2. Meanings of Adulthood

The title of this chapter as well as the title of this book uses
the word “adulthood.” At first sight the word may appear unam-
biguous enough. Everyone has a fairly good idea of what is meant
by adulthood. Or do they? Since this book describes education as
a movement toward adulthood, we have to be clear about the
meaning of this goal.

As a beginning clarification, there is a difference between
“adult” used to designate an age and “adult” usedas a psycholog-
ical or.social description, In the first or chronological sense
people are called “adult™ whenever they reach some_stipulated
age. A chronological meaning of adult is usually part of a legal
system. Secular law in the West has never tried to define adult-
hood but only to decide at what age one is an adult.! )

Chronological age is a very clear category, but there is no
agreement on which is the year that distinguishes child from
adult. As far back as Blackstone's Commentaries (1765), which
were so influential in the United States, there has been acknow-
ledgment that one became an adult at different ages for different
things.? This ambiguity remains a part of contemporary society.
A person might inherit wealth at 21 but be able to vote at I8. In
many places one can drive a car at 16; in the 1960s the recording
industry began defining aduit as 14 or older.

The second meaning of “adult” is more difficult to tie down.
It implies a psychosocial ideal and therefore something desirable.
Although this usage of adult or adulthood is very common today,
it is actually a recent invention. As of 1968 the International
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Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences had articles on “aging” and
“adolescence™ but none on “adulthood.”? Obviously, the writers
of the encyclopedia recognized that there was a condition called
“adult,” but its status as a concept of the social sciences was
apparently not clear at all. Only in this century has an ideal of
adulthood been distinguished from chronological adulthood and
systematically examined. *We have moved, over the years, from
condition to process. In our culture, adulthood as a condition
used to be simply assumed; as a process, it now seems to demand
explanation 4

Most people, if they reflect on the matter, recognize these
two meanings of “adult.” They can see that these two meanings
are constantly used in conversation and writing. What may not be
50 obvious is that these two meanings overlap in ways that can be
confusing. In this book I will regularly use “aduit” as a noun in
referring to the fact of a chronological stage. I will use “adult” as
an adjective to describe experiences, institutions, and persons
with a distinctive quality to be defined in this chapter. When a
corresponding noun is needed for adult as a psychosocial ideal, I
will use “adulthood.” My choices here are not wholly arbitrary.
Common speech reflects this distinction between chronological
adults and acting in an adult way. As might be expected, common
speech is not always consistent in this usage.

The inconsistency and ambiguity find their way into educa-
tional writing. Church people refer these days to the “adult com-
munity.” Does that phrase mean a community with the quality of
adulthood or a community of grownups? It would appear that
often the user is not aware that there are two meanings, let alone
have thought through their relation. If church documents today
say that “adult baptism™ should be the norm, this phrase can
mean two things: a) grownups are the ones for whom baptism is
generally intended; b) an ideal of adulthood should guide the bap-
tism of children and adults.’

Does “adult education” mean education of a certain quality
or education of people who are not children? Historically, the two
‘things have been confusedly related. Clearly, “adult education™
has meant the education of people who are not children. When
that question is at issue, we would do better to refer to the “edu-
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cation of adults.” Otherwise, when “adult education” is used,
there is also implied in the term a meaning of adulthood that is left
unquestioned. !

“Adult education™ acquired its twentieth-century meaning
within an economic and institutional setting that governed the
meaning of the adjective “adult.” “Adult education” came to refer
to that small part of the population who were to receive the edu-
cation. “Adult education” also implied what that part of the popu-
lation was to be educated for. Those people who did not have
institutional slots were to be given a way to fit. If the ideal of
adulthood remains unexamined, then “adult education” will func-
tion to fit people into the existing slots. Those who manage ma-
chines may be better off than those who operate the machines,
but both groups will be dominated by a restricted meaning of
adulthood. That is the reason for Karl Marx's paradoxical state-
ment that “in a capitalist society no one is (an) aduit.”

[ have already introduced a further distinction in addition to
that between “adult” as chronological fact and *adult" as psycho-
social idea. Within the adjective ‘“adult’’ there can be some radi-
cal differences of opinion. Within United States society there are
two strongly contrasting ideals in the use of adult as a quality of
personal life. I think that the less adequate one tends to dominate
the discussion of adulthood. The difficult step is getting to the
point where these two ideals are recognized and people can see
that there is a questionablie ideal of aduithood which controls our
myths, institutions, and reform movements.

I have now suggested three meanings of adult in contempo-
rary uses of the term. I shall presently add a fourth and look at the
meanings and their interrelationship. Before that, however, |
wish to point out the key that helped me to see these different
meanings of adult and the inadequacy of the one that dominates
our culture. The key was oid people. It struck me that the mean-
ing we often give to adult implicitly excludes old people, If our
society is supposedly set up “to produce aduits” and yet people
can, as it were, grow out of adulthood, then both our society and
its old people would be in trouble.

One frequently sees the statement that there are three parts
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to life: child, youth, adult. The statement could simply be a de-
scription of chronological fact except that certain characteristics
are regularly connected with each of the three categories. Thus,
children are supposed to play, youth to study, and adults to work.
This description might not be so bad either except it is also as-
sumed that adults retire from work when they reach a certain age.
If one has been (an) adult, that is, a worker, but is no longer
working, what does one become? Artificial categories (e.g.,
senior citizen) cannot hide an attitude of condescension. The per-
son became an adult but is no longer an adult. The simple fact is
that old age is an insoluble problem for our image of what it means
to be adult. Children can grow up, women can be liberated, crim-
inals can be rehabilitated. But there is nothing one can do to
“re-aduit” the old. The closer to death one moves the more obvi-
ous becomes the terrible flaw in our common meaning of acting
adult,

The question was crystallized for me in a book by John
Dunne, A Search for God in Time and Memory . Here as in much
of his writing, Dunne meditates on the significance of death in the
human search for life’s meaning. In most descriptions of life there
are three parts to life's journey: the child, the yvouth, and the
adult. “Perhaps,” writes Dunne, “we could actually say that there
are four metamorphoses if we count the child at the beginning as
well as the child at the end. . . . This would mean that what is
ordinarily called *second childhood’ is a kind of parody of what
the old man can be.”” Dunne is using childhood here to describe a
fourth stage. This stage circles back to the beginning and calls
into question what we have *grown up” to in the second and third
stages. Do we in fact ever grow up and leave childhood behind
us? The end of life puts the whole process in question.

Between the first and fourth stages there is a similarity which
allows the word “child” to be used for both. However, the child
at the end “is autonomous by appropriating his entire life, by
accepting both the period of his alienation and that of his au-
tonomy, both the period of his dependency and that of his inde-
pendence. He says yes to his life and is willing to live the entire
thing once more.”3

I don’t wish to endorse without reservation the language of
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this description (I am not certain the language is Dunne’s final
position since he is commenting on Nietzsche in the passage
quoted). What does strike me is that assumptions about growing
up to be adult in our society are seriously threatened by old
people in the same society. Psychology books often seem to be
saying that people should become self-directing individuals who
increasingly grow away from dependence on others. Of course,
such books never deny that people get old and die. However, that
fact is attached as a coda instead of being an interpretive key to
the rest of life. The implied movement is a straight line forward
until an unfortunate downward move:

child youth adult —~

“ old age

death
fla)

An alternative image of human development would place
childhood and youth in some degree of tension: Adulthood is then
conceived as the continuing syathesis of childlike attitudes and
the critical faculties of youth.

—" X

child youth adult

[1b)

Although this diagram is an improvement over the first, it is
still incomplete. The questions of old age and death do not appear
at all. The “fourth stage” which Dunne speaks of does not fit into
this scheme. What was called a “second childhood” has to be
added, but this addition changes the other three:
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If we go one step further in recognizing the older adult, the dia-
gram looks this way:
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In this final picture one can see both the legitimacy and the
inadequacy of identifying old age and childhood. OId age does
have to recover the attitude of childhood, but it must also include
the other stages of life. The old person never ceases to be adult
even as he or she becomes childlike. Adulthood, I shall claim is
inadequately conceived unless it includes the awareness of one's
own personal weakness and imminent death. To accept human
life is to accept its opposite, death. That is the paradox toward
which humans move from the beginning. If adulthood is the ideal,
then adulthood has to include this paradox.

I would like now to describe more systematically the four
operative meanings of adult in contemporary English. They are:
1. Synonymous with pornographic
2. Chronological or biological point of development
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3. Ideal of rational, factual, economically productive indi-
vidual
4. ldeal of maturity, integrity of life and death

1. Pornographic

Many people might suppose that this first meaning can be
dismissed as unimportant and accidental. However, as old age s
an interpretive key from one side, pornography is an important
phenomencon at the other end. One thing is certain: The use of the
word “adult” to mean pornographic has grown rapidly. Of the
four meanings this one has been the fastest growing in the 1960s
and 1970s. Adult entertainment, adult movie, and adult bookstore
need no explanation any more in nearly all parts of the country.
The adult entertainment area is most evident in the center of
cities, but the “adult industries™ serve small-town, rural, and
suburban populations.

One definition of pornography is the presentation of sex
without some larger human context. The search for “artistic
pornography” is almost a contradiction in terms because
pornography lacks sufficient human material to be artistic. By the
same definition, however, pornography is not a moral horror: it is
merely an underdevelopment of artistic and moral sensitivity.
Pornography in our culture has become closely allied with drug
abuse, violence, and the degrading of women, Pornography under
some kinds of control might not be so bad. Or stated differently:
Trying to stamp out pornography may make no sense if
pornography is deeply rooted in our culture. The absence of
pornography in such a society may be worse than its presence.
On the basis of my overall analysis of adulthood I wiil claim that
pornography in some form or other is the counterimage to our
dominant ideal of adulthood.

2. Chronological/Bivlogical Point

This meaning of adult is the clearest of the four even though
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there is some ambiguity in the relation between calendar time and
organismic time. Some people seem to grow up quickly, some
people seem to age slowly; some people who are 65 look 45 and
vice versa. Nonetheless, there are unavoidable realities to the
aging process. Girls may develop faster than boys, but eventually
the boys catch up. Despite the ability of some people “to keep
their youth,” everyone eventually ages and dies.

For my purposes here the variations in relating biological and
chronological age are not important. What is clear is that society
uses adult and child to characterize two stages of life. Children
may argue about the age at which they cease to be children, but
they don't challenge the existence of the two categories: adult and
child. I have said that there have always been some variations as
to the age when children become adults. Our era is probably more
confused than the past because of the extended span of adoles-
cence and youth. What everyone does seem to agree upon is that
if you wait long enough you are bound to become an adult in the
chronological/biological sense.

3. Rational, Objective, Productive Individual

I have already noted that this third meaning (and the fourth
as well) overlaps the chronological/biological meaning. There is
nonetheless an important difference between this third meaning
which relies on psychosocial critera and the second meaning
which is measured by the calendar, The law may presume you are
adult after a certain age, but it is quite conceivable that a 30- or
40-year-old has never grown up in a psychological and sociai
sense.

What is the chief mark of having become adult in one’s life?
Our society looks to reason as a psychological characteristic and
ability to work as a social criterion. The two regularly go to-
gether. If one is not a reasonable being, one probably cannot hold
a job, The child’s tutelage is a progress toward the use of the mind
in a world that exists objectively outside the mind. The child is
thought to be immersed in subjective feelings which obstruct his
or her ability to see the world as it is.
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A chief mark of the childish is dependence. One is not fully a
human being while one is dependent upon adults for ail forms of
sustenance, The human offspring from before birth is totally de-
pendent upon the mother for nourishment. During infancy the
child needs constant physical and psychic help from adults. As
for being economically productive, the child remains for many
years almost completely helpless. Becoming adult is conceived of
as ending this radical dependence. The person acquires the ability
to think, to organize, to judge, and to work.

At the center of this description is the word *reason” or
“rational.”’ Rationality and adulthood become almost synony-
mous. Where did such a view come from? Roger Gould writes that
“the preferred view that adults are rational is a strongly held
prejudice of mankind and has fit well the needs of a Christian
theology and a structure of civilization built on the law."? The
reference to theology here in addition to law may be surprising,
but there is some basis to tracing concern for reason to Christian
and Greco-Roman ideas. In an article entitled “ Christian Adult-
hood” William Bouwsma makes a contrast similar to the one T am
making between two ideals of adulthood. The one which stresses
rational individuals he calls “historic Christianity” which he
seems Lo see as a corruption of a biblical meaning of adulthood.'?

Criticism of Hellenic or Christian emphasis on reason has to
take account of a narrowing in the meaning of reason during
recent centuries. The past shouldn’t be attacked on the basis of
the present meaning of terms. In the case of reason, we now have
both a narrower and a more powerful meaning of the word. It is
that meaning which has to be questioned when offered as the ideal
for individuals and societies.

The movement called “Enlightenment” was the attempt to
free reason from the shackles of any authority. “Dare to be
wise—think for oneself”’!’ was the central motto of the
Enlightenment. In the view of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
illuminati the world was becoming adult and the countries of the
Western Enlightenment were leading the way. Individuals could
participate in this forward movement to the extent that they could
use their minds to abstract, to objectify, and to master the
environment.

The individual was the central concern of this progress, that
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is, the individual and his or her reason. Each individual’s progress
in this forward movement could be measured. Louis Terman, one
of the fathers of the 1Q test, wrote that **an individual is intelligent
in proportion as he is able to carry on abstract thinking.”'? 1
weuld not be doing violence to that quotation if I replaced the
word “intelligent” with aduit. No higher ideal was posited than
intelligence—meaning the ability to think abstractly. This ability,
it was believed, could be directly correlated with people’s acquisi-
tion of wealth, virtue, and happiness.

The IQ mentality has been vigorously attacked in recent
times and the racial/nationalistic crudities associated with IQtests
bave been curtailed. Still, the basis of criticism has not been
entirely clear. The 1Q maintains a significant hold on United
States education because it does fit in with our ideal of intelli-
gence. Much of the criticism has been directed merely toward
correcting biases. Educational systems still try to measure intelli-
gence more accurately so as to guide better the movement toward
adulthood,

The ideal that is regularly assumed throughout our popular
literature is independence of the individual. Bestselling books
constantly work the theme of how to get control of your life.
There is a struggle for power, it is presumed, and the choices are
to manage or to be managed. The adult-minded person is to free
himself from all domination including that of his own feelings.
The adult is one who takes charge and sees clearly what his
options are. With machinelike accuracy he makes the right deci-
sions. He takes responsibility for the choices which determine his
life.

As a clear example of this ideal consider the extraordinarily
successful book I'm OK-You're OK.'> Author Thomas Harris
popularized a system of psychology cailed Transactional
Analysis. His starting point is a model of the human person com-
posed of three parts: parent, child, and adult. What is im-
mediately striking is not the use of ordinary words and imagery in
a scientific system. Freud after all tried to start his system with
terms close to ordinary German speech.'* Rather, it is the par-
ticular choice of imagery and language. Parent and adult are sepa-
rated and both set in relation to child. Adult and child here are
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obviously not just chronological categories. Child in relation to
both adult and parent has specific meanings tied to a psychosocial
ideal.

The position of parent outside adult is the most intriguing
part of the scheme. While it is obvious that not all aduits are
parents, it would seem that nearly ali parents are adults. Of
course, the actions of a parent may not always be adult (as dis-
tinct from the actions of an adult). But is it to be presumed that
One Can never act as parent and at the same time be adult?

The names in the mode! fairly well determine what can be
said of each element. The parent cannot be adult because of his or
her involvement with another person and especially because that
other person does not act from reason and objectivity. The adult
part is abie to remain above the fray and coolly calculate the
proper way to act. The image which Harris can easily employ is
the computer: “The adult is a data-processing computer which
grinds out decisions after computing the information from 3
sources: the Parent, the Child, and the data which the Adult has
gathered and is gathering.”!s

Consistent with the choice to set adult next to parent and
child, the ideal of adulthood is identified with rational objectivity.

- Adulthood starts very early in life, but it is set along a narrow

track. The “Adult’s ability to find out for himself” is conftasted to
the “taught concept of life in his Parent and the felt concept of life
in his Child.”s _

The significance of I'm OK—You’re OK is that it captures so
well the dominant ideal of adulthood in our society. Like so many
self-help manuals in the United States the big question is not
where to go but how to get there. The ideal to be sought receives
very little examination in this kind of literature. The individual, it
is assumed, wants to be strong, healthy, liberated, and suc-
cessful. To be am individual at all connotes those qualities of
independence and self-determination., Everyone supposedly has
the chance to be successful in this way. If there are people at the
margins of society who do not seem to be successful, they simply
have to try harder or receive help until they are ready to go it
alone,

Old age, as I have already noted, is the most intractable




28 EDUCATION TOWARD ADULTHOOD

challenge to this ideal both because it is “incurable” and because
it is where the self-possessed individuals eventually land. Th'e
only way to deal with the problem of old age here is to postpone it
as long as possible and keep it out of sight. A socne.ty‘ that is
primarily concerned with rational and technical productivity does
not know what to do about old age.

The identification of adulthood with the strong, rationa:l,
productive individual hits older men the hardest. White men in
United States society do not on the average live much beyond
“retirement age.” They seem to sense the logic that if to be a man

-is to be a worker, then to retire is to cease to be a man. Extending
the retirement age may help a little, but it is still following a policy
of postponement. The underlying problem is the identification of
human adulthood with rational and technical forms of pro-
ductivity. If that ideal kills men after retirement, it may also be
unhealthy before retirement, The case of women has been differ-
ent; one cannot immediately say better or worse, just different.
The history of women does not provide the perfect human ideal,
but that history is one of the levers for questioning the ideal that
has dominated men’s lives in the United States.

4. Integration of Opposites, Maturiry, Wholeness

The fourth meaning of adulthood, like the third, overlaps th.e
chronological meaning of adult. That is, it forms part of the basis
for society's designating the point when people become adults. It
is an ideal which begins in infancy and can continue to grow
throughout life, Whereas rationality is assumed to be firmly se-
cured by people in their 20s or 30s, the ideal of maturity to be
described now is both slower in coming and never completely
secured in life.

As with the third meaning, one could also ask here: Where
did the ideal come from? Befitting its paradoxical character, this
ideal comes from contrasting sources: modern science and primi-
tive wisdom, Eastern and Western religions, the experience qf Fhe
heaithiest people and the history of oppressed people. Christian
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writers who claim to discover this ideal in the Bible as the “true
Christianity” have some basis. But Christian claims today need a
dialogical context of Jewish and Eastern religion, ancient cultures
and modern society. I would not wish to claim that this ideal is
derived from Christian documents, but I think it is possible to
claim that this ideal is compatible with much of the original and
continuing impulse of the Christian movement.

This meaning of adulthood is marked by the synthesizing of
what are often thought to be opposites. Psychologist George
Lapassade has said that adulthood is a stage in which pleasure
and pain are no longer separable. 7 Throughout much of life there
may be a search for pleasure and a hope to avoid pain. The hope
is always unrealistic and old age, if nothing before, proves that to
be the case. At some age in life, if people are to experience the full
range of humanity, they have to give up searching for the perfect
pleasure. They need to discover that love for one's equal, care for
those in need, and passion for justice involve a pleasure that also
hurts. Pleasure and pain here are signposts for the union of oppo-
sites that is adulthood. The following three examples of union are
especially noteworthy:

A. RationallNonrational

-l

The third meaning of adult holds out the rational individual as

the highest ideal. While not repudiating rationality, this fourth -

meaning of adult puts reason at the service of life. That means the
admission of the nonrational as a positive force. Whereas the
word “irrational” connotes violence and the destruction of the
rational, the word “nonrational” simply refers to what is not ra-
tional and to all that reason abstracts from., Aduit behavior would
then mean that sometimes a person acts reasonably and some-
times he or she doesn't, Behavior that is nonrational is not neces-
sarily beyond all human control. The individual can let £o of the
self into a relational control which may include one’s own
feelings, other people, and the non-human environment. A parent
playing a game with a small child does not always act rationally,
but the behavior is appropriate —and adult.

Aduit activity does not require the individual always to be
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conscious and self-reflective. The person moves between poles of
conscious self-direction and spontaneous reaction. In the image
Martin Buber uses, “consciousness ought to play first violin but
not be conductor.’'® Nothing is higher than reason, but some-
thing is broader, namely, the life of the organism in its environ-
ment. The adult person is able to control environmental factors
when such control is appropriate. At other times the person can
be quietly receptive to the human and non-human environment.

Toward one’s own body the attitude is also one of conscious
and reflective control at times. But even for the sake of that
control the proper attitude is sometimes one of inattention. As
John Dewey said, one's golf swing is not improved by always
thinking of one’s swing.'® The same is true of innumerable other
human gestures in which the body has been trained “to do its own
thinking” and rational consciousness keeps quiet. From the first
complex act of sucking a nipple to the last moment of giving up
the spirit, the ideal of reason is not an adequate guide.

B. Dependenceflndependence

The relation of dependence and independence is another ex-
pression of the union of opposites. In our society dependence/
independence is of special importance for understanding the
ideal of adulthood. Quite regularly, the movement toward adult is
described as an increase of independence and a decrease of de-
pendence. However, dependence vs. independence is not an ac-
curate description of human choice. There are several forms of
dependence and several forms of independence. While some
forms of dependence are {0 be outgrown {(e.g., economic depen-
dence on parents), other relations that can be called dependent
may be desirable (e.g., love for one’s parents). While indepen-
dence of some things may be worth striving for, independence as
the final ideal of life is illusory and self-destructive.

No single word can capture the paradox of uniting indepen-
dence and dependence. However, the word “interdependence”
has become a helpful word. It has gained some currency espe-
cially in reference to international affairs. Even the most powerful
country in the world is ineluctably related to the rest of the world
in financial and ecological interdependence. The word could also
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be helpful in describing individual human beings. People are in-
terdependent, that is, there is a necessary and desirable depen-
dence of humans on one another. That interdependence can also
be called “mutuality,” a reciprocal giving and receiving in which
everyone profits. If I depend on you and you depend on me, then
there is a growing [, a growing you, and a growing we. With some
change in the kind or degree of mutuality, the same principle is
true of the non-human environment, We and the trees, we and the
rivers, we and the minerals, constitute an interdependent world.

The paradox here is that one finds a strength in shedding the
belief that one can be a masterful power. The discovery of an
adult self is an acceptance of oneself as “one among many.” The
others always remain some threat to one's existence, but they
also provide support. One doesn't always have to be struggling
and striving. If one lets go, the world neither disappears from
sight nor engulfs one’s selfhood. Adulthood is that specific form
of dependence (or interdependence) in which the illusion of self-

sufficiency is recognized and one gratefully responds to the pain/
pleasure of life.

C. Life/Death

The unavoidable puncturing of human independenge s
death. The choice here is between death as a cruel destroyer at
the end of life and death as a factor throughout life which makes
us receptive, gentle, and filled with care. The third meaning of
adult can make litile sense of death and relegates it to the end of
life. This fourth meaning of adulthood incorporates death into all
of life’s activities. Small children have a strong sense of death
(e.g., as reflected in fairy tales). As people grow up, death re-
cedes to the background, but it should not be totally blocked from
our awareness. As one becomes more adult, death begins to
shade all our hopes, projects, and concerns.

Death raises the question of whether other humans and non-
humans are opponents to be mastered or colleagues to be be-
friended. If rationality/objectivity is the ideal of adulthood, then
the tdeal is to master the world. But the ideal is shattered by death
which seems to prove that life is a cruel hoax. If care and love is
the ideal of adulthood, then one is called to befriend the world.
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Death in this context is a severe test of our gestures of love, but
death does not prove them useless. Younger people assume that
death is the big worry of old age, but those who have lived by
befriending life have often by old age befriended death as well.20

This fourth meaning of aduithood is one that is attainable
only by exchanges between human groupings and between hu-
mans and non-humans. In reference to human groupings [ would
especially stress exchange across generational lines and sexual
lines.

The third meaning of adulthood did not entirely exclude chil-
dren. Nonetheless, a strong contrast is drawn between the small
amount of a child’s independence compared to the high degree of
adult independence. Rationality and objectivity are conceived to
be a progression away from the status of childhood. In the fourth
meaning of adulthood, not only are children not excluded, but
their presence and qualities are a key test of adulthood. To be-
come adult is to recapture some of the qualities of childhood. The
very young and the very old have much in common. Each helps
to bring out qualities present but hidden in the other. Adulthood
in this meaning can be evaluated only by an intergenerational
community. If the generations were entirely segregated, then no
one would be adult and no one would know what it means to be
adult. We are not in that frightful situation, but modern society
erects barriers between generations.

What is true of the intergenerational mix is also true of sexual
diversity. The third meaning of adulthood has been described, as
it is regularly and appropriately described, with the masculine
pronoun. The ideal is the “individual and his reason.” The fourth
meaning of adulthood cannot be described without advertence to
a pluralism that includes sexual elements. The ideal is a union of
men, women, children, and others in which unity and differences
grow together.

Especially in the nineteenth century, women were not
thought to be rational, objective, and productive. To be a man
was to have work that was recognized as economically produc-
tive. Women were in another realm needing for identity not work
but a relation to “man’s world.” Women were spared the crisis of
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retirement in old age, but they had to face the question very early
in life. In recent decades great numbers of women have entered
the sector defined as work. What remains to be seen is whether
women will change work or work will change women, That is, the
fourth meaning of adulthood requires that work be placed at the
service of a wider ideal of life and death, That ideal has been
preserved in part within the sphere assigned to women. The ques-
tion now is whether that meaning will get lost or whether a fuller
meaning of adulthood will become available by reason of men and
women learning from each other.

One final point remains in the interrelation of these four
meanings. If the fourth is a fuller meaning than the third, where is
the missing element of number three existing now? I said above
that it may exist in healthy or distorted form in the “woman's
sphere.” But where does it exist for men? The answer, I suggest,
is found in my first meaning of adult, that is, the pornographic. 1
said that this use of adult is not a bizarre accident. Pornography
as an irrational concern with sex (and violence} is the underside
of the ideal of adulthood represented by meaning number three.

Since human life is as a matter of fact not entirely rational
and objective, then the rest of life has to show up somewhere. If
rationality, independence, and objectivity are presented as the
ultimate ideal, then the other side to life will come out in distorted
and obsessive ways. There will be a disjunction of public and
private persons, a separation of sex and care, and an addictive
dependence on pleasures that cause guilty feelings. The actual
operation of the pornography business supports this theory. The
market of the pornographic trade is mostly male, white, middle-
aged, married, respectable and wealthy. The same people who
are thought to have the ideal of number three are the people who
show up in number one.

A further confirmation of this thesis is a frightening one. I
said that: a) the ideal of number three is constantly contrasted to
children; b) the other side of number three is the pornographic. It
would follow that the ultimate counterpoint to the ideal of adult-
hood in number three would be child pornography. It is impossi-
ble to find anyone in the United States who will defend child
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pornography and yet it is a multibillion-dollar industry. This fact
can only mean that the practice goes to the core of our society's
ideals and institutions. Child pornography suddeniy attracted at-
tention in 1977, but it has long been the underside of our society.
This form of pornography has less to do with sex than with power
though the two are intimately related. In a world where “seif-
determination” is the great ideal and yet most men feel powerless,
the sexual domination of children is one sure release,?!

Finally, in looking ahead to the next chapter it is already
possible to see two educational ideals that correspond to the third
and fourth meanings of adulthood. Ideals of adulthood can be

correlated to educational systems. Which comes first is a chick- -

en-or-egg question, The ideal is embodied in the pattern of educa-
tion while that education continually reinforces the ideal. The link
between ideal and institution is found in language and imagery.

school self-direcied learning
vs,
child adult
dependence independence

[2A]

In this model the governing ideal is the third meaning of
adulthood: the rational and independent individual. Institutions
are conceived to be restrictions on individual liberty. The aduit
learner is in charge of his own learning and learns only what
interests him. The child, on the other hand, has to learn discipline
and disciplines, Liberal reforms of school are imagined to be
those which increase permissiveness for the individual within
school.

The purpose of education here may be put under the term
“self-actualization.” A standard and contemporary definition
would be that of Robert Blakely in the Handbook of Adult Educa-
tion: “The purpose of American life and American education is,
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in this light, seen to be the development of individuals who will
fulfill themselves and freely serve the society which values indi-
viduals.”2? First the individual is perfected and then society is
served, A peculiarity of this definition is the fact that the indi-
vidual is to serve the “society which values individuals”” What if
society doesn’t value individuals? Apparently the stipulation that
this is an “American” education takes care of that point since
pcrhaps_ by definition American society values individuals.

rational
independent
vs.
irrational
dependent rational/non-rational
interdependent

In the fourth meaning of adulthood the choice is not between
school and self-directed learning or between child and adult, The
choice is between authoritarian forms of organization that segre-
gale by age, sex, or other categories and a commuity-based
education in which people grow in interdependence. The pufpose

of education includes individual development, but the individual -

is situated in the realistic context of his or her environment. Ken-
neth Benne captures most of this meaning: “Educators must con-
cern themseives with the individual's quest for identity, the quest
for community, the proper uses of fraternity, the assumptions
which underlie problems created by bureaucratic behavior, and
the reeducaltion of persons in human relations.” 2}

To describe an educational modei for this ideal of adulthood
itis not enough to describe a medel of “adult education.” We need
a mode! of education that in being adequate for adults is at the
same time inclusive of children, The test of any educational
model is whether it helps adults and children move together to-
ward an adulthood that is mature, wise, and integral. The details
of that model are what we turn to in the next chapter,
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