. At the end of Act 5, Scene 9,
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Siward reports to Malcolm, ‘The castle’s gently rendered... The day almost itself professes
yours, / And little is to do’ (1-4). In the following scene Macbeth and Macduff do not fight
it out but go off the stage fighting, then seemingly scon come back, still fighting, and Mac-
beth is slain. In the subsequent final scene, Macduff comes back with Macbeth's head to Mal-
colm’s camp. At that moment Malcolm and his colleagues are remarking that the important
persons who have not yet returned from the battle are Macduff and Siward's son. The latter
has not come back because, Ross tells us, he has paid a soldier’s debt. This means that Mac-
duff is the slowest to return, probably having taken his considerable time managing to kill
Macheth, who we know has proclaimed his never-say-die spirit. This may well be the last and
the only possible homage Shakespeare pays to his villain hero at his death instead of provid-
ing him with a death speech.

Unlike Hamlet, Macbeth must pursue his identity to the very end. He keeps wading the
river of blood until he meets with death, though Lady Macbeth becomes unable either to
cross over or fo return. We feel that we might be able to go and die the way Lady Macbeth
does, but that we could never be able to do as Macheth does. From this fearful but admiring
awareness comes Macbheth's magnanimity as a tragic hero with his ‘paradoxical nobility,” in
Willard Farnham's epithet.
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