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The Ethical Dilemma between Familial Affection and Love:

Ophelia’s Predicament in Hamlet
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Abstract As one of Shakespeare’s most renowned four tragedies, Hamlet has long

attracted extensive scholarly attention worldwide and has generated substantial research

across various fields of literary criticism. Among these approaches, ethical literary
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criticism provides a new perspective for examining the ethical choices of characters
within the play. From the perspective of ethical literary criticism, Professor Nie
Zhenzhao offers a profound analysis of Hamlet’s ethical dilemma, while existing Chinese
scholarship has also tended to focus primarily on Hamlet as the central figure. In
contrast, Ophelia, an important female character in the play, has received comparatively
less attention despite her complex ethical predicament. Ophelia is not only the daughter
of Polonius and the sister of Laertes, but also Hamlet’s beloved. Caught between familial
ethics and romantic love, she must confront the ethical conflict caused by her father and
brother’s attempts to test Hamlet, while simultaneously enduring the emotional trauma
resulting from Hamlet’s killing of her father. Consequently, she becomes trapped in an
irreconcilable ethical dilemma. Employing the approach of ethical literary criticism, this
article examines the formation of Ophelia’s tragedy of love and familial affection from
the perspectives of ethical identity and ethical environment through close textual
analysis, and explores the deeper ethical causes underlying her madness and death. This
article argues that Ophelia’s tragedy does not simply arise from personal misfortune;
rather, it is an inevitable tragedy produced by the conflicts among multiple ethical
relationships within a specific ethical environment.
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