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WHGC Faculty Guide for Macbeth and Achebe’s Things Fall Apart 

 

I. Be sure to look at the suggested discussion guide in the Faculty Guide entitled “Macbeth and 

Power.” This guide could be used “as is” by faculty, or you could modify the approach as 

you desire. Part One provides a method to instigate discussion of types, or “Kinds of Power.” 

After giving examples of types of power, there follows a page-by- page directory to where 

you can bring the students to the text and aid with this discussion. Part Two of this Macbeth 

guide offers discussion pointers for comparing Machiavelli and Macbeth. This would be 

useful following the time spent on unearthing the different types of power. I would approach 

this in a modified manner—and here is what I might do: 

 

A. Discussion of Types of Power—based on a list of “Kinds of Power” I would aive 

to the class. Divide into groups. Assign the different types of power to the 

different groups and ask them to find selections which illustrate these in the play 

(10 minutes). Ask each group to read aloud and explain their choices. Then follow 

up each of these with your own examples. (The suggested “types” of power 

offered in this guide are fine, but however you proceed—keep these to four or 

five general categories so as not to overwhelm the class and make the selection 

process impossible). 

B. Machiavelli and Macbeth. Following the Faculty Guide as is would work well, 

but I would modify the tone of the conversation. In Macbeth, the lives of the 

character and the play takes a tragic turn. Why? When comparing this to 

Machiavelli’s advice in The Prince we can see that Shakespeare suggests that 

human beings may not be able to he bloodless tacticians, strategists, and executors 

of their will. What is explained as a kind of craft by Machiavelli becomes undone 

in Shakespeare. The question is by what? 

 

Is Shakespeare suggesting that the human conscience might make it impossible to effectively 

make decisions or take actions like Cesare Borgia? Or—is Shakespeare saving that blood and 

murder leads to more of the same, and that once unleashed, rulers are undone when the means 

cannot justify their ends? Is Macbeth just a bloody fool, or are the actions he takes of a kind that 

would likely destroy any who would be usurper to the throne in this fashion? Is the play a kind 

antidote to Machiavelli’s moral indifference? Is it possible for a ruler (“Prince”) to seek to 

engender a moral people, but be above the standards of conventional morality himself? 

 

This theme seems to me to be a big question students might really want to talk about. In addition, 

the model described in the Faculty Guide includes other valuable elements to discuss herein: 

 

♦ what kind of Prince is Macbeth? 

♦ what kind of Prince is Lady Macbeth? 

♦ how do the Macbeths utilize (or fail to utilize) the beastly natures of the lion and the fox? 

♦ ETC … see Faculty Guide. 

 

Many of the questions in the Faculty Guide could be made into group responses as well. 
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II. The Faculty Guide also offers a wonderful piece titled “Study Guides for Macbeth.” Herein 

are examined main themes, with explanations and a series of excellent Discussion Questions. 

I plan on using these to help me with both the Section Day and the one day remaining 

(Wednesday, February 18
th

) on Macbeth. 

 

♦ Read aloud. My class did reading aloud on Monday 2/16, and we stopped along the way 

to discuss the text. My class now has been reminded that bringing the text to class is NOT 

OPTIONAL. We need to make this stick. Shakespeare deserves to be read aloud and 

makes more sense when expressed orally. 

 

III. If your students are acting bored because they have all “read Macbeth before …bored sigh!” 

Here is what you might do: 

 

Come to class with a stack of fresh white paper in a folder. Announce to the class that since they 

all know Macbeth so well right now without reading the text, we will skip over the discussion 

and take a 30 point closed book quiz, and then move on afterward to an oral quiz on the play 

based on their existing knowledge. Pause a few moments. Ask them how many of them are ready 

for such a quiz. Then tell them you are just kidding. (Kind of Machiavellian). 

 

Frankly, this issue should be met head on. Not only do the students (except the very best) who 

have “read it before” not have a clue, they are unlikely to have discussed the text in our course 

context previously. As we all know, you can read these plays many times over and will always 

see things anew, make an unexpected discovery or see the characters and outcomes in new lights, 

 

SOME BIG THEMES 

 

♦ Virtue and Fortuna: There is a clear ambivalence in Macbeth about whether he should 

seize the moment, or simply stand aside to let nature or fortune take its course after 

Macbeth hears from the witches. His choices afterward lead to murder, nightmares, 

ghosts and tragedy. Discuss how and why this happens. Do we learn any lessons from 

Shakespeare that are absent in Machiavelli? 

 

♦ The question of means and ends. Does Machiavelli really worry about the relationship of 

means to ends? The answer is yes—but not in the conventional ways we discuss this 

problem. Meanwhile, Shakespeare may be implying in Macbeth that these things do 

matter on a personal and spiritual level, and that unholy means or tactics frequently result 

in disaster. How about today in the 21
st
 Century? Can a leader in our current world afford 

to be sensitive about means and ends? Discuss with the class. 

 

♦ Guilt, conscience and responsibility. Machiavelli suggests in The Prince that if one is 

overly concerned with moral consideration, or suffers too much from conscience and 

compassion, he or she may be destroyed as effective rulers. Does Shakespeare suggest 

that it is unlikely that anyone can escape their inner voice? Are the ghosts manifestations 

of the guilty conscience devouring its host? Find a way for the class to discuss this issue 

as it relates to the MOTIVES OF POWER! 

 


