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Abstract 

Ambition is one of the most significant forces that stimulates human action in Shakespearean drama. While ambition 

can inspire to achieve greatness,glory Shakespeare repeatedly proves that uncontrolled or excessive ambition often leads 

to moral corruption, political instability, psychological disintegration, and ultimate decline. This research aims to 

investigate how "vaulting ambition" acts as a tragic flaw in Shakespeare's heroes and protagonists, leading to their 

decline. The phrase "vaulting ambition" itself originates from Macbeth and represents Shakespeare's concern regarding 

the unintended consequences of aspirations that exceed moral and social boundaries. 

The study focuses primarily on Macbeth, Julius Caesar, Coriolanus, and Richard III, examining how ambition 

motivates the central characters, influences their decisions, and contributes to their tragic destinies. Apart from making 

textual analysis and historical criticism, the research explores the relationship between ambition, power, morality, and 

fate in Shakespearean tragedy. The study argues that Shakespeare presents ambition as a double-stimulating force: while 

it induces individuals to seek greatness, it simultaneously becomes destructive when divorced from ethical restraint. 
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Introduction 

The Renaissance period puts an emphasis on individual achievement, political power, and personal glory. Shakespeare's 

plays reflect these cultural and personal developments while simultaneously questioning their consequences. Among 

the many themes explored in Shakespearean drama, ambition gained a crucial position. 

The uncontrolled desire for advancement and acquisition of supreme object motivates many Shakespearean characters. 

However, Shakespeare distinguishes between legitimate and rational aspiration and Vaulting ambition. The latter 

becomes detrimental because it prioritizes personal gain over moral responsibility and  welfare of common people. 

The term "vaulting ambition" is originated in Macbeth when Macbeth contemplates murdering King Duncan to prove 

the prediction of witches true: 
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"I have no spur 

To prick the sides of my intent, but only 

Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself 

And falls on th' other." 

(Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 7) 

 

This passage reveals Shakespeare's understanding of ambition as a force that exceeds reasonable limits and ultimately 

causes self-destruction. Macbeth realizes the danger before committing the crime, yet he proceeds, that leads him to his 

tragic downfall. 

 

Similarly, in Julius Caesar, Brutus is apprehensive of Caesar's growing ambition and participates in assassination to 

prevent tyranny practiced by Julius Caesar.Ironically, this act destroys both Brutus and the Roman Republic. 

In Coriolanus, excessive pride and ambition alienate the hero from society, leading to exile and death. In Richard III, 

relentless ambition transforms Richard into a tyrannical ruler whose rise and fall illustrate the destructive consequences 

of unchecked desire for power. 

 

This research proposes a comparative study of these Shakespearean heroes to understand how ambition contributes to 

their decline. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

The tragic decline of Shakespeare's heroes has been thoroughly studied on the basis of fate, supernatural forces, political 

circumstances, and personal flaws. However, ambition remains one of the most significant yet complex factors 

contributing to their decline. 

 

Many Shakespearean protagonists begin as moral, capable, reasonable and admirable figures. Yet, as their desires 

intensify and reach to the summit, they become increasingly detached from reason and morality. This transition leads 

to destructive actions that ultimately brings about their downfall. 

 

The central problem addressed by this research is: 

 

How does Shakespeare represents vaulting ambition as the primary cause of the decline of his heroes? 

Research Questions 

1)What is the definition of Shakespeare's Vaulting ambition? 

2)How does Vaulting ambition functions  as a tragic flaw in Shakespearean heroes? 

3)How does Macbeth's vaulting ambition bring moral and psychological destruction? 

4)How does Vaulting ambition contribute to the downfall of Brutus and Caesar in Julius Caesar? 

5) How did supernatural forces influence Vaulting ambition of Shakespeare's heroes? 

6) What is the moral lesson that Shakespeare gave via Vaulting ambition? 
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Objectives of the Study 

The objectives of this study are: 

To analyze Shakespeare's treatment of ambition. 

To take Vaulting ambition as a tragic flaw. 

To look into the decline of Shakespearean heroes through Vaulting ambition. 

To analyse the manifestations of Vaulting ambition via selected plays. 

To evaluate Shakespeare's moral and political commentary on power. 

 

Research Methodology 

The study follows a qualitative research method. 

Primary Sources 

Macbeth 

Julius Caesar 

 

Secondary Sources 

Books 

Journal articles 

Critical essays 

Historical documents 

Method 

Close textual analysis will be used to examine: 

Character development 

Soliloquies 

Political discourse 

Symbolism 

Dramatic irony 

 

Review of Literature 

Numerous scholars have analysed Shakespearean tragedy and the role of Vaulting ambition. 

A. C. Bradley 

In Shakespearean Tragedy (1904), Bradley comments that tragic heroes occupy exceptional qualities and talents but are 

destroyed by fatal flaws. Macbeth's Vaulting ambition is example of this tragic flaw. 

Harold Bloom 

In Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human (1998), Bloom analyses the psychological complexity and imbalances of 

Shakespearean characters. He views Macbeth's Vaulting ambition as a force that gradually dispels his humanity. 

Stephen Greenblatt 

Greenblatt's New Historicist approach emphasizes political power and tendency. His analysis shows how ambition 

reflects Renaissance political anxieties , imbalances and uncertainty 
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Kenneth Muir 

 

Muir's studies of Macbeth emphasize the relationship between Vaulting ambition,  temptation by supernatural forces, 

and moral choice. 

 

Vaulting ambition of Macbeth in Macbeth  

 

At the beginning of the play, Macbeth is represented as a brave and loyal nobleman. However, the prophecy of the Three 

Witches enkindles his hidden ambition. 

 

Macbeth begins to imagine himself as king of Scotland even though there was no practical possibility. His thoughts 

immediately turn toward Vaulting ambition and to fulfill his Vaulting ambition he followed unlawful means and ways 

He says: 

"Stars, hide your fires; 

Let not light see my black and deep desires." 

(Act I, Scene 4) 

 

This reveals that ambition has already begun to corrupt his moral conscience. 

 

Initially, Macbeth didn't want to commit regicide because Duncan is his king, his  guest, a virtuous ruler. 

Yet ambition overpowers ethical considerations. Instigated by Lady Macbeth, Macbeth murders Duncan. 

This act indicates the turning point of the tragedy. Shakespeare suggests that once ambition crosses moral boundaries, 

it becomes destructive. 

 

Ironically, becoming king does not satisfy Macbeth's ambition.After becoming king, he becomes apprehensive of losing 

power. He becomes suspicious of everyone, especially Banquo because of the witches' prophecy that Banquo's 

descendants will inherit the throne. 

To keep his position safe and secured, Macbeth orders: 

the murder of Banquo,. Ambition becomes a self-perpetuating force; one immoral act compels Himalayan to do another. 

Vaulting ambition destroys Macbeth psychologically before it destroys him physically Macbeth's tyrannical rule agitates 

his subjects and nobles. Scotland is infested with chaos and suffering. Eventually, Macduff and Malcolm are united to 

overthrow him. Macbeth is killed in battle, fulfilling the result of Vaulting ambition of the Shakespearean tragic hero 

whose fatal flaw causes his destruction. 

 

Vaulting ambition of Brutus in Julius Caesar  

  

The expression "vaulting ambition" originally appears in Macbeth, where it means an overreaching and uncontrolled 

ambition that exceeds moral and practical limits. In Julius Caesar, Brutus's ambition is less personal and more 

ideological, but it is equally destructive. 
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Brutus is instigated by Cassius to join the conspiracy against Caesar because he fears that Caesar's increasing power 

may pose a threat to Roman liberty. 

 

Brutus plots against Julius Caesar not because of personal hatred but because he is apprehensive of Caesar's growing 

power may threaten Roman liberty. He admits that Caesar has not yet become a tyrant, but imagines what 

he might become: 

“It must be by his death; and for my part, 

I know no personal cause to spurn at him, 

But for the general.” 

(Act II, Scene 1) 

 

Brutus's Vaulting ambition is therefore ideological rather than self centred. He wanted to save Rome and believes that 

his politicall insight justifies extreme action. His idealism covers him to realize practical realities 

 

Vaulting ambition of Julius Caesar in Julius Caesar  

 

In Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, vaulting ambition plays a crucial role in the downfall of Caesar. Although Caesar is 

represented as a successful military leader and a powerful ruler, his Vaulting ambition leads him to his tragic end. 

Caesar's Vaulting ambition for supreme authority creates fear among the Roman senators. Many Romans believe that 

his ambition to become a king is posing a threat to the republican ideals of Rome. During the feast of Lupercal, Antony 

offers Caesar a crown three times, and although Caesar refuses it publicly, his hesitation and apparent desire for greater 

power make others suspicious of his ambitions. 

 

Cassius skillfully utilizes these fears and persuades Brutus that Caesar's ambition will end Republican ideology and will 

eventually lead to tyranny. Brutus, who loves Rome more than any individual, becomes convinced that Caesar must be 

stopped from transforming the Republic state to dictatorship state. He compares Caesar to a serpent's egg that should 

be destroyed before it hatches and harms anybody. 

 

Caesar's Vaulting ambition also consists in his overconfidence and pride. He ignores the warnings of the soothsayer, 

Calpurnia's dreams, and other omens, believing himself to be invincible. His famous declaration, "I am constant as the 

Northern Star," reveals his excessive self-confidence, which compels him to overlook the conspiracy against him. 

Thus, Caesar's vaulting ambition, combined with his pride and desire for greater authority, induce many influential 

Romans to be united and ultimately leads to his assassination. Shakespeare suggests that Vaulting ambition can provoke 

fear, jealousy, and resistance, bringing about the downfall of even the most powerful individuals. 

 

Impact of Vaulting ambition of heroes of Shakespeare on society 

1. Political Instability and Social Disorder 

The Vaulting ambition of Shakespearean heroes often leads to political chaos, disorder and civil unrest. Macbeth's 

Vaulting ambition for the throne of Scotland brings tyranny, fear, and violence throughout Scotland. Similarly, the 
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struggle for power in Julius Caesar brings political uncertainty and disturbance and civil war in Rome. Shakespeare 

suggests that personal ambition can keep the stability of an entire nation under threat 

2. Moral Corruption in Society Vaulting ambition encourages individuals to sacrifice ethical principles for personal 

gain. Macbeth murders King Duncan to fulfil his desire to become the king of Scotland. Such actions proves how 

Vaulting ambition can surpass ethics and moral values and inspire deceit, betrayal, and injustice within society. 

3. Breakdown of Social Relationships-- Shakespeare shows that Vaulting ambition breaches  family bonds, 

friendships, and social trust. Macbeth's Vaulting ambition destroys his relationship with Lady Macbeth and 

seperates  him from his subjects. In Julius Caesar, Brutus's Vaulting ambition based on Republican ideology leads him 

to betray Caesar, and to murder him.Society suffers when trust and loyalty are undermined. 

4. Warning Against Abuse of Power Through the downfall of ambitious heroes, Shakespeare offers a powerful warning 

against the misuse of authority. His tragedies teach that rulers driven solely by personal ambition often become 

tyrannical and oppressive. This lesson remains relevant in modern political and social contexts, reminding leaders to 

balance ambition with responsibility and ethical conduct. 

5. Educational and Ethical Influence Shakespeare's analysis of vaulting ambition serves an educational purpose by 

encouraging audiences to think on human behaviour. Readers and spectators learn that ambition itself is not harmful, 

but when it exceeds moral limits or it becomes Vaulting ambition, it leads to destruction. These plays promote values 

such as ethics, integrity, self-control, and social responsibility, etc. 

 

Expected Findings 

The research proves that Vaulting 

ambition is a crucial tragic flaw in Shakespeare's dramas. 

Shakespeare distinguishes reasonable aspiration from Vaulting ambition. 

Vaulting ambition leads to moral corruption. 

Political ambition that is called Vaulting ambition often generates social and political disorder. 

Shakespeare warns against growth of ambition without self restraince. 

 

Conclusion 

Shakespeare's dramas comprehensively analyse human ambition and its consequences. Through Macbeth, Caesar, 

Brutus, Coriolanus, and Richard III, Shakespeare proves that ambition becomes destructive and reason for downfall for 

when it surpasses moral boundaries. The phrase "vaulting ambition" captures the essence of this tragic process. 

Ambitious heroes strive for greatness but ultimately overreach, causing their own downfall. 

Macbeth sacrifices conscience for kingship; Caesar's desire for authority provokes assassination; Brutus's political 

idealism destroys the Republic he hopes to save; Coriolanus's ambition for honor results in exile; Richard III's ruthless 

pursuit of power ends in tyranny and death. In each case, ambition initially promises success but ultimately produces 

ruin. 

Therefore, Shakespeare presents ambition as both a creative and destructive force. When governed by wisdom and 

morality, ambition can inspire achievement. When unchecked, it becomes "vaulting ambition," a force that overleaps 

its limits and inevitably falls. Shakespeare's enduring message is that true greatness requires ethical responsibility, self-

knowledge, and moderation. The decline of his heroes serves as a timeless warning against the dangers of excessive 

desire for power, glory, and domination.  
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