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When you’ve been through a death ​threatening experience,” former Iran hostage Marehead Kennedy was quoted as saying, “you are suddenly confronted with your real self. Most of us go through life chasing after a person who never really exists: our idea of ourself.” Elatorating on his observation, Kennedy recalled the advice given to the returned Americana by a psychiatrist: “ Don’t try to chase after on idealized self. Come to terms with the person you really are.” These comments summarize well the developmental tasks adulthood confront midlife men and women: accepting one’s own eventual mortality and beginning the journey away from early adulthood and its experimental quality toward the inward focus of the middle years. As part of these efforts, people evaluate their post life decisions and accomplishments, along with the direction and meaning of the preceding four decades or so. They re-examine early dreams and values and attempt to understand just how these ideals have been lived out or omitted from the fabric of their lives. Oscar Wilde described this developmental dilemma cagently: “The gods have two ways of dealing harshly with us, the first is to deny us our dreams, and the secand is to grant them.”
In recent years, interest in the transition of mid​life has grown rapidly. More people are asking: What is this transition about? What are its characteristics? Is it a normal part of adulthood? Can one survive it to find greater integrity and happiness in the middle years? Simply stated, men and women are wandering if in fact there is life after youth.
To develop a full understanding of the middle years and the specific developmental tasks they demand, we mush explare several aspects of the cycle of adulthood. In the first place, common fallacies atout the psychological development of adults need to be dispelled. Second, a common language about adulthood must be developed. Third, those periods in the life cycle preceding and following the transition of midlife need examination. To show how to accomplish these tasks, the differ​ent eras of the adult years will be outlined. These overlapping, 25-year alone include early adulthood, middle adulthood, late adulthood, and late, late adulthood. Next, life periods of change and stability will be described, and “novice” adulthood and the mature years will be examined. In conclusion, practical ways of coping with the dramatic changes characteristic of the transition of midlife will be offered. But first, additional descriptive information atout the transition of midlife is needed.

MIDLIFE TRANSITION DESCRIBED

Antonio Gramsci said it well in Prison Notetooks:

“The crisis consists precisely in the fact adulthood the old is dying and the new cannot be torn; in this inter-​regnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appears .“ This four- to five-year period of life evaluation and change begins atout age 40. At its outset early adulthood is dying, but the era of middle adulthood is not yet torn. The period between these two events—the midlife transition—is important in the life of every man and woman for several reasons.

First, it is at this time that people begin to face the reality of their own eventual death. Here is the care of the transition of midlife: the experience of one’s mortality. Many young adults, for example, identify easily with the late William Saroyan’s quip, “ Everybody has got to die, but I believe an exception [will] be made in my case.” People of midlife, however, are compelled to face the fact that they have joined the ranks of those for whom death may soon be a personal experience. Three occurrences conspire to convince them of this fact:

( 1) the death or increasing dependence of parents, older relatives, colleagues, and friends, (2) the unexpected death of contemporaries, and (3) their own physical decline.

Second, the transition ah midlife serves as a bridge between early adulthood and the era of middle adulthood, which continues until about age 65. In moving from one era to the next, individuals become aware of the gap that exists between what they once dreamed of becoming and what they have in fact become. The characteristics of the midlife transition include feelings of depression and emptiness and the task of mourning missed opportunities, decisions made or avoided, and experiences pursued or denied. Those parts of on individual neglected or inhibited in earlier years clamour now for attention and expression. Obvi​ously, the period of midlife con be painful. But it is important for midlifers to come to realize that the conventional wisdom about adult stability is a fal​lacy.

FALLACIES ABOUT THE ADULT YEARS

Conventional wisdom maintains that children grow and develop, whereas adults only age. For many years educational institutions, social scientists, and some members of the helping professiona sustained the myth adulthood significant change does not occur during the adult years. For example, college, graduate, and professional school curricula have traditionally emphasized only two major aspects of developmental psychology: childhood and adolescence. Check your local college library. The number of texts and monographs examining childhood and the teen years will be impressive, but the search for information about adulthood will not be as fruitful. Until recently, growth observed during the adult years was judged to be erratic and unpredictable. The term middlescence was applied to those individuals manifesting developmental changes, but they were often tolerantly but firmly dismissed.

The life experience of men and women, however, contradicts this stagnant view of human development. Too many people are testifying that more dramatic change has token place in their lives after the adolescent years than before. Too often these internal changes, with their accompanying confu​sion, exhilaration, anger, guilt, emptiness, and pe​riodic depression, are not shared with others. This is partly because of the lack of common frame of reference or even a language with which to examine  and describe development during the adult years.

The task of developing a framework is a challenging one. A story from Idries Shah’s Tales of the Dervishes illustrates the dilemmas involved: Only blind men lived in a city behind Gohr. When a king and his army arrived and camped near the city they brought an elephant with them. The town’s inhabitants were awed by tales of this creature and, wanting to learn more about it, rushed out in search of the elephant. The blind men were forced to get their information by touching the animal. One man reported to his fellow citizen that the elephant was a “large rough thing, wide and broad like a rug.” Another, having felt its trunk, insisted that the creature was rather “like a straight and hollow pipe, awful and destructive.” Each man’s understanding of the creature was incomplete and inaccurate . Several different characteristics of the elephant would have to be explored before any of the blind men could give an accurate composite description of it.

To avoid a similar error in naming what it means to be on adult, many different aspects of the adult experience need to be examined and discussed. A look at the seasons of the life cycle and the events shaping them begins this task.

SEASONS OF THE LIFE CYCLE

Nature tells us a great deal about the adult life cycle. An individual’s life evolves through seasons or stages similar to what occurs in nature. There are new beginnings filled with a sense of springtime excitement, separations and leave-takings marked by pain and a sense of autumnal death. Feelings of well-being are associated with the summertime of life, while bleakness and despair can take on the character of one’s personal New England winter.

Shaping the structure of each person’s life are various forces and circumstances. Particular his​torical events and contemporary conditions shape people’s understanding of their world, themselves, and others. For instance, many men and women who grew up during the Great Depression, the Viet​nam war, or the post-Vatican Council II turmoil report the significance of those times in forming their lives, attitudes, and religious world views. They are also affected by their specific socio-cul​tural world, ethnic group, race, socioeconomic class, religion, and political system. In addition, their various roles shape their lives. They may be parents, priests, religious sisters or brothers, friends, lovers, or members of different groups and organizations. Each circumstance shaping their lives, each role they assume during their lifetime, allows them to live out various parts of themselves.

In contrast, these roles and influences may also inhibit the development of on individual’s person​ality. In choosing to live out particular roles, men and women mush necessarily neglect other aspects of their personalities. The important observation here is that no one life structure, i.e., no one way of being in the world, allows people to live out all their various dreams, values, and potential roles and personality characteristics. As a result, people need to change their life structure periodically to allow the neglected, inhibited parts of themselves to be expressed. Periods of life transition provide the means for this neccesary change in life structure.

PERIODS OF TRANSITION AND STABILITY

A person’s life structure does not change suddenly or capriciously, nor does it remain static. Rather, it evolves through a series of alternating periods of stability and transition, lasting six to seven years and four to five years, respectively. 

Although some change does occur, in general one’s basic life structure remains constant during a stable period. This type of period has three critica1 phases in which individuals (1) make certain important choices about their lives, (2) begin to build a life structure around these choices, and (3) work to attain particular goals and values within this structure. For example, a college-age woman decides to be a lawyer, an important life choice. In moving toward a stable period of her life, she will build a structure around this decision by first determining whether she has the necessary qualifications for admission to law school. Then she will apply to educational programs that suit her career goals and aspirations. Find financial sources to support her schooling, take the necessary admission exams, participate in interviewing, receive acceptance and begin her studies. The young woman will have to carefully organize her curriculum to integrate it with her values and goals. Eventually she will complete her formal legal training, pass the bar exam, and begin practice.

In contrast, during a period of transition people terminate their existing life structure and work toward maintaining a new one within which to live during the ensuing stable period. Transitional periods are keys in the process of self-renewal. They share three characteristics: (1) an ending, followed by (2) a seemingly unproductive time out during which a person feels disconnected from people and things in the past and emotionally unconnected to the present, and finally, (3) a new beginning. During a transition, men and women reappraise what has happened in their lives, explore possibilities for change in themselves and their world, and eventually move toward making certain choices that will form the basis for their new life structure. This period is marked by a feeling of being up in the air, which is endurable if it is part of a movement toward a desired end. To many transitional men and women, however, it appears unrelated to any larger or beneficial pattern and is hence quite distressing.

On closer examination, one discovers that every transition begins with an ending. Some individuals, for example, report the experience of stagnation or the feeling of being in a rut. For others, the transition is accompanied by a change in circumstances such as the death of a loved one, an outstanding personal achievement or failure, or a new job or relationship. Even transitional situations that appear to be new beginnings include the ambivalent experience of letting go.

People’s particular style of dealing with terminations will influence their approach Lo a life transition. One man may dash away from any ending. He frequently leaves a job a day ahead of schedule to avoid awkward and painful goodbyes. By contrast, another man may linger at any possible ending, reluctant to let go of parts of himself, an experience, or a situation. Whether one’s style of ending is abrupt and change-denying or slow and gradual, it will influence one’s approach to any life change.

Every transition also ends with a beginning. One enters a period of stability and feels as though a new chapter of life has opened. At such a time, people report that their attention is more and more focused on the future and that they are less occupied with the task of reevaluating the past.

Between the time of ending and new beginning, there is an important fallow period, which is at the heart of all transitions. Experience indicates that a person must surrender to the emptiness of this time and not struggle to escape it. An understanding of life transitions is a necessary part not only of the cycle of dying and rising but also of Christian belief. The death to life myth is central to nature, to Christianity, and to an individual’s life. The Lenten season in the Christian churches, for example, is a fallow in-between time during which believers are encouraged to reflect seriously on the Lord’s life and on their own spiritual journey. For some, fasting and penance mark the season. For all, it ends with the glorious new beginning of the Resurrection and the Easter season.

TRANSITIONS TAKE YEARS

Several important factors should be noted in this discussion of transitional periods. First, every transition lasts for an average of four to five years. The changes that occur during these periods are not overnight events. They evolve over many months, even years.

Second, people need to actively explore new ways of being in the world so that choices made in initiating a new life structure are not the end product of an isolated intellectual exercise. John Coleman, former president of Haverford College, did this well. During a two-month sabbatical, he worked as a sanitation collector, ditch digger, and sandwich man in a Boston restaurant. On his return, his surprised faculty raised some pointed questions about his sanity. To Haverford students who had questions about the direction they wanted their lives to take and whether a college education should have a place in that journey, Coleman reported that he had often given this advice: Experience something very different from that with which you are familiar; put yourself into life circumstances that will throw your everyday life into sharp relief. In this way, you may be better able to make serious life decisions about problems that you feel need resolution. Coleman took his own advice seriously and was pleased with both the experience and the results. He later used the knowledge gained during his sabbatical when he became president of a foundation, reshaping its field of activity so that its projects included the lives of blue-collar workers. 

Transitional periods take time, necessitate exploring new ways of being in the world, and call forth an individual’s style for dealing with endings in life. Regardless of individual differences, these times of reevaluation and change have an impact on people’s relationships, commitments, work, and understanding of their personality and world. During a transition, men and women learn that their previous life structure is now inadequate. As a result career, ministry, marriage, relationships of various sorts, and major life commitments must be reexamined. Feelings of disengagement, disenchantment, and disorganization that accompany a life transition are normal and necessary aspects of adulthood. Painful as they may seem, these periods are necessary because they assist men and women in moving from one era of the life cycle to the next.

YERAS OF THE LIFE CYCLE

For the purposes of this discussion, the years of adulthood can be divided into early adulthood, middle adulthood, late adulthood, and late, late adulthood. As one of these eras is winding down, another is already getting under way. Early adulthood encompasses the period from one’s early twenties to midlife at about the early forties. Beginning with midlife and continuing to about age 65, an individual experiences middle adulthood. Late adulthood follows until late, late adulthood get under way at about age 80.

People are moved from era to era by the fundamental changing character of their lives. For instance, a woman in her early forties may notice that she is reassessing the direction and meaning of her commitments, relationships, and involvements. Her life’s character will be influenced importantly by her growing awareness that at present she has probably lived more years than the number that lie ahead for her. Over the course of a few years, this woman will begin to make changes as she moves from early to middle adulthood. Each era has its distinguishing characteristics.

EARLY ADULTHOOD

In the course of a man’s or woman’s life, stable and transitional periods follow one another. The early adult era begins at about age 17 or 18 with a four- to five-year transitional period referred to as the early adult transition. During this time, people begin work un certain developmental tasks such as separating from their family of origin, forming a dream, setting an occupational direction, and changing the balance of dependence and independence in their lives. As men and women address these concerns in some rudimentary form, they begin tu define themselves as adults within an adult world.

Separating from one’s family of origin is an important example. Some people accomplish this task by going off to college, entering a religious community or seminary, beginning a first job, or joining the armed forces. Regardless of an individual’s choice, the tasks of the transition period influence the decisions that one makes and the character of the life structure that one develops. Some individuals may marry or enter a religious community partly to separate from their family of origin. Later in life, each person must deal with the consequences of these choices.

The early adult transition is followed by a fairly stable period of several years during which individuals work more intensively on getting into the adult world as they begin to fashion a preliminary adult identity. This pursuit is accomplished by making some choices about occupation, relationships, and style of living.

In deciding on certain choices, people are faced with two conflicting issues. On one hand, they need to create a stable life, i.e., settle down, be responsible, and make something of themselves. On the other, they need to explore their world and test out the possibilities for adult living. During the period in which they are attempting to enter the adult world, men and women should avoid making strung commitments so that they will eventually have as many options to choose from as possible. Few, however, are able to maintain the delicate balancing act required to achieve such a feat. Instead, some make early commitments, others fail to commit themselves to anyone or anything, and still others commit themselves in certain areas while choosing to remain uncommitted in others. Each commitment pattern and choice of life direction result in later consequences that first manifest themselves during a transitional period beginning around age 30.

AGE THIRTY TRANSITION

This transition has been referred to by psychiatrist Daniel Levinson as a “tremendous gift and burden.” Its onset is often signaled by a vague sense of uneasiness and depression. People ask: What is missing from my life? and What parts of my life and myself must I change or give up to be fulfilled?

The transition at age 30 allows men and women the opportunity to make necessary changes in their life structure. Those individuals who made commitments during their early adult transition may now ask; Did I commit myself too soon? Did I explore sufficiently my options for adult living? Was I too young to know just what I was getting into? In contrast, those who spent their twenties exploring the possibilities for adult living may wonder: Do I mean anything to anyone? What am I doing with my life? and What is its direction? These individuals often feel rootless and experience both internal and external pressure to settle down and make some commitments. During this transition, people will need to scrutinize their life structure and make any changes necessary to capitalize un this chance fur growth.

Much of the questioning experienced during the transition at age 30 relates to a person’s dream, or ideal. This dream first emerges during the adolescent years as an answer to the question, What shall I do with my adult life? It is a guiding vision or myth that informs a person about his or her life direction. Initially, it is neither well formed nor carefully worked out. But where such a dream exists, it must play an important role in the decisions one makes, if personal fulfillment is to be achieved.

Some persons attempt to fashion a way of living out their dream during their twenties. At about age 30 they begin to evaluate their efforts and to make changes and modifications in their life structure so that it is more in line with the spirit of their dream. At the same time, others may build a life structure that allows them to live out only part of their dream. At age 30, they come to this transition period feeling stifled. Take the young man who entered the business world during his twenties, even though he dreamed of becoming a writer. His career choice was determined by strong family and peer pressures. He convinced himself that he would be able to carve out ample time for his creative writing after the completion of his work day. As time passed, however, he found to his regret that he had little spare time once he met his commitments to work and to his relationships with others. He became increasingly resentful when his work made additional demands on his time. Being competitive, however, he was in inner conflict because answering these demands was important for his advancement within the company. The young man felt trapped. Fortunately, his transition around age 30 will help provide him with an opportunity to address this tension. His decisions will nut be easy, and some issues may be entailed as he works on these two complementary tasks: moving his life more into line with his dream and reshaping his dream to escape some of its adolescent tyranny.

Still others betray their dream and create a life structure that chokes any possibility of its taking root and flourishing. The character Eddie Anderson in The Arrangement was such a man. In describing this fictional person, Ella Kazan clearly outlines how Eddie missed the opportunities in his life for change and for reorienting himself so that his life would fit more closely with his dream. Yet Anderson’s dream dues survive and returns with a fury during his midlife transition.

At about age 30, then, men and women begin to feel a call to come home to themselves. In reworking their dreams, they need to grieve over some of their life choices, directions, and mistakes. This work is necessary because at the end of the transition, people must again commit themselves to a life structure within which they can live during the following stable period. Some recommit themselves to the structures with which they lived during their twenties, while others commit themselves to new frameworks. Even those who go back to previous life structures will find that in addressing the developmental work of the transitional period those structures have been somewhat affected. Although it may appear to be the same, in reality it is different.

Those individuals who have done the work of the transition well will advance within a fairly stable life structure during their thirties. For those whose work is flawed, however, a long, slow decline within a stable life structure begins. They start to feel hopeless and experience increasing pressure to break out and form a new life structure. 

STRESSFUL NOVICE ADULTHOOD

The age span from one’s early twenties to about age 40, including the transitions at early adulthood and age 30, is described as novice adulthood. This era is so characterized because people have found that it takes longer to enter the adult world than was previously imagined. In the past this transition was assumed to be completed by one’s early twenties; more recently it has become apparent that work on this period of adulthood continues throughout one’s twenties and into one’s early thirties.

Novice adulthood is both a time of psychological and biological abundance and of contradiction and stress. In coming to the end of novice adulthood, men and women report that they feel less anxious, that their world is more predictable, and that they have learned what it means to be an adult. They no longer feel as though they are impersonating an adult.

This realization is partly due to the successful completion of several tasks: learning ways of relating to other men and women, feeing increasingly more confident in one’s life work, and reducing one’s sense of vulnerability. By the end of novice adulthood, most people have begun to establish some deep and sustaining friendships, have formed an occupation or career, and have a clearer understanding of what they want to do with their adult life.

Although similar patterns and a certain amount of order exist in the lives of most adults, this conformity in no way minimizes the rich variety to be found among people. Consider the weaver. Aside from the quiet patience that most weavers appear to possess, a fascinating part of their craft is that from the same color and type of yarn, they are able to weave fabrics with endless varieties of patterns All adults have the same ability when fashioning their adult years. Although many elements of adulthood are held in common, the rich tapestry that individuals weave with their lives is unique and not reproducible.

Thus, men and women face several develop mental tasks during their novice adulthood. They must fashion a dream, form relationships with others, and construct a ministry or career that will give flesh to some of their values and goals. Mentors can assist; they can mother and father young people in a non-possessive way that will help them facilitate their dreams. Whether work on the developmental tasks of this era has been done well or poorly, the outcome has implications for the transition at midlife, which begins several years later.

MIDDLE ADULTHOOD

‘In the middle of the journey of my life, I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost. Ah, how hard it is to tell of that wood, savage and harsh and dense. The thought of which renews my fear. So bitter is it that death is hardly more,” wrote Dante in the Divine Comedy. Some commentators interpret this excerpt as an allegorical description of the gates of hell. Others argue that it is more truly a reflection of the poet’s state of mind as he went into exile far from his beloved native city. Still others suggest that Dante was reflecting on his own midlife journey as savage, harsh, and dense. In that case, the poet’s words would indicate just how high the stakes are at midlife.

Middle adulthood begins with the midlife transition and continues until people reach their mid-sixties. In general, people appear reluctant to move from the era of early adulthood into the middle years for several reasons. First, all change leads to loss. At midlife, people experience a loss of their youthful illusions or dreams. Furthermore, they must rework their self-image as they come to terms with their imperfections and those of others. Even as they undertake these tasks, many people fear that their future will not be as good as their past.

Second, in crossing the bridge between early adulthood and middle adulthood, men and women lose a sense of easy immortality. They begin to feel death in the marrow of their bones. There is, for example, no longer a generation standing as a buffer between them and death. Instead, middle-aged people become aware that they are now the dominant generation in society, looked to as a buffer against death by younger persons. The death of a contemporary is still eulogized as a tragedy but now serves as an acute reminder of one’s own possible death through an accident or an illness. Even though an individual’s physical changes may be measurably insignificant, at midlife graying or thinning hair is a grim reminder of age and ultimately of mortality.

Near the end of their thirties, people once again feel the need to evaluate their lives. For those who have spent their early adulthood becoming somebody rather than doing something they love, their victory will now seem hollow. Men and women will begin to ask themselves: What have I done with my life? and What have I done with myself? What are my greatest talents and how am I using them or wasting them? What do I truly want for myself and for others? What have I done with my early dream? and What do I want to do with it now? What do I truly give Io and get from other people? Is it possible for me to live in a way that best combines my talents, current desires, values, and aspirations? During the transition al midlife, people question virtually every aspect of their life. The answers can be upsetting.

Elia Kazan tells how Eddie Anderson has lost all touch with his Greek heritage to the point of changing his name from Evangelah to Edwin and eventually to Eddie to satisfy the tempo and lifestyle of the California advertising firm in which be becomes an executive. More important, in the process Eddie also betrays his dream of becoming a writer. Me marries a woman who fits in with the betrayal of his dream and develops friends and a life pattern that almost choke his dream to death.

The tale of Eddie Anderson begins just after he has almost killed himself in a car accident. He himself is unsure that it was actually an accident. As Eddie’s story unfolds, we find example after example of his betrayal of his dream. Although sexually intimate with a number of women, he is emotionally intimate with no one. His talents have been twisted into writing advertising copy and glibly soothing his advertising clients’ bruised egos. One day, Eddie Anderson quits. Predictably, his contemporaries are frightened and view him as being out of his mind. His wife attempts to have him certified as insane, and the family lawyer is sent to talk some sense into him. The story of Eddie Anderson is, in the end, the tale of one man’s attempt to return to the spirit of his dream and to rework it into his life so that be is not tyrannized by its adolescent aspects but rather revitalized by its life.

Midlife men and women, like Anderson, face several developmental tasks, First, they must deal with the disparity between who they are and who they have dreamed of becoming. Those failing to realize their cherished dreams must come to terms with their disappointment and settle on new choices around which to build their lives. Those others who have realized some of their early dreams need to consider the meaning and value of their success. Midlifers might have to mourn the person they have not and may now never become. In reappraising their lives, they must ask: What is the fate of my youthful dreams? What possibilities exist for change in the future?

Second, during midlife adults begin to demythologize themselves. Young men and women need to believe that they are larger than life so that they are able to ambition what is expected and asked of them. At midlife, however, they need to “de-illusion” themselves to dispel a false sense of enchantment and to face their own personal poverty and limitations. In doing so, these individuals may recognize that some of their beliefs about themselves and the workings of their world are simply not true. This work of disenchantment gives rise Io a myriad of feelings: disappointment, grief, sadness, depression, but also wonder and a sense of liberation. The experience is quite similar to losing a family member or friend through death. The mourning takes time. Just as one’s relationship with a loved one is changed but not ended by death, the relationship with oneself does not end at midlife; rather, we are transformed through the process of disenchantment.

Third, midlife adults must work more seriously than before to become individuals. Carl Jung called this effort the process of individuation and highlighted two important aspects: the limited growth of the individual during early adulthood and the unique opportunities for human development at midlife. He observed that in spite of changes people go through during their twenties and thirties, most arrive at midlife not much different from the person they were in their early twenties. The transition at midlife, however, gives them a chance to make more serious life changes and to chart new directions. This work of individuation is expedited when people pursue the tasks of developing, reconciling, and integrating their various polarities. An exploration here of the term archetype will help clarify the use of the word polarity.

ARCHETYPES FOSTER DEVELOPMENT

A polarity is an archetype i.e., an image established over thousands of generations that comes to exist in every person’s mind. Each person, for example, has an understanding of what it means to be young or old aside from the chronological meaning of these words. To be young is to be lively, growing, and heroic but also impulsive and inexperienced. By contrast, being old can mean wise, influential, and mature but also at times tyrannical and unconnected to life.

Archetypes either develop to a high degree or remain dormant. Jung observed that developing one’s archetypes is an important part of becoming an individual. They evolve in every person from rather undifferentiated ideas into increasingly complex internal images and give a person the potential for further development. For instance, when people consider their image of God, they will find (if they have worked to develop this archetype) that God’s image in them is much more complex and differentiated in their adult development than it was when they were six or seven years old.

Three of Jung’s polarities are important for this discussion: (1) separate-belonging, (2) creative-destructive, and (3) masculine-feminine. The development and integration of the first is necessary for development of one’s spiritual life, the second is useful for resolving lifelong angers, and the third is an invisible partner in many of our relationships.

The separate-belonging polarity enables one to deal with the issues of solitude and belonging. It is important for young adults to achieve membership in their wider society and to be an affirmed part of it. A devastating experience for many young people is when they are not accepted by their peers. At midlife, however, men and women need to understand their own solitude. Many fear solitude because society equates it with loneliness, but these two states are quite different. More important, in fleeing from solitude individuals forfeit their chance of discovering many aspects of themselves and of their life with God.

In contrast, it is interesting to observe that in moving toward greater solitude, people become less dependent on others. They achieve a better balance between their needs and those of society. In attending to themselves in a way that is not self-centered, men and women become less controlled by their ambitions and dependencies. Hence, they can be involved in better ways with others and can contribute to society in a more selfless manner. Simply stated, to be able to care deeply for others, people must also care deeply for themselves. This caring, however, concerns itself with human development and integrity rather than material possessions.

NEW UNDERSTANDINGS AND IMAGES NEEDED

Another interesting observation about solitude is that people who seek it also create an opportunity to deepen their spiritual life. At the same time faith is shaped by the initiatives of grace and the Spirit, the integration of the separate-belonging polarity provides fertile ground for the movement of the Holy Spirit in people’s lives. At every major life transition, men and women are presented with the opportunity for shaping the new era’s life structure and for finding new, enriching ways of being in faith. They will fail if they insist on clinging rigidly to their prior understandings of faith and images of God. In developing and integrating the separate-belonging polarity individuals must take the opportunity to complete this task successfully.

The creative-destructive polarity and its resolution have serious implications for a person’s lifelong angers. Each individual has the power not only to be tremendously creative but to hurt and destroy others intentionally or unintentionally. During life, men and women will hurt others and will in turn be hurt by them. During the transition at midlife they must come to terms with this reality and with their grievances against others for perceived injustices. Again, this process involves mourning and a letting go. Failure to undertake this process gives rise to individuals who refuse to surrender lifelong hurts and who continue a romance with perceived injustices long after midlife and into their mature years. Their energy and creativity are sapped by their rage and self-righteous indignation. As angry martyrs,” they ultimately turn their destructiveness on themselves.

To establish relationships of intimacy, people need to develop and integrate their masculine-feminine polarity. Because of this fact and the considerable attention this polarity has received in recent years, it will be discussed more completely than the other two polarities. Apparently, every person is androgenous, both masculine and feminine. A man has an unconscious feminine side, and a woman’s unconscious side is masculine. Although each side of the polarity has both positive and negative aspects, each has an enlivening spirit for the individual.

The development and integration of the masculine-feminine polarity are important for at least two reasons: (1) to understand and discard sexual stereotypes and (2) to establish relationships of intimacy. In appraising the first reason, the terms masculine and feminine refer to the meaning of gender and not to biological gender. Every culture has its gender images. In America, little boys are taught not to cry, while their female counterparts are warned against being tomboys. The indoctrination with gender images begins very early.

Rigid adherence to these images can give rise to skewed psychological and emotional development. Totally masculine men may be unable to be emotionality close to women because they regard them as either maternal or sexual, but not both. The “Marlboro man” is a case in point: for some, he is a characterization of the American male hero, a loner in need of no one. Today the Marlboro man seldom rides the plains in cigarette commercials; on billboards and in magazines all over the country he more often looks as though he shops for clothes at Bloomingdale’s and has his hair styled by Vidal Sassoon. Nonetheless, the loner image of detachment and hard, tough exterior remains.

The stereotypical woman is presented as seductive or dim-witted. Either she is used as a ploy to increase sales of the Mercury Bobcat car or her ideas are grouped with the babblings of television’s Edith Bunker. These characterizations highlight a failure to develop and reconcile the masculine-feminine polarity. Although the women’s movement and the more nascent men’s movement may eventually help eradicate these stereotypes, it would be foolhardy to believe that the barriers have been torn down when consciousness has merely been raised a little.

INTEGRATION REQUIRED FOR INTIMACY

The second reason—to establish intimate relationships—for developing and integrating the masculine-feminine polarity is quite important. The transition at midlife appears to provide an optimal circumstance in which to undertake this task successfully. In early adulthood, for instance, men often experience their feminine side as dangerous, while women do not want to be thought of as too masculine. Young women may shrink from expressing their natural assertiveness and competence because their masculine side is too threatening to them, while young men fear the implications of their more intuitive qualities.

When individuals have seriously confronted their own eventual mortality, they seem less concerned with the demands of gender images. Before this happens, young men may keep an emotional distance from women because they are reminded of their own feminine side. Along the same lines, many women keep an emotional distance from men because to become too close is to come face to face with their own masculine side.

Because one’s unconscious masculine or feminine side presents such a threat, its traits are often projected onto others. When people project some aspect of the self, it is perceived as being outside themselves, as though it pertained to someone else and had little or nothing to do with them. The reality of the other person becomes obscured by the projection and he or she becomes either overvalued or undervalued. For example, when the positive aspects of a man’s feminine side are projected onto a woman, she becomes highly desirable to him. She is the object of his erotic fantasies and sexual longings, and he believes that he would be fulfilled if only he could be with her and make love to her. Although flattering at first to some women, this situation may eventually become suffocating. As the woman attempts to develop her own personality in the relationship, she may find that the man begins to project negative parts of his unconscious feminine side onto her and to blame her for his moods and unhappiness. The fact is that the man has been relating to his projection and not to a real person.

By contrast, when a woman projects her unconscious masculine side onto a man, she sees him as a guide, savior, and hero. She feels as though she can only be complete through him. Yet once the relationship is viewed realistically the savior becomes an infuriating and frustrating man responsible for all the woman’s disappointments and feelings of being belittled.

PROJECTION PRODUCES INFATUATION

Both these situations involving projection have very utile to do with actual love or intimacy. Instead, they are states of mutual fascination and infatuation. Real love is between real people, not projections. To assist one another in the discovery and development of their unconscious masculine-feminine polarity, people have to become vulnerable to one another. Only in this way is intimacy possible. The word intimacy here has a specific meaning: allowing another person to come close enough to me so that I could possibly change. More and more in American society people first encounter each other sexually before coming to know each other in a broader and deeper sense. Although some people may be comfortable with sexual and physical intimacy, they are neophytes at the harder but more rewarding work of psychological, emotional, and spiritual intimacy. Falling in love, or infatuation, is only a step toward intimacy. When the infatuation dissolves and the other person emerges as he or she really is, then intimacy is possible.

In an intimate relationship, people accept responsibility for their own happiness and unhappiness; they neither expect another person to make them happy nor blame the other for their bad moods, frustrations, or problems. The state of intimacy is optimal for discovering one’s masculine or feminine side.

People need to increase the possibility for intimacy with others. As individuals come to accept their own poles of masculine and feminine, they are more capable of genuine intimacy with others. The threat of closeness is lessened. Thus, by integrating this polarity and thereby growing in realistic self-knowledge and acceptance, men and women prepare themselves for the developmental tasks of the mature years.

LATE ADULTHOOD

Opportunities for development and growth continue into the final decades of a person’s life. Most important, social and personal changes intensify the movement toward interiority, which for many began during the transition at midlife. As the social world of older adults changes they need to adopt new roles, make former roles more flexible, maintain their health, and compensate for declines in physical vigor. People in the mature years need to ask: Does life have any meaning? In attempting to answer this question, they will discover that life has meaning only if their individuai life does.

By contrast, those who have avoided work on developmental tasks throughout the life cycle will find that the chickens come home to roost during late adulthood. They will find their life unacceptable, complain over the shape of the past, and be unhappy over their present situation. Eventually when they realize that little time is left to them, their dissatisfactions with life will decay into despair.

For those who have attempted to face their developmental work during previous years, there is a growth in integrity and wisdom during the mature years. They come to accept their lives and those persons important to them as something that had to be, that made them who they are, and that of necessity would permit no substitutes. They present to the coming generation a vital example of life lived well. Because they do not fear death, their children will be unafraid of the life ahead of them. Having lived with integrity, older men and women will capitalize on the unique opportunities provided by their life cycle to confront, know, and accept themselves.

SUGGESTIONS FOR COPING

People cope with the developmental tasks of midlife in many ways. Some deny that changes are taking place, while others hope that rearranging a few externals will guarantee that all will be well. Some of these interventions are genuine, others false. A false intervention is similar to a medical treatment that relieves the symptoms of a disease temporarily but does little to alter its natural course. Two such interventions are important for this discussion: workshop highs and geographical cures.

For some the solution to many of life’s challenges and problems is to attend a workshop. Although workshops can be useful learning tools, they are not a panacea. But for some, a workshop is like a fix. They return from it with a momentary good feeling but quickly find that the same midlife transitional problems and difficulties remain. At the very least, the workshop is like a paid vacation. People return from it saying, ‘It was fun meeting people there and the person brought in to run it was really good.” Workshops need to be used as they were intended, to provide useful information and to allow one to meet others facing the same challenges and difficulties. They cannot, however, act as a substitute for the hard developmental work of life transition.

The geographical cure is rooted in the belief that one’s difficulties have very little to do with oneself but rather result from external causes. In attempting to solve problems, therefore, some people change locations or, more often, careers, relationships, life-styles, and commitments. The comment

of a recently divorced middle-aged man illustrates the fallacy of such a quick solution: “Sometimes I fantasize,” he quipped, ‘about hopping on a plane to South America and starting a whole new life, but the trouble is that I know I’ll be waiting for me when I get off the plane.” At midlife, it will do little good to change one’s external situation without also changing the self.

Both these solutions have a magical aura about them. They look for simple answers to complex questions. One hopes that by performing certain activities, one will work magical change in the self. The user of any “magic wand” solution believes that change should be instant and painless. Belief in this magical approach dies hard. People at midlife persist in seeking unrealistic solutions to transitional problems. Even when these solutions are ineffectual, rather than believing that a magical solution has failed, they believe instead that the correct solution has not yet been found.

Genuine solutions take effort, time, and perseverance. There are several worthy of mention. First, men and women can take seriously the transition at midlife and recognize its characteristic shape. The period includes a time of disintegration during which the old order comes to an end. This ending is followed by a span of fertile emptiness during which fruitful reevaluation and change can occur. Finally, there is a new beginning.

Second, people can take their time during the transition. The developmental work of the period cannot be hurried. It is nut completed in a week, a month, or even a year but rather takes about four to five years. Hence, men and women would do well to avoid acting for the sake of taking action during the midlife transition. In addition to bringing a chapter of their life to a dose, people need to discover what it is they must learn for the next step they are going to take. Premature action will abort this process.

Third, individuals can recognize their need to mourn. People have to evaluate not only the person that they have become but must also mourn those parts of their personality they were unable to develop because of past decisions. The religious priest who will never be a father, the businessman who chose to forego a career in education, parents who chose to develop a relationship with their family rather than develop a talent or interest of their own - all these people need to mourn these lost parts of themselves.

Fourth, goals and values can be reexamined during the midlife transition. Men and women can use the time as an impetus for a new kind of learning about themselves and for examining what they hold to be important. They can facilitate this process by planning some idleness in their day, having a retreat space at home, or restructuring trips and vacations so that much needed leisure is attained.

Fifth, people can learn to become mentors. In assisting others to facilitate their dreams, midlifers can leave a living legacy, one more lasting than brick and stone.

Sixth, during this period individuals should resist the pressure to conform. People who take the midlife transition seriously will often frighten others. Moreover, those attempting a radical critique of themselves and their lives will encounter strung resistance from parts of themselves and from other people. It is important to resist the pressures to get back into step.

Seventh, midlife transitional men and women should find someone to talk to. Be it a good friend, counselor, or mental health professional, midlifers need someone to assist them in putting their life dilemmas and feelings into words to understand them better.

Development during the adult years is a journey homeward, a pilgrimage toward an interior life. Midlife can leave people more whole, better integrated, and more life-giving men and women. Although such maturity does not come easily, it is worth every ounce of human effort and divine grace that can be combined. The transition at midlife can be the springtime that blossoms into a most rewarding experience of the summer and autumn of life.
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