
 

 

Hamlet, composed by William Shakespeare, is a revenge tragedy which portrays the way that 

political and personal corruption divides loyalties between old and new worlds. The play was 

composed during the Elizabethan era, when the political future of England was uncertain due to 

the impending death of Queen Elizabeth I, who had no heir. There was fear that her death would 

reignite the religious conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism, thus leading to conflict and 

division amongst Elizabethan society. Through this revenge tragedy, Shakespeare comments on 

how the uncertainty of the political future can lead to conflict and division of loyalty.  

In Hamlet, loyalty to the Crown and self-loyalty is conveyed through Hamlet’s use of extended 

metaphors and sardonic wit. The characters clearly demonstrate how self-loyalty provides purpose 

for all other ‘loyalties’.  In this way, Shakespeare expresses insecurities regarding the outcome of a 

continued Machiavellian Elizabethan society. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are two characters in 

Hamlet who clearly convey divided loyalties between Hamlet, due to their longstanding 

relationship, and the Crown, as is decreed in law. Although both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

establish that they are loyal to Claudius through their willingness to spy on Hamlet, they are first 

and foremost loyal to themselves, believing that their fealty to Claudius will lead to personal gain. 

Hamlet’s sardonic wit through the sponge and pipe metaphors in the lines “soaks up the king’s 

countenance” and “…play upon me…” show the audience that Hamlet has outwitted Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern, whilst simultaneously causing them to question Hamlet’s sanity and intellect. 

Through Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Shakespeare comments on corruption and deceit 

prevalent in the Elizabethan era and how this primarily leads to self-loyalty through the 

appearance of loyalty to the Crown. In addition, Hamlet’s use of sardonic wit and extended 

metaphors amplifies the negative views of the Elizabethan era’s Machiavellian approach to 

politics, instead advocating the more honourable values of Seneca, conveying divided loyalty 

between the old and new moral codes.  

 Shakespeare’s, Hamlet, contrasts values of revenge and beliefs of Catholicism to portray how 

conflicting obligations arise. The revenge tragedy genre and tragic hero’s journey confronts the 

audience with a man whose loyalties are divided between his mother and father, ultimately 

causing the kingdom’s downfall. The tragic hero’s journey, an important thematic feature of the 

revenge tragedy genre, is established during Hamlet’s second encounter with the ghost. Hamlet’s 

commission to kill his father’s murderer provides the foundation for future events, as well as the 



 

 

foundation for the plotline in the play. Loyalty to his father compels Hamlet to plot Claudius’ 

murder in order to avenge his father’s death. However, obligation to his mother in the patriarchal 

society causes Hamlet to reprimand her regarding her adulterous sins, thus dividing Hamlet’s 

loyalty. His father’s admonition, “Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven”, instructs him to 

refrain from too harshly condemning her actions, as he should instead allow her to face God’s 

judgement. Therefore, Hamlet is forced to decide between his duty to his father and God, or his 

filial loyalty to his mother. Through thematic features of the revenge tragedy genre, including the 

tragic hero’s journey, Shakespeare emphasises how moral and political corruption can lead to 

divided loyalties. Hamlet’s characterisation and objectives in the play clearly demonstrate the 

negative effects of corruption and revenge on individuals and broader society by opposing the 

values of revenge and religion, thus demonstrating divided loyalties between ways of thinking.  

Shakespeare highlights increasing division between humanists and Catholics in Elizabethan society 

in Hamlet through metaphor and dramatic symbolism. Hamlet’s contemplation of suicide 

expresses his continuously shifting devotion to both the values of humanism and Catholicism. 

During Hamlet’s ‘To be, or not to be’ soliloquy, the manipulation of antithesis, extended metaphor 

and dramatic symbolism question the wisdom of suicide through both a humanist and religious 

perspective. As Hamlet contemplates suicide, he concludes, through “Thus conscience does make 

coward of us all…”,  that thought prevents action as the fear of what lies after death compels 

people to endure life. This soliloquy portrays Hamlet as a man of thought, not action. His internal 

conflict leads to ambivalence regarding thought and action, life and death. Hamlet’s division is 

shown through his contemplation of suicide and his ultimate uncertainty surrounding the afterlife, 

which prevents him from committing the act. Hamlet’s suicide dilemma arises from differences in 

the two predominant paradigms of the Elizabethan era: the well-established Catholic values, and 

the developing and increasingly popular ideas of humanism. These opposing views portray 

Hamlet’s conflict between the old and new worlds, and the values of life and death.  

Shakespeare portrays divided loyalties through corruption and deceit in Hamlet to convey 

conflicting values and ideas present in Elizabethan society. His manipulation of dramatic devices 

including metaphor and genre clearly convey the effect of corruption and deceit on loyalties in 

Elizabethan society. In this way, Shakespeare highlights the fears arising from the new and 



 

 

controversial honour code and values of humanism which contrast with the traditional religious 

and emerging Machiavellian values of Shakespeare’s context. 


