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Tragedy and the Mind of the Infant

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. 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. The former is indicated in 

too many places in the play to need specific reference, and is generally recognized. The latter 

is also manifest: Claudius says, for instance (79), "The Queen his mother lives almost by his 

looks". Nevertheless Hamlet appears to have with more or less success weaned himself from

her and to have fallen in love with Ophelia. 

The precise nature of his original feeling for Ophelia is a little obscure. We may assume that at least in part it was composed of a normal love for a prospective bride, though the extravagance of the language used (the passionate need for absolute certainty, etc.) suggests a somewhat morbid frame of mind. There are indications that even here the influence of the old attraction for the mother is still exertingitself. Although some writers, following Goethe, see in Ophelia many traits of resemblance to

the Queen, perhaps just as striking are the traits contrasting with those of the Queen. 

Whatever truths there may be in the many German conceptions of Ophelia as a sensual 

wanton *** still the very fact that it needed what Goethe happily called the "innocence of 

insanity" to reveal the presence of any such libidinous thoughts demonstrates in itself the 

modesty and chasteness of her habitual demeanour. Her naive piety, her obedient resignation, 

and her unreflecting simplicity sharply contrast with the Queen's character, and seem to 

indicate that Hamlet by a characteristic reaction towards the opposite extreme had 

unknowingly been impelled to choose a woman who should least remind him of his mother. 

A case might even be made out for the view that part of his courtship originated not so much 

in direct attraction for Ophelia as in an unconscious desire to play her off against his mother,

just as a disappointed and piqued lover so often has resort to the arms of a more willing rival. 

It would not be easy otherwise to understand the readiness with which he later throws himself 

into this part. When, for instance, in the play scene he replies to his mother's request to sit by

her with the words "No, good mother, here's metal more attractive" and proceeds to lie at

Ophelia's feet, we seem to have a direct indication of his attitude; and his coarse familiarity

and bandying of ambiguous jests with the woman he has recently so ruthlessly jilted are 

hardly intelligible unless we bear in mind that they were carried out under the heedful gaze of

the Queen. It is as if his unconscious were trying to convey to her the following thought: 

"You give yourself to other men whom you prefer to me. Let me assure you that I can

dispense with your favours and even prefer those of a woman whom I no longer love." His 

extraordinary outburst of bawdiness on this occasion, so unexpected in a man of obviously

fine feeling, points unequivocally to the sexual nature of the underlying turmoil. 

Now comes the father's death and the mother's second marriage. The association of the idea

of sexuality with his mother, buried since infancy, can no longer be concealed from his

consciousness. As Bradley well says:

"Her son was forced to see in her action not only an astounding shallow-ness of feeling, but

an eruption of coarse sensuality, 'rank and gross,' speeding post-haste to its horrible delight". 
Feelings which once, in the infancy of long ago, were pleasurable desires can now, because

of his repressions, only fill him with repulsion. The long "repressed" desire to take his father's

place in his mother's affection is stimulated to unconscious activity by the sight of someone 

usurping this place exactly as he himself had once longed to do. More, this someone was a 

member of the same family, so that the actual usurpation further resembled the imaginary one

in being incestuous. Without his being in the least aware of it these ancient desires are ringing 

in his mind, are once more struggling to find conscious expression, and need such an 

expenditure of energy again to "repress" them that he is reduced to the deplorable mental

state he himself so vividly depicts. 

There follows the Ghost's announcement that the father's death was a willed one, was due to 

murder. Hamlet, having at the moment his mind filled with natural indignation at the news, 

answers normally enough with the cry (21): 

“Haste me to know't, that I with wings as swift 

As meditation or the thoughts of love, 

May sweep to my revenge.”

The momentous words follow revealing who was the guilty person, namely a relative who 

had committed the deed at the bidding of lust.

Hamlet's second guilty wish had thus also been realized by his uncle, namely to procure the fulfilment of the first—the possession ofthe mother—by a personal deed, in fact by murder of the father. The two recent events, the father's death and the mother's second marriage, seemed to the world to have no inner causal relation to each other, but they represented ideas which in Hamlet's unconscious fantasy had always been closely associated. These ideas now in a moment forced their way to conscious

recognition in spite of all "repressing forces", and found immediate expression in his almost

reflex cry: "O my prophetic soul! My uncle?" The frightful truth his unconscious had already

intuitively divined, his consciousness had now to assimilate as best it could. For the rest of 

the interview Hamlet is stunned by the effect of the internal conflict thus re-awakened, which 

from now on never ceases, and into the essential nature of which he never penetrates. 

One of the first manifestations of the awakening of the old conflict in Hamlet's mind is his 

reaction against Ophelia. This is doubly conditioned by the two opposing attitudes in his own 

mind. In the first place, there is a complex reaction in regard to his mother. 

As was explained above, the being forced to connect the thought of his mother with sensuality leads to anintense sexual revulsion, one that is only temporarily broken down by the coarse outburst

discussed above. Combined with this is a fierce jealousy, unconscious because of its 

forbidden origin, at the sight of her giving herself to another man, a man whom he had no

reason whatever either to love or to respect. Consciously this is allowed to express itself, for 

instance after the prayer scene, only in the form of extreme resentment and bitter reproaches

against her. His resentment against women is still further inflamed by the hypocritical

prudishness with which Ophelia follows her father and brother in seeing evil in his natural 

affection, an attitude which poisons his love in exactly the same way that the love of his

childhood, like that of all children, must have been poisoned. He can forgive a woman neither 

her rejection of his sexual advances nor, still less, her alliance with another man. Most

intolerable of all to him, as Bradley well remarks, is the sight of sensuality in a quarter from

which he had trained himself ever since infancy rigorously to exclude it. The total reaction 

culminates in the bitter misogyny of his outburst against Ophelia, who is devastated at having 

to bear a reaction so wholly out of proportion to her own offence and has no idea that in 

reviling her Hamlet is really expressing his bitter resentment against his mother.

"I have heard of your paintings too, well enough;

God has given you one face, and you make yourselves another; you jig, you amble, and you 

lisp, and nickname God's creatures, and make your wantonness your ignorance. Go to, I'll no 

more on't; it hath made me mad.”

On only one occasion does he for a moment escape from the sordid implication with which his love has been impregnated and achieve a healthier attitude towards Ophelia, namely at the open grave when in remorse he breaks out at Laertes for presuming to pretend that his feeling for her could ever equal that of her lover. Even here, however, as Dover Wilson has suggested, the remorse behind his exaggerated behaviour springs not so much from grief at Ophelia's death as from his distress at his bad conscience

that had killed his love—he acts the lover he fain would have been. 

Hamlet's attitude towards Ophelia is still more complex. Dover Wilson has adduced good 

evidence for thinking that Hamlet is supposed to have overheard the intrigue in which 

Polonius "looses" his daughter to test her erstwhile lover, a suggestion which had previously

been made by Quincy Adams. This is probably an echo of the old (Saxo) saga in which the 

girl is employed by the king to test his capacity for sexual love and so decide whether he is an 

imbecile or a cunning enemy. It certainly helps to explain the violence with which he attacks 

her feminine charms and treats her worse than a paid prostitute. He feels she is sent to lure 

him on and then, like his mother, to betray him at the behest of another man. The words "Get 

thee to a nunnery” thus have a more sinister connotation, for in Elizabethan, and indeed in 

later, times this was also a term for a brothel; the name "Covent Garden" will elucidate the 

point to any student of the history of London. 

The underlying theme relates ultimately to the splitting of the mother image which the 

infantile unconscious effects into two opposite pictures: one of a virginal Madonna, an 

inaccessible saint towards whom all sensual approaches are unthinkable, and the other of a 

sensual creature accessible to everyone. Indications of this dichotomy between love and lust 

(Titian's Sacred and Profane Love) are to be found later in most men's sexual experiences.

When sexual repression is highly pronounced, as with Hamlet, then both types of women are 

felt to be hostile: the pure one out of resentment at her repulses, the sensual one out of the 

temptation she offers to plunge into guiltiness. Misogyny, as in the play, is the inevitable 

result. 

The intensity of Hamlet's repulsion against woman in general, and Ophelia in particular, is a 

measure of the powerful "repression" to which his sexual feelings are being subjected. The 

outlet for those feelings in the direction of his mother has always been firmly dammed, and 

now that the narrower channel in Ophelia's direction has also been closed the increase in the 

original direction consequent on the awakening of early memories tasks all his energy to 

maintain the "repression". His pent-up feelings find a partial vent in other directions. The 

petulant irascibility and explosive outbursts called forth by his vexation at the hands of
Guildenstern and Rosencrantz, and especially of Polonius, are evidently to be interpreted in 

this way, as also is in part the burning nature of his reproaches to his mother. Indeed, towards 

the end of his interview with his mother the thought other misconduct expresses itself in that 

almost physical disgust which is so characteristic a manifestation of intensely "repressed" 

sexual feeling. 

Let the bloat king tempt you again to bed,

Pinch wanton on your cheek, call you his mouse, 

And let him for a pair of reechy kisses, 

Or paddling in your neck with his damn'd fingers,

Make you to ravel all this matter out 

(65) 

Hamlet's attitude towards Polonius is highly instructive. Here the absence of family tie and 

of other similar influences enables him to indulge to a relatively unrestrained extent his

hostility towards what he regards as a prating and sententious dotard.

The analogy he effectsbetween Polonius and Jephthah is in this connection especially pointed. It is here that we see his fundamental attitude towards moralizing elders who use their power to thwart the 

happiness of the young, and not in the over-drawn and melodramatic portrait in which he

delineates his father: "A combination and a form indeed, where every god did seem to set his 

seal to give the world assurance of a man". 

It will be seen from the foregoing that Hamlet's attitude towards his uncle-father is far more

complex than is generally supposed. He of course detests him, but it is the jealous detestation 

of one evil-doer towards his successful fellow. Much as he hates him, he can never denounce

him with the ardent indignation that boils straight from his blood when he reproaches his

mother, for the more vigorously he denounces his uncle the more powerfully does he 

stimulate to activity his own unconscious and "repressed" complexes. He is therefore in a 

dilemma between on the one hand allowing his natural detestation of his uncle to have free 

play, a consummation which would stir still further his own horrible wishes, and on the other

hand ignoring the imperative call for the vengeance that his obvious duty demands. His own 

"evil" prevents him from completely denouncing his uncle's, and in continuing to "repress" 

the former he must strive to ignore, to condone, and if possible even to forget the latter; his 
moral fate is bound up with his uncle's for good or ill. In reality his uncle incorporates the 

deepest and most buried part of his own personality, so that he cannot kill him without also

killing himself. This solution, one closely akin to what Freud has shown to be the motive of 

suicide in melancholia, is actually the one that Hamlet finally adopts. The course of alternate 

action and inaction that he embarks on, and the provocations he gives to his suspicious uncle, 

can lead to no other end than to his own ruin and, incidentally, to that of his uncle. Only

when he has made the final sacrifice and brought himself to the door of death is he free to

fulfil his duty, to avenge his father, and to slay his other self—his uncle.

There are two moments in the play when he is nearest to murder, and it is noteworthy that in 

both the impulse has been dissociated from the unbearable idea of incest. The second is of 

course when he actually kills the King, when the Queen is already dead and lost to him for

ever, so that his conscience is free of an ulterior motive for the murder. The first is more
interesting. It is clear that Hamlet is a creature of highly charged imagination; Vischer, for 

instance, quite rightly termed him a "Phantasiemensch". As is known, the danger then is that

phantasy may on occasion replace reality. Now Otto Rank, who uses the same term, has

plausibly suggested that the emotionally charged play scene, where a nephew kills his

uncle(!), and when there is no talk of adultery or incest, is in Hamlet's imagination an 

equivalent for fulfilling his task.

It is easier to kill the King when there is no ulterior motive 

behind it, no talk of mother or incest. When the play is over he is carried away in exultation 

as if he had really killed the King himself, whereas all he has actually done is to warn him

and so impel him to sign a death warrant. That his pretext for arranging the play—to satisfy

himself about Claudius' guilt and the Ghost's honesty—is specious is plain from the fact that 

before it he had been convinced of both and was reproaching him- self for his neglect. When

he then comes on the King praying, and so to speak finds him surprisingly still alive, he

realizes that his task is still in front of him, but can only say "Now might I do it" (not "will"). 

He then expresses openly the unconscious thoughts of his infancy—the wish to kill the man

who is lying with his mother ("in th' incestuous pleasure of his bed")—but he knows only too

well that his own guilty motive for doing so would always prevent him. So there is no way

out of the dilemma, and he blunders on to destruction.

The call of duty to kill his stepfather cannot be obeyed because it links itself with the 

unconscious call of his nature to kill his mother's husband, whether this is the first or the

second; the absolute "repression" of the former impulse involves the inner prohibition of the 

latter also. It is no chance that Hamlet says of himself that he is prompted to his revenge "by

heaven and hell". 

In this discussion of the motives that move or restrain Hamlet we have purposely depreciated 

the subsidiary ones—such as his exclusion from the throne where Claudius has blocked the 

normal solution of the Oedipus complex (to succeed the father in due course)—which also 

play a part, so as to bring out in greater relief the deeper and effective ones that are of

preponderating importance. These, as we have seen, spring from sources of which he is quite 

unaware, and we might summarize the internal conflict of which he is the victim as 

consisting in a struggle of the "repressed" mental processes to become conscious. The call of 

duty, which automatically arouses to activity these unconscious processes, conflicts with the 

necessity of "repressing" them still more strongly; for the more urgent is the need for external 

action the greater is the effort demanded of the "repressing" forces. It is his moral duty, to 

which his father exhorts him, to put an end to the incestuous activities of his mother (by

killing Claudius), but his unconscious does not want to put an end to them (he being 

identified with Claudius in the situation), and so he cannot. His lashings of self-reproach and 

remorse are ultimately because of this very failure, i.e. the refusal of his guilty wishes to undo 

the sin. By refusing to abandon his own incestuous wishes he perpetuates the sin and so must 

endure the stings of torturing conscience. And yet killing his mother's husband would be 

equivalent to committing the original sin himself, which would if anything be even more

guilty. So of the two impossible alternatives he adopts the passive solution of letting the 

incest continue vicariously, but at the same time provoking destruction at the King's hand. 

Was ever a tragic figure so torn and tortured!

Action is paralysed at its very inception, and there is thus produced the picture of apparently

causeless inhibition which is so inexplicable both to Hamlet and to readers of the play. This 

paralysis arises, however, not from physical or moral cowardice, but from that intellectual 

cowardice, that reluctance to dare the exploration of his inmost soul, which Hamlet shares

with the rest of the human race. "Thus conscience does make cowards of us all." 

1. It is not maintained that this was by any means Claudius' whole motive, but it was evidently a powerful

one and the one that most impressed Hamlet. 

2. His similar tone and advice to the two women show plainly how closely they are identified in his mind. 

Cp. "Get thee to a nunnery: why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?" (46-47) with "Refrain to-night: 

And that shall lend a kind of easiness To the next abstinence" (65). The identification is further 

demonstrated in the course of the play by Hamlet's killing the men who stand between him and these 

women (Claudius and Polonius). 

3.

This exhortation (with its usual connotation of chastity) may be equated with the one addressed later to 

his mother, "Go not to my uncle's bed", indicating Hamlet's identification of the two women in his 

feelings. 

4. It is noteworthy how many producers and actors seem to accept Hamlet's distorted estimate of 

Polonius, his garrulity being presumably an excuse for overlooking the shrewdness and soundness of 

his worldly wisdom. After all, his diagnosis of Hamlet's madness as being due to unrequited love for 

Ophelia was not so far from the mark, and he certainly recognized that his distressful condition was of 

sexual origin. 

5. There is a delicate point here which may appeal only to psychoanalysis. It is known that the occurrence

of a dream within a dream (when one dreams that one is dreaming) is always found when analyzed to

refer to a theme which the person wishes were "only a dream", i. e. not true. I would suggest that a 

similar meaning attaches to a "play within a play", as in "Hamlet". So Hamlet (as nephew) can kill the 

King in his imagination since it is "only a play" or "only in play".

