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 A New Contributor

 Adolescent Experience as
 Shakespearean Drama

 Marue E. Walizer

 Scholars in the social sciences often enlist Shake-

 speare in the service of their own disciplines.
 Ernest Jones, Freud's biographer, found in Hamlet
 the classic expression of the Oedipus complex, an
 interpretation that influenced critics and actors
 alike. In Identity: Youth and Crisis (Norton, 1968),
 Erik Erikson drew on Hamlet's "feigned madness"
 and play-acting propensities to explicate his theory
 of identity and identity confusion. Erikson alludes
 to the theme of alienation, to Hamlet's search for
 fidelity, and sees the tragedy as Hamlet's actual-
 izing only his negative identity, "in becoming
 exactly what his own ethical sense could not tol-
 erate" (pp. 236-240).

 Certainly, I believe there need be no incompat-
 ibility between academically challenging subject
 matter and what is relevant to students' lives. I use

 Hamlet to focus on the significance of adolescents'
 ethical sense and to examine the effect of the

 adults' failure to respect the experience of their
 young and to consider the value of adult response
 to the adolescent dilemma.

 Hamlet, I, ii, is Shakespeare at his dramatic best.
 The scene is a visualization of the counterpoints
 and contradictions to be played out. The royal
 couple is handsome, competent, socially adept.
 The young man sulking on the sidelines is quiet,
 even hostile, brooding. The setting may be from
 an earlier time, but the situation is contemporary.
 Successful parents are concerned over the
 unpleasant and potentially disruptive behavior of
 the young man. They hope he is merely going
 through a moody phase and try to coax him out
 of it. His responses are brief, cutting, cynical. He
 is no longer the charming young prince.

 This second scene dramatizes the experience
 inherent in adolescence. Overwhelmed by the sud-

 den unexpected change in his life, the young man
 undergoes a profound transformation caused by
 a sense of loss, of meaninglessness, of disgust.
 While the adults shake their heads and confer ner-

 vously over his bad behavior, he is almost driven
 mad by theirs. The play as it unfolds shows us that
 he sees them as the problem. His disillusionment
 with the persons who represented human perfec-
 tion to him as a child has precipitated a depression
 which rapidly poisons his outlook on life.

 High school students like Hamlet. His situation
 is in many respects their own writ large in violent
 and ultimate terms. This scene symbolizes the
 shocked passage from childhood to adolescence
 and gives some indication of the existential nature
 of adolescence.

 Hamlet's transition from child to man is com-

 plicated by the actions of adults he once trusted
 and looked to for guidance. His father's sudden
 death and his mother's rapid remarriage have
 undermined the foundation of his life. Not only
 has he lost the ideal model that was his father but

 he has also lost the role he himself expected to
 play. The rules have been bent on him, and
 instead of inheriting his father's throne, he sees it
 usurped by his mother's new husband. While the
 turn of events has plucked him from his secure
 position as child-student and heir-apparent, it has
 also precluded him from assuming the responsi-
 bilities of rule and authority. So even before the
 news gets worse, which it shortly does, Hamlet is
 caught in a typically adolescent bind-neither
 child nor man, he is at the mercy of adults for
 whom he has lost respect.

 Faced with this already disturbing situation,
 Hamlet experiences something very like the exis-
 tential void, a sense of the world's absurdity. And
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 why not? Though his father is only recently dead,
 his mother is all jollity and urges him to be so as
 well. She tries what to her seems to be logical:

 Thou know'st 't is common; all that lives must die,
 Passing through nature to eternity.

 (Hamlet, I, ii, 72-73)

 Why must he go on brooding, seeming to take it
 all so personally?

 Hamlet's searing response is both answer and
 indictment.

 Seems, Madam! Nay, it is; I know not seems.
 (Hamlet, I, ii, 76)

 He is distraught over her flagrant disloyalty and
 the ease with which her apparent love for his
 father has so easily transferred to her recent
 brother-in-law, now husband. Has she no feeling,
 no commitment? Can she not see the inadequacy
 of her new spouse compared to Hamlet's father?
 Hamlet fears that his mother is indeed all seem-

 ing, and he is adamant about his own loyalty, his
 genuine love for his father which cannot be so
 quickly displaced.

 Here the young man confronts the harsh real-
 ities of the adult world; father's death followed by
 mother's disloyalty, the mortality and the fallibility
 of his once-seemingly-perfect parents. Underlying
 the disillusionment is the unconscious fear of his

 own mortality and imperfection, and he is anxious
 to disassociate himself from the tainted adults

 who inadvertently suggest his own fate.
 His distress is intensified in the next scene by

 the news from his father's ghost. Not only does
 the ghost convey the dreadful news of how he was
 murdered but what is perhaps worse, that,
 because he died "with all my imperfections on my
 head," the father's soul must now suffer in pur-
 gatory. Dishonored mother is now joined by the
 dead and dishonored father. Hamlet's anguished
 cry at the end of his meeting with the ghost rever-
 berates with the pain of many young people.

 The time is out of joint; oh, cursed spite
 That ever I was born to set it right!

 (Hamlet, I, v, 189-190)

 The world is discovered to be badly warped, and
 it is his charge to reconstruct it, though he is not
 yet responsible for its evil.

 He looks for comfort from his peers. Horatio,
 that stalwart friend, he can trust because Horatio
 understands that the adults no longer possess
 moral authority. But the list of those who can sup-

 port him stops there. Other friends from school
 arrive at the bidding of the king and queen, osten-
 sibly to cheer him up, but Hamlet quickly sur-
 mises their real function. Rosenkrantz and

 Guildenstern have allowed themselves to be taken

 in by the crafty, hypocritical adults to act as
 informants, and Hamlet easily outwits them.

 Unhappily, he seeks love and comfort from a
 girl incapable of understanding his dilemma.
 Ophelia has been so shamelessly manipulated by
 her own father, Polonius, that she, in all innocence
 and weakness, supplies Hamlet with further evi-
 dence of the world's (and especially women's)
 faithlessness. Ophelia lets her father rule her
 response to Hamlet's offered love, an outright
 betrayal. Her father is a man totally devoid of any
 respect for his own children though he is full of
 pious sentiments and pompous advice. He sent his
 son Laertes back to Paris with these famous hyp-
 ocritical lines.

 This above all, to thine own self be true,
 And it must follow as the night the day
 Thou canst not then be false to any man.

 (Hamlet, I, ii, 79-81)

 Polonius then dispatches a servant to investigate
 secretly his son's behavior "by indirections." This
 paternal duplicity is quickly followed by his callous
 questioning of his daughter whose obedience he
 rewards by using her as bait for Hamlet. When
 Hamlet realizes Ophelia has allowed both the king
 and her father to spy on their encounter in III, i,
 he seems to go genuinely mad, to lose control of
 his "antic disposition," and his cruelty to Ophelia
 indicates a deterioration in his own personality.

 Not long after, Hamlet inadvertently murders
 Polonius, thinking the latter is the king. But when
 Hamlet discovers his victim's real identity, he says,

 Thou wretched, rash intruding fool, farewell

 Thou find'st to be too busy is some danger.
 (Hamlet, III, iv, 31-33)

 Later, exiled to England with his seeming-friends
 Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern, he dispatches
 those two to die unwittingly in his place. Rosen-
 krantz and Guildenstern are dead, but by that
 time so is Hamlet's innocence and any hope of
 remaining uncontaminated by the adults he
 abhors.

 Hamlet's emotional conflicts give us some
 insight into the fierce struggles and crises of faith
 implicit in adolescent experience. While adults
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 view adolescence as a period of aberrant behavior,
 Hamlet reminds us that adolescents view adults as

 the aberrations. Adults, after all, first formulated
 the rules and enforced them for the child. Now,

 with adolescence, wider experience and more crit-
 ical abilities make the young aware of the disparity
 between what elders say and what they do. Seems
 wars with is, and adult explanations are seen as
 rationalization more than reason. Who but adults

 have responsibility for the mess? Who but adults
 can "make it right"? No longer children, adoles-
 cents seek power to make things right; because
 they are not yet grown up, they are often seen as
 disrespectful and arrogant, or withdrawn and
 apathetic. Confusion is followed by disillusionment
 and, finally, if there is no resolution, by cynicism
 and disgust.

 Conversely, although adults seem to precipitate
 the problem, they can also help resolve it. The
 search for alternative roles goes on among the
 young, and adults who work with the young must
 be sensitive to the seeking. Adults unconsciously
 provide the alternate images and alternate routes
 for re-connecting with the adult world outside the
 home. For this reason, students usually learn more
 about the teacher than about what is taught. Ham-
 let's crisis and corruption happen in a world
 where no responsible adult is able to talk honestly
 with him. Only Horatio and the traveling players
 engage him in genuine discussion and have char-
 acter and talents that Hamlet respects. If adoles-
 cence is an alienated, existential experience, then
 its resolution must be in re-establishing dialogue
 in a world where one is heard. The adult who

 listens earns more respect than the one who
 lectures.

 This should be a crucial concern for our high
 schools. In a sensitive school, other adults may
 temporarily fill a needed role without threatening
 the parents. An adult who can make human fal-
 libility understandable and tolerable allows adoles-
 cents to re-evaluate their attitudes to the world, to
 live with its unfairness, and to re-connect with it
 as tolerant and concerned human beings. But first
 adolescents must know that tolerance exists for
 them.

 The curriculum should provide opportunities
 to explore vicariously relationships, roles, and
 ideas with others. Hamlet is only one example of
 literature that can help us understand experience
 and enlarge our thinking. Even Hamlet makes
 peace with the world in part by recognizing his
 own responsibility for it. Just before he begins his
 fated duel with Laertes, he says,

 Sir, in this audience
 Let my disclaiming from a purposed evil
 Free me so far in your most generous thoughts
 That I have shot mine arrow o'er the house

 And hurt my brother.
 (Hamlet, V, ii, 251-54)

 Hamlet assumes his share of responsibility for
 the world. If teachers and students can share

 responsibility for the problems, they are in a posi-
 tion to envision some solutions. The curriculum

 becomes a point of contact, an occasion for dia-
 logue. Art, history, literature, and science all offer
 material for all ages to consider in what ways the
 world can or cannot be better.

 The dilemma dramatized by Hamlet is the inev-
 itability of adolescent disillusionment, a conse-
 quence of being human. Thinking about this
 aloud with adolescents can release the adults from

 our assigned role as adversaries and allow us to
 offer subtle but honest relationships that can forge
 bonds of re-connection and survival. While the

 dilemma remains inevitable, the outcome is nego-
 tiable. After a difficult year for both of them, a
 student wrote to a teacher:

 If I were a tree, I think I'd have grown another ring
 of bark around my trunk-a little scarred perhaps,
 but a definite tribute to another year passed. Thanks
 for being part of that growth.., for being patient
 enough to listen to all my problems with such an
 attentive ear. Thanks for being understanding when
 I didn't understand. I'll be back next year... so I
 can do a little more growing.

 Not quite so eloquent as Hamlet perhaps, but
 then neither is the ending so tragic.

 Marue E. Walizer teaches at Wilton

 High School, Connecticut.
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