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Preface

It's no wonder we can’t understand the grown-—
ups because we’'ve never been grown up ourselves.
But they have been children and I don‘t see why
they can't understand us. [Emphasis minel

The Story Girl L. M. Montgomery [183].

The above statement about the child-adult relationship applies

equally, if not more, to the adolescent, with regard to whom a

large part of adult society appears to be the victim of &

strange forgetfulness. Although most adults have themselves

experienced serious, awkward and therefore memorable problems in

growing up, they conveniently erase them from their memory once

they are grown up or push them so far back as to be inaccessible.
Seldom do adults stop to cast a backward glance at the growing-up

pains they experienced. This reluctance to look backward bhas

resulted in a general silence around the subject of growing up

and in particular about the period of change from childhood to

adulthood. When their children cross the threshold of childhood

and enter adolescence, they exclaim in surprise and, at times, in

sheer helplessness, "We never behaved like this!" This general

reluctance to take stock of adolescence vitiates the adult’'s own

ability to understand this crucial phase in the history of each

individualj therefore, even when adults perceive the necessity to

reach out to adolescents, such attempts are generally frustrated.

And vyet the necessity to reach out has become even more



pressing in today’'s complex society, which to adolescents appears
to be quite directionless on account of its very complexity, far
too often leaving the adolescent amazed, without useful points
of reference in childhood and as yet without dependable reference
points in adulthood. The responsibility of reaching out and
extending a sympathetic hand obviously rests upon adults. For
they have passed through the adolescent phase and may be expected
to understand its travails.

This thesis on female adolescence, as portrayed in some
early mid-twentieth century American fiction, attempts to draw
attention to one side of the problem, and to highlight the neces-
sity of reviving forgotten memories by looking at some sig-—
nificant aspects of female adolescence. Naturally, we shall not
be able to examine male adolescence, or adolescence in other
cultures or at other times. However, the subject of adolescent
experience per se has received scant critical attention. There-
fore, & significant, if limited, beginning has to be made. Such
is the motivation of this study. 1If it empowers the adult to
achieve an understanding of the adolescent or, at least, creates
a desire to understand adolescence and succeeds in indicating
where a beginning could be made, the effort would have been
worthwhile. If it provides an inkling of such understanding by
its analysis of representations of adolescence in fiction, the
thesis would have achieved its aim. For the essential problem
for the adolescent is as simple, as obvious, as stark, and mad-
dening or aggravating as the exasperation in the epigraph above

suggests.



Chapter 1

Introduction

The present thesis studies The Phenomenon of White Middle-tlass
Female Adolescence in a selection of twentieth—-century American
women’'s fiction. The beginnings of my interest in the area can
be traced back to my own post—graduate student days. Reworking a
paéer titled "Familial Loyalties and Conflicts” on a story writ-
ten by James Baldwin titled "Sonny’'s Blues” (1965), I became
aware of one crucial fact in the story which 1 had not noticed in
my earlier readings. It was the age of Sonny, the chief protago-
nist in the story, who was in his teens. This simple fact provid-
ed me with a new insight and radically changed the paper. 1
realised that the conflict in the story was a generational con-
flict arising from the difference in the ages of the two broth-
ers. As this link betweern age, character and predicament became
foregrounded, 1 began to read new texts and rethink texts 1 had
already read on these or similar lines. In due course, 1 discov-—
ered another fact, that while in one way or another character
does dominate most narratives, very few worké of fiction deal
with the adolescent character as such.

The importance which 1 personally attached to my adoles-—

cent years also led me to notice that 1literature had almost
completely avoilded focusing attention upon the experiences of

this age group. I consciously began to look for novels that



portrayed the experience of adolescents at the best-stocked

library in HyderaLad--The American S8tudies Researoch Centre. On
the basis of my personal knowledge of this phenomenon, the first

two books that I classified as novels of adolescence were Jean
Btafford’s The Moupntain Lion (1947) and Carson MoCullers®’  The
Member Of The Wedding (1946). But the difficulty in locating

novels on the subject of female adolescence has persisted
through the course of this research. The difficulty was oom-
pounded by the complexity of adolescence itself, which pre-
cludes any single satisfactory definition. As a consequence of
this problem, it became diffioult to define the novel of adoles-
cence itself.

Hence, this introductory chapter begins with a general
account of adolescence in terms of the stages of human 1life. But
general discussions tend to homogenise and iron out the very
differences between various adolescent groups and their specific
concerns which are likely to enlighten us. That 1s why the sub-
Ject of study in this thesls focuses upon one single group, the
middle-class female adolescent. Therefore, the later part of the
first section of the introduction focuses on the gendered conno-
tations of female adolescence. The second section attempts to
construct a working definition of the novel of adolescence. The

third section explains the aim and scope of this thesis in great-

er detail.



Definitions are helpful starting points for any discussion.

But this thesis avoids the use of any terminological and cut-

and-dried definitions for adolescence because they are reductive

of the complexity of adolescence and contradictory to the very

aim of a thesis written with the explicit purpose of foreground-

ing the complexity of the phenomenon. Instead, this section

attempts to provide a framework of the stages of human life for a
broad initial discussion of adolescence as a physiolegical,

psychological and socio—cultural phenomenon (see Chapter 2 below)

and its implications for the growing girl in particular.

In modern society, human life is perceived in terms of

three broad stages: childhood, which includes infancy and child-

hood; adolescence, about which confusion reigns supremej and

adulthood, which also includes old age (the complexities of which

we are only beginning to be made aware of). Roughly, for the

purpose of our study, childhood is seen as a period between one

and nine years, adolescence as a period between nine (the begin-

ning of gradual physical change) and nineteen (the end of the

teen years), and adulthood (the later part of which includes

old age) as the period beyond nineteen years.

Among these three stages of human 1life, the difference

between childhood and adulthood is immense. The most strikingly

obvious difference between the child and the adult is, first, the

physiological difference. Children are small, fragile and vulner-

able in comparison to adults and depend upon adults for their



needs. This dependent~provider relationship between children and
adults, already a long one in our epecies, 1is a particularly
protracted one in modern society, not only because of the dif-
ference between the physiologies of childhood and adulthood but
also because this difference has been heavily institutionalised.
The social institutions governing childhood and adulthood, con-—
structed and organised around these basic differences, help in
maintaining a&a status quo in the dependent-provider relationship
between children and adults far longer than is strictly neces-—
sary.1 A comparison of the ages of graduating into adulthood in
pre—modern society and modern society will clearly reveal this
facet of our subject. The social bodies chiefly responsible for
the institutionalisation of differences and the creation of the
two distinct worlds of childhood and adulthood are the family,
the school and the work-place. To take one instance, the work-—
place divides childhood completely and distinctly from adulthood,
it being generally assumed by middle-class people at least that a
school prepares the child for the work—-place and the child is not
meant to enter the work—-place until it has reached adulthood.
But, as we know from life, children and adolescents from lower
classes in most societies even today go to work? are even obliged
to go to work and shoulder burdens of adulthood very early
indeed. While in the present thesis class differences may not be
a major focus (our subject here being the middle—-class mainly),
we can see that depending upon class factors the adolescent may
already be an adult in many ways even if it is not socially

recognized.

The protective environs of a middle-class school, s0



different from the eventual work-place, and the "school of hard
knocks" create a hiatus between childhood and adulthood and
prolong ¢the child’'s dependency on the adult. Eventually, 1in
keeping with his role as provider, the male adult has to earn a
livelihood at the work-place which is exacting and ruthlessly
competitive, a world relatively different from school. These
institutions have increasingly widened the gap between the adult
and childhood worlds to such an extent as to necessitate a
gradual initiation of the child into the adult world. This
process of initiating the child into the adult world occurs
during adolescence, the intermediate stage between childhood and
adulthood. Besides this significant intermediary function, other
aspects of adolescence such as the physical and psychological
also require careful study.

Triggered, or at least clearly identified, by the onset of
puberty, adolescence marks the beginning of internal and external
change in the physiological state and status of the child. The

details of these changes are well-known and therefore need not be

elaborated upon. In fact, physical maturation gives the &adoles-—

cent the same sexual ability as an adult, as it awakens and
stirs the hitherto dormant sexual instincts. This awakening
also foregrounds or emphasises the heightened awareness of

sexuality, which may either be homosexual or heterosexual in
nature. (But the phenomenon of adolescence is so complicated
that, s0 as to allow us to manage this preliminary analysis,
homosexuality has been reluctantly left out from this study). In
practice, despite being sexually almost an adult, the adolescent

is socially prohibited, except within extremely narrow 1limits,



from exercising this newly awakened sexuality., There iw & serious
and physiologically unnatural time-lag between the awakening and
the gratification of sexual desire. The actual period and
nature of this time-lag is variable and dependent upon socio-
cultural and gender factors,. - -but it has . lengthened with
"progress" and modernisation.

The physical changes which herald adolescence also create
a sense af discontinuity from the earlier child-like identity and
may evoke feelings of loss and bewilderment. Since a new adult
identity is still in the process of being formed, the adolescent
is, a good deal of the time, seriously in a state of 1limbo——no
longer a child and not yet an adult. The adolescent at times
partakes of both child and adult identities, resulting in the
part—-child, part—-adult image of the adolescent in adult eyes and
a confusing, disorienting quality to all but peer relationships.
The lack of a distinct adult or child identity psychologically
bewilders and disorients the adolescent. The bewilderment re-
flects itself in the way the adolescent finds himself tossed to
and <fro between the child and the adult world, in his behaviour
and the behaviour expected of him. The adolescent may perceive
himself to be grown-up and still not have a personality consist-
ent with being (or being considered) grown-up. Or disturbed by
the suddenness and enormity of physical changes, the adolescent
may continue to cling to child-like behaviour. Indeed he or she
may frequently shuttle between these states.

This psychological bewilderment is compounded by an irregu-
larity, even unpredictability, in the responses of the adult

world to him: The adult may continue to perceive and treat the



adolescent as a child in certain matters such as the exercise of
sexuality and yet treat him as an adult in certain others. The
adolescent’'s anxiety with regard to the uncertainty of social
status, coupled with the lack of a uniform pattern in the adult
response and treatment, renders self-definition as well as any
kind of consistent behaviour difficult. Yet both are necessary
and constantly demanded in the adolescent years.

The need for self-definition transfigures the relationship
between parents and the adolescent, may even bring the adolescent
into conflict with the adult world in the crucial context of the
family or the school. Parents are no longer the demigods of
childhood who can do nothing wrong. Instead, parental values may
come in for ruthless scrutiny and stringent criticism. The
adolescent questions the hierarchy of the parent-child relation-—
ship, challenges it, protests against it, almost certainly res-
ents 1it, and may press for greater democratisation of this
relationship. At any rate a sense of oppression does wusually
accompany the bewilderment of the adolescent. Adults may perceive
the demand for democratisation as a threat to their authority
over the adolescent. Even in a situation where self-definition
(an individual ordering of values and priorities) by the adoles-
cent 1is not viewed as a threat, the adolesceﬁt may come into
conflict with adult society for not conforming to adult values
in their entirety. Not infrequently, in the need to carve out an
individual identity, the adolescent relinquishes the parent as
the primary object of love, as a source of care, as a qguiding
spirit.

The need to struggle to achieve a distinct identity emo-
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tionally distances the adolescent from adult society and may

result in increasing reliance on the peer group, members of which

are also themselves undergoing similar changes and bewilderment.

The peer group provides the adolescent, distanced from both

the childhood world and the adult world, with a sense of com-—

munity, companionship and comfort. But it is possible that the

adolescent may feel out of step with the peer group too, and be

an outsider even in the adolescent community. This could happen

for a variety of reasons such as the reticence, shyness, self-

. . . *
consciousness of the adolescent, a disagreement with peer  values

themselves. And, of course, the ways and means adopted by each

adolescent to confront, manage or escape the predicament may also

be different. In such a situation, adolescence becomes an even

more trying state to negotiate.

The crisis and confusion are (by and large at least appar-

ently) resolved with the adolescent’'s entry into adulthood. But

it ie difficult to prescribe an upper age limit to adolescence,

an age at which we can say with complete certainty that the state

has ended. That is why in this thesis, for convenience, the upper

limit is taken to be the end of the teen years. But the upper

limit may be even earlier, say fourteen, fifteen or sixteen, and

in a few cases higher than nineteen. The upper limit of adoles-

cence, or the readiness to enter adulthood is influenced by a

number of factors such as class, gender and family values, and

environment, not to mention contemporary social norms which reach

the growing individual via the many media. By force of circum-—

stance, a lower class adolescent may begin to work far earlier

than an adolescent from the middle-class. Since,in social terms,
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adulthood is primarily defined 1in terms of employment, the
adolescent from the working class has already entered adulthood

when he or she secures work. But the adolescent state of mind

may . indeed usually does, persist. Thus there are no fixed

markers to indicate the end of adolescence and the entry into

adulthood. This indefinable border between these states of human

development also makes adolescence a genuinely perplexing and

aggravating phenomenon for both adolescent and adult.

Thus we can appreciate the difficulty in understanding this
stage of human life. Furthermore, the discussion of adolescence
in general terms obscures the considerable differences between
the growing-up processes of adolescent boys and adolescent girls.
For the adolescent, growing up alsoc necessarily signifies &
process of growing into specifically male or female adulthood.
for not merely biology but social value structures too do tend to
enforce this gender distinction. Future adult roles are conceived
in terms of gender stereotypes and stereotypical notions of
masculinity (such as independence, aggression, competitiveness)
and femininity (such as sweetness, dependence, passivity, docili-
ty, fragility). These sterectypes most powerfully, almost irre-
sistibly, influence and affect the processes of growing up.
These conceptions of masculinity and femininity, designed to
maintain the status quo in patriarchal cultures, where the man
occupies a primary and the woman a secondary status, are particu-
larly confusing, disabling and demoralising for the female adol-
escent.

The stereotyping of male and female roles results in "given”

distinctions between boys and girls from childhood onwards and is



reflected 1in the different toys, dress—codes, ¢ames, postures
etc., of boys and girls, but in relation to adolescence these
stereotypes appear less binding. During childhood, various
responses are acceptable in girls ranging from the very feminine
to the athletic tomboyish, well portrayed in Louisa May ARlcott’'s

novel Little Women (18468) in the characters of the ultra—-feminine

Amy and the tomboyish Jo. But eventually Jo has to grow out of
the unfeminine tomboyishness of her childhood years and learn to
adhere to conventional, socially approved notions of femininity.
That is to say, the stereotypes themselves are redefined but
crossing of type—boundaries is just as taboo in adolescence.
Fuberty, signifying the onset of adolescence, establishes a
physical kinship between the adolescent girl and the adult
woman.2 Expectations of the behaviour of girls change during
adolescence because iF is seen as a time of preparation for
womanhood in accordance with which "the young adolescent girl
must begin to evolve a feminine self-conception that accepts the
functions and future responsibilities for her mature body”
[Bardwick and Douvan: 572]1. Puberty does not merely herald or
anticipate fast approaching womanhood. It alsoc intensifies the
preparation for future responsibilities and cqnstraints, which
are in a patriarchal culture largely predetermined (the girl must
finally accept the feminine role of being a wife and mother).
During adolescence the process of identity <formation is
governed not only by the complex factors of physical growth
reviewed s0 far but also by these predetermined notions of
femininity. Therefore, the adolescent girl’'s attempt to achieve

self-definition is thwarted by the roles already envisioned for
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her by others and become hard convention in her whole society.
During adolescence the acquisition of culturally, socially, and
conventionally determined notions of femininity is taken by all
others to be the central task of the female adolescent. This
predicament most unfairly, in a one-sided manner, defines her
self¥ within her society. The female adolescent who rebels or
attempts +to resist this cultural determination of her identity
{which will be the focus of chapter three below) and indoctrina-
tion into the feminine vocation, faces a tortorous as well as
uphill task in negotiating her adolescence.

The notions of femininity, inculcated to ensure the success
of the girl in her future heterosexual, reproductive, secondary
roles, result in sexualising her identity to an extreme, to the
exclusion of nearly all other aspects of her self. Yet the high
premium placed by society on virginity and the real +fear of
unauthorised pregnancy prevent the expression and articulation
of her awakening or awakened adolescent self both sexually and in
other ways. The restrictions placed on the boy's sexuality are
not as rigid as those imposed on female adolescent sexuality.
Not only is the male actually granted a freedom to exercise his
sexuality, but unlike the female adolescent, he does not have to
fear the repercussions of pregnancy. Thus his later dominant,
freer role is already prefigured in the liberties he enjoys even
as an adolescent.

Consequently, for the adolescent girl puberty signifies not
only a loss of childhood and a certain degree of freedom associ-
ated with it but also a coming to terms with the fact that she is

adolescent and female and therefore must not truly acquire a



14

distinctly, freely expressive individual personality. Unlike the
male adolescent, she is a multiply marginalised +figurer her
adolescent situation places her on the margins of both the child
and the adult worlds; the fact that she is a female places great-
er restrictions on her even as an adolescent) she is asked to
behave like a woman before becoming one and yet without any
genuine scope in physical, psychological, emotional or imagina-—
tive terms;i her dress, bearing, conduct, manners, movements are
all closely scrutinised, monitored, and moulded or curbed to fit
this peculiarly restricted‘state. Puberty, thus, seems to seal
the fate of the female adolescent, whereas despite the psycholog-
ical crisis at the time of puberty, the male adolescent seems to
have a less difficult, at least less complicated and cramping,
time of growing up—-—he not only awaits the onset of masculinity
but is allowed a foretaste of some of the privileges of +full
masculine status.

Even when the female adolescent grows out of bher adoles-
cence she, therefore, will be expected to occupy only the margin-
al status thus constructed in relation to the male adult. Her
status is, therefore, initiated during adolescence and is expect-—
ed to become her permanently circumscribed condition. There is no
alternative, therefore, but to consider female adolescence as a
uniquely, specially, gravely and drastically significant phenome-
non in buman development. With this significance thus looming
large and crying out to be noticed (and balanced), the present
thesis has chosen to focus on the female adolescence novel in

modern America as a specific case for study.
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The present thesis focuses on the novel of female adoles-—
cence, which may not be a sub—genre in terms of narrative tech-
nique as such and yet insists upon constituting itself into a
"distinct category precisely because it focuses attention on the
disturbing construction of female adolescence. Often such novels
are merely confused or conflated with either the bildungsroman

or initiation narratives or they are subsumed within the even

-x
>

looser category of young—adult novels. By delineating the
essential features of each type and identifying differences
between them, we shall attempt here to establish further the need
to recognise the novel of adolescence as a distinct and differ-
ent group in socio-cultural, developmental and discriminating
terms at least.

The reason for the confusion between such types of fiction
is &a lack of systematic study of inter—-generic differences. For
the similarities or overlaps are allowed to obscure the female
subject since literary typology seems to recognise only narrative
taxonomy and refuses to make classes of sub—génres according to
the specific subject studied and represented by a piece of fic-
tion. Furthermore, on account of a general neglect of adolescence
per se, and consequently of the novel of adolescence as a dis-—
tinct area of critical study, there has been a tendency to over-—
lock significant differences between these sub-—genres.

Witham W. Tusker’'s The Adolescent In  The American Novel
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[1920—- 1960]1 (19464), which is-4dn many ways an important and

pioneering critical study of adolescence in literature, also

reveals such a tendency by failing to distinguish between these

types. For instance, the appendix to Tusker 's study provides a

chronological 1list of six hundred novels. These have all been

classified as novels of adolescence. Rut a number of novels such

as Margaret Deland’'s An 0ld Chester Secret (1920), Floyd Dell’'s

Mooncalf (1920), and F. Scott Fitzgerald's This Side Of Paradise

(1920) could be strictly categorised as bildungsroman novels. For
they evince a standard feature of the genre, the portrayl of
of the protagonist from birth to maturity. They do

development

not concentrate only or specifically on the adolescent stage in

the life of their characters. Another set of rniovels included in

the list does present adolescent characters but these novels do

not deal with the specific concerns of the adolescent either. For
4

instance, Erskine Caldwell’'s Tobacco Road (1932) presents

adolescent characters but the focus of the rmovel is not on the

adolescence of these characters. By addressing such issues of

classification, we shall attempt to set the novel of adolescence

apart from other related sub-—genres like the bildungsroman, the

initiation novel and the young-adult novel.

Let wus look at the bildungsroman first. The characteristics

of the term are derived from Goethe’'s Hilhelm Meister (1795-96)

and the eighteenth-century notion of the bildung. Bildung signi-

fies inner—-determined self-development based on a specific bil-

dungsdee; all aspects of the self are formed so as to fulfill one

preconceived goal. Bildungsroman as a term broadly applies to a

category of fiction that unfolds the physical, emotional,' intel-
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loectual, und moral development of Lthe protagonisti Lhrough 4the
entire period from childhood to maturity. The typicul themutic
and struciurul feutures of Lhe genre ure us follows: it focuses
on the growth and developmenli of one single characlier who is a
representative individual in the context of a well defined social
order; since ithe development of eventuul aduli selfhood is the
prrimury concern, it portruys u search for meuningful existence
and wautheniic vulues within u soclely, which may or muy not
fucilitute Lhe development of inner cuapucities; in ithis context
society is viewed not only us a purt of the school of life but
also &as & “spuce’ where ithe prolugonist s ideulism and beliefs
c¢ollide wiih and ure modified by sociaul realities.s This last
property--of curbing personul developmeni--is especially true of
ithe woman’'s bildungsroman. In _Archeivpal Puatierns in Women's
Eiction Anis Pratt and Barbura White stute--

The novel of development portrays a world in
which the young woman hero 1is destined for
disappointment. The vitality and hopefulness cha-
racterising the adolescent hero’s attitude towards
her future here meet and conflict with the
expectations and dictates of surrounding soclety,
every element of her desired world, freedom to
come and go, allegilance to nature, meaningful
work, exercise of intellect and use of erotic
capability inevitably clashes with patriarchal
norms....The collislon between the hero’s evolving

self and soolety’s 1imposed Jldentity appears
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consistently throughout the history of woman's

fiction. [29]

By and large, the bildungsroman follows & linear and chro-
nological pattern or structure, in keeping with the larger pro-
gressive design of revealing the development of the protagonist
from birth to adulthood. The story is, further, narrated from the
adult point of view, whether it be in the first or the third
person, which creates a distance between the narrator and the
protagonist. Nor does the bildungsroman attempt to create three
distinct stages of struggle or predicament corresponding to the
three stages of human life. In a bildungsroman the ultimate goal
dominates absolutely.

The other generic category often confused with the novel of
adolescence is the initiation story. In "The Female Initiation
Theme In American Fiction" Elaine Ginsberg defines the initia-

tion narrative as follows——

The archetypal pattern of the ;nitiation story,
in the broadest sense, presents an innocent young

person inexperienced in the ways of the world and
uncertain of his role in the world,-who, through
some experience or series of experiences awakens
from his innocence and approaches or perhaps even
crosses the threshold of adul thood, maturity, and
self—awareness. [27]

From this broad definition it may become evident that the initi-

ation story and the bildungsroman have many thematic elements in
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common. PBoth focus on a single character and an increased self-
awareness on the part of that character. In female initiation
narratives, as in the bildungsroman, this sel f-awareness is
linked to an awakening consciousness of the limited and confined
nature of the characters’ social roles.

“"Despite this improvement in all kinds of knowledge gained
and in the potential roles offered, there still seems to be a
more restricted world for the young girl to enter than for the
male initiate, as if the approach of womanhood is somehow regret-
table"” [Ginsberg 1975, 31]1. Despite the similarities between the

bildungsroman and the initiation novel, there are a number of
significant differences between them as well. The initiation
story lacks the specificity of age which sets the bildungsroman
protagonist apart. Unlike the bildungsroman, the innocence-to-
experience motif employed in these novels does not necessarily
coincide with the progression from childhood to maturity. Hence
the initiate can either be a child, an adolescent or even an
adult. For instance, Katherine Anne Porter‘s "The Grave" (1934)
is the initiation story of a nine-year old girl Miranda. But in
certain other initiation stories the initiation may herald the
protagonist’s arrival into the adult world. Sherwood Anderson’s
"I Want to Know Why" (1921) is such a story. The bildungsromarn:
and the initiation narrative can be differentiated also in terms
of their length. Unlike the bildungsroman, the initiation narra-
tive does not unfold the development of the character from
childhood to maturity. Although in most such novels narrative
time is not equal to lived time,‘ most initiation narratives

follow the principle of sequentiality but they are also briefer



20

than the expansive bildungsroman. In any cese, in an initiation
narrative, the focus is on the admission into the next category
or stage of life, adulthood, and naot on the state of adolescence.

Let us now turn to the third generic category which is
usually confused with the novel of adolescence, the young-adult
novel. Unlike the bildungsroman or the initiation novel and like
the novel of adolescence, it is difficult to define the young-
adult novel. It could be defined in terms of the intended audi-
ence for such novels. Novels written for the adolescent audience
may be of great variety, for instance, detective fiction, mys—
tery, romance of many kinds including historical romance, science
fiction and coming-of—age hovels. Another criterion for the
definition of young—adult novels could be that they deal with the
specific concerns of the adolescent. Novels written by Mary Stol:z
and Judy Blume serve as gouod examples of this type of young-—
adult novel. This last sub-category can be classified under both
the young—adult-novel and novel of adolescence depending upon the
concentration on and the intensity of the inner experience of
adolescence.

One particular kind of novel of adolescence, that which
deals with the concerns of the adolescent, and which is also
addressed to the adolescent audience, has now been identified.
One wmore type is the novel of adolescence written for adults.
Compared to the adolescence novel written for the adolescent
audience, the adolescence novel written for the adult audience
has a more complicated plot structure, sophisticated use of
symbols——for instance, the bell jar in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell

Jar (1963)——greater intellectual exploration, a wider linguistic-



stylistic range, and a slower pace. The novel of adolescence
written for adults is far more likely to deal with the inner
life of the character, whereas the novel of adolescent written

for adolescents is more likely to be an event-based or action-

packed narrative.

Another type of novel which could be treated as a novel of
adolescence is that in which adolescence forms a significant
part of the narrative and yet not the true subject of it. For

instance, in Agnes Smedley’'s Daughter O0f The Earth (192%9) the

protagonist’'s adolescence is a small yet a very significant part
of the narrative. Our arqument in this thesis focuses on the last
two types, i.e., novels written for the adult audience and novels
in which adolescence forms a significant part and excludes the
first from its purview of study. The reasons for the exclusion
rests in the motivation behind the study, which is to equip the
adult with a better understanding of the concerns of the (female)
adolescent. The choice of novels of adolescence written for the
adult is dictated by the fact that adults are more 1likely to
read books written for them.

Let us now identify some of the more significant features of
the novels of adolescence which will qualify for study in this
thesis. In such a novel the protagonist is an adolescent. But
the mere presence of an adolescent protagonist does not qualify
it for description as novel of adolescence. It must deal with the
specific concerns of the adolescent (some of which have been
highlighted earlier in the general discussion of adolescence).
Such a novel must deal seriously with one or more of the essen-

tial aspects of adolescence (physical, psychological, emotional,



imaginative or sociological). The narrative must be wrjtten
from a non—-adult perspective even if the narrator is an adult--or
at least with sympathetic representation of the adolescent’'s
viewpoint. It must take serious account of the half-child, half-
adult status of the adolescent and not treat the adolescent as
either of the habitual abominations witnessed by us all-—a grown-—
up child or a childish adult. Verisimilitude or authenticity
particularly regarding adolescence and adolescent character is
hence the keynote of the novel of adolescence selected for
discussion. Further, these novels do not trivialise adolescence
either by an attitude of over—sentimentalism or condescension. In
"The Adolescent Hero--A Trend In Modern Fiction"” James William
Johnson states: “"He [meaning the writerl tends to view the tran-
sitional period following childhood as a serious and meaningful
experience, a critical time in life which, if thoroughly ex-
plored, can produce moving and important literature"” [41].
Similarities and distinctions between the novel of adoles-
cence and the bildungsroman and initiation novel must be noticed
before we can proceed to examine the novel of adolescence itsel+f.
All employ youthful protagonists. Novels of female adolescence
like the woman’'s bildungsroman and female initiation novel hint
at the limited world which the female adolescent will inherit.
“No matter what happens when the young girl grows up, she ‘is
still only a woman’ a member of - a group defined as socially
inferior” ([White: 19]. But unlike a novel of adolescence, the
bildungsroman and the initiation novel are written <from the
adult perspective. In a bildungsroman and in an initiation novel

the protagonist may merely pass though adolescence, en route to
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the ultimate objective of adulthood. However, we shall also
consider such bildungsroman and initiation narratives where the
protagonist’s adolescence has been dealt with significantly as
novels of adolescence. .

The bildungsroman does, however, differ from the novel of
adolescence in terms of development of plot. Most bildungsroman
depict the growth of the protagopist as a progressive development
from stage a to b to c. The plot follows the same chronoleogical
pattern. On account of the nature of adolescence as a half-child
half¥—adult, the plot of the novel of adolescence, on the other
hand, may not reveal a strictly linear chronological development.
The adolescent may move to and fro between stage a and b, or
make a move to another stage.6 As in our focal texts adolescence
is the subject, and not merely a passing stage in a more gener-
al, larger scheme of development, we shall take up novels which
deal with adolescence significantly. These distinctions make it
clear that the novel of adolescence, whether it is to be consid-

ered a distinct genre or not, definitely has its own distinctive

identity and should be recognised as such.

These criteria of identification of novels of adolescence
have been employed in selecting the texts for study in this
thesis. While the present study focuses on novels of white
female adolescence written by white American women writers

between the 1920s and 1960s, the hope is that any insights
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obtained may be extended by others to the study 0f adolescence in

other times, communities, classes and cultures. Here, a restrict-

ed body of texts has been adopted for the following reasons:

1) The experience of growing up, as already pointed out, is

radically different for the male and female adolescent and there-

fore attention needs to be focused on the distinctive nature of

these states. Female adolescence as a distinct state has received

scant attention from literary critics. With the exception of

Barbara Anne White’'s study Growing Up Female (1985) no literary

study seems to have devoted itself exclusively to criticism of

the female adolescent phenomenon. This imbalance needs to be

corrected.

2) The focus on the white adolescent experience in the thesis

arises from the fact that the first such novels 1 wmyself read

were novels of white female adolescence and these interested me

enough to work on this project. Another reason which has influ-

enced the decision to restrict the choice of novels to a partic-

ular group of adolescents is the awareness that female adoles-

cence is a broad term, which obscures differences of class,

race, etc., among various female adolescent groups. Each group

has its own special and specific problems to which attention

needs to be paid. Therefore an attempt has been made in this

thesis to highlight the problems of the white middle-class female

adolescent.

X) The choice has also been restricted to women writers in order

to study the literary representation of female adolescence by
themselves. Among the novels written by women writers the

women

choice has been restricted, in a sense, to "feminist" texts. The
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definition of the term feminist in Toril Moi’'s "Feminist, Female
and Feminine" has been useful in identifying feminist texts. In
the essay Moi argues that the fact of being female does not
guarantee a feminist approach. For instance, Mills and Boon
romances are written by women yet they cannot be called feminist.
Moi sees feminist as a political practice committed to the
struggle against patriarchy. It is felt that without such a well-
directed approach to the predicament of adolescence, a meaningful
study of it may not be possible. -

4) The decision to study novels between 1920-1960 derives <from
the recent history of the feminist struggle. In the 1960s, a
growing realisation of existing social inequalities between
-men and women led to the second feminist struggle. It 4is not
unlikely that novels of female adolesgcence written between 1920s
and 1960s, the period between the first and the second feminist
movement, could reveal reasons for the rise of the second femi-
nist movement. The sub-text in these novels is a patriarchal
order not always subtly, but always powerfully influencing the
growing up process from girlhood to womanhood. The feminists of
the sixties themselves spent their adolescence in pre-sixties
America, experienced this milieu first-hand, and probably their
struggle against patriarchy was also & response to this.

The second reason for not going beyond 1960 is that there
are many differences between fiction of this period and the fic-
tion written during the second feminist movement in America. The
sexual revolution, emergence of teen cults, the so called permis-
sive age, and the recognition of adolescence as a distinct eco-

nomic group here resulted in significant changes in the nature
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of female adolescence in post-sixties America as well as in  the
approach to it. However, it must be stated that in a project of
limited scope as this, justice could not have been done to all
these sighificant and self-conscious changes and the underlying
similarities between the pre-sixties and post-sixties adolescence
in America.

The seven novels on which this thesis focuses therefore
are Edith Wharton's Summer (1917), Ruth Suckow’'s The Bonney

Eamily (1928), Margaret Wilson’'s The Painted Room (1928), Carson

McCullers Member Of The Wedding (1944), Jean Stafford’'s The

Mountain Lion (1947), Katherine Anne Porter’'s Old  Mortality

(1939) and 'Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963). The choice of
these texts is motivated by the fact that they portray adoles-
cence significantly, substantially, sensitively, elaborately, and
from within, as it were. During the course of this study I
realised that these were the same novels used, no wmatter how
inadequately, by earlier critics to discuss female adolescence.
The repeated use of the same novels by critics leads to an inter-
esting conclusion: that there are very few novels which genuine-
ly deal with female adolescence. And that, in turn, justifies the
focus of the present study.

The thesis has a four—chapter division. The next chapter,
Chapter 2, titled "Theoretical Concerns”", surveys some of the
most significant twentieth—-century psychological, anthropological
and sociological theories of adolescence and adopts a feminist
perspective to evaluate them for their neglect of the female
adolescent. It also addresses the issue of the construction of a

literary history of adolescence. It points to the fact that no
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definite yardstick exists to map the area of female adolescence.
1t considers three important critical studies of literature on
adolescence and argues that they have sidelined the central
issue. It suggests a synthetic theoretical approach to the female
adolescent phenomenon.

Chapter 3, * Resisting Femininity: A Study of Female Adoles-—
cent Concerns"” discusses the seven novels which are the primary
sources for this thesis through the themes of loneliness, sexu-
ality, peer group membership, relationship with parents, dreams
(or aspirations) and resolutions, all of which constitute the
concern of the adolescent protagonists in these novels.

The fourth and concluding chapter, "Is there anybody out
there...?" briefly sums up the findings of the earlier chapters
to argue for the inclusion of adolescence, neglected even by
feminists, within the feminist agenda. It argues that the inclu-
sion would benefit both female adolescents and feminists by
filling one significant gap in the configuration of the female.
The study of female adolescence by feminists, it is hoped, will
provide additional insights into the processes by which a person
becomes a woman in a patriarchal society. The acceptance of
feminism in academic circles; one hopes, will ensure that an
interest in the distinctive nature of female adolescence would be

noticed and given serious consideration.
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Notes

(1) An argument on similar lines has been developed by John
Holt into & full length study titled Escare Frow Childhood: The
3 3 ighte of Childrern [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 19547].
Holt argues that childhood is not the happy, edenic state that
it 1is generally thought to be. Instead childhood is a traumatic
period for +the child because as it has been artificially pro-

loniged by modern society.

(2) For an argument on similar lines see Sue Llewyn and Kate

Osborne’ s Women's Lives {[London: Routledge, 1880]. Also see
Simone De Beauvoir's The Second OSex [Harmondsworth: Penguin,

1977] especially the chapter titled "The Young Girl™ [351-392].

(3) The young-adult novel is also referred to as the teen-
novel, the juvenile novel and the adolescent novel. The chapter
avoids the use of the terms teen-novel and the juvenile novel as
they convey a certain condescension towards adolescent litera-
ture. The chapter also avoids the use of the term adolescent
novel as it can be coufused with the adolescence novel (the focus

of study in this thesis).

(4) My knowledge of these texts come from Witham. W. Tus-
ker's The Adolescent In The Awexican Novel (1920-60) [New York:
Ungar, 1864]. Hence no biblographical details have been provided

for these texte.

(5) For a more detailed dilenation of the characteristic
features of the bildungsroman see Marianne Hirsche' s " The Novel

of Formation as Genre: “Between Great Expectations and Lost
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Illusione”. Genre X11. [1979]): 293-311.

(6) The pointl has been explicsted in Barbarsa Anne White's

book Growing Up Female [Cunneéticut: Greenwood Fress, 19357, In

the introductory chapter "The American Novel of Adolescence”
White statez; "Flol elements from the Bildungsroman may be pui
loa different use: for instance, the Joeurney, which in  the
bildungsroman is a vehicle for vertical developuenl, may beconre
in the novel of sdolescence an oscillation from side to side.
Instead of progreszsing from A& Lo B, the hero vacillates between A

and A’ and never getls Lo B or perhaps, rejects the idea of R™

[131].



Chapter 2

Theoretical Concerns

In this chapter we shall explore the theoretical backgrounds to
adolescence. We shall present three non-literary approaches,
psychological, anthropological and sociological, which are in
conflict with each other. The study will also examine the reflec-
tion of the same conflict in literary history, a field +tradi-
tionally viewed as separate from tﬁem. The chapter is divided
into six sections. Sections one, two and three present three of
the most significant twentieth-century psychological, anthropo-
logical and sociological approaches to adolescence. These three
approaches provide varied perspectives on adolescence, which we
require to establish a general background for our subject of
study.

The psychological theorists study the psychological changes
that occur during adolescencey the anthropological theorists
study adolescence in two to them unfamiliar societies in order to
compare and contrast the adolescent phenomenon across societies
and for a better wunderstanding of the adolescent phenomenon in
each. The socio-historical theorists study adolescence against
particular socio-temporal back-drops. These three approaches are,
consequently, considerably different from each other, as they
make available a variety of viewpoints towards adolescence. For

instance, psychologists construe adolescence as a universal and



timeless phenomenon, while the anthropological and sociological
theorists maintain that adolescence is a construct of modern
industrial class society. Conceptually, therefore, adolescence
has become a site of conflict between universalist and construc-
tionist arguments.

As a consequence of the conflict between these approaches,
an either/or opposition has come to dominate the field of adol-
escent studies. This chapter, by presenting the arguments o+
various such theorists, attempts to determine whether adolescence
can be congsidered a universal phenomenon or whether it needs to
be specifically treated as a construction of modern industrial
class society, or indeed whether both views require correction
and supplement from other view points. After presenting these
various arguments, in the fourth section we shall point out the
lacunae in them and also introduce the feminist approach to ado-
lescence as a mode of critique of earlier theories for their male
bias. In the fifth section we shall, through a study of three
literary histories, trace the reflection of the either/or con-
flict in them. Finally, in the sixth section, I shall attempt to
define a personal approach to adolescence which steers clear of
the either/or approach. It is based on the perception that a
wholehearted endorsement of any one such particular theory
suggests an exclusivity which would be dangerously narrow and
reductive given the complexity of the phenomenon of adolescence.
The personal approach has been used to point out the reasons for
greater visibility of the female adolescent in the twentieth

century.
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In this section we shall briefly evaluate points which
demand comparison among the psychological theories of G. 5. Hall,
Sigmund Freud and Erik Erikson. Mainly we shall look at Hall's
view of adolescence as a "storm and stress" period, Freud’'s view
of pscho-sexual aspects of adolescent development, and Erikson’'s
view in which the primary concern is with identity crisis and
identity formation during adolescence. It is important to do
this, because such views definitely foreground adolescence and
provide us with invaluable insights into that phenomenon. The
similarity underlying the ostensible differences among these
theories is a shared conception of adolescence as a universal
fact. This universalist gtance is worth contesting from the point
of view of the anthropological and socio-historical approaches
which we shall discuss in a later section. Let us begin here
with a discussion of the psychological theories.

The pioneering twentieth-century psychological theorist of

1
adolescence, G. S. Hall, wrote two volumes in 1904 titled Ado-

lescence, its holo and its Rela ns to Physiolo Anthro-
pology, Socjiology, Sex, €rime, Religion and Education. Hall held

that each individual’'s development recapitulates in miniature, as
it were, the development of the human race itself. Influenced by
the progressive, Darwinian evolutionary model, Hall believed
that the experiential history of the human species has become
part of the genetic structure of each individual. That is,

through infancy, childhood, youth, and adolescence the individual



KN

relives the development of the human race from early animal-like

primitivism, through a period of savagery, to the more recent

civilized ways of life that characterise maturity.

During the first stage, the period of infancy, which for him

includes the first four years of life, the child re-enacts the

animal stage of the human race before bipedalism. Childhood, the

second stage, begins at the fourth year and lasts till the eighth

year. Hall’'s observation of children’s games such as hide—-and-

seek, cowboys-and-Indians, the use of toy weapons, and so on led

him to identify the period of childhood with that epoch of cul-
tural history when hunting and fishing were the primary activi-

ties of the race. The third stage or youth, the vyears between
eight and twelve, includes the period that is commonly known to

us as pre—adolescence. During this stage the individual recapitu-

lates the “"humdrum life of savagery” [qtd. in Muuss 1982, 331.

Adolescence, the fourth stage that particularly interests us
here, begins with the onset of puberty (about twelve to thirteen

yvyears of aqge) and continues until full adult status has been

attained by the individual. In terms of Hall's recapitulation

theery, adolescence corresponds to a stage when the human race

was 1in a turbulent stage of transforming itself from a half

savage state to a civilized state. Hall uses the German terms

Sturm and Drang (storm and stress) to indicate the turbulent

nature of this period.

From the modern stand point Hall’'s useful, even important
theory of recapitulation of racial-genetic history may appear
antiquated, but even today the words "storm and stress™ and their

various synonyms—turbulent, difficult, etc.—commonly assist



even ordinary discussions or attempts to understand adolescence
itself. However, Hall’'s theory is definitely limited. Hall as-
sumed that development is brought about by physiological fac-
tors; he also assumed that physiological factors are genetically
determined, and that internal maturational forces predominantly
control and direct development, growth and behaviour. There is
little room in this theory for the influence of environmental-
social-cultural forces, because Hall held that the experience of
"storm and stress"” is intrinsic to adolescence, not a matter of
moulding by external forces. Sccio-historical and anthropological
scholars challenged Hall’'s view that society, culture and class
did not influence adolescent development. For instance, the an-

thropologist Margaret Mead’'s book Coming of Age in Samoa (1961),

written in response to Hall, takes issue with his theorisation of
"storm and stress” as a purely intrinsic feature of adolescent
development. [We shall discuss Mead’'s own view in the later
section on the anthropological approach to adolescence.]

Like his contemporary Hall, Sigmund Freud also considered
adolescence a difficult phase. He did not do so in terms of the
recapitulation theory but rather on account of the " fresh wave
of sexual repression’ which follows immediately after the sexual
maturation of the body. Freud’'s psychoanalytié theory, especial-
ly that part of it which concerns psycho-sexual development of
human (male and female) sexuality, contributed significantly ¢to
an understanding of the sexual aspects of adolescent development
which did not really figure in Hall’'s approach. Freud’'s view of

the stages of human sexual development was proposed in Three

Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1910). The final essay in the



series titled "The Transformations of Puberty" focuses on adoles-
cent sexuality in both males and females. According to Freud, as
commonly understood, adolescence is not a period of sudden
‘sexual awakening’. Instead, adolescent sexuality is inextrica-
bly 1linked to and yet different from the preceding stages of
infantile sexual development. Freud’'s essay "Femininity" (1933)
also discusses the constitution of the female subject in terms of
penis-envy. Significantly, Freud’'s views on female adolescent
sexuality in "The Transformations of Puberty" acquire greater
meaning in the light of this essay. Freud himself mentions the
relation between the two essays in "The Transformations of Puber-
ty”.

According to Freud, pubertal sexuality forms part of the
human psycho—sexual development. It is preceded by four other
stages, the oral, anal, phallic and sexual latency stages. During
the first year of 1ife, the oral region is the primary source of
sexual pleasure. In this stage the child derives pleasure from
activities such as sucking and drinking. The second stage is the
anal stage, during which the anal region becomes the new ero-
genous zone. The shift from the oral to the anal region is a
result of toilet training as a consequence of which the child
derives pleasure from anal sensations of retention and release.
The third stage is the phallic stage, during which the child
becomes interested in his or her sex organs. Up to this stage
the child is unaware of any distinction between the two sexes.
Freud states in Three Essays on _the Theory of Bexuality, "It is
self evident to a male child that a genital like his own is to be

attributed to everyone he knows™ [195] and that this energetical-
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ly maintained conviction "is only abandoned after severe inter-
nal struggles (the castration complex)" [195]. Upon noticing that
the boy’'s genitals are formed differently from their own, little
girls "are overcome by envy for the penis——an envy culminating
in the wish, which is so important in its consequence,to be boys
themselves” [195]1. But masculinity or femininity for Freud did
not rest merely in possession of a masculine or a feminine body.
Rather, they were dependent upon the successful negotiation of
the Oedipal complex. [We shall dwell upon this in some detail in
a later part of this section which discusses the constitution of
the feminine subject.l

The next stage is the sexual-latency stage during which the
sexual instincts are dormant. This is followed by puberty. As a
result of the maturation of the body during puberty the dormant
sexual instincts are reawakened. The pubertal sexual instinct

differs from the childhood sexual instinct. According to Freud,

The sexual instinct has hitherto been predomi-
nantly auto—-erotic; it now finds a sexual object.
Ite activity has hitherto been derived from a
number of separate instincts and erotogenic zones
which, independently of one another, have pursued
@ certain sort of pleasure in their sexual aim.
Now, however, a new sexual aim appears, and all
the coaponent instincts combine to attain it,
while the erotogenic zones become subordinated to

the primacy of the genital zone. [207]



The esexual aim, now perceived as a conscious sexual aim, ac-
quires a greater intensity on account of the physical maturation
of the body. The new sexual aim imparts different functions to
the two sexes, consequent to which the sexual development of the
male and the female differs greatly.

There are specific problems with Freud’'s approach. For
instance, since childhood auto—erotic activity of the erotogenic
zones 1is the same in both sexes, Freud concluded, influentially
and yet very doubtfully, that sexuality of little girls is of a
wholly masculine character. The leading erotogenic zone in female

children is located at the clitoris and is thus homologous te the

masculine genital zone of the glans penis. According to Freud——

If we are to understand how a little girl turns
into a woman we must follow the further vicis-
situdes of this excitability of the clitoris.
Puberty, which brings about so great an accession
of libido in boys, is marked in girls by a fresh
wave of repression, in which it is precisely

clitoridnal sexuality that is affected. [220)]

The sexuality of the girl, which has hitherto been of a mascu-
line nature, now undergoes a change. The leading erotogenic zone
shifts from the clitoris to the vaginal orifice. This transfer—
ence is helpful in understanding the essence of femininity.

Freud defined femininity in terms of penis—-envy. This con-
cept is inextricably linked to the 0Oedipal and the castration

complexes. According to Freud, in the pre—-Oedipal stage the girl
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is closely attached to her mother. During this stage she |is
unaware of her own sex and does not perceive herself as differ-
ent from boys. In possession of her clitoris, the girl feels
self-sufficient. The sight of the male genital organ makes the
girl a victim of penis-envy, makes her aware of the lack in
herself and breaks the pre-0Oedipal unity with her mother, as she
blames the mother for her lack of the male organ. The discovery
that she is thus castrated makes the girl turn to her father.
This transference of affection from the mother to the father,
according to Freud, is motivated by a wish for the penis which
the mother has denied her and which she now expects from her
father. This castration complex is also the beginning of the
Oedipal Complex in girls.

The Oedipal Complex, according to Freud, may continue inde-
terminately in the case of girls. For unlike boys, they do not
fear castration from their father. The indeterminate duration of
the Oedipal complex in girls affects the formation of their
super—-ego. The super—ego or the sense of conscience and morality
remains weak 1in girls because their Oedipal complex is not
resolved to the same extent as the boys’'. The process of becoming
a feminine subject is completed during puberty when the girl
affects a transference from the clitoris to the vaginal orifice
as the primary organ of sexual pleasure. A failure to affect this
transference adversely affects the acquisition of femininity.

This theorisation of the female subject in terms of penis-
envy has generated an intense controversy. Feminists have ques-—
tioned Freud's theorisation of female subjecthood in terms of

envy arising from lack of the msale organ. They have accused Freud
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of ignoring the cultural privileges of being born male which
actually induce an envy for the male organ. We shall discuss
this in some detail in the section which evaluates the theory
from & feminist perspective.

In the psychological theories of adolescence of both Hall
on

and Freud the influence of environmental and sccial factors

the development remained largely unaccounted for. In contrast,

~
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Erikson’'s theory of adolescence takes environmental and social

forces into account, thus significantly modifying the previous

theories. He thus presents a new theory of psycho-social devel-

opment. The core concept of Erikson’'s theory of adolescence is

the acquisition of an ego-identity as a consequence of which

identity crisis becomes the most outstanding characteristic of
adolescence. Erikson believed that adolescence cannot be studied
in isolation but must be linked to other stages of human develop-
ment. His theory proceeds according to the "epi-genetic" princi-

ple of development. The term, borrowed from embryology, means
*"that anything that grows has a ground plan, and out of this
ground plan the parts arise, each part having its time of social
ascendancy until all parts have risen to form a functional whole”
fqtd in Muuss 1982, 921.

In accordance with this epi-genetic model, Erikson divides
human development into eight stages, of which identity formation
in adolescence is the fifth stage. Each of the eight developmen-
tal stages is characterized by conflict between opposed forces.
The four childhood stages that precede adolescence are:r trust
versus mistrust, autonoey versus shame and doubt, initiative

versus guilt, and industry versus inferiority. According to
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Erikson, if the conflict is resolved in a constructive, satis-

factory manner, the positive of the two qualities (for instance,

trust) becomes part of the ego and further healthy development is

enhanced. However, if the conflict persists or is resolved unsat-

isfactorily, the negative quality (for instance, mistrust) is

incorporated into the personality structure. 1In such a case the

negative quality will interfere with further development and may

manifest itself in psychopathology.

Erikson characterises adolescence as the period in the human

life cycle during which the individual must establish a sense of

personal identity and avoid the dangers of role diffusion and

identity confusion. Identity is not readily given to the indi-

vidual by society, nor does it appear as a maturational phenome-

non when the time has come, as do secondary sex characteristics

but must be acquired through sustained individual effort. Identi-

ty achievement means that the adolescent assesses personal

strengths and weaknesses and determines how he/she wants to deal

with them.

The process of identity formation becomes difficult at the

onset of pubescence which, according to Erikson, is character-

ised by the rapidity of body growth, genital maturity and sexual

awareness. These physiological changes are qualitatively quite

different from those experienced during childhood. Thus an ele-

ment of discontinuity +from previous stages of development may be

experienced by a person during early adolescence. This experience

may also precipitate a psychological crisis that revolves around

the issue of identity formation. For adolescent acquisition of

definite identity, which Erikson defines as the establishment and
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re-establishment of sameness with one's previous experiences and
a conscious attempt to make the future a part of the one’'s per-
sonal life plan, is the most significant task of adolescence,
These are significantly useful advances on earlier theories.

Erikson’'s characterisation of adolescence as a period of
identity c¢risis, however, also has universalist overtones. The
recognition of the influence of environmental factors on forma-
tion of identity in Erikson’'s theory is only partial. For Erik~
son fails to distinguish between cultures and presents the crisis
of identity—formation during adolescence as if it were the same
everywhere and every time. Erikson's theory makes no significant
distinction in the very different cultural influences which
operate on male and female adolescents. It also fails to take
stock of the marked and crucial differences between male and
female experiences of adolescence.

It should become clear from the discussion in this section
that the universalist approach or thé universalising tendency of
the psychological theorists more or less disregards the influence
of environmental factors, social practices and cultural influenc-—
es on adolescence and in some ways falls short of accounting for
differences between male and female adolescence. Anthropological
and socio-historical theorists do question the universalist
approach and attempt to rectify it, as we shall see in the next
two sections of the present chapter. But in their attempts at
rectification, by and large, they themselves go too far and
significantly ignore the psychological factors. These two ap-

proaches will be discussed in the following two sections.



The work of cultural anthropologists constitutes a seri-
ous challenge to the universalist approach of the psychological
theorists. The variability of adolescent phenomena was revealed
by cultural anthropologists in their study of the social struc-
cultural practices of different societies. A pioneer-

ture and
ing cultural-anthropological contribution te adolescent studies
is Margaret Mead's Coming of Age in Samga (19461), an outcome of
field work undertaken to understand adolescence in non-Western,
non-industrial Samoan society with the specific aim of using
these findings for a better understanding of the adolescent
phenomenon in America.

Mead adopts Hall’'s definition of adolescence as a "storm
and stress” period at the beginning of her study. Her observa-
tions of primitive, pre-industrial Samoan society where adoles-
cence 1is not apparently stressful led her to conclude that the
"storm and stress"” are not intrinsic to adolescence but are cul-
ture-specific. Mead believed that the particular mode in which
modern American society is organised is responsible for the
turbulent nature of adolescence. In order to prove her point,
Mead examines the nature of adolescence in pre-industrial Samoan
society.

According to Mead, the transition from childhood to adult-
hood is affected smoothly in SBamoa and there is no intermediate
stage that might require being recognised distinctly as adoles-

cence. Unlike American society, in Samoan society, there are no
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marked differences between the two worlds of the child and the
adulty the child is aware of what his/her role as an adult will
be from an early age. The onset of puberty signifies a physical
preparedness for the assumption of the adult role. Hence, as
soon as the child achieves puberty he or she is treated as an
adult.

In sharp contrast, in complexly (or at least differently?
organized American society a rigid distinction is wmaintained
between the child and the adult worlds. At the onset of puberty
the segregation of the child and adult world hinders a smooth
transition <from childhood to adulthood. Puberty in American
society, unlike Sampan society, brings sharp discontinuities
from earlier experiences. A new set of expectations and roles is
foisted on the adolescent making adolescence a difficult "storm
and stress” period. Citing the example of Samoan Society, Mead
states that the distinction between the child and the adult is a
feature unique to industrial societies and concludes that adoles-
cence is a construct of the advanced industrial West.

Mead’'s research has been rightly acclaimed as important. Yet
a fundamental flaw in Mead’'s research on Samoa is that it is
based on the narrow or limiting definition of adolescence as a
*storm and stress” period, which she applies without modification
to the Samocan society. On finding that Hall’‘s definition of
adolescence as a "“storm and stress"” period is alien to Samoan
society, Mead concludes that adolescence is a Western phenome-
non. Mead’'s work suffers from the typical anthropological limita-
tion of trying to fit other societies into their own predeter—

mined criteria instead of allowing the criteria to evolve from
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the data gathered in the course of the study. The exclusion of
other naturally, evolving criteria and definitions from Mead’'s

study certainly makes her conclusions questionable.

Socio-historical theorists, unlike anthropologists, perceive
adolescence as a historically variable phenomenon rather than a
universal one. They also believe, however, that adolescence is a
relatively recent phenomenon, a construction of industrial class
society. The most influential study in the field is Centuries

of Childhood (1962) by Phillipe Aires, which we shall take stock

of. In this section we shall also discuss Joseph F. Kett's Rites

of Passaqge: Adolescence in America, 1790 to the Present (1977).

This study also pursues a socio—-historical method to arrive at
the conclusion that adolescence as we understand it today is a

twentieth-century phenomenon.

Centuries of Childhood (1962) focuses primarily on childhood

but it has significant implications for the study of adolescence.
Aries argues that the concept of childhood was absent from me-
dieval society. 8Subsequent to a brief period of dependency
(during infancy), children were treated as ainiature adults.
The concept of adolescence amounted to the concept of wminiature
adultism. 1 children were treated as adults the concept of
adolescence was also non—-existent. At best, adolescence was not
perceived or treated differently. Aries cites evidence from

eclectic sources to prove the concept of wminiature adulthood.
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The concept of minlature adulthood reflects itself in the art and
iconography of the medieval world, where children are portrayed
as scaled down adults.

Linguistically, there were few words to denote childhood.
Citing an example from the chapter on ages of man from a Latin
text translated into French as Le Grand Proprietaire de touteg
chose (1556), Aries states that in this text human 1life was
divided into seven stages corresponding to the seven planets:
infancy, pureritia, adolescence, youth, senectitude, old age and
senies.3 The French recognised only three stages-—childhood,
youth and old age. Since vyouth signified the prime of 1life,
clearly there was no room in this scheme for adolescence.

Changes in the status of children may be noticed from the
fifteenth or sixteenth century onwards but seem to have really
taken root only in the seventeenth century. The reasons for the
change in status is a growing body of opinion, among moralists
and pedagogues, that children were fragile creatures of god and
needed to be safeguarded.

The changes can be first noticed in the dress of the period.
Earlier, as soon as the child was out of his swaddling clothes it
was attired in adult clothes. But in the seventeenth century the
child’‘s clothes were distinguished from the adult‘s by two broad
ribbons fastened to the robe behind each shoulder and hanging
down the back. However, this change pertained only to the dress

of the male child) the female child continued to be dressed as

an adult woman. Aries states——

This specialization of the dress of children
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especially of little boys, in a society in which
clothes and ocutward appearances had considerable
importance bear witness to the change which had
taken place in the general attitude towards chil-

dren. [(129]

€hanges also occurred in the structure of children’s play. Most
games played were common to all ages and classes but in the late
seventeenth century this shared sphere was vacated by the upper
class adults and left to children and the lower classes, thus
implicitly confirming the "low" status accorded to both.

The most significant change occurred in the structures of
schooling. The medieval school was characterised by simultanei-
ty, the mixing of ages, and a lack of grading. The school was
housed in a single room where students of all ages were mixed
together. This system was gradually replaced by a more discrim-—
inating system of education. First, the levels of learning of
children were adjudged and the classes were divided on the basis
of equivalent or comparable intellectual capacity, into groups
within the same classroom. Second, each group was assigned a
teacher. Eventually, each group was assigned a different room.
This system took into account the age of the growing—up individu-
al and smaller children were separated from older ones. Aries

states——

The seseparation of the classes [0of pupils]l there-
fore revealed a realisation of the special nature
of childhood and youth and the idea that within

that childhood or youth a variety of categories
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existed. [1873 .

The realisation that childhood included a number of categories

gave birth to the idea of adolescence and the beginnings of

recognition of adolescence can be traced to an age based divi-
sion of students in the school.
Now Aries’ account of the evolution of childhood and adoles-—

cence is naturally limited to certain strata of society and also

to one predictable gender. Only the middle class could afford

to send their male children to school--

There is accordingly a remarkable synchronism
between the modern age group and the social group:
both originated at the same time, in the eight-

eenth century, in the same milieu—-—-the middle-

class. [336]

Gimilarly, tha benefite of schooling were denied to women till

the late nineteenth century,

Without a proper educational system, the girls
were confused with the women at an early age just

as the boys had formerly been confused with

men.... [(58)

Aries’ work has had wide-spread influence on the field of
adolescent studies. He is the most quoted theorist in attempts
to prove that adolescence is a constructed phenosmenon. But

Aries’ study does not recognise the psychological aspects of

adolescence, and has come in for criticism in this regard. It has
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also been criticised from within the discipline by other socio-

historical theorists like Ross W. Beales who believe that the

concept of miniature adulthood is exaggerated. These differing

points of view have been discussed in the section on the cri-

tique of the theories.
Like Aries, Joseph F. Kett in Rites of Passage: 1790 to the

(1977) &also argues for recognition of the historiceal

Present

variability of adolescence. Kett locates adolescence in the

twentieth century, as a primarily middle class phenomenon in

Europe and a consequence of the industrial revolution in post-

civil war America. The experience of youth in nineteenth-century

pre—-industrial America differed radically from their twentieth-

century counterparts. Kett points out one striking difference in

the introduction to his work that young people in the 1970s,

compared to their predecessors in the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries, are essentially consumers rather than producers.

The fact that young people were producers rather than con-

in the centuries preceding the twentieth leads Kett to

suUmers
type the developmental stages of life in terms of ‘statuses’
--dependency, semi-dependency and independence. Dependency or

complete reliance on parents was not a prolonged state in nine—

teenth—-century industrial America. Dependency began at birth and

ended before puberty, after which the child was fully incorporat-

ed into the labour force. GSemi-dependency describes the status

of youth between ten and twenty-one in the nineteenth century

and was a combination of both dependence and independence with

the balance tilted in favour of semi-independence. During these

years, young people who left home experienced greater freedom and
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acquired newer responsibilities. The next stage was independence
and no clear and distinct barrier divided semi-dependency <from
independence.

According to Kett, Rites of Passage: Adolescence in Omerica,

1790 to the Present (1977), "In the twentieth century a combina-

tion of technological advanced prolonged education has contribut-
ed to stretching out the perio&hof dependency” [1441. As America
grew into being a technologically advanced society, the best paid

jobs were opening up in the white collar sector of the economy.

Formal education up to the age of fourteen and preferably up to

sixteen or eighteen became a prerequisite for securing white

collar Jjobs. This prolonged the child‘s period of dependence

among that class of people which could afford to forego the

monetary or other returns from the labour of their children.

Education and class factors were also operative in the nine-
teenth-century. But since education was sporadic and young people
from all classes left home to work, unlike the twentieth-century,

there was no radical difference in this regard between the ex-

periences of youth who came from different classes. The economic

changes of the nineteenth-century demanded that families eager

for their children to rise in the world take steps that would

segregate them from the world of casual labor and dead-end Jjobs

in factories. Thus, according to Kett, a coalition of new econom-

ic +¢forces unleashed by the industrial revolution 1led to the

creation of the adolescent phenomenon in the twentieth century.

By 1linking the creation of the adolescent phenomenon with

the industrial revolution, Kett proves that twentieth—-century

adolescence is more prolonged than adolescence in the nineteenth-
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century. Despite the cogency of his argument thet the social
determinants of adolescence varied from the nineteenth (o the
twentieth century, Kett's study suffers from certain difficul-
ties. The wmost obvious one is the division of life stages in
terms of work. According to him, the adult and the adolescent in
twentieth century are defined solely in terams of their work and
non—-work status. Adolescence then becomes the sole prerogative
of the middle class which can afford this non—-working status for
its children. There are some other important aspects of Kett's
arguments which we need to note here. In terms of age, Kett’'s
description of dependency, semi-dependency &and independency
approximate childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Yet, Kett
denies this connection. Dependency in the early nineteenth cen-
tury was briefer than the period of childhood and semi-dependen-—
cy lasted longer than present day adolescence does. His category
includes characteristics fundamentally different from our presenti
day adolescence. For instance, since society required its child-
ren to leave home for work the children enjoyed a greater degree
of independernce than their counterparts in the twentieth—-century.
The limitations in Kett's study come from the complete disregard

of the psychological aspects of adolescence which we shall take

up in the next sectior.

In this section the approaches are subjected to a three fold

critique:s



First, on account of their insularity from each other, the
three approaches outlined above, the psychological, anthropologi-
cal and socio—historical, remain segregated and preclude a fuller
understanding of adolescence. Each approach can be criticised
from the perspective of the other. For instance, compared to the
anthropological and sociological theories, the psychological
theories undermine the socio-economic determinants and are guilty
af essentialising adolescence as an ahistorical category.
Similarly, from the point of view of Freudian psychoanalysis,
anthropological and sociological theories reduce psychology to
biology, i.e., they recognise pubescence but refuse to grant
recognition to the effects of maturational changes on the uncon-

scious. In "Freud and Lacan”" (1984) Althusser argued that psy-

choanalysis is a special discipline--

History, ‘sociology’ or anthropology have no
business here, and this is no surprise for they
deal with society and therefore with cul ture,
i.e, with what is no longer this small animal
(this small bioclogical beingl which only becomes
tuman—-sexual [a human childl by crossing the
infinite divide that separates life from humanity,
the biological from the historical, nature from

culture’. [158)

The insularity of these approaches places adolescence in an
irretrievable impasse of either universalisp or constructionism,

forcing us to accept a particular approach over the other, thus
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diffusing our understanding of the phenomenon. Such pitfalls of
exclusivity can be avoided by adopting a more synthetic theoret-
ical approach. The ‘how’ of it has been discussed in a later
section with my personal approach to adolescence.

Second, socio—-historical theories which argue that adoles-
cence 1is a construction have been countered by other socio—.
historical studies, thus further confusing the field of adoles-
cent studies. Both the socio-historical approaches present empir-—
ical evidence to back their claims, leaving us entrapped in a
maze of claims and counter claims.

R. W. Beales in "In Search of the Historical Child: Minia-
ture Childhood and Youth in Colonial New England” contests the
wide—-spread view that the colonial Americans regarded their
children as miniature adults and recognised no stage of develop-
ment like the twentieth-century adolescence. Beales claims that,
"notions of miniature adulthood and the absence of adolescence in
colonial New America are, at best, exaggerationas” [ Beales 1975,
379]. Language, law and religion confirm that far from regarding
children as miniature adults New Englanders were aware of their
immaturities.

The law discriminated between children, post-adolescent
youth and adults by ascribing punishment on the basis of the age
of the accused. For instance, the laws of Massachusetts and
neighboring Plymouth colony respectively established the age of
fourteen and sixteen as the age of discretion in the case of
slander. "Massachusetts children over sixteen ‘“and of sufficient
understanding’ were to be executed if they cursed or struck their

parents™ [Beales 1975, 392]1. Likewise, a stubborn, rebellious
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son risked capital punishment 1f only he was old enough for it
under the law.

A further proof, that childhood was recognised as different
from adulthood is the language New Englanders used to describe
the ages of man. Colonial New Englanders included both children
and vyouth in the "ages of man", with youth extending from the
early teens to well into the twenties. For instance, when Gil-
bert Tennent preached in Boston in 1741 he used four familiar
chronological definitions in addressing his audience: " ‘old’ and
aged Persons"i "middle-ag’'d People of thirty Years old and up-
wards”"3 "my younger Brethren of fourteen Years and upwards”; and
little Children of six Years old and upwards" [Beales 1975. 383].

Distinctions between children and adults were also made
in the religious life of the Puritans. Children were discouraged
from participation in the sacrament of communion, for it required
a degree of knowledge of the scriptures which children could not
achieve. In fact, the age at which childreir could receive commun-
ion generated a great deal of debate in New Fngland churches. In
1643 Mather discussed the problem of how long could children be
counted under-age. “Till what age shall they ({childrenl enter
into Covenant with their Parents whether sixteen twenty-one or
sixty?” (Beales: 388). Mather concluded that it was impossible
to bave any set age patterns of maturity.

Having proved the existence of the concept of childhood in
colonial New England, Beales now questions the second contention
made by theorists of ainiature adulthood, i.e.,that the idea of
adolescence was non—-existent in early New England. He adopts a
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