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Hamlet: Study Guide 
 

PRELIMINARIES:
1) Review "Problems With Shakespeare's Texts"; then read "Establishing a Text:  The Example of Hamlet." Be sure that you understand the editorial choices that go into any printed edition of Hamlet, as well as the directorial decisions concerning the script that underlie any performance of the play.  (You will want to keep these notions in mind as we screen and critique Laurence Olivier's Hamlet.)  

2) Definition: a SOLILOQUY is an introspective speech, usually in blank verse, delivered when the speaker is alone on the stage.  It is used by the playwright to reveal a character's innermost thoughts.  (For example, Henry V's "Ceremony" soliloquy reveals Henry's thoughts about the burden of kingship.)

  
 

Principal Hamlet Soliloquies and Key Scenes--A Handy Checklist
· Soliloquy 1:  I.ii.129-59 "O that this too too sullied flesh. . ." 

· Soliloquy 2:  I.v.92-112  "O all you host of heaven!. . ." 

· Soliloquy 4:  III.i.56-88  "To be, or not to be. . ." 

· Soliloquy 5:  III.ii.396-407 "'Tis now the very witching time..." 

· Soliloquy 6:  III.iii.73-96 "Now might I do it pat. . ." 

· Soliloquy 7:  IV.iv.32-66 "How all occasions do inform against me. . ." 

· Council scene:  I.ii.1-128 

· Fishmonger scene: II.ii.171-224 

· Schoolfellow scene: II.ii.225-388 

· Nunnery scene:  III.i.88-164 

· The Mousetrap play scene:  III.ii.94-276 

· Prayer scene:  III.iii.36-98 

· Closet scene/Portrait scene:  III.iv.1-53; III.iv.54-218 

· Ophelia's madness scenes:  IV.v.21-73; IV.v.154-198 

· Graveyard scene:  V.i.1-294 


  

Hamlet: Study Questions 
1) To what extent does Hamlet correspond to classical or medieval notions of tragedy?  What (if anything) is Hamlet's fatal flaw?  Why does he hesitate to act after promising his father's ghost that he will avenge his murder?  Compare/contrast the protagonist's decisiveness and will to act in Macbeth.  

2) Note the various familial relationships in Hamlet.  Compare and contrast the family unit of Polonius / Laertes / Ophelia with Hamlet's relationships to the Ghost of Hamlet Sr., to Gertrude and to Claudius.  Like Hamlet, Laertes and Fortinbras are sons confronted with a father's death.  To what extent do they function as foils to Hamlet?  What do they have in common?  How do they differ?  

3)  Why does Hamlet wait so long to kill Claudius?  What are the reasons for his hesitation?  How valid are they?  How many times does he have the opportunity to attack Claudius?  What are his reasons for not doing so?  

4) Hamlet is a play in which nothing can be taken at face value:  appearances are frequently deceptive, and many characters engage in play-acting, spying and pretense.  What deliberate attempts are made at deception?  Are the intended audiences deceived?  While some deceptions are perpetrated in order to conceal secrets, others aim to uncover hidden truths.  Which are which?  To what extent are they successful?  Note references to appearances, disguises, pretense, seeming, masks, acting, etc.  

5) Pay attention to the treatment of the women characters Gertrude and Ophelia.  Is there any basis for the Freudian interpretation of an Oedipal attraction between Hamlet and his mother?  Hamlet does seem obsessed with his mother's sexuality.  How old is Hamlet?  How old do you think Gertrude is?  Is Hamlet's disgust at Gertrude's sexuality justified?  To what extent is Gertrude guilty?  Was she "in on" her husband's murder?  Has Claudius confided in her since the murder?  How does Hamlet's perception of his mother affect his behavior or attitude toward Ophelia?  Why does he tell Ophelia to go to a nunnery?  Does Hamlet really love Ophelia?  If so, why is he cruel to her?  

6) Hamlet claims that his madness is feigned, an "antic disposition" which he puts on for his own purposes (I.v.172).  Why would Hamlet want to feign madness?  How can an appearance of insanity help him achieve his ends?  (Compare the role of Touchstone, the "fool" in AYLI.)  Is he really sane throughout the play, or does he ever cross the line into madness?  What about Ophelia's mad scene?  Is it real or feigned?  Is there "method in her madness" as well, or is she entirely irrational?  Why has she gone mad?  (What two reasons do her songs suggest?)  

7) Hamlet famously declares that "something is rotten in the state of Denmark."  What other natural imagery is used to describe the corruption of the Danish court?  What "unnatural" events or behaviors preceded the events recounted in the play?  What "unnatural" events or behaviors occur during the play?  Compare/contrast with AYLI, HV and MAC.  

8)  Moral ambiguity?  Hamlet and Macbeth recount similar stories (the usurping of a throne) from differing perspectives -- those of perpetrator and avenger.  Just as Macbeth was not ALL bad, Hamlet is not ALL good.  What are some of his faults or short-comings?  Do these constitute a "fatal flaw" (to use the concept and terminology of Aristotle or Bradley)? Why might Shakespeare have chosen to remain in the "grey area" rather than a more "black and white" depiction of Good and Evil?  Compare with Shakespeare's depiction of the protagonists in Henry V and in Macbeth. 
  

Click here for Hamlet Video Questions 

Click here for information on Establishing the Text of Hamlet 

Click here for information on Revenge Tragedy 

Click here for information about Tragedy 

Click here for Macbeth Study Guide 
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Act I

You can use these to start the discussion, or you can ask your own questions or comment on other features of the play. 

· What is "rotten in the state of Denmark," as Marcellus tells us?  What do we learn about the situation in Scene I? In Scene II? 

· In what ways is Scene II a contrast to Scene I?  What do we learn about Gertrude, Claudius, and Hamlet in this scene? 

· What is the function of the Polonius-Ophelia-Laertes family in this play? What parallels exist between their situation and that of the ruling family? 

· What does Hamlet learn from the Ghost's speech?  

Act II

· Why does this act open with Polonius and Reynaldo?  What does this tell us about Polonius's character, and what theme or motif does it introduce in the play? 

· How does the interaction between Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern help to explain what's wrong with Hamlet?  Why are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in Denmark? 

· The First Player's speech is often cut in performances of the play.  Explain why it is important and why it should not be cut. 

· Hamlet's "O what a rogue and peasant slave am I" is the first of his soliloquies. What is he saying, and how does this set of words help to move him to action? 

· What does he decide to do at the end of this speech? 

Act III

· What is the subject of Hamlet's second soliloquy, the famous "To be or not to be" speech? 

· Why is he so cruel to Ophelia immediately thereafter? 

· What happens in the "play-within-a-play"?  How do the speeches and actions reflect on events in the kingdom of Denmark?  How does the king respond? 

· In what way is Hamlet's second major interaction with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (III.ii.375-415) different from his first encounter with them? 

· Why does Hamlet decline to take action against Claudius in III.iii? 

· What happens in III.iv (the closet scene)?  Why is this death so important for the play, or what does the death of this figure represent? 

· Based on what you've seen in III.iv, do you think Gertrude knew about the murder? 

Act IV

· Is Hamlet really mad in this play, or is merely pretending to be mad? (Find lines that support your answer.) 

· A foil is a character who is like the protagonist in some respects but who has contrasting qualities that "reflect" or illuminate the traits of the main character.  Who are Hamlet's foils, and in what ways do their characters shed light on his? 

· Do Hamlet and Fortinbras meet in IV.iv? Why is this significant? 

· Why is Ophelia mad?  Does anything she say make sense?  What happens to her at the end of Act IV? What does her madness and death symbolize about the kingdom? 

· Look at the scene with Laertes and Claudius (IV.vii).  What plans do they have for Hamlet?  How does this scene establish Laertes as a foil for Hamlet? 

· Why is Hamlet less present in this act than in the previous three? 

Act V

· Why does this scene begin with two clowns trading jokes?  Do their jokes make any sense in the context of the play?  

· Where do Hamlet and Laertes fight in V.ii? 

· Who is Osric, and why is he included in the play? 

· Does Hamlet realize that he might not come out of this fight alive? See V.ii.225-238. 

· What is the outcome of the fight scene at the end? 

· When Gertrude drinks from the cup, Claudius asks her not to drink and she refuses.  Has she ever disobeyed Claudius before? 

· Who is alive at the end of the play, and how do the others meet their ends? 

· Why is Fortinbras's presence important? 

Facts
Next Section >
Quiz
Study Questions & Essay Topics

Study Questions

1. Shakespeare includes characters in Hamlet who are obvious foils for Hamlet, including, most obviously, Horatio, Fortinbras, Claudius, and Laertes. Compare and contrast Hamlet with each of these characters. How are they alike? How are they different? How does each respond to the crises with which he is faced?

Answer for Study Question 1 >>
Horatio’s steadfastness and loyalty contrasts with Hamlet’s variability and excitability, though both share a love of learning, reason, and thought. Claudius’s willingness to disregard all moral law and act decisively to fulfill his appetites and lust for power contrasts powerfully with Hamlet’s concern for morality and indecisive inability to act. Fortinbras’s willingness to go to great lengths to avenge his father’s death, even to the point of waging war, contrasts sharply with Hamlet’s inactivity, even though both of them are concerned with avenging their fathers. Laertes’ single-minded, furious desire to avenge Polonius stands in stark opposition to Hamlet’s inactivity with regard to his own father’s death. Finally, Hamlet, Laertes, and Fortinbras are all in a position to seek revenge for the murders of their fathers, and their situations are deeply intertwined. Hamlet’s father killed Fortinbras’s father, and Hamlet killed Laertes’ father, meaning that Hamlet occupies the same role for Laertes as Claudius does for Hamlet.

Close
2. Many critics take a deterministic view of Hamlet’s plot, arguing that the prince’s inability to act and tendency toward melancholy reflection is a “tragic flaw” that leads inevitably to his demise. Is this an accurate way of understanding the play? Why or why not? Given Hamlet’s character and situation, would another outcome of the play have been possible?

Answer for Study Question 2 >>
The idea of the “tragic flaw” is a problematic one in Hamlet. It is true that Hamlet possesses definable characteristics that, by shaping his behavior, contribute to his tragic fate. But to argue that his tragedy is inevitable because he possesses these characteristics is difficult to prove. Given a scenario and a description of the characters involved, it is highly unlikely that anyone who had not read or seen Hamlet would be able to predict its ending based solely on the character of its hero. In fact, the play’s chaotic train of events suggests that human beings are forced to make choices whose consequences are unforeseeable as well as unavoidable. To argue that the play’s outcome is intended to appear inevitable seems incompatible with the thematic claims made by the play itself.

Close
3. Throughout the play, Hamlet claims to be feigning madness, but his portrayal of a madman is so intense and so convincing that many readers believe that Hamlet actually slips into insanity at certain moments in the play. Do you think this is true, or is Hamlet merely play-acting insanity? What evidence can you cite for either claim?

Answer for Study Question 3 >>
At any given moment during the play, the most accurate assessment of Hamlet’s state of mind probably lies somewhere between sanity and insanity. Hamlet certainly displays a high degree of mania and instability throughout much of the play, but his “madness” is perhaps too purposeful and pointed for us to conclude that he actually loses his mind. His language is erratic and wild, but beneath his mad-sounding words often lie acute observations that show the sane mind working bitterly beneath the surface. Most likely, Hamlet’s decision to feign madness is a sane one, taken to confuse his enemies and hide his intentions. 

On the other hand, Hamlet finds himself in a unique and traumatic situation, one which calls into question the basic truths and ideals of his life. He can no longer believe in religion, which has failed his father and doomed him to life amid miserable experience. He can no longer trust society, which is full of hypocrisy and violence, nor love, which has been poisoned by his mother’s betrayal of his father’s memory. And, finally, he cannot turn to philosophy, which cannot explain ghosts or answer his moral questions and lead him to action. 

With this much discord in his mind, and already under the extraordinary pressure of grief from his father’s death, his mother’s marriage, and the responsibility bequeathed to him by the ghost, Hamlet is understandably distraught. He may not be mad, but he likely is close to the edge of sanity during many of the most intense moments in the play, such as during the performance of the play-within-a-play (III.ii), his confrontation with Ophelia (III.i), and his long confrontation with his mother (III.iv).

Close
Suggested Essay Topics

1. Think about Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia. Does he love her? Does he stop loving her? Did he ever love her? What evidence can you find in the play to support your opinion?

2. Consider Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s role in the play. Why might Shakespeare have created characters like this? Are they there for comic relief, or do they serve a more serious purpose? Why does the news of their deaths come only after the deaths of the royal family in Act V, as if this news were not anticlimactic? Is it acceptable for Hamlet to treat them as he does? Why or why not?

3. Analyze the use of descriptions and images in Hamlet. How does Shakespeare use descriptive language to enhance the visual possibilities of a stage production? How does he use imagery to create a mood of tension, suspense, fear, and despair?

4. Analyze the use of comedy in Hamlet, paying particular attention to the gravediggers, Osric, and Polonius. Does comedy serve merely to relieve the tension of the tragedy, or do the comic scenes serve a more serious thematic purpose as well?

5. Suicide is an important theme in Hamlet. Discuss how the play treats the idea of suicide morally, religiously, and aesthetically, with particular attention to Hamlet’s two important statements about suicide: the “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy (I.ii.129–158) and the “To be, or not to be” soliloquy (III.i.56–88). Why does Hamlet believe that, although capable of suicide, most human beings choose to live, despite the cruelty, pain, and injustice of the world?

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	Discussion Questions: 

QUICK DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1.  For each of the killings listed below, tell us what they mean in the context of this play. 

—  Hamlet kills Polonius. Suggested Response: Hamlet has every reason to think that the man behind the curtain is the King. Who else would be in the Queen's bedroom? But Hamlet is wrong. Instead of avenging the murder of his father, Hamlet himself kills a different man. But there is more. The man he kills is the father of Ophelia, the woman he loves. As a result of Hamlet's action, weighed down by a double grief, Ophelia will die. Finally, this unthinking, reflexive act of revenge starts in motion the chain of events that leads to Hamlet's own death at the hands of Laertes. 

—  Laertes takes revenge on Hamlet and kills him with the poisoned sword. Suggested Response: This is another simple, unthinking, reflexive act of revenge. Again, the killer pays with his life. Laertes clears his guilt by confessing, obtaining Hamlet's forgiveness, and revealing that the King put him up to it.

—  Claudius kills Gertrude by allowing her to drink from the cup of poisoned wine intended for Hamlet. Suggested Response: In order to prevent Gertrude from drinking the wine, Claudius would have to tell her it was poisoned. This would expose his role in the plot to kill Hamlet. Gertrude was the only person for whom Claudius felt any affection. His failure to protect her demonstrated his own selfishness and abject evil. 

—  Hamlet finally kills Claudius. Suggested Response: The situation is different now than it was when Hamlet stabbed the man behind the curtain. Not only has Claudius killed Hamlet's father, he has tried to kill Hamlet, he has corrupted the good youth Laertes, and he has allowed his beloved queen to drink poison to avoid having to admit his part in the plot on Hamlet. Claudius is a cancer on the state of Denmark that must be excised to prevent him from spreading corruption throughout the land. Hamlet's killing of Claudius has a purpose that is more important than mere revenge. It is necessary for society to continue. 

2.  What was Hamlet's tragic flaw? Suggested Response: There is no one right answer to this question. One view is that Hamlet's tragic flaw was that he committed a simple, reflexive, unthinking act of revenge. To put this another way, Hamlet's tragic flaw was that he did not have a set of ethical principles that told him that revenge was itself evil and that he could not kill Claudius for revenge. But, we say, he could not just let it go. In modern life, when the criminal justice system fails, that is exactly what victims have to do. Sometimes, if the wrongdoer has assets, a civil law suit for damages is a way of seeking recompense. But the civil justice system doesn't always work either. Often, the perpetrator has no assets or files for bankruptcy protection and the victim is left with no recourse. As frustrating as this is, the alternative of vigilante justice and the risk of vendettas is worse.

3.  State the law of unintended consequences and give three reasons why it applies with particular force to acts of revenge. Suggested Response: The law of unintended consequences holds that whether or not what you do has the effect you intend, it will have consequences that you don't expect and therefore consequences that you don't intend. Some unintended consequences can be very unpleasant. Three reasons that the law of unintended consequences applies with particular force to acts of revenge are:   (1) In any person's life, acts of revenge are infrequent. Experience is an excellent teacher. If we have little experience with an action, our anticipation of the consequences will be less accurate than if we have taken the action frequently in the past. (2) Revenge usually affects a number of people, either directly or indirectly. Everyone is different and when other people are affected by our actions, there is an increased risk that we won't accurately predict how they'll react. (3) Revenge is often taken in a rage or a fit of passion. Our actions are often not well considered when we are in such a state. Therefore, the risk that we'll fail to anticipate some of the consequences is increased.

4.  How does Hamlet attain the status of a hero despite the fact that he kills the wrong man in a hasty act of revenge and delays going after Claudius again until forced to act just before his own death? Suggested Response: There is no one right answer to this question. One answer is that Hamlet learned from the killing of Polonius that revenge must wait until the act is necessary for the good of the entire state. Hamlet becomes a hero by keeping his revenge waiting until its expression serves other, more legitimate purposes.

5.  The scene in which Hamlet stabs the man behind the curtain is a symbol for all acts of revenge. What is the meaning of that symbol? Suggested Response: When you commit revenge, especially reflexive unthinking acts of revenge, you are striking at something unknown that may not be what you think it is. Your actions may result in the loss of something very dear to you. 

OTHER DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

6.   Click here for Standard Questions Suitable for Any Film (available to subscribers only). 

7.  In addition to being characters that advance the plot, Polonius, Laertes and Ophelia are symbols. What do they represent? Suggested Response: Polonius represents the falseness of Claudius' regime: the show of wisdom hiding deceitful plotting. Laertes represents the youth and promise of Denmark that is corrupted by Claudius' rule. Ophelia represents Hamlet's hope for a relationship with a woman that is beyond that of his mother; a romantic relationship with a future. 

8.  Some commentators argue that the force of Hamlet's hatred of Claudius stemmed not from the fact that Claudius killed Hamlet's father but because Claudius has acted out Hamlet's own long-repressed Oedipal fantasy, i.e., to eliminate the father and marry the mother. 
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Act III, Scene 4
Bedroom Scene played by Olivier
Others apply the Oedipal analysis in a different way and suggest that Hamlet can't kill Claudius while his mother is alive because Claudius has stepped into the role of the father in Hamlet's Oedipal fantasy. To kill Claudius would force Hamlet to face his repressed sexual desire for his mother, something that any man would be loath to do. Do these two Freudian analyses of "Hamlet" have any validity? Does this explain Act III, Scene 4 in which Hamlet has an interview with his mother that has heavy sexual overtones? Does it explain Hamlet's delay in killing Claudius? See, e.g., Introductory Lecture on Shakespeare's Hamlet, search on "Oedipus" and start one paragraph back. Suggested Response: This is a matter of interpretation and there is no one right answer to the question. A good answer will include a thoughtful analysis of the various theories. An argument can be made that the interpretation of the play as a lesson about revenge is consistent with the Oedipal interpretations. 

9.  Why doesn't Ophelia take revenge on Hamlet for her father's death? Suggested Response: Ophelia's life is destroyed when Hamlet murders Polonius. Loving her father, she cannot forgive Hamlet for killing him. Loving Hamlet, she cannot hate him or take revenge upon him for killing her father. Ophelia has no place to go for emotional support and is unable to find an outlet for her various and conflicting griefs. Her pent up emotions weigh her down and she sinks, literally and figuratively, to her death. 

10.  What is it about the manner of Ophelia's death which is a symbol for her inability to deal with the several misfortunes that have befallen her? Suggested Response: See response to preceding question. 

11.  Two people in this play apparently went mad. Describe their affliction, trace the sources of those afflictions, and compare them. Suggested Response: Ophelia went mad due to her inability to reconcile the love she had for her father and the love she had for Hamlet, her father's killer. Unlike Laertes, she could not divert her grief into an act of revenge. Hamlet appeared to go mad but if he was, it was a transitory affliction. The source of his madness was similar to Ophelia's in that it stemmed from unbearable pain due to the actions of others. However, the similarities stop there. Hamlet was able to deal with his madness (if he ever suffered from it) by taking action. 

12.  If Hamlet tries to use a play to "prick the conscience of the King," what is Shakespeare trying to do to our consciences in the larger play? Suggested Response: There is no one right answer to this question. This Learning Guide suggests that Shakespeare was trying to alert us to the dangers of revenge when it serves no greater societal purpose. 

13.  Hamlet appears at times to be insane. Is he insane or is he pretending? Justify your answer. Suggested Response: There is no one right answer. Good answers will refer to some of the following: His pain and metaphysical doubt were beyond enduring and this is how he coped. He is pretending to be mad to be absolved from responsibility for his actions. It's a strategy that allows him to investigate the murder of his father and the motives of the people around him without interference. It can be all of these things or some of them. 

14.  One of the great debates about this play is whether Hamlet is a man of action or a man of inaction. List out each of the actions that Hamlet takes and each of the actions that he could have taken within the context of the play but didn't. Then state and justify your conclusion about whether Hamlet was a man of action or a man of inaction. 

15.  List the characters in this play who betray or disappoint Hamlet and describe their actions. Then list the characters that stand by him and describe their actions. What does this say to you about Hamlet's world?

16.  Compare Hamlet's world before his father was murdered to his world in Act V, after he returns from England. 

17.  Do you agree with the critical analysis of Hamlet contained in the Learning Guide? Justify your position with text from the play. Suggested Response: There is no one right answer to this question. The argument for the revenge analysis is contained in the Helpful Background section of the Guide. There are many others. See, for example, Introductory Lecture on Shakespeare's Hamlet by Ian Johnston.

18.  In this play, what is Shakespeare trying to tell us about revenge? Suggested Response: Shakespeare was trying to tell us that we cannot anticipate the consequences of an act of revenge and that revenge alone is never an adequate basis for taking action. There must also be some disinterested purpose beneficial to society as a whole. 

19.  What was the role of traveling bands of actors in medieval society? 

20.  Why could Denmark order the English King to kill Hamlet? 
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Social-Emotional Learning Discussion Questions: 

REVENGE


See the Quick Discussion Questions. 

1.  When you take revenge on someone else, do you know what the consequences will be? Consider the lessons of "Hamlet" and "Romeo & Juliet" in answering this question. Did Romeo, who killed Tybalt to avenge the death of Mercutio, think that the result would be his death and that of Juliet? Did Laertes, intent on revenge for the killing of his father, anticipate his own death with dishonor? Did Hamlet, who stabbed the man behind the curtain intending to avenge his father's murder, anticipate that his action would eventually lead to his own death and that of Ophelia? Suggested Response: The answer is no. The law of unintended consequences states that we cannot anticipate all of the consequences of our actions. It applies to every person, every day. It applies especially to actions that are unusual or which cause other people to react. Experience is an excellent teacher. If we have little experience with an action, our anticipation of the consequences will be less accurate than for those actions that we take frequently. Actions which affect other people cause very uncertain reactions because everyone is different and it is difficult to predict their reactions. For these reasons, since revenge is taken only infrequently and since it involves other people, revenge is often subject to the law of unintended consequences. In addition, revenge is usually taken in the heat of the moment or in the grip of passion and thus it is usually not well thought out.

FIGHTING


2.  Laertes entered the fight with Hamlet confident that he would win. What happened and how does this illustrate the uncertainty principle that characterizes fighting? Shakespeare also makes this point in Romeo and Juliet. Describe the scene in which this occurs. Suggested Response: Fighting is very uncertain and you can never be sure how it will turn out. The scene in "Romeo & Juliet" that demonstrates this is when Romeo, enraged over the murder of Mercutio, attacks Tybalt who is a much stronger and more experienced fighter. Tybalt is getting the best of Romeo and moving in for the kill when Romeo suddenly turns and is able to stab Tybalt, killing him. Something similar happened to Laertes who never expected to lose control of the poisoned sword. 

GRIEVING


3.  Each of the main characters in the play lost a person important to them. Describe how each dealt with their grief and whether those mechanisms were healthy. Suggested Response: See Helpful Background Section. 
	 
	



OTHER LESSON PLANS: 

· Search for a lesson plan through the Gateway to Educational Materials; 

· Hamlet, by Teachervision; 

· Hamlet and the Elizabethan Revenge Ethic in Text and Film; 

· Hamlet Meets Chushingura: Traditions of the Revenge Tragedy; 

· A Course in Hamlet; 

· Essay Topics on Hamlet; 

· Hamlet Lesson Plan - Kentucky Council of Teachers of English/Language Arts; 

	

Discussion Questions on Morality and Ethics
Using The Six Pillars of Character 

TWM's Discussion Questions Relating to Ethical Issues

1.  Does Shakespeare's play "The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark" have a moral message? Suggested Response: Yes. The message is that mere revenge does not justify taking action against another person, no matter how great the injury they have caused. Hamlet is not justified in killing Claudius until it is clear that Claudius corrupts everyone around him and that he needs to be removed for the good of the state. (In modern society, revenge by individuals is not permitted because it would lead to breaches of the peace and cycles of vengeance. The government, through courts and administrative agencies, has a monopoly on punishment. The state also decides when to take action to prevent wrongdoing in the future. In modern society, all impulses to revenge rightfully go through the government.) For a full description of this interpretation of the play, see the Helpful Background section. 

2.  Is Hamlet governed by a moral or ethical code? Suggested Response: Hamlet doesn't appear to be concerned with ethics or morality except that through the course of the play he learns that revenge by itself is evil. In one interpretation of the play, Hamlet's lack of a moral compass is his tragic flaw. See Helpful Background section. 

3.  Does Hamlet honor the Six Pillars in his actions toward Gertrude? Suggested Response: At times no -- see for example the bedroom scene (Act III, Scene IV) -- but eventually, under the tutelage of the Ghost, he comes around and forgives her. This is an important part of "caring". 

4.  Does Hamlet honor the Six Pillars in his actions toward Polonius? Suggested Response: No. Hamlet kills the old man in a rash act aimed at Claudius. This was an egregious violation of the Pillars of Respect and Responsibility toward Claudius. Hamlet's actions were the result of his grief for his father and his understandable anger at Claudius. But this did not give him the right to act violently toward Claudius. These considerations may affect the degree by which Hamlet violated moral precepts, his eligibility for forgiveness, and the extent of his punishment if called to account in a court of law. But Hamlet is still responsible for his actions. Ethics and morality apply to negligent as well as intentional conduct. The fact that Polonius had no right to be secretly listening from behind the curtain doesn't justify killing the man. 

5.  Does Hamlet honor the Six Pillars in his actions toward Ophelia? Suggested Response: No. He killed her father, albeit accidentally. Ophelia was one of the stakeholders in Hamlet's decision to stab the man behind the curtain before he knew who it was. When Hamlet violated the Pillars of Respect and Responsibility toward Polonius, he violated them with respect to Ophelia as well. Hamlet is also insufficiently "caring" toward Ophelia. Wrapped up in his own troubles and angry at her betrayal, he is blind to her pain. Many people served Ophelia poorly, including Claudius and her father. But Hamlet loved her and should have been more attentive. Hamlet also fails to forgive Ophelia until after her death. 

6.  Does Hamlet honor the Six Pillars in his actions toward Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Suggested Response: No. While they betrayed Hamlet at the behest of the King, Hamlet had many alternatives that would have protected himself from harm but which were not so drastic as to cause the death of his former friends. For example, the instructions to the English King that Hamlet forged could have required that they should be exiled from England, or imprisoned for a year and then released. Hamlet's actions towards his former friends lacked both respect (in that he caused them harm unnecessarily) and caring (in that he didn't forgive them).

7.  Who acts more unethically toward the other, Hamlet or Laertes? Suggested Response: Hamlet wronged Laertes by killing his father. Laertes was a stakeholder in Hamlet's decision to stab the man behind the curtain. But this was accidental. Laertes intended to kill Hamlet. Generally, intentionally wrongful conduct is worse than negligent conduct. The conclusion is that Laertes acted more unethically toward Hamlet than Hamlet did to Laertes. 

RESPECT

(Treat others with respect; follow the Golden Rule; Be tolerant of differences; Use good manners, not bad language; Be considerate of the feelings of others; Don't threaten, hit or hurt anyone; Deal peacefully with anger, insults and disagreements) 

8.  In the context of this play, when kings held absolute power and there was no independent justice system, can you think of any way to deal with Claudius other than to kill him? Suggested Response: We must first remember that this is a play which requires dramatic action. The answer is "No." Given the absolute power of medieval monarchs and the fact that Claudius was intent on killing Hamlet, there was probably no way to deal with him other than assassination. This was certainly true after Hamlet was poisoned in the duel. 
CARING

(Be kind; Be compassionate and show you care; Express gratitude; Forgive others; Help people in need) 

See questions 3 and 5 above. 

9.  In his dealings with one of the characters in the play, Hamlet violates each of the principles of caring set out above. Tell us who the character is and describe how Hamlet violates the principles of caring as to this character. Suggested Response: It was Ophelia. Hamlet loved her, but could not forgive her for her betrayal and was oblivious to the pain that he caused her that drove her out of her mind. Another possible answer is Gertrude, but by the end of the play, under the Ghost's tutelage, Hamlet has forgiven her.

10.  Should Hamlet have forgiven Claudius for killing his father, seducing his mother, and stealing the crown? What are the limits of forgiveness? Suggested Response: Had Claudius confessed, renounced the crown, accepted punishment, and permitted the marriage to be annulled, Hamlet should have forgiven him. Forgiveness is a two way street. A person seeking forgiveness must renounce and return the fruits of his unlawful or unethical conduct. Claudius was unable to do this. Hamlet had no obligation to forgive him. 
	
	


