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Abstract— William Shakespeare’s Hamlet is widely
recognized as a revenge tragedy, yet it fundamentally
departs from the conventions of the genre by foregrounding
moral reflection over immediate action. Unlike traditional
revenge heroes who pursue vengeance swiftly and
decisively, Hamlet repeatedly delays the act of revenge
commanded by his father’s Ghost. This delay has often been
interpreted as weakness or indecision; however, the present
study argues that Hamlet's hesitation arises from profound
moral scruple and ethical awareness rather than inability
to act. Hamlet’s struggle reflects a conflict between the
demand for revenge and the moral consequences of murder
within a Christian and humanist framework. The play
presents revenge not as a simple duty but as a morally
complex act requiring certainty, justice and spiritual
legitimacy. Hamlet questions the nature of the Ghost, fears
damnation, seeks proof of Claudius’s guilt and reflects
deeply on life, death and the afterlife before acting. His
ethical reasoning transforms revenge into a thoughtful and
morally grounded response rather than an impulsive act of
violence. Through detailed textual analysis of key
soliloquies and dramatic moments, this paper explores how
Shakespeare redefines revenge as ethical action governed
by conscience and providence. Hamlet’s eventual
acceptance of divine order allows him to act without moral
conflict. The play ultimately suggests that true justice is
achieved not through rash revenge but through morally
conscious action aligned with a higher ethical order.
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L. INTRODUCTION

Revenge tragedy was a popular and powerful dramatic form
during the Elizabethan era. Rooted in Senecan drama, it
typically featured a wronged protagonist who seeks
vengeance through swift and often violent means. Such
plays usually emphasize decisive action, bloodshed and the
restoration of honour through revenge. Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, while adopting the basic framework of revenge
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tragedy, profoundly reshapes the genre by focusing on
moral hesitation rather than immediate retaliation.

At the center of Hamlet is the Ghost’s command to avenge
the murder of King. The command establishes a clear
obligation: Hamlet must kill Claudius. Yet, instead of acting
quickly, Hamlet delays, reflects, questions and doubts. This
delay has generated centuries of critical debate. Some view
Hamlet as indecisive or overly intellectual while others see
his hesitation as a sign of moral depth. This paper supports
the latter view, arguing that Hamlet’s delay is rooted in
ethical consciousness rather than weakness.

The Renaissance was an age of transition, shaped by
conflicting value systems. On one hand, the classical code
of honour justified revenge as a moral duty; on the other,
Christian teaching condemned private vengeance and
emphasized forgiveness and divine justice. Hamlet stands at
the intersection of these traditions. Hamlet embodies
intellectual skepticism and moral self-examination. His
conscience refuses to accept revenge without moral
certainty.

Throughout the play, Hamlet grapples with questions of
truth, justice and the afterlife. He fears that acting on false
information could lead to eternal damnation. His delay,
therefore, reflects a deep concern for ethical responsibility.
Shakespeare presents a protagonist who is painfully aware
of the consequences of action as well as inaction.

This paper examines Hamlet’s delay through close textual
analysis, focusing on his soliloquies, interactions with other
characters and final acceptance of providence. By engaging
with critical interpretations, the study shows that Hamlet
transforms revenge into an ethical problem rather than a
heroic achievement. Shakespeare’s tragedy ultimately
affirms that moral integrity and spiritual awareness are
essential to just action.

1I. TEXTUAL ANALYSIS

Shakespeare’s treatment of revenge in Hamlet represents a
profound departure from the typical Elizabethan revenge
tragedy by placing moral reflection at the very core of the
protagonist’s journey. In many revenge plays of the era, the
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avenger’s role is straightforward. The role is to restore
honour through immediate, often violent, retribution.
Shakespeare disrupts this formula by framing revenge as an
ethically complicated and deeply troubling responsibility.
The Ghost’s revelation that Hamlet must “Revenge his foul
and most unnatural murder” (I.v.30) comes with an
essential condition, “Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul
contrive / Against thy mother aught” (I.v.93-94). This
limitation is crucial because it restricts Hamlet’s actions,
enforcing a boundary around the act of revenge. It conveys
Shakespeare’s intent that revenge is not a license for
indiscriminate violence but a task bound by moral
consideration. Through this, the playwright signals that the
play’s central question is not simply whether Hamlet will
avenge his father’s death but how he can fulfill this duty in
a way that does not corrupt his own moral compass. As
critic G. Wilson Knight observes, “The Ghost’s injunction
introduces a scruple into the revenge plot, transforming a
common revenge motif into a profound moral conflict”
(Knight, 1930). Shakespeare thereby elevates the genre,
inviting the audience to contemplate the ethical dimensions
of justice and retribution.

Hamlet’s immediate reaction to the Ghost’s command
reveals the emotional and moral complexity of his
character. Unlike typical revenge heroes who respond with
fierce resolve, Hamlet laments his burden: “O cursed spite,
/ That ever I was born to set it right!” (I.v.217-218). This
expression of despair underlines the play’s exploration of
revenge not as a source of empowerment but as a heavy and
morally unsettling duty. Hamlet’s self-awareness and
introspection differentiate him from conventional avengers.
He recognizes that fulfilling this task requires murder,
deception and spiritual risk, which troubles his conscience
deeply. This is encapsulated in his famous soliloquy: “Thus
conscience does make cowards of us all” (I11.i.91). Here,
Shakespeare presents conscience not simply as a cause of
delay but as an ethical agent shaping Hamlet’s actions. As
A. C. Bradley notes, “Hamlet’s reflective nature does not
indicate feebleness, but a profound ethical sensitivity that
prevents rash action” (Bradley, 1904). Hamlet’s hesitation
is thus reframed as a manifestation of his moral depth rather
than as weakness or indecisiveness.

A pivotal source of Hamlet’s delay is his uncertainty about
the Ghost’s true nature and intentions. Within the Christian
worldview underpinning the play, apparitions are often
suspect, potentially malevolent forces seeking to deceive
the living. Hamlet himself voices this doubt: “The spirit that
I have seen / May be the devil, and the devil hath power /
To assume a pleasing shape” (I1.ii.612—614). This fear
introduces a spiritual dimension to Hamlet’s ethical
dilemma—acting on potentially demonic advice would be a
sin with eternal consequences. Eleanor Prosser emphasizes
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that “Hamlet’s delay is inseparable from his Christian
conscience, which condemns private revenge as usurpation
of divine justice” (Prosser, 1971). This theological anxiety
transforms revenge from a mere personal vendetta into a
question of spiritual salvation or damnation. Hamlet’s
refusal to act without certainty, thus, reflects his profound
responsibility to ensure that his actions align not only with
human law but also with divine order.

Seeking empirical proof, Hamlet uses the staging of The
Murder of Gonzago to “catch the conscience of the king”
(I.i1.619). This strategic decision marks a significant
ethical step: Hamlet refuses to rely solely on the Ghost’s
word or his own suspicions, instead demanding visible
confirmation. The play-within-the-play functions as a moral
experiment, designed to provoke Claudius’s guilt and reveal
his conscience. Claudius’s abrupt interruption of the
performance and his demand to end it reveal his guilty
conscience, effectively supporting the Ghost’s claim. His
reaction reassures Hamlet that his pursuit of justice is
grounded in confirmed truth rather than reckless emotion.
This approach exemplifies Hamlet’s Renaissance
humanism, emphasizing reason and evidence over blind
revenge. Knight asserts, “By turning to theatre to reveal
truth, Hamlet aligns himself with reasoned justice rather
than violent impulsiveness” (Knight, 1930). This moment
marks a critical ethical juncture, underscoring that revenge
must be contingent on factual guilt, thus affirming justice as
a measured, morally governed response.

Despite confirming Claudius’s guilt, Hamlet’s hesitation
continues, most notably during the prayer scene. Hamlet
chooses not to kill Claudius while he “is in his praying”
(I11.111.76) because he fears it would send Claudius’s soul to
heaven: “And so he goes to heaven; / And so am I revenged”
(II.111.77-78). This careful calculation reveals Hamlet’s
concern with cosmic justice and the spiritual ramifications
of his actions. Hamlet reasons that a more just moment
would be when Claudius is “drunk asleep, or in his rage, /
Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed” (II1.iii.92-93).
Here Shakespeare deepens the ethical complexity of
revenge, showing it is not enough to punish the crime
physically; the punishment must be just in the spiritual
sense. Johnson defends Hamlet’s delay, arguing that “his
hesitation arises from religious conscience and the desire
for just retribution, not from cowardice” (Johnson, 1765).
The prayer scene thus becomes a meditation on divine
justice and moral retribution, illustrating the conflict
between earthly law and spiritual morality.

This scene illuminates Shakespeare’s broader critique of
revenge as a morally unstable form of justice. Hamlet’s
reasoning demonstrates the irreconcilability between
human vengeance and Christian ethics, which prioritize
forgiveness and divine judgment over personal revenge.

Page | 543


https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.4.2.53
http://www.ijels.com/

International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences (lJELS)

https://dx.doi.orq/10.22161/ijels.4.2.53

Vol-4, Issue-2, Mar - Apr, 2019
ISSN: 2456-7620

Nietzsche’s remark that “excessive knowledge inhibits
action” (Nietzsche, 1967) applies here, but Shakespeare
portrays this inhibition as an ethical elevation rather than a
flaw. Hamlet’s conscious hesitation signals his awareness
that revenge without moral contemplation is dangerous and
corrupting. As Bradley comments, “Hamlet’s delay elevates
him above the typical revenge hero, who acts without
reflection and thus falls into moral ruin” (Bradley, 1904).
Shakespeare, thus, warns of the peril inherent in
unexamined vengeance.

The contrast between Hamlet’s moral deliberation and his
impulsive violence is dramatically showcased in the
accidental killing of Polonius. Unlike the measured
planning evident in the play-within-the-play, Hamlet’s
stabbing of Polonius—“How now! A rat? Dead, for a ducat,
dead!” (I1L.iv.29)—is a sudden, rash act borne of anger and
confusion. This violent outburst triggers a chain of tragic
consequences: Ophelia’s madness, Laertes’s vengeance and
the escalation toward chaos. Shakespeare uses this moment
to warn against action without moral reflection. Hamlet’s
recognition that “I must be cruel only to be kind”
(I1L.iv.196) signals his painful awareness that ethical
restraint is vital, even when vengeance is justified. Knight
asserts that “the killing of Polonius illustrates the
destructive consequences of impulsive violence divorced
from ethical consideration” (Knight, 1930). This episode
thus reinforces the play’s moral argument: revenge must be
tempered by conscience.

Hamlet’s confrontation with Gertrude in the closet scene
further illuminates his moral framework. Though Hamlet
speaks harshly calling his mother “frailty, thy name is
woman” (L.ii.196) and accusing her of complicity, yet his
physical actions are restrained. He aims not to punish but to
awaken her conscience. His assertion that “I must be cruel
only to be kind” (/Il.iv.178) reflects a philosophy where
painful truth serves a higher moral good. The Ghost’s
reappearance during this scene, reminding Hamlet to Leave
her to heaven, underscores the limits of human vengeance
and the necessity of divine judgment. Knight argues,
“Shakespeare insists that revenge must not disrupt moral
harmony, even as it demands justice” (Knight, 1930).
Hamlet’s treatment of Gertrude models a form of revenge
informed by ethical boundaries and compassion, showing
Shakespeare’s new approach to justice.

Ophelia’s madness and death starkly depict the destructive
fallout from the court’s moral corruption. Though Hamlet’s
delay indirectly contributes to her demise, Shakespeare
makes clear that the root cause lies in Claudius’s original
crime and the toxic environment it creates. The state of
Denmark is “rotten” (I.iv.102), a metaphor for the moral
decay infecting all characters. Hamlet’s ethical struggle is
thus set against a backdrop of widespread corruption.
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Prosser notes, “Hamlet’s moral hesitation preserves his
integrity in a world already deeply fallen” (Prosser, 1971).
This framing suggests that while moral reflection cannot
prevent all suffering, it sustains the individual’s ethical
selthood amid societal collapse.

In the play’s final act, Hamlet undergoes a profound
transformation. Upon returning from England, he embraces
a new acceptance of uncertainty and divine providence,
declaring, “There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, / Rough-
hew them how we will” (V.ii.10-11). This acceptance
marks the resolution of his moral turmoil, as Hamlet
relinquishes control and places faith in a higher power’s
governance of fate. Bloom highlights that “Hamlet’s
greatness culminates in his surrender to providence, a
moment of spiritual maturity and ethical resolution”
(Bloom, 1998). This philosophical shift allows Hamlet to
reconcile moral reflection with decisive action.

This acceptance is encapsulated in Hamlet’s statement,
“The readiness is all” (V.ii.219), emphasizing moral and
spiritual preparedness over physical readiness. Hamlet’s
acceptance of mortality and unpredictability frees him from
earlier paralysis, enabling him to act with clarity and
resolve. Shakespeare presents the ethically aware avenger
not as one who acts impulsively but as one who acts justly
in harmony with conscience and fate.

Finally, Hamlet’s killing of Claudius in the climactic scene
is swift, public and morally justified. His denunciation,
“Here, thou incestuous, murderous, damned Dane, / Drink
off this potion” (V.i1.340—-341), comes after Claudius’s guilt
is undeniable and Hamlet has himself been mortally
wounded. Goethe’s description of Hamlet as “a moral being
overwhelmed by a task too heavy for him” aptly captures
this moment, where Hamlet fulfills his duty with moral
clarity (Goethe, 1989). This act restores moral order to
Denmark and completes Hamlet’s ethical journey,
demonstrating Shakespeare’s vision of revenge as an act of
justice rather than personal vengeance.

In conclusion, Shakespeare transforms the revenge
narrative into a profound ethical exploration in Hamlet.
Revenge is presented not as impulsive retaliation but as an
ethically conditioned action requiring deep moral reflection,
restraint, and alignment with divine justice. Hamlet’s
hesitation emerges not as a tragic flaw but as the play’s
moral foundation, inviting audiences to grapple with the
complexities of justice, mercy, and conscience.

III. CONCLUSION

Hamlet challenges the traditional expectations of revenge
tragedy by presenting a hero whose conscience governs his
actions. Hamlet’s delay is not a sign of weakness but a
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reflection of moral responsibility. His hesitation arises from
spiritual anxiety, ethical reasoning and a desire for justice
rather than mere retaliation. Shakespeare presents revenge
as a dangerous act that can corrupt the soul if pursued
without moral awareness. Hamlet’s careful consideration of
truth, justice and the afterlife elevates him above
conventional revenge heroes. His ultimate acceptance of
divine providence allows him to act without moral conflict,
transforming revenge into an ethically sanctioned response.
The play suggests that true justice cannot be achieved
through impulsive violence. Instead, it requires patience,
reflection and submission to a higher moral order. Hamlet’s
journey from doubt to acceptance illustrates the difficulty
of ethical action in a morally compromised world. In
redefining revenge, Shakespeare offers a profound
meditation on conscience and responsibility. Hamlet
remains enduring not because of its violence but because of
its exploration of the moral cost of action and inaction.
Revenge delayed becomes justice refined, affirming the
triumph of ethical integrity over blind vengeance.
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