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Two Roads Diverged in a Yellow Wood
“A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it” (La Fontaine 1678-1679). One of the most daunting questions that humankind faces is whether life is dictated by fate or free will. Countless authors have tried to portray these two opposing forces. Three texts of literary merit that show free will versus destiny are Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, and Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead. Oedipus Rex displayed free will versus destiny the most effectively by means of character perspective, having fate show a dominant role over free will, and symbolism.
Oedipus Rex and Hamlet both portray free will versus destiny because of the use of dramatic irony. Dramatic irony is when the audience is aware of some pertinent information that is unbeknownst to the characters. In both instances, the audience was aware of the plot behind Oedipus Rex and Hamlet. Oedipus declared, “He should be an inmate of my dwelling,/That I may suffer all that I invoked/On these just now” (Sophocles 10). The audience immediately recognized that Oedipus, who was unaware that he was Laius’ murderer, was displaying a tragic flaw of hubris and an obsession for truth because they knew that Oedipus was guilty. The audience realized that Oedipus’ fate was sealed when he desired to seek out the truth, while he risked punishment himself. Oedipus had chosen to uncover the mystery behind Laius’ murder, while fate had destined for Oedipus to fulfill that prophecy. In comparison, in Hamlet, Hamlet procrastinated in exacting his revenge on Claudius by refusing to murder him while he prayed. Hamlet, unaware that his tragic flaw of procrastination would lead to his untimely death, had made a decision that would seal his fate at the end of the play. The use of dramatic irony showed a strong correlation between Oedipus Rex and Hamlet for depicting free will versus destiny.     

However, Oedipus Rex and Hamlet differ in their personal opinions about fate versus free will. Oedipus tried to defy Apollo and fate. He tried to run from his fate by fleeing from Corinth. After discovering that he had, in fact, fulfilled the prophecy, he blinded himself for he could see the truth. After seeing the strength of fate and blinding himself, Oedipus defiantly remarked, “Author was none, but I,/None other, of the blow” (Sophocles 47). Even though fate had caused him to assassinate his father, King Laius, and become one with his mother, Oedipus still has a drive to control his life. His human spirit and pride made him desire to have control over at least one aspect of his life, even if it was merely his physical sight. Hamlet, on the other hand, does little to escape his fate. His decisions, such as procrastinating on avenging his father, contribute to his fate. He refuses to act until he is near death. He lets fate pull him along by only thinking and not acting. He shows little to no desire to fight fate in regards to Claudius. Oedipus, the protagonist, and his view on fate versus free will is why Oedipus Rex is more expository in demonstrating free will versus fate than Hamlet.  

 In addition, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead depicts free will versus destiny. Oedipus Rex and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead both delineate free will versus fate because the protagonists both have an obsession to know the answer. Oedipus constantly delved into matters and mystery throughout the play. Oedipus threatened Tiresias even when Tiresias warned him that, “How terrible it is to know, /Where no good comes of knowing” (Sophocles 12). Oedipus called Tiresias a traitor because he was so obsessed with knowing, even though he would be unable to change the course of fate. Similarly, Guildenstern constantly questioned why the coins landed on heads and why he and Rosencrantz were shuffled around in a blur. Guildenstern comes up with several possibilities to his questions but never sets out to discover the answer even though he wishes he knew. The protagonists’ obsession show a want to know how fate is affecting their decisions, or lack of, and what is to become of them/him. Therefore, an obsession with knowledge is a common factor in Oedipus Rex and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead.     
Oedipus Rex, however, is able to portray free will versus destiny better than Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead because of the obvious role that fate played. Oedipus learned of his fate, and he became determined to avoid his fate. “When I hear that,…/The scandals of ill prophecies of me,/I fled, an exile” (Sophocles 29). This protagonist showed an attempt to escape his fate, by trying to exercise free will. However, destiny had determined that, regardless of whatever he attempted, he would kill his father and wed his mother. In Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, the line between free will and fate was blurred. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern opened the letter and read of their impending doom. They did not appreciate the contents of the letter. However, they did not attempt to escape their fate, but merely decide to continue on their journey. They did not try to change their course but merely state, “We can move, of course, change direction, rattle about, but our movement is contained within a larger one that carries us along as inexorably as the wind and current….” (Stoppard 122). It becomes unclear whether death would have been Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s end because of their lack of action. Had they attempted to escape their fate and still had been executed, it would have been clear that fate had predetermined their end. However, their inaction makes it unclear of whether Rosencrantz and Guildenstern could have chosen to live. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead did not sketch as clear of an image of free will versus destiny as Oedipus Rex did because of the lack of defining role difference between free will and destiny at the end of the play. 
Oedipus Rex demonstrates free will versus destiny more effectively than Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead by the means of symbolism. In Hamlet, Yorick’s skull is a symbol of how everyone ends up dead and decomposed no matter how great they are. “To what base uses we may return…/Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of/Alexander till he find it stopping a bunghole” (Shakespeare 251). Even Alexander the Great would turn to dust and be used to plug a beer barrel. However, regardless of whether free will or destiny dictates life, death waits at the end for all humans. Hamlet does not address whether Alexander or Yorick had free will or if their lives were dictated by a fate that was out of their control. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead used symbolism when Rosencrantz and Guildenstern flipped coins that would land on either heads or tails. Whether fate was controlling how the coin landed seemed as indefinite as whether Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were at fault for their deaths. “One: I’m willing it…Two: time has stopped dead, and the single experience of one coin being spun once has been repeated…Three: divine intervention…Four: a spectacular vindication of the principle that each individual coin spun individually is as likely to come down heads as tails…should cause no surprise each individual time it does” (Stoppard 16). The characters seemed unsure of what/who was control, which makes the reader doubt whether the coin flipping was fate being in control or having an arbitrary effect or if it was even playing a role. However, Oedipus Rex used the symbol of crossroads; this symbol shows fate taking the reins and leaves the reader with little doubt about its purpose. “When in my travels/I was come near this place where three roads meet” (Sophocles 29). Oedipus had made the choice to flee in order to escape the prophecy he was to fulfill. However, when he came to the crossroad, he came to a point in which fate was no longer going to let him take the route that he desired. He would have to fulfill his destiny regardless; it was the turning point in his life when fate and free will crossed. His tragic flaw prevented him from taking the route of free will and so his destiny was fulfilled. By using symbolism, Oedipus Rex surpassed Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead in exemplifying free will versus destiny.   
Of the three plays, Hamlet, Oedipus Rex, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, Oedipus Rex illustrated free will versus destiny the most effectively. The use of symbolism, the protagonist’s perspective, and a dominant role for fate are the reasons why this play sculpted the most convincing representation of free will versus destiny. Oedipus Rex is the most effective at answering the question of whether free will or destiny is the leading force.
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