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Hamlet as a Shakespearean Tragic Hero

William Shakespeare's Hamlet is widely regarded as one of the greatest
tragedies in English literature. At the center of the play stands Prince Hamlet,
one of Shakespeare's most complex and memorable tragic heroes. His character
combines intellectual brilliance, moral integrity, emotional sensitivity, and
human weakness. Through Hamlet, Shakespeare explores the relationship
between human character, moral responsibility, and fate. Unlike a conventional
hero who overcomes obstacles through decisive action, Hamlet struggles with
doubt, reflection, and hesitation. His inability to act quickly becomes the tragic

flaw that ultimately leads to his downfall.

To understand Hamlet as a Shakespearean tragic hero, it is important first to
understand the characteristics of Shakespearean tragedy and how they differ

from those of classical Greek tragedy.

According to the literary critic A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean tragedy is the
story of exceptional human suffering that ends in the death of the central
character. The hero's downfall is usually accompanied by the deaths of several
other characters, both innocent and guilty. Consequently, Shakespearean
tragedy presents not only the destruction of the individual hero but also the

collapse of the social and political order surrounding him.

A common feature of Shakespeare's tragedies is the conflict between good and
evil. Although the moral order of the universe is ultimately restored, evil often
spreads throughout society before it is defeated. During this process, many
innocent people suffer alongside the guilty. Therefore, justice is achieved in the

end, but it comes at a terrible human cost.

The Shakespearean tragic hero is generally a person of high social status, such
as a prince, king, or military leader. The hero possesses many admirable

qualities but also has a significant weakness, often called the tragic flaw, which



contributes to his downfall. This flaw does not make the hero evil; rather, it is a

weakness in personality or judgment that leads to tragic consequences.

It is important to distinguish Shakespeare's idea of the tragic flaw from
Aristotle's concept of hamartia. In Aristotle's Poetics, hamartia refers primarily
to an error in judgment or a mistaken decision rather than a permanent defect of
character. Shakespeare's tragic heroes, however, often possess deeply rooted

personality traits that repeatedly influence their decisions throughout the play.
Hamlet's Tragic Flaw

Hamlet himself reflects on the idea of human imperfection in Act I when he

observes:

"So oft it chances in particular men
That for some vicious mole of nature in them...

They carry, I say, the stamp of one defect.”

In these lines, Hamlet explains that a single weakness can overshadow an
individual's many virtues. Shakespeare uses this idea to prepare the audience for

Hamlet's own tragic weakness.

Hamlet's tragic flaw is commonly identified as indecision, or more precisely,
his tendency to think excessively before acting. He constantly analyzes every
possibility, questions every motive, and searches for absolute certainty before
making important decisions. While his intelligence and moral sensitivity make
him admirable, they also prevent him from acting decisively when immediate

action is required.

Unlike many revenge heroes, Hamlet refuses to act on emotion alone. Even
after the Ghost accuses Claudius of murder, Hamlet seeks proof before taking

revenge. He organizes the performance of The Mousetrap to confirm Claudius's



guilt, demonstrating both his caution and his tendency toward prolonged

reflection.

His excessive contemplation reaches its highest point in the famous "To be, or
not to be" soliloquy. Rather than concentrating solely on revenge, Hamlet
meditates on the meaning of existence, the fear of death, and the uncertainty of
the afterlife. His philosophical nature repeatedly delays the fulfillment of his
duty.

Comparison with Other Shakespearean Tragic Heroes

Hamlet shares many characteristics with Shakespeare's other tragic heroes while
remaining unique. King Lear's tragic weakness is his pride and lack of
judgment. His inability to distinguish genuine love from false flattery leads to
the destruction of both his family and his kingdom. Othello's tragic flaw is
excessive jealousy. His willingness to trust Iago's lies causes him to murder the
innocent Desdemona before discovering the truth. Macbeth differs somewhat
from the other tragic heroes. Although he initially appears brave and honorable,
his overwhelming ambition, encouraged by the witches and Lady Macbeth,
drives him to commit murder. His repeated crimes gradually transform him into

a tyrant.

Hamlet, by contrast, is not driven by ambition, jealousy, or pride. His suffering
arises because he cannot reconcile his moral principles with the violent act of
revenge that the Ghost demands. His hesitation reflects not cowardice but a

profound concern for justice, truth, and the consequences of human actions.
Hamlet and Greek Tragedy

Hamlet also shares important characteristics with the heroes of Greek tragedy.

Like the tragic heroes of Sophocles and Euripides, he belongs to the royal



family and occupies an important position in society. His downfall therefore

affects not only himself but also the entire kingdom of Denmark.

Both Greek and Shakespearean tragedies aim to produce catharsis, the
emotional purification of pity and fear experienced by the audience. Viewers
sympathize with Hamlet because he is fundamentally noble and honorable, yet
they fear the destructive consequences of his tragic weakness. However, there is
a significant difference between Greek tragedy and Shakespearean tragedy.
Greek tragedy often emphasizes the power of fate or divine destiny. The hero

cannot escape the future that has been foretold by the gods.

Shakespeare places greater emphasis on human character and personal
responsibility. External forces may influence events, but they do not completely
determine the hero's actions. The ultimate cause of the tragedy lies within the
hero himself. In Hamlet, supernatural elements certainly exist. The Ghost
initiates the action by revealing Claudius's crime, but it does not force Hamlet to
act in any particular way. Hamlet remains free to make his own decisions, and

those decisions shape the course of the tragedy.
Fate, Providence, and Divine Intervention

Although Hamlet's character plays the central role in the tragedy, Shakespeare

also suggests that divine providence influences human events.

Several incidents appear to involve forces beyond Hamlet's control. His
accidental killing of Polonius, his unexpected rescue by pirates during the
voyage to England, and the final exchange of swords during the duel all suggest

that fate or providence guides certain events.
By the final act, Hamlet himself recognizes this possibility. He declares:

"There is a special providence in the fall of a sparrow."



These words reveal Hamlet's growing belief that human life unfolds according
to a divine plan. He accepts that people cannot control every event and that they
must be prepared for whatever God has ordained. This spiritual acceptance
marks an important stage in Hamlet's development and contributes to the

religious dimension of the play.
Hamlet's Noble Qualities

Despite his tragic flaw, Hamlet possesses extraordinary qualities that make him
worthy of admiration. He 1s an accomplished scholar educated at the University
of Wittenberg, an intelligent politician, and a capable soldier. His intellectual
brilliance enables him to expose deception, challenge corruption, and
understand the moral complexity of the world around him. Ophelia beautifully

summarizes Hamlet's excellence when she describes him as:

"The courtier's, soldier's, scholar's, eye, tongue, sword;
The expectancy and rose of the fair state;
The glass of fashion and the mould of form;

The observed of all observers."

These lines portray Hamlet as the ideal Renaissance prince—an individual

admired for wisdom, courage, education, and noble character.

Hamlet also demonstrates remarkable integrity. Before seeking revenge, he
insists on confirming the Ghost's accusation rather than blindly accepting
supernatural testimony. His careful search for truth distinguishes him from more

impulsive characters such as Laertes.

At the same time, Hamlet's idealism makes him poorly suited to the corrupt
world in which he lives. His honesty clashes with the dishonesty of Claudius's

court, creating the central moral conflict of the play.



The Audience's Sympathy for Hamlet

Among Shakespeare's tragic heroes, Hamlet perhaps inspires the greatest
sympathy. Unlike Macbeth, he is not motivated by ambition. Unlike Othello, he
is not consumed by jealousy. Unlike King Lear, he is neither arrogant nor
tyrannical. Instead, Hamlet becomes trapped in circumstances that he did not
create. His father has been murdered, his mother has married the murderer, and
he is commanded to take revenge for a crime that violates both family loyalty

and religious morality.

His greatest weakness is not cruelty but excessive reflection. Unfortunately, this
hesitation allows the tragedy to expand. Because Hamlet delays action, innocent
characters such as Ophelia, Gertrude, and Laertes lose their lives before justice
is finally achieved. Even when Hamlet ultimately succeeds in killing Claudius,
he cannot save himself. The restoration of justice requires his own death as
well. Shakespeare therefore presents a tragic vision in which moral victory

comes only through immense personal sacrifice.



