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In William Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth, one of the most compelling themes
revolves around prophecy, ambition, and the dangerous pursuit of power.
Central to the plot is the series of prophecies delivered by the three
witches, which dramatically influence Macbeth’s actions and his eventual
downfall. Among the most significant predictions the witches make is the
title that Macbeth is destined to receive—a title that seals his fate and
shapes his destiny. This article explores the prophecy made by the witches
regarding Macbeth’s future title, its significance within the play, and how
it reflects the themes of ambition, fate, and free will.

The Witches’ Prophecy: An Overview

In Act 1, Scene 3 of Macbeth, the three witches encounter Macbeth and Banquo
as they journey through the Scottish heath. They greet Macbeth with a series
of prophetic titles and predictions that profoundly impact his psyche and
actions.

The Three Titles Predicted by the Witches

The witches’ prophecy comprises three key titles or honors they foretell
Macbeth will receive:

e Thane of Glamis - Already held by Macbeth at the start of the play, this
title confirms his current status.

e Thane of Cawdor - A title that the witches predict Macbeth will soon
acquire, which surprises Macbeth since he is unaware of his impending
transfer of this title.

e King of Scotland - The ultimate prophecy, where the witches foretell
that Macbeth will become king, sparking his ambition and setting the
tragic events in motion.

Note: The prophecy about becoming king is worded as a possibility, not a
certainty, emphasizing the theme of ambiguity and the influence of prophecy
on human actions.

The Significance of the Predicted Titles

Understanding the importance of each of these titles provides insight into
Macbeth's character development and the play’s overarching themes.



Thane of Glamis

This is Macbeth’s current title, which he holds at the beginning of the play.
The witches’ greeting confirms his existing status, acting as a trigger for
the subsequent prophecies. It also demonstrates their knowledge of his
current position, lending an air of supernatural authority and credibility to
their predictions.

Thane of Cawdor

The second title, Thane of Cawdor, is particularly significant because it is
a real title held by a traitor who has just been executed. The witches’
prophecy that Macbeth will soon become the Thane of Cawdor is fulfilled
almost immediately after they speak it. This immediate fulfillment boosts
Macbeth’s confidence in the witches’ predictions and fuels his ambition.

Key Point: The rapid fulfillment of the Thane of Cawdor prophecy establishes
a pattern that the witches’ words are not merely fanciful but have a basis in
reality, blurring the lines between fate and free will.

The Crown: King of Scotland

The most momentous and dangerous of the predictions is that Macbeth will
become king. This prophecy is the catalyst for Macbeth’s internal conflict,
as he begins to consider murdering King Duncan to claim the throne. The
witches’ cryptic statement, "All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of
Glamis! / All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor! / All hail,
Macbeth! Hail to thee, king hereafter!" (Act 1, Scene 3), plants the seed of
ambition in Macbeth’s mind.

Implication: The prophecy that Macbeth will be king is not a direct command
but an ambiguous forecast that awakens his desire for power, illustrating how
prophecy can influence human decisions.

Impact of the Prophecy on Macbeth’s Ambition
and Actions

The witches’ predictions serve as a catalyst for Macbeth’s transformation
from a noble thane to a tyrannical king. The prophecy about becoming king is
especially potent because it taps into Macbeth’s latent ambition, which has
been quietly simmering beneath his honorable exterior.

The Power of Ambiguous Predictions

The witches’ words are deliberately vague, allowing Macbeth to interpret them
in a way that suits his ambitions. The prophecy is a self-fulfilling prophecy
because Macbeth’s belief in it drives him to take drastic actions to ensure
its fulfillment.



Macbeth’s Inner Conflict

Upon hearing the prophecy, Macbeth’s initial reaction is one of shock and
contemplation. He is both enthralled and disturbed by the idea of becoming
king. Lady Macbeth further manipulates this ambition, urging him to act
swiftly to seize the throne.

The Role of Fate and Free Will in Macbeth’s
Rise to Power

The prophecy about Macbeth’s future title raises questions about the nature
of fate versus free will in the play.

Fate and Predestination

The witches’ predictions suggest a predetermined destiny—that Macbeth is
fated to become king. This perspective aligns with a fatalistic
interpretation of the play, where the witches’ words seem to set the course
of events beyond Macbeth’s control.

Free Will and Human Agency

However, Macbeth’s choices after hearing the prophecy—murdering Duncan,
framing others, and consolidating power—highlight the role of human agency.
The play explores whether Macbeth’s rise is truly predestined or if his own
ambitions and choices propel him toward destruction.

Key Insight: The prophecy acts as a catalyst, but Macbeth’s subsequent
actions demonstrate the complex interplay between fate and free will.

Conclusion: The Title Macbeth Is Predicted to
Receive and Its Meaning

The witches’ prophecy predicts that Macbeth will become king of Scotland, a
title that symbolizes ultimate power and authority. This prediction is
crucial because it ignites Macbeth’s ambition and sets the tragic chain of
events into motion.

Summary of Key Points:
e The witches greet Macbeth with three titles: Thane of Glamis, Thane of
Cawdor, and King hereafter.

e The immediate fulfillment of the Thane of Cawdor title lends credibility
to the witches’ predictions.

e The prophecy about becoming king significantly influences Macbeth’s



actions, leading him down a dark path.

e The play explores themes of fate versus free will, questioning whether
Macbeth’s rise is predestined or self-driven.

Understanding the prophecy about Macbeth’s future title offers valuable
insight into the play’s exploration of ambition, power, and moral corruption.
It underscores how supernatural predictions can influence human behavior and
how the pursuit of power can lead to tragic consequences. Macbeth’s journey
from a noble thane to a king haunted by guilt and paranoia serves as a
timeless reminder of the destructive potential of unchecked ambition and the
influence of prophecy on human destiny.

Frequently Asked Questions

What title do the witches predict Macbeth will
receive in Shakespeare's play?

The witches predict that Macbeth will become the Thane of Cawdor and
eventually the King of Scotland.

How do the witches' predictions influence Macbeth's
ambitions?

The predictions spark Macbeth's desire for power, leading him to pursue the
throne and commit regicide.

What is the significance of the witches predicting
Macbeth's future titles?

The predictions set the tragic course of events in motion, highlighting
themes of fate and free will.

Does Macbeth actually receive the title predicted by
the witches?

Yes, Macbeth is awarded the title of Thane of Cawdor shortly after the
witches' prophecy, confirming part of their prediction.

Are the witches' predictions about Macbeth's eventual
kingship accurate?

Initially, the witches predict he will become king, which comes true
indirectly through Macbeth's actions, though they do not specify how.

How does the prediction about Macbeth's titles
reflect the theme of prophecy in the play?

It illustrates how prophecy can influence characters' choices and actions,



often leading to self-fulfilling outcomes.

What role does the predicted title play in Macbeth's
internal conflict?

The anticipation of becoming king fuels Macbeth's moral dilemma and descent
into tyranny.

Does Macbeth's pursuit of the predicted title lead to
his downfall?

Yes, his obsession with achieving the title of king ultimately results in his
downfall and death.

How do the witches' predictions about Macbeth's
titles compare to their predictions about Banquo?

While the witches predict Macbeth will become king, they also predict that
Banquo's descendants will inherit the throne, highlighting different fates.

What moral or lesson can be drawn from the witches'
prediction about Macbeth's future titles?

The prediction suggests that seeking power through treachery can lead to
destruction, emphasizing the dangers of unchecked ambition.

Additional Resources

Macbeth Title Prediction by the Witches: An In-Depth Analysis of the
Prophetic Title in Shakespeare’s Tragedy

Introduction: The Power of Prophecy in Macbeth

In William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, the theme of prophecy and destiny plays a
pivotal role in shaping the narrative and character development. Central to
this theme are the three witches, whose cryptic predictions serve as
catalysts for Macbeth’s rise and subsequent downfall. Among their many
prophecies, the most significant is their forecast of the title Macbeth will
eventually receive—a prophecy that sets in motion a series of events leading
to regicide, tyranny, and chaos.

This article explores the specific title predicted by the witches, the
context in which it is delivered, and its profound implications within the
play. By analyzing the witches’ prophecy and its impact, we gain a deeper
understanding of how Shakespeare masterfully employs supernatural elements to
explore ambition, fate, and moral corruption.



The Witches’ Role in Shaping Macbeth’s Destiny

Supernatural Elements and Their Significance

Shakespeare’s witches serve as agents of chaos and agents of fate, embodying
the mysterious forces that influence human actions. Their predictions are not
mere guesses but carry an air of inevitability, emphasizing the play’s
preoccupation with destiny versus free will. Their cryptic language and
symbolic imagery create an unsettling atmosphere, hinting that Macbeth’s
downfall is predestined yet driven by personal choice.

The Three Prophecies and Their Impact

Initially, the witches greet Macbeth with three titles:

- “All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Glamis!”
- “All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor!”
- “All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, King hereafter!”

Each salutation signifies a step along Macbeth’s journey from noble thane to
king, with the last prophecy being the most influential. The witches’ words
plant the seed of ambition in Macbeth’s mind, which, combined with his innate
desire and Lady Macbeth’s manipulation, propels him toward treachery.

The Predicted Title: “King Hereafter”

The Exact Phrase and Its Context

The specific prophecy that captures the audience’s attention is the witches’
declaration: “All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, King hereafter!” This phrase
is delivered during the witches’ spellbinding scene in Act 1, Scene 3,
shortly after they greet Macbeth as Thane of Glamis and Thane of Cawdor.

The phrase “King hereafter” is a prophecy of future kingship, indicating that
Macbeth will eventually ascend to the throne of Scotland. Importantly, the
witches do not specify when or how this will happen, leaving Macbeth to
interpret their words openly, which he does with an insatiable desire for
power.

Interpretations of “King Hereafter”

The phrase “hereafter” signifies a future state, emphasizing that the
kingship is not immediate but destined to occur. It implies:

— Inevitability: The witches suggest that Macbeth’s ascent to the throne is



predestined.

— Ambiguity: The timing and manner are left unclear, creating room for
Macbeth’s interpretation and subsequent actions.

— Potential for Deception: Given the witches’ reputation for manipulation,
the prophecy is as much a trap as it is a prediction.

Implications of the Predicted Title in
Macbeth’ s Journey

Triggering Ambition and Moral Decline

The prophecy of becoming king fuels Macbeth’s ambition, which previously lay
dormant. His reaction to the witches’ words reveals a complex interplay of
trust, skepticism, and desire:

— Initially, Macbeth is skeptical of the prophecy, but he is also intrigued.
— As he contemplates the possibility, his moral compass begins to erode.

— The explicit prediction “King hereafter” crystallizes his resolve to pursue
the throne at any cost.

This moment marks a turning point where supernatural prophecy directly
influences human behavior, illustrating Shakespeare’s exploration of fate
versus free will.

Role of the Witches’' Prophecy in the Play’s Structure

The prophecy functions as the narrative’s backbone, guiding Macbeth’s actions
and the play’s progression:

- Act 1, Scene 3: The prophecy’s delivery sparks Macbeth’s ambition.

- Act 2 and beyond: Macbeth takes increasingly violent measures to secure the
throne.

— Climactic Downfall: The fulfillment of the prophecy leads to chaos,
tyranny, and Macbeth’s eventual demise.

The witches’ words, especially the “King hereafter” prophecy, serve as a
prophecy of both Macbeth’s rise and fall—a classic example of tragic irony.

The Witches’ Prophecy: A Tool of Manipulation
or Genuine Foretelling?



Supernatural Deception or True Prophecy?

Scholars debate whether the witches’ predictions are genuine foretellings or
manipulative lies. Shakespeare portrays them as ambiguous figures whose words
are intentionally vague and provocative, designed to tempt Macbeth into self-
destruction.

Their prophecy about Macbeth’s kingship is technically correct, as Macbeth
does become king by the end of the play. However, the witches’ manner of
delivering their predictions emphasizes their role as catalysts rather than
predictors, highlighting:

— The power of words to influence human action.
— The danger of trusting supernatural guidance without moral scrutiny.
— The play’s exploration of fate versus free will.

Effect on Macbeth’s Character

The prophecy fuels Macbeth’s internal conflict:

- It awakens his ambition, which he struggles to control.
— It encourages him to consider murder as a means to an end.
- Ultimately, it contributes to his moral decline and descent into tyranny.

The witches’ prediction thus becomes a mirror reflecting Macbeth’s own
desires and flaws.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Title
Predicted by the Witches

The witches’ prophecy of Macbeth’s future title as “King hereafter” is a
cornerstone of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. It encapsulates the play’s core
themes—fate, ambition, and moral corruption—and exemplifies how supernatural
elements can influence human decisions.

This prophecy is not merely a prediction; it is a catalyst that propels
Macbeth from a noble thane to a tyrannical king, illustrating the destructive
power of unchecked ambition and the peril of trusting in prophecy without
moral restraint. The phrase “King hereafter” embodies the allure of power and
the tragic consequences of succumbing to it.

In analyzing this pivotal prediction, we recognize Shakespeare’s profound
commentary on the human condition: that the desire for power, when fueled by
external influences and internal flaws, can lead to downfall. The witches’
role as prophetic agents reminds us of the importance of moral agency and the
dangers of misinterpreting or blindly trusting in fate.

In summary, the title predicted by the witches in Macbeth—“King
hereafter”—serves as a symbol of ambition’s seductive power and the tragic



fate it engenders. It exemplifies how prophecy, whether true or manipulation,
can shape destiny, emphasizing Shakespeare’s timeless exploration of human
nature’s complexities.
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