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Violence and Meta-Narrative in Shakespeare’s Tragedies 
Caleb Wexler 

 
 …And thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges. 

—Shakespeare, The Tempest 
 

 Hamlet and Macbeth both represent societies in upheaval following the death of a monarch. 
In both cases, the usurper is taken to be a singularly tyrannical ruler whose removal will return 
the nation to order and peace. However, the supposed tyrants of both plays are in actuality 
nothing more than symptomatic expressions of their underlying social conditions. By looking at 
how the past is represented, this paper will show that these are societies which are built upon, 
and maintained by, political violence. Furthermore, this essay will compare these plays with each 
other as well as other works in the tragic tradition to show that these plays become tragic because 
the characters are consumed by historic processes defined by political violence. Understanding 
the plays to operate in these terms makes it clear that because the rulers are treated as being a 
problem in and of themselves, the underlying conditions of these societies are never changed, and 
for this reason the plays take on a cyclical character, where the conditions at the play’s end are 
fundamentally the same as its beginning. Consequently, we can understand these plays to be a 
critique of authoritarian violence and the complicity of individuals in maintaining tragic systems. 
 Integral to these stories is a state maintain
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Macbeth be overthrown? It is because he is in the same position that Girard describes Hamlet as 
being in. In trying to understand Macduff we should bear in mind:  

…the scene in which Hamlet, holding in his hands the two portraits of his father and his 
uncle, or pointing to them on the wall, tries to convince his mother that an enormous 
difference exists between the two. There would be no Hamlet ‘problem’ if the hero really 
believed what he says. It is also himself, therefore, that he is trying to convince. (Girard 
170) 

We might understand the extremity of Macduff’s conviction in the same terms. In this framing, 
his assertions that “Not in the legions / Of horrid hell can come a devil more damned 
/In evils to top Macbeth” (4.3.55-57) are to convince himself, as well as Malcolm, of the “justice 
of [his] own cause” (Girard 169). We see in this scene the same suppressed consciousness of 
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Even for an eggshell. (4.1.46-52) 
What Hamlet admires here in Fortinbras is the kind of character with which the late king was 
described, that of a martial conqueror who goes to war even for the sake of “an eggshell”. Given 
this description, we might very well suppose that he would be the same sort of authoritarian ruler 
as the elder Hamlet. Like Fortinbras in Act 5, Malcolm enters the action at the head of an army, 
casting himself, depending on perspective, as either the avenging hero or another usurper. What, 
more than anything, defines his rule is the looming presence of Fleance. Any analysis of Macbeth’s 
conclusion must pay heed to this one detail because Fleance’s importance cannot be overstated. 
It is the threat of Banquo’s line which first pushes Macbeth from being an usurper to being a 
tyrant, which he declares when he says “…To make them kings—the seeds of Banquo kings! / 
Rather than so, come fate into the list, / And champion me to th’utterance!” (3.1.70-72), and this 
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require the crime of matricide, and while he does follow through on the mission of vengeance 
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to as the whirligig of time. We can then revise Rushdie’s definition of tragedy from the arrival of 
the inexorable to the emergence of the meta-narrative. This meta-narrative is also the ur-
narrative I identified earlier as linking Hamlet and Macbeth. However, meta-narrative continues 
only so long as the characters perpetuate it. Hamlet recognizes this. When he commits to the 
course of revenge he declares, “This is I, / Hamlet the Dane” (236-7). Of course “Hamlet the 
Dane” was the title of his father and, as prince, would not apply to him. This can therefore be 
read as Hamlet acknowledging that his mission to avenge his father’s death requires him to 
reproduce the conditions of the past, to bring the whirligig of time around in its revenges. 

Having come to understand the function of history in this way, we can now return to the 
issue of cyclicality with which we began. As I previously argued, the villains in these plays are 
treated as singular, violent aberrations, even though they echo the actions of the rulers before 
them. Now that I’ve explicated the underlying historical conditions, I want to return to this point 
and revise it to say that the tyrants do not only echo those before them, but exist as symptoms of 
the whole system which gave rise to them. So when Marcellus attests, “Something is rotten in the 
state of Denmark” (Hamlet 1.40.90) we must realize that the rot goes deeper than Claudius’s 
particular crime of murder. The tragedy begins as the result of the historical structures of 
violence and the prevailing forms of rule, and the tragedy reproduces itself through the failure of 
the characters to change either these historical patterns or the forms of rule. The would-be 
heroes engage in “…changing [not] the world (or the system), but only its personnel” (Arendt 
123). So when Hamlet ends the tyranny of Claudius, an authoritarian society remains, ready for 
Fortinbras to take his place; when Macduff and Malcolm overthrow Macbeth, the world is still(e) 0.5 (m) -0.2 (a) 0.3 (in) -0.3 (s).2 (a) 0.3 (in) - ( ) ] TJ ET Q qu.2 , a -00.24 12 589.92
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