
 

 

Hamlet Essay 

Hamlet’s downfall is caused by the futility of his morality in a corrupt world. The constant 

conflict between his values and the amoral state of Denmark in which he lives creates 

ambiguity in revenge, death, and loyalty in relationships.  Shakespeare deliberately creates a 

complex network of opposing ideals to raise morally ambiguous questions that still remain 

debated today, giving the play ‘Hamlet’ both textual integrity and a universality that renders 

it timeless. 

 

Hamlet’s inaction in carrying out his duty for revenge is one of the most transparent aspects 

of the entire play. A clear contrast is created between the task Hamlet is given by the ghost, 

and his own values, which creates a perpetuated ambiguity about whether or not Hamlet will 

act [not sure whether to add quotes / analysis here]. The true source of his procrastination is 

that his morals do not allow him to carry through with the murder which is evident through; 

“why yet I live to say “this thing’s to do” sith I have cause and will and strength and means to 

do it”. A paradox is created as Hamlet is shown to be aware of his own inaction. The 

polysyndeton of “cause and will and strength and means” emphasises the corruption of 

Denmark that Hamlet lives in; and all the reasons that prompt him to carry out his revenge. 

Furthermore, the cyclical nature of Hamlet’s final soliloquy, ending with “my thoughts be 

bloody or be nothing worth” implies further inaction. By swearing to his ‘thoughts’ rather 

than ‘actions’, Hamlet shows that he is unable to break the cycle due to his morality, which 

impedes him from acting on his revenge. According to the critic Goethe, Hamlet is given a 

task by the ghost, which is “too heavy for his soul to bear”. This can be seen in the rhetorical 

question; “And shall I couple hell? O fie! Hold, Hold, my heart…”. This shows Hamlet’s 

consideration of letting go of his morals for the sake of revenge, however the exclamation of 

“Hold, hold, my heart” shows that he cannot go through with revenge because of his 

morality. Therefore, it is evident that Hamlet’s morality disallows him from avenging his 

father’s death, highlighting the futility of morality among corruption and creating an 

ambiguous conflict between opposing ideals. 

 

Hamlet’s consideration of life and death results from his yearning to find an escape from 

corruption without the burden of his morals. In the graveyard scene, Hamlet leaps into a 

grave, symbolising his curiosity about death through stage directions; “This is I, Hamlet the 

Dane (leaps into grave)”. The definitive statement of identity through declaring himself as 

“Hamlet the Dane” shows that purpose can only be attained in death. Outrageous incongruity 

of this decisive, authoritative tone creates a humorous, satirical tone; through which 

Shakespeare alludes to Hamlet’s inability to reconcile his morality with his corrupt world. 

Shakespeare’s use of visual, linguistic, and dramatic devices to convey ideas about death 

contributes to textual integrity as the visual elements of the play work synergistically with the 

spoken word. Furthermore, though Hamlet yearns to know what lies after death, his Catholic 

morals inhibit him from committing suicide. This is evident in his famous ‘to be or not to be’ 

soliloquy; “who would fardels bear, to grunt and sweat under a weary life, but that the dread 

of something after death”. This shows that the Hamlet believes the reason he has not 

committed suicide yet is because of the fear of the unknown of what happens after death. 

Hamlet undergoes a transformation throughout the play; he begins as a young man with great 

curiosity about the world, however after learning of its true corruption he gives up, loses 

passion and becomes hopeless in melancholy. His transformation can be seen as he goes from 

“to be or not to be?” to “let be” in the final act. Through the consistent reference, 



 

 

Shakespeare creates a cohesive sense of textual integrity. This contrast shows that Hamlet has 

gone from curious to hopeless as a result of the futility of morality amongst corruption.  

Consideration of death occurs because Hamlet sees it has the only way out of the hopelessly 

corrupt world he lives in. The conflict between a desire to be free of corruption, and a lack of 

understanding about death creates ambiguity of Hamlet’s philosophical perspective on life 

and death. 

 

Hamlet’s morality gives him high expectations and trust of the people around him, which 

leads to vulnerability and betrayal by almost every character in the play, especially characters 

like Gertrude and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Conflict is created between Hamlet’s 

expectations of those around him and their amoral, ambiguous motives. Hamlet has high 

expectations of what he believes to be right and wrong behaviour, and when the immoral 

characters around him go against these expectations, he feels betrayed. This is evident 

especially in his relationship with Gertrude and Ophelia. Hamlet warns Gertrude to; “not 

spread compost on the weeds to make them ranker”. This metaphor shows that after being 

betrayed by Gertrude when he married Claudius, Hamlet cannot bear to be betrayed again, 

thus he gives her moral advice to protect himself. This tendency can further be seen in 

Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia, telling her, “get thee to a nunnery”. While, at first, this 

can be seen as an insult, it is upon deeper examination that Hamlet’s behaviour towards 

Ophelia is not to intentionally harm her, but to protect himself from betrayal. After being 

betrayed by Gertrude, Hamlet believes that all women will betray him; “frailty, thy name is 

woman”. Therefore, he admires Ophelia’s innocence, and does not want her to become 

corrupted and hurt him as Gertrude did. Furthermore, this vulnerability and sense of betrayal 

is evident in his relationship with his friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. He uses a 

musical metaphor when speaking to them; “am I easier to be played on than a pipe?” this 

shows that Hamlet feels as though he is merely an instrument to be used in the corrupt actions 

of all the other characters in the play, which stems from his moral expectations of those 

around him. Therefore, the futility of morality in a corrupt world evidently causes Hamlet’s 

betrayal by every character in the play, perpetuating a conflict that creates ambiguity between 

right and wrong. 

 

‘Hamlet’, through conflict and ambiguity, explores the futility of morality in a corrupt world. 

The consistency of these ideas through characters, dramatic techniques, and soliloquys, gives 

the play textual integrity, meaning that the play has been immortalised and continues to be 

discussed to this day. As the romanticist critic Mackenzie said; “Hamlet is a play about a 

moral character who cannot survive in the world in which he is placed”, ‘Hamlet’ serves as a 

critique by Shakespeare on the hidden corruption of the upper class in society. By showing 

the epic downfall of a character as a result of his morality – an amiable quality – Shakespeare 

is using the play to shock and provoke thought into the true corruption of society. 

 


