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Hamlet’s Indecision

Hamlet is a brilliant tragedy of revenge carried along by the latent passion of a hesitating breeze.  It breathes with hesitation and delay—Hamlet’s purpose exists in a perpetual state of twilight.  Time and time again, he’s distracted away from revenge by his compulsive tendency to analyze and question every situation he’s presented with.  In this essay I will explore his indecision and hesitation by both describing his personal motivations and by examining the character flaws that repeatedly lead him astray.

Hamlet’s feelings towards his mother’s marriage are made known as early as the second scene.  The first line that Hamlet speaks, “A little more than kin and less than kind”, is an aside spoken to the audience and not the king himself.  This indicates that Hamlet already suspects something afoul is afoot.  Later in the same scene, during his first soliloquy, he describes his disgust with his mother’s hasty marriage, but tells himself he must keep quiet: “But break, my heart, for I must hold my tongue.”  Hamlet either fears his uncle (the new king), or thinks protesting their marriage would be pointless—probably both.  Either way, it shows that Hamlet isn’t a natural fighter.  He’s a brooding thinker.  The scene ends as he commands himself to control his mixed up feelings: “Till then, sit still, my soul.  Foul deeds will rise,/  Though all the earth o’erwhelm them, to men’s eyes.”  It’s important to keep in mind that, though he persuades himself into inaction throughout much of the play, he is very much in turmoil.  He never avoids action out of apathy.  It’s Hamlet’s mind, and perhaps a kind cowardice, that gets him in trouble.  (It’s interesting to note that when Horatio describes the ghost’s appearances, the skeptical Hamlet believes him without doubt.  He clearly places a significant amount of trust in Horatio.)  

If Hamlet is a coward, he’s by no means timid (it’s only when he has time to think the he seems to recoil from his purpose).  Such is exemplified when Hamlet first confronts the ghost.  He fears it, yes, “Making night hideous, and we fools of nature/ So horridly to shake our disposition/ With thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls?”, but when the ghost beckons for him to follow, he resolutely and unquestionably follows.  When Horatio protests, Hamlet’s response seems to reveal something crucial about the nature of his fear: “Why, what should be the fear?/ I do not set my life at a pin’s fee.”  So it isn’t fear of death that delays him in killing the king.

The ghost never commands Hamlet to specifically kill the king.  The most he says is: “Let not the royal bed of Denmark be/ A couch for luxury and damnèd incest.”  He then gives Hamlet the freedom to deal with the problem as he sees fit: “But, howsomever thou pursues this act.”  So Hamlet can’t be entirely blamed for scheming instead of acting.  In the heat of passion, Hamlet goes so far to say he’ll “wipe away all trivial, fond records,/ All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,/ That youth and observation copied there,/ And thy commandment all alone shall live.”  This vow does not follow his subsequent actions.  Instead of heeding the commandment alone, he questions the very validity of the ghost’s claims, and proceeds to put on a play to test the king’s guilt.  Not that he isn’t aware of his hypocrisy: “This is most brave,/ That I, the son of a dear father murdered,/ Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell,/ Must, like a whore, unpack my heart with words.”  Later in this soliloquy, his thinking abruptly switches from self-torment to putting on a play.  Hamlet’s mind gets the better of him again.

“To be or not to be—that is the question:/ Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer/ The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,/ Or to take arms against a sea of troubles.”  Here Hamlet expresses what I believe to be the soul of the play: Hamlet does not fear death, he fears life.  He sees himself as victim to a meaningless, cruel world that he has no control over, and it’s driving him crazy.  This may explain his desire for genuine justice, and not just revenge.  Despite his apparent disregard for the fate of his own soul, he’s very much concerned with the fate of Claudius’s soul.  Upon discovering the king kneeling alone to pray, Hamlet speaks to the audience: “A villain kills my father, and for that,/ I, his sole son, do this same villain send/ To heaven.”  Meaning if he kills the king praying he’ll be sent to heaven.  So he decides he should wait until he is “fit and seasoned for his passage”—until he’ll be sent to hell.  Ironically, the king’s praying was false: “My words fly up, my thoughts remain below;/ Words without thoughts never go to heaven.”

Another interesting aspect of Hamlet’s indecision is that of his relationship with Ophelia.  When he vows to the ghost that “thy commandment alone shall live there”, I think he’s decided that literally nothing will distract him from his cause.  As he later admits, “I loved Ophelia.  Forty thousand brothers/ Could not with all their quantity of love/ Make up my sum.”  The ghost seemed to have instigated him to give up on everything that he cared about—which, in my mind, is a kind of suicide.  So perhaps Hamlet isn’t as naturally indecisive as he seems; perhaps he only becomes so because he’s given up on life.  Or perhaps, as he claims later on in the play, he’s only pretending he’s given up so his actions will be less suspicious: “I essentially am not in madness,/
But mad in craft.”  But judging from his soliloquies, which offer more and more depth into his character as the play progresses, the struggle he faces is, if not driving him mad, causing him a considerable amount of personal strife.

Hamlet really only takes two thought out actions—uninitiated by the passion of the moment—to avenge his father’s death: putting on the play, and persuading his mother to act against the king.  The rest of what leads to his eventual killing of king, starting with the killing of Polonius is happenstance.  The killing of Polonius also seems to change Hamlet’s sense of justice, evinced when he underhandedly condemns Rosencrantz Guildenstern to death, and by the last line of his soliloquy on <>, “O, from this time forth/ My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth!”  When he returns from being kidnapped by pirates, he’s hardened and prepared for battle.  He shows little remorse for killing his friends, “They are not near my conscience.  Their defeat/ Does by their own insinuation grow”, and speaks highly of his ability, “Since he went into France, I/ have been in continual practice.”  By killing Polonius and his friends, it’s almost as if he’s become no better than the king himself, and now feels prepared to end his life.  Still, when he finally strikes Claudius down, he does so because he’s discovered their scheming to kill him and his mother accidentally drinks the poison.  He’s dying, his soul is damned, and everyone he loves has been taken away from him—only then can he act.  Prhaps he waited not of indecision, but simply because he knew the right moment would arrive to send Claudius—without question—to hell.

So it appears that the only indecision Hamlet truly faces is in trusting the ghost, contemplating suicide, and changing his mind about killing Claudius as he prays.  The rest of his hesitation stems from his desire to wait for the right moment, not irresolution.  Hamlet is a coward only in the sense that he doesn’t act without prompting.   

