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“What Is a Man?” 
 

 I don’t remember my impressions of Hamlet when I read it in high school, aside from the 
fact that I felt proud that I had memorized a sonnet that WASN’T the “To be or not to be” one 
(hipster), and that I liked the general effect of the play.  I read it again for a literary criticism class in 
college and wrote a reader-response essay about it where I ranted about how annoying it is that 
Hamlet thinks, and thinks, and talks, and does nothing.  I called it, “Hamlet, the Perpetual 
Reflector,” but may as well have called it, “Hamlet: Poop or Get off the Pot!” In the last seven years, 
I’ve revisited this play once a year, sometimes doing a complete reread, sometimes just brushing up 
on the action and reading new criticism of the play.  In discussions of this text, more than in any of 
the other texts I’ve taught, I continue to be surprised by the insights that students offer up, which is 
probably both a credit to the students I’ve taught and to the play itself; there’s plenty of complexity 
and ambiguity (see, I can spell it right!) there, so new, valid insights are always possible.  This time 
around, I’ve been reading the play with an eye to Hamlet’s questions about ‘human nature’ (a phrase 
I really dislike, but more on that at some other time).  I’m currently particularly captivated by the 
following passage: 
 
  What a piece of work is a man, how noble in reason,  

how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how  
express and admirable, in action how like an angel, 
in apprehension how like a god: the beauty of the 
world, the paragon of animals; and yet to me, what 
is this quintessence of dust? (II.ii.312-317) 

 
It’s a famous one, and for good reason, I think—and not only because the language is just gorgeous, 
either.  Hamlet is setting up a question here: Humans have so much potential.  We’re capable of so 
much—kindness, generosity, brilliance, valor—and yet.  His words seem to indicate that, because of 
his frame of mind, he just can’t appreciate all that potential, but there is also a hint here about the 
bigger question: Why do we fail our potential?  If humans can be so good, why aren’t we?  
  

I’ve been thinking lately about the way our impressions of what people in general are like 
inform the type of person we become.  A person who feels, for example, that people are at their 
core basically bad is, I think, less likely to treat strangers well or to think well of them, though maybe 
they’re not likely to extend that judgment and treatment to the people they know (they’re still going 
to think the people they know are generally good if they’ve been treated well by them in the past).  
They’re going to expect less from people, to forgive them for less, to make uncharitable assumptions 
about them.  Conversely, if a person thinks that people are basically good at heart, they’re less likely 
to judge others harshly, more likely to assume the best of the folks they meet, more likely to blame 
the ills of the world on misguidedness or systemic problems rather than individual people.  Or that’s 
my theory, anyway.  In short, the way we think about people in general tends to shape who we 
become; we end up, unwittingly, maybe, fitting the mold we think other folks are cast in.   
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What on earth does that have to do with Hamlet (the guy), or Hamlet (the play)?  People who 
are suspicious of others in the play tend to end up being rather suspect themselves (or maybe I’ve 
got the cause and effect mixed up there?).  People who tend to trust others (I’m thinking of Horatio 
and his reverence/trust towards Hamlet) tend to behave honorably themselves (though, again, I’m 
wondering if they trust others BECAUSE they themselves are trustworthy…I may be ruining my 
whole theory here!).  Anyway, I’m not sure if my theory applies to all the characters of Hamlet. But I 
do want to explore what implications Hamlet the character’s views on humanity have on the 
development—or more accurately, maybe, the unraveling—of his character. 

 
Hamlet thinks people are capable of a lot; in Act IV, Scene iv, he talks about the “capability 

and godlike reasoning” that humans were given by God.  He puts human possibility—human 
nature, I suppose—on a pedestal, but notably seems NOT to think much of actual humans.  You 
know what awful things he says about his mom and uncle already, so I won’t get into that again; he 
compares Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to “adders fanged” (III.iv.204); he openly insults Ophelia’s 
virtue and her father’s intellect; he concludes, in the same scene I quoted at the beginning of my 
Think Piece, “Man delights not me/Nor woman neither.” And he’s worst to himself: In his second 
soliloquy, Hamlet begins, “O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!” (II.ii.560) and goes on to call 
himself “a dull and muddy-mettled rascal” (578), “pigeon-livered” (578), “an ass” (594), and “a 
whore” (597).  Yikes.  Way harsh, Tai. 

 
And yet, Hamlet gives credit where credit’s due; in fact, he seems to idolize anyone who 

shows any shade, any SUGGESTION of the honor that he feels people are capable of.  Horatio, 
Fortinbras, Laertes, even the members of the acting troupe—these he lauds heavily, repeatedly, and 
sometimes hyperbolically.  In short, he pelts them with admiration, more than, in truth, they 
probably deserve, as they’re all obviously somewhat flawed (Horatio is timid; Fortinbras is perhaps 
not the most philosophically complex person; Laertes is straight up kinda dumb, though maybe we 
can forgive that since he’s pretty grief-stricken).  He’s so happy just to see a glimmer of what he feels 
humans should be; but this happiness doesn’t override his profound disappointment with humans in 
general.  And it is a pronounced, terrible disappointment.  Doesn’t the cliché go something like 
“Those who ride high should prepare themselves for a hard fall” or something? His expectations 
and aspirations are so high; maybe this explains his outrage at how far from those ideals he and the 
people around him have landed.  Hamlet seems to believe that, though human potential is 
enormous, it’s hard to reach, because we’re all wrapped up with our own self-interest, or because we 
aren’t courageous enough to do the right thing. And he gets so mad at himself for falling into the 
same traps he sees others fall into; he judges his own actions most stringently of all.  It’s a dark play, 
and Hamlet’s mind is a dark place.  But there’s a hint there at what he could have been—what all the 
characters could have been—had the “rot” in Denmark not set in. 

 
So here’s my question, I guess: When will rot NOT set in?  What I mean is this: the world 

isn’t perfect, and probably never has been, and likely never will be—to the point that “perfection” 
doesn’t even have any meaning anymore. Nor will people NOT be influenced somewhat by fear, or 
self-interest, or any other number of things that tend to lead them towards occasional less-than-
awesome behaviors and outcomes.  What then is the importance of this human ideal?  What is the 
meaning of “potential” if we can never reach it?  Is this why Hamlet sort of self-destructs?  And isn’t 
it maybe more productive to accept humanity—with all its stumblings, with all its foibles—as is, 
rather than measuring it against an unachievable ideal? 

 
 


