
 

Explore how Hamlet engages readers through its dramatic treatment of doubt 

 

The concept of doubt in Shakespeare’s play Hamlet is highly engaging as it has the capacity 

to shape an individual’s perceptions of themselves and their decisions. Shakespeare 

accentuates the complex implications of doubt by exploring Hamlet’s search for truth and 

autonomy within an environment plagued by moral uncertainty. While Hamlet intuitively 

resists the exploitive practices of his political paradigm, Shakespeare complicates this act of 

agency as it engenders psychological conflict, highlighting his doubt around the worth of 

human existence. The play’s exploration of doubt becomes highly engaging when the 

audience themselves recognises Hamlet’s complicity in the political subterfuge he seeks to 

resist. These ideas are illuminated through Shakespeare’s exploitation of dramatic features, 

such as setting, soliloquies, dramatic irony and meta-theatrical devices, which collectively 

amplify the role of doubt in Hamlet’s quest for truth and agency.  

 

Hamlet’s quest for moral certainty must be undertaken in an environment of duplicity and 

ontological uncertainty. In the opening scene Shakespeare exploits tone and 

characterisation as a means of establishing a setting clouded by doubt. The use of the 

interrogative mood evident in the repetition of “Who’s there?”, and the tentative modality 

of statements such as “at least, the whisper goes so” establishes connotations of secrecy as 

Denmark prepares for war. While the atmospheric tension does establish a sense of 

uncertainty, it is Horatio’s suggestion that the Ghost “bodes some strange eruption to our 

state” that heightens the sense of doubt, since the value of rationalism embodied by his 

own scholarly nature begins to contend with the supernatural and political ideals 

symbolised by the Ghost’s “fair and warlike form”. Thus Hamlet’s search for a truth by 

which he can act is in fact a quest for integrity in a political paradigm entrenched in doubt. It 

represents Shakespeare’s exploration of the ‘Renaissance individual’ as exemplified in the 

protagonist’s resistance of a society corrupted by political expediency and duplicity. His 

refusal to engage in pretence is demonstrated through his exclamatory remark “Seems, 

madam!…I know not seems” and the biblical allusion to a decaying Garden of Eden in the 

metaphoric description of Denmark as an “unweeded garden…rank and gross” symbolises a 

political sphere rooted in suspicion as individuals pursue expediency for personal 

supremacy. Thus the role of doubt as a catalyst for Hamlet’s resistance becomes engaging 

as it reveals a character who act of seeking clarity and truth albeit at odds with the values of 

his society.  

 

However, it is the play’s exploration of self-doubt in characters like Hamlet that is 

particularly engaging, since it distinguishes him from the archetypal revenge hero. 

Shakespeare’s use of the soliloquy facilitates this examination of self-doubt as Hamlet 

questions the masculine stereotype of aggressive action as embodied by the “rugged 

Pyrrhus” and thus criticises the abdication of his own moral duty by comparing himself 

unfavourably with the passion of the “player” in Act II Scene II. Shakespeare’s use of 



 

resonant verbs such as “cleave”, “drown” and “make mad” in the soliloquy enables him to 

represent the tension and doubt gnawing at Hamlet himself, since he lacks the personal 

conviction to fulfil those actions, and instead settles for deep contemplation. These moral 

contemplations become apparent in his Act I soliloquy, where he questions the value of 

existence in a society he cannot navigate. Hamlet’s doubt in his ability to restore and face 

the overwhelming apprehension of a world so “weary, stale, flat and unprofitable” catalyses 

his wish to escape. This self-doubt intensifies in his Act III soliloquy, wherein imagery of 

battle underlying his existential questions “Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer The 

slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” or “take arms against a sea of troubles”, exemplify 

a contrast between the sentiments of Medieval stoicism and the Classical heroism 

demonstrate Hamlet’s growing uncertainty about his actions. In a more subdued, 

melancholic tone, he further contemplates the possibility “to die: to sleep” as way of 

escaping this state of moral quandary and uncertainty. In establishing Hamlet as a character 

with the propensity to engage in Renaissance questioning due to existential and personal 

doubt, Shakespeare engages audiences by complicating the conventional act of heroism and 

search for truth in an environment of moral uncertainty.  

 

The play’s treatment of doubt becomes particularly engaging when the audience 

themselves become doubtful of Hamlet’s intentions to restore truth. Shakespeare’s 

exploitation of a complex dramatic irony as Hamlet capitulates to the exploitive political 

subterfuge he seeks to resist amplifies his enduring struggle for truth, renders him complicit 

in the wrongdoings of his society, and thus generates doubt about his own integrity. 

Hamlet’s desire to “catch the conscience of the king”, particularly to ascertain Claudius’ guilt 

regarding his father’s death, is realised through the staging of the “Mousetrap Play”. This 

meta-theatrical element of Hamlet emphasises the scheming qualities of Hamlet and fuels 

the audience’s uncertainty due to the ironic nature of his pursuit of truth. Further, Hamlet’s 

admonishment of his mother Gertrude, stating that she “live(s) in the rank sweat of an 

enseamed bed, stew’d in corruption” represents his belief that like Claudius, she too is the 

source of political ruin in the corrupt Denmark. Hamlet’s condemnation of his own mother 

coupled with his decision to assume an “antic disposition” toward Ophelia exemplifies a 

character engaging in the deceptive practices of his society, and ironically, the very practices 

he is seeking to expose, in his quest for truth. It is therefore this complex irony that evokes 

the audience’s doubt and questioning toward Hamlet’s true intentions and the feasibility of 

his search for truth and integrity.   

 

The play’s movement away from doubt and instead toward a sense of moral clarity and 

personal conviction in Act 5 remains equally as engaging for the audience since it validates 

Hamlet’s enduring struggle for truth in a society that … Whereas in prior scenes he berates 

himself for being “pigeon-livered” and “lack(ing) gall” Act V foregrounds a transition from 

his mental state of self-deprecation and doubt to one of clarity about his identity. His 

declarative maxim “This is I, Hamlet the Dane” denotes a strong sense of assurance about 



 

his identity and his declaration to Laertes "I have something in me dangerous, Which let thy 

wiseness fear” alerts his companion of a new sense of conviction within him. Without doubt 

no longer impeding Hamlet from his actions, his departure from the values of Medieval 

Feudal philosophy toward a greater belief in Providence expresses a shift in his renewed 

ability to find truth and meaning through the divine. His remark “There’s a divinity that 

shapes our ends,” and the biblical reference in his statement “there's a special providence in 

the fall of a sparrow” illuminates his faith in Providence. It exemplifies his assurance of 

God’s control of his own life, but also that the events in the universe ultimately rest with the 

divine. Thus Act 5 demonstrates a transition from Hamlet’s previous uncertainty of “to be or 

not to be”, as his transition from doubt results in the surety of his resounding command, 

“Let be.”  

 

+ Conclusion.  

 

 


