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DÉPARTEMENT D’ÉTUDES ANGLAISES

&

THE J.  W. MCCONNELL CHAIR IN AMERICAN STUDIES

PRESENT A LECTURE BY
MICHAEL BRISTOL

“The Customary and the Ethical: Understanding Hamlet’s Bad Habits”
Abstract:  The word custom occurs frequently in Hamlet, where it generally has the sense of something personal and private.  In the anthropological sense, customs are those shared habits of behavior, dress, and demeanor that constitute what Stuart Hampshire has called “the preferred way of life.”  Observance of those customs then has an ethical significance as the expression of affiliation with one’s own community. But for Hamlet, custom seems to be more a kind of ethical laziness, sleeping in the orchard instead of getting a grip on what’s really going on around us.  He continually objects to banal conformity with untested and unexamined social convention, customs more honored in the breach than the observance.  For Hamlet, an ethical bearing can never be achieved just through observance of those everyday habits that belong to the preferred way of life.  There has to be some element of genuine self-possession, a real “having” (habitus) of one’s own personhood as the basis of any genuine moral agency.    

Michael Bristol is currently Greenshields Professor Emeritus in the Department of English at McGill University in Montreal, where he has taught since 1970.  His publications include Carnival and Theater: Plebeian Culture and the Structure of Authority in Early Modern England (1986) and, more recently, Big-Time Shakespeare (1996).  His current research is concerned with problems of character and moral agency in Shakespeare's plays.  He is the editor of "Shakespeare and Moral Agency," a volume of essays to be published by Continuum Books.
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