
Published/ publié in ResMilitaris (resmilitaris.net),vol.13,n°4,  (2023) 
 

 

Beyond the Brink: A Reconsideration of Hamlet's "To be, or not to be" 

Soliloquy 

Shikha Tiwari 

Faculty of Engineering & Technology, Rama University, Mandhana, Kanpur, U.P India 

Abstract 

Hamlet's "To be, or not to be" soliloquy in William Shakespeare's Hamlet is arguably the most 

famous and analyzed passage in Western literature. Generations of scholars have interpreted it as 

a contemplation of suicide, a lament on the burdens of life. This paper argues for a more nuanced 

reading, one that recognizes the soliloquy as a rich exploration of existential themes that 

transcends a simple death wish. 

The Allure and Dread of Action 

The opening line, "To be, or not to be," is often 

taken as a binary choice between life and death. 

However, a closer look reveals a deeper 

contemplation. Hamlet ponders the nature of "to 

be," which can encompass not just existence but 

also action. He acknowledges life's hardships 

with metaphors like "the slings and arrows of 

outrageous fortune" (Hamlet, III.i.58) 

[Shakespeare, W. (2009). Hamlet. Edited by 

Stephen Orgel. Oxford University Press.]. Yet, 

the soliloquy doesn't romanticize death as the 

only answer. He ponders the possibility of 

facing these challenges, taking "arms against a 

sea of troubles," (Hamlet, III.i.59) rather than 

succumbing to them. This internal debate reveals 

the complexity of his situation and his desire to 

find a meaningful path forward. Here, Hamlet 

isn't simply contemplating escape, but the 

very act of living and the potential for action. 

The Unknowable Afterlife: A Greater 

Fear? 

Hamlet's most profound hesitation lies not in the 

pain of life, but in the utter mystery of what lies 

beyond. He refers to death as "the undiscovered 

country, from whose bourn / No traveller 

returns" (Hamlet, III.i.79). This fear of the 

unknown afterlife, compared to the familiar 

struggles of life, becomes a strong argument 

against suicide. Critics like Harold Bloom argue 

that the soliloquy is a "defense of life," albeit a 

difficult and painful one (Bloom, H. (1998). 

Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human. Ecco 

Press). 

Duty and Inaction: The Unspoken 

Burden 

It's crucial to remember the context of the 

soliloquy. It occurs before Hamlet fully commits 

to avenging his father's murder. A.C. Bradley, a 

prominent Shakespearean scholar, suggests that 

Hamlet's contemplation of death might stem not 

just from life's burdens, but from the weight of 

his unfulfilled duty [Bradley, A. C. (1904). 

Shakespearean Tragedy. Macmillan Education 

UK]. The specter of his father demands action, a 

responsibility that terrifies Hamlet. He grapples 

with the possibility of failing in his revenge, 

which could explain his inaction and his morbid 

thoughts. The soliloquy, then, becomes a 

window into Hamlet's internal struggle, not 
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just with mortality but with the weight of his 

unfulfilled purpose. 

A Portrait of Complexity, Not Despair 

In conclusion, the "To be, or not to be" soliloquy 

is far more nuanced than a mere desire for death. 

It's a profound exploration of existential themes: 

the struggles of life, the allure of escape, and the 

terrifying unknown. Hamlet wrestles with 

inaction and ponders taking action – against the 

slings and arrows of misfortune or to fulfill his 

duty. The true depth of the soliloquy lies in its 

portrayal of a complex inner world grappling 

with difficult choices, a world that contemplates 

not just death, but the very essence of being. 

Further Research 

This paper provides a brief analysis. Further 

research on the soliloquy could explore: 

• Psychoanalytic interpretations of Hamlet's 

character and motivations (See: Sigmund 

Freud and Hamlet: 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/ by 

Simply Psychology) 

• Feminist perspectives on the soliloquy and 

its connection to themes of masculinity and 

inaction (See: Rethinking Hamlet: 

https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeare

s-works/hamlet/) 

• The role of the soliloquy within the structure 

of the play and its contribution to the overall 

dramatic effect. 

The Echoes of Mortality: Hamlet's 

Soliloquy in Cultural Discourse 

The Internal World on Stage 

The power of the soliloquy isn't limited to its 

content. Shakespeare's masterful use of language 

and dramatic potential further elevate its impact. 

The metaphors and rhetorical devices, like the 

"slings and arrows of outrageous fortune," create 

vivid imagery that transcends time. Furthermore, 

when delivered by a skilled actor, the soliloquy 

evokes a range of emotions from despair to 

defiance. Imagine a Hamlet filled with anguish, 

pacing the stage as he wrestles with his inner 

demons. The audience is drawn into his world, 

forced to confront the same existential questions 

alongside him. In this way, the soliloquy 

transcends the written word, becoming a 

powerful theatrical experience that forces us 

to grapple with the complexities of human 

existence. 

A Legacy of Questions 

Centuries after it was written, Hamlet's "To be, 

or not to be" soliloquy continues to spark 

discussions and interpretations. Its exploration 

of mortality, existential angst, and the human 

condition resonates with audiences across 

cultures and time periods. The soliloquy serves 

as a reminder of the power of language and 

performance to confront us with life's most 

profound questions. It offers no easy answers, 

but leaves a lasting impression, prompting us to 

contemplate the very essence of being and the 

choices we make in the face of an uncertain 

future. 

The Weight of the Past and the 

Anxiety of the Future 

Hamlet's soliloquy isn't just about personal 

contemplation; it reflects a broader cultural 

anxiety about the human condition. The 

Elizabethan era was a time of significant change 

and uncertainty. The Protestant Reformation 

challenged established religious authority, and 

new scientific discoveries questioned long-held 

beliefs about the universe. Hamlet's grappling 

with mortality and the unknown afterlife can be 

seen as a reflection of this cultural anxiety. The 

soliloquy, then, becomes a touchstone, not just 

for individual contemplation, but for a collective 

exploration of humanity's place in a changing 

world. 

 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/


 

899 

ResMilitaris,vol.13,n°4, ISSN: 2265-6294 (2023) 

Hamlet's Echoes in Modern Literature 

and Art 

The themes explored in the soliloquy continue to 

resonate in modern literature and art. Franz 

Kafka's "The Metamorphosis" presents a similar 

sense of alienation and existential dread. 

Likewise, Edvard Munch's painting "The 

Scream" visually depicts the anguish of the 

human condition. These works, alongside 

Hamlet's soliloquy, form a collective exploration 

of human existence, reminding us that the 

contemplation of mortality and the search for 

meaning are universal experiences. 

Conclusion: A Timeless Exploration 

Hamlet's "To be, or not to be" soliloquy is a 

timeless meditation on the complexities of 

human existence. It delves into the depths of a 

tortured soul grappling with existential 

questions, the weight of duty, and the fear of the 

unknown.  

The Tortured Soul: 

• Internal Monologue: There the character 

himself questions and doubt on his 

existence. The protagonist himself is being 

guided or misguided by the ambience. 

• Memories and Dreams: There the 

protagonist himself explore his past through 

flashbacks or nightmares and also unearth 

the roots of its torment. 

The Weight of Duty: 

• Conflicting Loyalties: Is his duty to a 

cause, a person, or even himself? How does 

this burden clash with his existential 

questioning? 

• Sacrifice and Loss: Has his sense of duty 

led to sacrifices? Do his fear losing more, or 

even losing himself in the pursuit of his 

obligation? 

• Ticking Clock: Is there a deadline or threat 

attached to his duty? Does the pressure of 

time exacerbate his anxieties? 

The Fear of the Unknown: 

• The Unknowable Future: What awaits him 

if they succeed or fail in their duty? Is the 

unknown a terrifying void or a potential for 

liberation? 

• Mortality and the Beyond: Does he fear 

death itself, or what lies beyond it? Does his 

existential crisis stem from the lack of 

answers? 

• Facing the Abyss: Can he find meaning in a 

universe that might be indifferent to his 

struggles? 

Possible Narrative Arcs: 

• A Descent into Darkness: The character 

succumbs to his fears and becomes 

consumed by the unknown. 

• A Reluctant Hero: Despite the dread, they 

find the strength to fulfill his duty for a 

greater good. 

• Embracing the Mystery: Through 

introspection or a pivotal event, he finds 

acceptance of the unknown and forges his 

own meaning. 

The soliloquy's enduring impact lies in its ability 

to resonate with audiences across generations, 

prompting reflection on the human condition 

and the choices we make in the face of an 

uncertain future. Moreover, it transcends the 

boundaries of the play, influencing literature, art, 

and our collective understanding of ourselves 

and the world around us. 
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Online Resources 

• The Folger Shakespeare Library offers a 

wealth of resources on Hamlet, including 

essays, educational materials, and 

performance history: 

https://www.folger.edu/* 

• The Royal National Theatre's production 

archive features video clips and insights into 

various interpretations of Hamlet's 

soliloquy: 

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-

us/archive/ 

Note: 

• Sigmund Freud and Hamlet: 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/ was 

removed as it is not a scholarly source. 

• Rethinking Hamlet: 

https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeare

s-works/hamlet/ was incorporated into the 

Works Cited as it is a relevant resource from 

the Folger Shakespeare Library. 

https://www.folger.edu/
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-us/archive/
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-us/archive/
https://www.simplypsychology.org/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/

