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Hamlet 
 
 
The capacity for Shakespeare’s play Hamlet to embody a number of different readings, a 
predominant one of which is the notion of Hamlet’s moral dilemma, has allowed it to retain enduring 
significance as a masterful piece of literature. The play uses structure, dramatic and language 
devices as a means of ensuring the development of the conflict between Hamlet as an ‘irresolute 
intellectual’ and Hamlet as a ‘man of action’. This moral dilemma is intrinsically linked to the 
essence of the play, and dictates the events by which the play progresses. 
 
The nature of Hamlet’s moral dilemma is one central to the “trappings and the suits of woe” 
following the death of his father, Old King Hamlet. Ordered by the ghost of his father to “revenge his 
foul and most unnatural murder” using an imperative mood, Hamlet faces the moral contradictions 
of fulfilling his duty and committing an act of murder. His interaction with Claudius then dictates the 
development of play in terms of Hamlet’s moral dilemma, through the complexities which undermine 
their relationship. As his father’s murderer, his mother’s husband and king of Denmark, Hamlet’s 
Cumulation of adjectives “remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, kindles villain”, illustrates the extent 
to which Claudius is at the centre of Hamlet’s moral dilemma. He questions whether “is’t not to be 
damned/To let this canker of our nature come/In further evil?”, alluding to the need to rid the world 
of the evil represented by Claudius. This is done using the extended imagery of something rank and 
rotten, previously epitomising the corruption which has pervaded Denmark. Referring to Claudius as 
‘this canker’, Hamlet alludes both to the prospect of damnation if he does not murder him, and the 
spiritual damnation if he does. It is in this way that Hamlet’s moral dilemma is interdependent with 
the progression of the play. 
 
Similarly, Hamlet’s moral dilemma is one affirmed by his communication with the audience, which 
reveals his own uncertainty and vulnerability through the agony of mind and indecision which 
defines his character. This is evident in the rhyming couplet “o cursed spite/that ever I was born to 
set it right”, the contrast of the words ‘spite’ and ‘right’ illustrating the complexity of Hamlet’s burden. 
Using characterisation, Shakespeare has thus created a character of psychological depth and 
consistency, one whose dilemmas, intrinsically human, enable the audience to relate to his 
character. This acts as an extension of the notion of universal human experience, pervading 
Hamlet’s moral dilemma and exploring what it essentially is to be human. Hamlet’s soliloquies are 
paradigmatic of this notion, Hamlet philosophising over the conflict between what is the more ‘noble’ 
thing to do. He questions “whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer”, addressing the concept of 
‘noblesse oblige’. Thus it is his over-intellectualising that enables the audience to sympathise with 
his inability to act. 
 
The nature of Hamlet’s moral dilemma is then one which pervades all of the significant aspects of 
the play, through his capacity for both passionate emotion and measured thought. Helen Gardner 
notes that “it is a fundamental tenet of Hamlet criticism that Hamlet’s over developed intellect makes 
it impossible from him to act”, illustrating the impact of Hamlet’s philosophising in detracting from his 
ability to take action. This is apparent when Hamlet uses a metaphor to suggest that “the native hue 
of resolution/Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought”. Here he negatively portrays his own 
inaction, using a rhetorical question “am I a coward?” to further berate his own intellectualising.  
 
This significance of Hamlet’s moral dilemma in shaping the play is one that can also be seen in the 
character foils of Hamlet, Laertes and Fortinbras. Laertes, an impetuous man of action, vows to 
seek revenge for his father’s murder. Laertes declares “conscience and grace to the profoundest pit! 
I dare damnation...I’ll be revenged/most thoroughly for my father”. This bold use of dialogue starkly 
contrasts Hamlet’s own agonised, private soliloquies, insisting “but break, my heart, for I must hold 
my tongue”. Laertes’ impulsive nature, however, enables Claudius to manipulate him, evident when 
he uses the simile “like a bird, caught in my own trap”. This is indicative of the extent to which his 
actions are dictated by his emotions, allowing him to be easily corrupted. 
  



 

 

Conversely Hamlet, an introspective scholar, questions his duty to avenge the murder of his father, 
insisting that he “Must like a whore unpack my heart with words…”. Here he uses a simile to allude 
to the negative connotations associated with the term ‘whore’, criticising his own intellectualising.  
This is continued through the contrast between the player, who “would drown the stage with tears”, 
and Hamlet, “unpregnant of my cause/And can say nothing”. This use of a play within a play thus 
serves to highlight the nature of Hamlet’s incapacity for the passionate emotion required to avenge 
his father’s murder. 
 
Finally Fortinbras represents the balance between thought and action which neither Hamlet nor 
Laertes were able to achieve. This is clear in his fight to take an insignificant plot of land, “…to find 
quarrel in a straw/When honour’s at the stake.” This use of the metaphor of something as immaterial 
as ‘straw’ thus foregrounds the importance of the task not for its size, but for its honourable nature. 
With Fortinbras as the only character of the three to survive, Shakespeare uses this characterisation 
as a means of affirming the qualities of Fortinbras and educating his audience. 


