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The Psychological Unrest of Hamlet


“I am but mad north-north-west. When the wind is southerly I know a hawk from a handsaw.”


These are the unbelievably famous words, spoken by perhaps one of the most well-known characters in literary history. Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, slowly but surely unravels in the infamous play by revered William Shakespeare. Throughout the entirety of the play he is quick to claim that he is simply feigning madness, each move being an integral part to the avenging of his father’s untimely death. It is my belief, however, that Hamlet isn’t simply faking his psychological illness, but that his madness is an all-too true buildup of the external stress put on him as a result of his father’s Abel-like death as well as his mother’s incestuous, hasty marriage. Not only do Hamlet’s psychological problems bring him down specifically, but his madness acts as a sort of plague, wrapping its odious tentacles around the other characters in the play as well, especially Ophelia.


In order to root deep down into any person’s psyche, one must look into the person’s past, especially childhood, where a person’s psyche is generally shaped through experiences and relationships held, particularly with parental figures. It is clear to the audience that Hamlet has everlasting reverence for his late father. Hamlet puts Hamlet Senior up on a pedestal of a divine sorts, untouchable in status by man, especially his lecherous Cain-like brother, Claudius,. R.A. Foakes is quick to point out that Hamlet even goes as far as to make the comparison that his father is likened to the “heroes of the Trojan War” (Foakes 122).  This is a high standard to hold, even to be bestowed upon a paternal figure. Looking into how much Hamlet approved of his father’s skill and wise ruling, it can be inferred that he not only looked up to this wonderful man, but he was also envious of the amazing life that Hamlet Sr. led. Hamlet himself insists that his father was a wonderful man, particularly in the lines “He was a man, take him for all in all, I shall not look upon his like again” (Shakespeare, 1.2)  There is a general consensus among the readers of Hamlet that Hamlet’s relationship with his mother was one of total love and compassion. Even more so, it was on the lines of being erotic. According to Ernest Jones, “As a child Hamlet had experienced the warmest affection for his mother, and this, as is always so, had contained elements of a disguised erotic quality, still more so in infancy” (Jones 92). While it is psychologically normal for most children to experience this phenomenon to some extent, it is made an extreme in Hamlet’s case. As the audience can assume from Hamlet’s constant questioning of his purpose on Earth as well as of  his own self-worth, we see that he still struggles with self-image, something that most people mainly get over in the adolescent stages of life. Hamlet seems to be constantly searching for this, from his pained soliloquies to his questioning of life’s worth in general. Another noteworthy thing that I recognized from Hamlet’s past is that he is an only child. Interestingly enough, G. Stanley Hall, a pioneering psychologist in the mid-nineteenth century, did studies that showed that only children are more likely to experience certain types of psychological trauma and an increased rate of crimes committed. While these theories still to this day fall under all kinds of scrutiny, this could explain a lot about Hamlet’s character. In fact, in Jones’ book Hamlet and Oedipus, he states, “The most important encroachment, and the most frequent, is that made on the child’s desire for affection. The resulting hostility is very often seen on the occasion of the birth of a subsequent child, and is usually regarded with amusement as an added contribution to the general gaiety called forth by the happy event. When a child, on being told that the doctor has brought him another playfellow, responds with the cry ‘Tell him to take it away again,’ he intends this, however, not as is commonly believed... but as an earnest expression of his intuition, unless he cri de coeur be compiled with, he will have to renounce his previously unquestioned pre-eminence in the family circle, a matter that to him is serious enough” (Jones 83). Since Hamlet has not only been the apple of his mother’s eye since he was birthed up until the very last seconds of Gertrude’s life, he had become accustomed to constant and unshared attention from his parents. The similarity can be drawn that Claudius is much like a newborn baby brother for Hamlet, recently emerging from the womb of Gertrude. While it is true that Claudius is technically the step-father of Hamlet, the comparison can more easily be drawn to that of a baby brother because Hamlet doesn’t recognize Claudius as a paternal figure and ultimately the audience is  disturbed by the incest of the marriage. The happy little triumvirate of the two Hamlets and Queen Gertrude is infiltrated by the slaying of Hamlet Sr. and the emergence of the newest member of the family.


We can see that there are things in Hamlet’s childhood that were a bit on the atypical side, all things considering. It is a well-known fact that a human being’s psychological maturity is shaped mainly in the adolescent stages of life. Hamlet’s psyche could have easily been malformed because of the happenings that preceded the play. If this did indeed cause him to become psychologically unwell, I feel that there are a few triggers which really caused his mental illness to become all-too apparent to those around him. Naturally, his father’s death could be considered one of the most impacting of these events. As mentioned above, Hamlet always held his father in the highest of esteem, both on the terms of a ruler as well as a human being. The audience sees this when Hamlet strikes up a comparison between his father and the present ruler of Denmark and forces his mother to see that Claudius is nothing but a “mildewed ear” in comparison (Shakespeare 3.4). His reverence for his father, and his unjust death comes as a shock to Hamlet. In fact, as is stated in Jones’ literary work, “Clutton-Brock, evidently influenced by the recent teaching of ‘shell shock’, also talks of the nervous shock from the Ghost’s news” (Jones 34). Not only does the initial shock of the ghastly specter send Hamlet reeling, but the thought of losing his father to the incestuous alien that is his father-uncle is too much for his psyche to bear. In most cases,  the death of his father would at least bring the welcomed news that Hamlet has inherited the coveted throne of Denmark, but it seems that Claudius has taken that away from him as well. As a matter of fact, according to the critical essay written by Dympna Callaghan, Hamlet isn’t nearly as troubled by his father’s death as he is the lost title and throne of  Denmark. “The premise is this: at his father’s death, just at the point when an only son in a patrilineal system stands to inherit, Hamlet is dispossessed. Far from being beleaguered by psychological problems, then, Hamlet is beset by profoundly political ones: the loss of his title to land, to the kingdom of Denmark” (Callaghan 1). While I do agree that this would be that extra pinch of salt that is the wound of the loss of his father, there is no reason to believe that Hamlet is driven politically. Whenever he contemplates the avenging of his father’s death on his uncle, the dispossession of him on the throne is only mentioned once in passing. This could be partially due to the fact that Denmark, at the time, held an election to bestow the crown upon the new ruler. While this point doesn’t seem to bother Hamlet too much in retrospect, it does point to a small psychological flaw. I am not too terribly comfortable venturing into this train of thought, but it seems to me that G. Stanley Hall’s only child theory could be relative to the bitterness Hamlet feels about giving up his throne. Not only did he grow up in a family that was extremely well-to-do, but he was an only child, and was not used to sharing his things. After the emergence of Claudius, his “new baby brother,” into the family, he had to share some of the goods and didn’t feel too happy about it. 


This caustic idea of having to share with Claudius brings up the inevitable issue of the Oedipus complex, which comes up in so many of the criticisms written about Hamlet. It makes sense that Hamlet would feel this way about his mother, for Jones states in his book “As a child, Hamlet had experienced the warmest affection for his mother, and this, as is always so, had contained elements of a disguised erotic quality, still more so in infancy. The presence of two traits in the Queen’s character accord with this assumption, namely her markedly sensual nature and her passionate fondness for her son” (92). As the audience can clearly see, the Queen’s demeanor around her son is one of an almost erotic quality of which neither character is aware of on a conscious level. Hamlet mentions this in one of his soliloquies. “O wicked wit, And gift When Claudius butts in to the family circle,s that have the power so do seduce!” (Shakespeare 1.5). When Claudius infiltrates the family structure, marrying Gertrude and fulfilling the subconscious fantasy that Hamlet had always repressed, he becomes livid. We as audience members see this repressed sexual frustration morph into a hatred for his mother and her incestuous ways. Jones goes on to say that “if the mother is unfaithful to her husband or unduly lascivious, particularly if she is unduly sensual with the boy himself (thus committing a symbolic incest), not only is a strain placed on the latter’s efforts to develop more socially, but he is apt to protect himself by generating an aversion, a sense of disgust, or even actual hostility to the mother... . Were she to proceed even further, and commit incest itself, then she has broken down the barrier so valuable to the boy in coping with his own impulses. All things are then open to him in the classical Oedipus direction, killing his father and eloping with his mother, and the fears and guilt thus aroused may be beyond his powers of endurance” (107). To say that Hamlet loathed his mother, or at least her actions in her overhasty marriage and incestuous love, is not a stretch of the imagination. We see Hamlet stewing on this fact constantly, and it even appears as a type of “monomania” (obsession over one single thought or object). I believe that, near the demise of Hamlet, that it was one of his main purposes was to end the incestuous marriage between his formerly beloved mother and his lecherous uncle-father. There is even evidence reflected in the play, especially in the particular scene where Hamlet addresses Gertrude in her chambers. He tells his mother that her act is “A bloody deed! Almost as bad, good mother, As killing a King, and marry with his brother” (Shakespeare 3.4). The audience can now recognize that Hamlet takes this offense very seriously, enough to liken it to his own father’s death.


My point is further strengthened by the comment another critical writer makes, a Mr. R.A. Foakes. He states that “He [Hamlet] forces her to sit down, physically handling her in a way that makes her cry out, for fear that he may murder her... [Hamlet] draws his sword and stabs through the curtain. It is the first time he has not paused to reflect, and his act appears spontaneous... his reaction to the disovery that he had killed Polonious appears callous. Ignoring his own deed, he concentrates all his attention on his voyeuristic imagining of his mother’s sexual relations with Claudius in a greasy pigsty of a bed, as he tries to force her to share his disgust with her marriage... her turns back to her once again making her sit down and listen to him. What has he done? It is not premeditated murder, or a crime passionnel, since his passion is directed against his mother in the scene...” (125). Anyone in the right frame of mind would have at least acknowledged the slaying of another human being, but Hamlet is too far entranced with his monomania of the incestuous love of Claudius and Gertrude that he doesn’t even recognize the evil that he has committed, or the possible later repercussions that his hasty actions will hold.  He indifferently dismisses the crime by saing “...But heaven hath pleased it so, to punish me with this, and this with me... the death I gave him” (Shakespeare 3.4).  Instead of being worried about his terrible act, he focuses on chastising his mother for her wrongdoings while Hamlet has blood on his sword and a corpse succumbing to rigor mortis by his own hand. These acts seem to be fairly inconsistent with what a “sane” person would do.


We must also take into account the fact that Hamlet feels utterly alone – his mother and uncle have eloped, his father is six feet under the ground, his supposed friends from school have returned to be his babysitters, and his lover has seemingly decided to give him the cold shoulder, even though we as the audience realizes this is her father’s doing. Things keep crumbling underneath his feet and he isn’t sure whom he can trust, if anyone. Taking into account all of the previous troubles mentioned, his feelings of utter isolation only rectify the fact that he is bound to go insane.


It is clear from looking at these factors, all piling up against Hamlet’s sanity, that fate has made him vulnerable to some sort of psychological malformations, but are there signs in the text that explicitly point to the fact that Hamlet has indeed become totally psychologically malformed? There are a few strong instances that very much could support the reasoning that he is psychologically unfit. 


Hamlet, on more than one isolated occasion, speaks of his hesitancy in taking action against Claudius. It is apparent that even though he wishes to take action against Claudius, he cannot bring himself to do such a thing. In one of his lines, part of a soliloquy, no doubt, he questions whether his inaction makes him cowardly. While I don’t believe that this makes him cowardly, it does send up some red flags as far as psychological wellness is concerned. While any moral person would have some sort of setback as far as exacting revenge on someone and killing one’s uncle, his motives are in the wrong place. In my opinion, Hamlet acts more upon his outright disgust for his mother’s inexcusable behavior than his father’s death. While there is no doubt in my mind that he mourns for his father (especially taking into consideration how admirable he believed his father to be), his motivations tend to lean in the wrong direction. His constant use of sexually perverted jokes and references (much like the innuendo displayed when talking to Ophelia at the play and his particular emphasis on Gertrude’s sex life) signal that the main thorn in his side is the fact that Gertrude had moved on so quickly to a man that is a) unfitting of taking his father’s place and b) is not only taking the throne from Hamlet, but the attention and affection from his mother. If Hamlet does indeed possess this sort of monomania for the incestuous love, then his inaction can be explained rather rationally. His lack of action in slaying Claudius could easily be paralleled with the lack of action he took when subconsciously pursuing his mother. His subconscious realizes this, therefore the action taken against this subconscious thought would logically falter as well. 


While considering Hamlet’s mentality towards sexual relations and things to do with the gender, there is something that is quite interesting and highly plausible about Hamlet – he is highly unsure of his gender roles as a prominent male in his society. In other words, Hamlet shows signs of femininity. While esteemed psychologist Carl Jung conducted studies showing that effeminate qualities, or the anima, are inherent in men to a certain extent and vice versa,   Hamlet seems to be troubled by his female qualities, almost ashamed of them. As stated in the play, Hamlet curses all women by uttering “Frailty, thy name is woman!” (Shakespeare 1.2). This plausibly could be his subconscious chastising the inner part of him that keeps that feminine spark.  Rather than embracing these natural qualities, he constantly questions them, much like his speculation as to why he remains passive and highly emotional. This helps lead to his downfall. According to De-yan Guo Hamlet does indeed possess masculine qualities such as “courage, rationality, and aggressiveness, but at the same time he is agonized to find that he is as weak, emotional, passive, and dependent as a woman” (1). While I don’t agree that some of these standards  of women are accurate, they are spot-on for “typical” Shakespeare women (think Desdemona, the loyal and passive wife).We see his weakness, particularly when it comes to taking action and exacting revenge. His passive nature shines through with the hesitancy of killing his uncle, while his dependency is illustrated in his mental collapse after the loss of both parents (Gertrude emotionally, Hamlet Sr. physically). While men naturally possess these characteristics (as stated above) they learn to cope with them, making use of these feminine quirks and ultimately living a successful and happy life. Hamlet can’t seem to accept these facts. Guo states, “Because of his deep-rooted patriarchal concept of gender identity, Hamlet cannot make a compromise  with the feminine traits in him” (1). Gertrude is inevitably to blame as well, because she imprinted so much on the young Hamlet through her constant love and affection that he picked up on many of her mannerisms and ways of thinking. For example, Hamlet is inherently very sensual in his speech (like with Ophelia at the play) . It is a given that Hamlet didn’t inherit the soldier mentality from his late father, but instead he is reflective and passive. Guo agrees, stating “Growing up in such an environment, he naturally develops a dependent character, emotionally dependent on his mother, intellectually on his father” (4). What kind of effect does a mistaken sense of gender identity do to an individual? Not only does it give the person a sense of isolation, of identity crisis, but it is also a gateway to multitudes of other psychological illnesses. This explains a lot.


It could be said that because of Hamlet’s fuzzily-outlined idea of gender roles that he suffers from an identity crisis, a questioning of self-worth. This is wholly an adolescent stage phase, which many psychologists observe teenage children to go through. They, much like Hamlet, constantly question their purpose in life, what they stand for, and ultimately probe mortality and the reality of death. This is a recurring question in Hamlet, as illustrated in one of the most famous soliloquies of all time - “To be or not to be?”. This is the question of the hour for him. Generally, in beings that display so much angst, especially about the identity of their own self worth, they have accompanying signs of depression/other psychological disorders. This is yet another sign that points to psychological unrest in Hamlet. 


… and then there is always the Oedipus complex, the issue that is like a tumor on the gray matter of Hamlet, branching out and infecting his highly intellectual brain with decay and plague. This monomania has seized Hamlet, making him subservient to its awful powers. This is all he thinks about, all that he has driving his fury. Not only this, but in Jones’ study, he speaks of Gertrude’s lasting effect on Hamlet’s psyche, saying “If the mother is unfaithful to her husband or unduly lascivious, particularly if she is unduly sensual with the boy himself... “ (107). Not only does Gertrude act with a sense of subdued passion and sexual frustration toward her son, which is apparent through her constant babying of Hamlet and her frilly speech,  but her fidelity is highly questionable as well – she did marry Claudius in a hurry, and there is nothing saying that she didn’t partake in an extramarital affair with her brother-in-law of the time. This inevitably leaves a psychological scar on Hamlet for the rest of his short-lived life.


Then comes to mind the inevitable question – if Hamlet really was psychologically disturbed, why would he deny that he’s crazy, saying it was all part of his scheme? It goes without saying that Hamlet is a man of high intellect, of that we are assured. His eloquent speech as well as his wise mannerisms tell us that much. He is also quite clever, especially when it comes to planning. While he claims his madness was feigned, allow me to pose this question – does an insane man ever admit, or come to realize that he is insane? Insanity messes with a person’s sense of reality, their self-identity, and their well-being. The audience sees the degeneration of all three as Hamlet goes through the play. This, in addition to everything else that I have mentioned beforehand leads me to the simple conclusion that Hamlet’s madness is not simply feigned, but brought on by a series of outside stressors as well as some mental issues that nested beforehand. It can also be pointed out that both Polonius and Claudius speak of Hamlet’s in regards to his psychological well-being. Polonius states that “To define true madness, What is’t but to nothing else but mad” (Shakespeare 2.2)? Not only this, but Claudius also speculates on Hamlet’s sanity, saying “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t” (Shakespeare 2.2). While many view this line as a dismissal of Hamlet actually being crazy, this is not the way I see it. Claudius does recognize the fact that Hamlet is scheming about something. There is no doubt about this. Claudius also recognizes the fact that Hamlet is exhibiting signs of madness, and if Hamlet is actually crazy, he will stop at nothing to exact revenge on Claudius. Because of  this, Claudius takes caution. 


Not only does this madness affect Hamlet, but it latches its vile tendrils around the delicate brain of Ophelia. To begin with, Hamlet and Ophelia’s relationship was perpetually doomed from the beginning. If Hamlet does indeed possess the Oedipus complex, then Ophelia is an attempt at escape from the inevitable attraction to his mother. As pointed out by Harry Levin, “The connection between Gertrude and Claudius, regarded by Hamlet as so unnatural, has the effect of inhibiting normal courtship between himself and Ophelia” (113). The audience recognizes that this relationship, on Hamlet’s end at least, is highly flawed. He does admit to loving her at one time, in his famous “Get thee to a nunnery!” speech, but this has to fall under scrutiny because of his tendency to lean toward the Oedipus complex. Whereas I question Hamlet’s love for Ophelia, I believe Ophelia does truly love Hamlet, or did at one point. Her vulnerability and subservience to the domineering male figures in her life were the downfalls to her infatuation with this man. 


There has been some controversy among critics as to exactly what triggered Ophelia’s madness. Many say that it is simply a grieving process of her father’s untimely death (Camden 248). I err on the side of believing that it wasn’t simply her father’s passing, but the loss of her lover. It is an interesting parallel that Shakespeare sets up, Hamlet being more infatuated with the fact that his mother is sleeping with his uncle than avenging his father’s death, and Ophelia, losing her mind because she is under the impression that her lover is psychologically sick and loves her no more. 


Establishing the fact that Hamlet was the key part in making Ophelia crazy, let’s look at how exactly he accomplishes this. While at the play, he rejects sitting at his mother’s lap, instead choosing Ophelia, where he proceeds to play around with innuendo. Ophelia is not quick to pick up on this, however and she becomes rather embarrassed at his vulgar sexual language. This is a true testament to how pure Ophelia is, and how sexually perverted (think Oedipus complex) Hamlet has become. It is also interesting that Ophelia and Polonius are convinced that it is Ophelia’s love that has driven Hamlet insane, while in reality Hamlet’s love or lack thereof, drives Ophelia past the edge of sanity. That he blatantly denies that he ever had feelings for her, as well as perverting her sexually, is what leads to her downfall. How very typical of Shakespeare – the two lovers facing a similar fate. But unlike the star-crossed lovers, Hamlet and Ophelia lose their sanity together. It is safe to say then, that the essence of Hamlet’s madness taints Ophelia’s innocent blood, and it eventually lays her in a watery grave. In this manner, Ophelia is essentially returning back to the womb – instead of the river water, she is enveloped in amniotic fluid, carrying along that theme of the maternal role and how twisted it can become.


After forming my opinion and doing the necessary research, I was curious to the reaction of other critical essayists on their opinion of Hamlet’s mental health. I ran across Kitteredge, a stark contrast to my essay. He states that “We know it [Hamlet’s madness] is always feigned, because he tells us he will put on madness as a disguise; because after a very short interval we hear of his ‘mad’ behavior toward Ophelia and find the king has called in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to watch over him...” (221). He also makes the point that he doesn’t believe Hamlet to be sexually unhealthy or psychologically diseased (223). While I can respect these opinions, I believe that I have sufficiently given evidence that Hamlet did indeed believe that his madness was feigned, but what mad man is willing to admit to his fault? It is human nature to dispel of anything wrong with us, particularly as far as our psyche is concerned. It also appears to me that Hamlet is sexually perverted, obsessing over his mother’s incestuous love and questioning his gender role. I still stand by my argument that Hamlet is indeed insane.


While I do not discredit the fact that Hamlet, one of the world’s most famous characters, could indeed tell a “hawk from a handsaw,” it is apparent to me that there were psychological disturbances beneath that intellectual man. These signs, which began popping up after the slaying of his father by his Cain-like uncle and his mother’s overhasty marriage to the same uncle, continue as little clues throughout the play. From his rejected effeminate characteristics to the sexual love and tension that he feels between his mother to the adolescent angst he feels about his own worth, he screams “psychologically disturbed.” Not only does this effect him, but it wraps its corpse-like arms around the innocent and uncorrupted Ophelia as well, taking her hostage and sending her to a watery grave. It is my conclusion that Hamlet be not only “mad in craft,” but insane in every other applicable way possible. I suppose “hawks and handsaws” aren’t enough to get a clean bill of mental health, alas poor Hamlet!
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