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Adolescence
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Adolescence 1(>3

Adaptation to the adult world of work and care of the young,
with the twin values of the identification and pursuit of per-
sonal and career goals, and commitment to agreements entered
into and tasks undertaken.

Cast your mind back to your own teens. You might recall moments
when it seemed that you or the world would never be quite the
same again. Such a realization may have been associated with an
ill-defined thrill or a dread - or, maybe, both at the same time.
These changes may have centred about senses of physical changes
and growth of your body, or your feelings about a girl or a boy of
a similar age or a sense of change in how you were recognized and
regarded by others important to you.

With memories like these in mind, we can go straight into
thinking about the main psychodynamic changes that occur in
adolescence and its main developmental tasks. In terms of chrono-
logical age, we are talking about the onset of adolescence being
around 10-12 years and merging into adulthood in the early
twenties.

Paul van Heeswyck (1997) summarizes these tasks as follows:

• The moving away from the close and familiar security of home
and school to the wider variety of people and ideas in the
world at large.

• Ownership of the body, which was previously held under a
kind of leasing arrangement with the parents; this involves
integrating into the body image the newly awakened sexual
feelings and fantasies, as well as rapid changes in size and
strength.

• The attainment of personal autonomy and becoming a separ-
ate person; this is usually taken to mean the establishment of a
confidence in and a responsibility for one's beliefs and actions.

• The achievement of intimacy with others based on secure
personal boundaries and a fixed sexual identity.

adolescence?

It might be said that adolescence as a process occurs because of a
conflict of expectation between developing individuals and the
society in which they live. Its onset can be defined by arrival of
puberty but its termination is much harder to define objectively.
For this reason, it often makes more sense to talk about a process
of adolescing by coining a new verb to describe something thit
begins but perhaps never quite finishes until death. The adolescent
can feel alone in a quite new way; but his new reactions to this
experience will impinge upon all around. All those around him will
be affected: family, friends or representatives of authority.

At a societal level, this has given rise to the notion of a 'youth
culture' as if this process of adolescing were a new social devel-
opment and that young people today are pioneers of a new order.
This was perhaps the consequence of starting to realize that differ-
ent cultures managed the process of transition from childhood to
adulthood quite differently. While the idea of adolescents being
pioneers might be gratifying to some adolescents, we can be pretty
sure that the experience that something new happens when puberty
'turns up' is not a new phenomenon.

One of our earliest- known written inscriptions shows that con-
cern about adolescence has been with us for a long time. King
Hattusili of the Hittites, in about 1620 BC to his son of thirteen:

Keep thy father's word and stay away from wine in favour of
bread and water while in youth, but when old age is with
thee drink to satiety. And then thou may'st set aside thy
father's word.

One may pause to ponder on all the hard work that went into
preserving these thoughts for posterity. It was clearly important
but it quite possibly means that the son was a long way from
observing his father's admonitions.
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Three thousand years later, Shakespeare, in A Winter's Tale
reflected a comparable feeling when he, in the words of the
shepherd, described this period thus:

I would there was no age between ten and three and twenty, Or
that youth would sleep out the rest; for there is nothing Jn

between but getting wench with child; wronging the ancientry
stealing, fighting.

However, these quotes make it clear that the 'problem' of
adolescence is different for the individual adolescent and for
society at large. The adolescent may be experienced by the modern
'ancientry' as nothing more than an irritating pain; but the
individual teenager, in the middle of his existential ponderings, will
sometimes feel that he is the first to confront the serious moral
dilemmas of the day. Adolescing is therefore potentially a heated
business for all concerned. The word 'crisis' has been often invoked
and sometimes this epithet is well deserved.

In this society, the difficulties of going through the adolescing
process are to an extent complicated by there being no clear points
of conclusion marking the passage into adulthood. In some senses,
they are present, e.g. the age of majority and the right to vote, but
these do not have the same meaning as in some other cultures
where the negotiation of rites of passage impose an obligation from
which there is no evasion. We may say that, for the sake of a rough
rule of thumb, adolescing is a process that begins with puberty and
that by an individual's early twenties, he will have moved from a
state of infantile dependency to one in which they are on the way
to being able to live, work and love beyond the bounds of his
immediate family.

In the face of the complexity of a phenomenon, which has a
beginning but no clear end, we have to impose some kind of
structure. Beginning with the fact of puberty, we can see that this has
consequences for the individual and those around him because the
arrival of the mature sexual body means that the individual has the
power to procreate. To do this, the individual must find a partner.
Doctors who offer family planning and contraception services to
adolescents and young people have described to me a change in the
way that their patients think and talk about their sexuality as they
get older. Younger adolescents (aged between 13 and 15) talk about
'having sex'; those between 16 and 18 commonly talk about 'having

intercourse' but those older than this will typically talk about
'rndking love'. Thus, we note that the matter of 'finding a partner' is
not simple and mechanical one but embraces the developing
capacity for a relationship as the adolescent becomes not just the
master or mistress of their own minds, but also of their own bodies.

It is also true that at about the arrival of puberty, and without
any known causal link,1 comes a profound change in an indi-
vidual's cognitive and intellectual capacities. Its potential impact is
not solely on the capacity to learn but also to relate to oneself, the
family and others. It has been described as a move from ego-
centricity to formal logical operations (Piaget, 1950). Fonagy and
Moran (1991) suggest that essentially this means that the capacity
to see oneself in a physical and/or social context has been acquired
even if this is not always maintained in moments of strong feeling.
It is associated with the capacity for abstract thinking and a change
in the structure of moral thinking such that notions of fairness,
based on equality for all, are enriched by notions of equitability,
which recognize differences between individuals (Piaget, 1935).
This introduces the possibility of being able to see the different
positions of several people at the same time, which permits the
possibility of effective cooperation in a group so that, over time, it
can become organized.

Society demands that the period of the dependency of formal
education ends and the individual must take his place in adult
society in an adult role. There is no evasion of this fact simply
because the passage of time requires that the individual becomes an
adult in whatever way he can. Given all these changes, occurring at
the physiological, psychic and social levels, it is not surprising that
the idea of crisis has come to mind. Laufer (1965) suggests that
adolescence can be described as a period of narcissistic crisis and
that the purpose of our inquiring into this process should enable us
to find out how the adolescent deals with this crisis.

Life crises have been defined as personal situations that arise
when well-tried structures of adaptation and defence are no longer
adequate to assimilate new demands, which may impinge either

1 Statistically significant correlations in lower social groups between the age of
onset of puberty and measured verbal intelligence have been observed but are
thought to be a statistical artefact due to an association between late puberty and
large family size (large family size being associated with a lower average level of
verbal intelligence. (Westin-Lindgren, 1982).
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from within or outside an individual. Loosening up, with at lea
partial disintegration, of thought and feeling, then occurs. This '
accompanied by anxiety and perplexity and often also irnpulsiv
action. Regressions, with the re-emergence of gross prirnitiv
modes of fantasy, thought and feeling are likely. The likelihood of
regressions, in the face of the ongoing developmental progression
emphasizes that the discontinuity wrought by puberty and the loss
of ego-centricity produce effects that reverberate during the sub-
sequent decade of life and which echo on throughout an indi-
vidual's life. It has been said that the pattern of normal adolescence
is akin to a kind of see-saw or to-and-fro between progression
(going forwards) and regression (clinging on to the past) (Ladame
& Catipovic, 1998). This has made it hard to establish a clear
behavioural definition of normal development or indeed what
might be deemed to be 'normal' disturbance.

As a result, authorities on adolescence have differed on the
crucial matter of whether disturbance is an essential part of
adolescence (Coleman, 1990; Rutter & Smith, 1995). This makes it
particularly difficult to comprehend Anna Freud's (1958) observa-
tion that an upholding of a steady equilibrium during the ado-
lescent process was in itself abnormal, and therefore not always a
sign of health. Parents talking together about their experiences with
their early adolescent children will, however, probably recognize
the following:

Whereas the latency child (approximately five to eleven, twelve
years) had begun to show definite and well-circumscribed
character and personality traits, the pre-adolescent (approxi-
mately eleven, twelve to fourteen years) is once more
unpredictable. Where the latency child has become modest,
reasonable and well-mannered with regard to food, the pre-
adolescent reacts with greed and demandingness; insatiableness
in pre-adolescence frequently leads to thefts of food and sweets.
Similar changes occur in almost all the spheres of the child's
life. Pre-adolescent boys in particular are known to be dirty
in their lavatory habits and negligent in their clothing. Cruel
and bullying actions are regular occurrences; so are mutual
masturbation, the seduction of younger children, and sexual
compliance towards older playmates; destructive acts, thefts
and robberies are carried out alone or in company with others.
Within the family the pre-adolescent causes disharmony by his
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selfishness and inconsiderateness; in school he is frequently in
trouble because of his lack of interest in the school subjects, his
inability to concentrate, his irresponsibleness and insubordina-
tion. In short, the whole promising process of adaptation to the
environment seems to have stopped short. What parents and
teachers are confronted with is once again [my italics] the full ,
undiminished impact of the instinctual forces within the child.

(A. Freud, 1949)

This extract, which can read as an immense comfort to assailed
parents, giving them the feeling that they are not alone in their sense
of total failure, gives an impression of adolescence as a time of
storms and doldrums. However, the sociologist John Colemin
(Coleman & Hendry, 1990) takes the view that the contention tliat
the psychoanalytic 'storm and stress' conceptualization of ado-
lescence is erroneous and not borne out by any of the major studies
of adolescence in recent years. While there is general agreement
that, in the teenage years, major adaptation has to occur; the great
majority of teenagers seem to cope well and to show no undue signs
of turmoil or stress. Similarly, Graham and Rutter (1985), in
reviewing adolescent disorders from a psychiatric position, took tlie
view that, in contrast to the expectation of psychoanalytic theorists,
'most adolescents do not show [my italics] emotional disturbance'.

Such conclusions raise a great many questions not just about
methods of investigation but also about what may be deemed to be
'normal' or 'abnormal'. Nevertheless, at bedrock, the question is
whether we are looking to account for the factors that form tie
adolescent experience or whether we are seeking to make sense of
the impact that the adolescent has on those around him. The
paradox of adolescence is that, while these two may begin to
converge as the individual passes through adolescence, what the
adolescent 'shows' or, more accurately, how he is interpreted by
adults, will not coincide with his own experience. If we are looking
for the factors that form the adolescent experience then we must
turn to what we know is unique about the onset of adolescence.

Puberty, physiological changes and sexual
behaviour

This refers to the maturation of primary and secondary sexual
characteristics. It is the arrival of these changes that announces the



168 Human development

onset of adolescence; even though young people may have antici-
pated them in some way. These 'developmental patterns' are uni
versal in their applicability across different cultural milieu but their
meaning to the young person and those around him is very culture
bound. In addition, there have been significant secular changes
over the past century. Adolescents in Western Europe, the United
States, and Japan today experience puberty earlier than their
counterparts 100 years ago. In addition, they grow taller, weigh
more and appear more mature physically than previous genera-
tions of adolescents (Leffert & Petersen, 1995; Chumlea, 1982-
Frisch, 1990; Tanner, 1989). These changes have been linked with
improved nutrition and overall health.

Associated with earlier onset of puberty has been an earlier
average age of first intercourse. Thus, Schofield (1965) reported
that only 5 per cent of girls had had intercourse by the age of 16
but this had risen to 12 per cent by 1978 (Farrell, 1978) and to 19
per cent by 1990 (Wellings et al., 1994). It was not clear what effect
changes in contraceptive technology, availability and use have had;
but those having first intercourse at 13 to 14 years were still
reported to be twice as unlikely to be unprotected as those having
first intercourse in their late teens or early twenties.

Recent surveys of early heterosexual experience (Wellings et al.,
2001) suggest that the trend towards earlier heterosexual experi-
ence, which had stabilized amongst boys, may also have done so for
girls by the mid-1990s. It was also reported that there had been a
sustained increase in the use of condoms and a decline in the
proportion of men and women reporting no contraceptive use at
first intercourse with decreasing age at interview. Pregnancy before
the age of 18 was strongly associated with whether a girl had first
had intercourse before the age of 16, had left school at 16 and had
not lived with both parents to age 16 years. Overall, there is there-
fore strong evidence to suggest that sexual behaviour is heavily
influenced by sociocultural factors.

Changes in girls' ideas about their bodies

The appearance of breasts and the widening of hips are likely to be
the first impacts of puberty. Depending on the girl herself, and the
cultural climate of family and neighbourhood in which she lives,
these experiences can vary from fun in exhibiting her body to
fearful shame and ungainliness. The greater sexual openness of the
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\Vest at this time must surely be welcomed if only because it allovs
some simple natural enjoyments at a crucial time of life.

The fundamental shift of puberty comes with menstruation. Tins
means not only 'the curse' with its worries about internal func-
tioning, bleeding and mess but also its consequence - T can have a
baby'- This, together with the general development of her genitals,
means that a girl is likely to be swept with sexual feelings which
can, of course, be delicious, disgusting or frightening depending en
the girl- She cannot, from her past knowledge, have immediate
means to deal with the new feelings, however nice they might be in
themselves; they are new, with the result that some form of crisis is
upon her.

For instance, in extreme cases, it is quite well known that some
girls cannot bear themselves as menstruating women. Some get into
competitive slimming and, when a serious level of starvation his
been reached, their periods stop. In a pathological way, they haie
succeeded in returning to what appears to be a pre-pubertd
asexuality. Other girls, also worried about their attractiveness,
comfort themselves by overeating and succeed in keeping the bojs
away by being too fat.

A girl who is not worried in these ways usually finds herself
fleetingly but powerfully attracted to boys and men. Being unsure
of herself she usually resorts, to begin with, to dismissing them.
Conversations with best friends may then be full of delight in hoiv
silly or ridiculous the boys are, but the fascination remains. As
counterparts to these powerful attractions can be 'crushes' upon
older girls or school mistresses, who seem to epitomize something
wonderful to be attained. They are passionately idealized. On the
other hand, the object of devotion may be a girl who has a child-
like, non-sexual, innocence of some sort. It seems here that a giil
may be in love with what she feels she is losing forever.

These crushes on females, which may only be fleeting or even
virtually non-existent, are likely to be interspersed with bursts of
passion for part-aspects of men or other boys. A boy is distantly
loved 'for his red hair', 'his gentle face' or because of 'his firm
voice'. This falling in love with parts is most publicly manifest, of
course, in feelings about pop stars. In this we can hear the re-
emergence of primitive modes of feeling and all-or-nothing emo-
tions, they tend to infinity about simple aspects, parts or even bits
of people. A similar sign of opening out into the benign regression
in the normal crisis of adolescence can be detected, if lesi
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obviously, in a re-emergence of fleeting sexual feelings abo
parents. A father is quickly passionately loved and then equal]
violently, irritably scorned. A mother is bossily shouted at and th/
childishly made up to. Thus, we can see that the very effort of the
strenuous efforts to distance from, and dis-identify with (or be ai
different as possible from) parents, both as individuals and as
couple, betray the opposing wishes without which the apparently
withering hostility to the parents would become meaningless It j
hard to see how these moments can easily be captured and recalled
save by living through them. Consequently, we should be not
surprised if surveys often do not seem to grasp the emotional
infinities of adolescence. Equally, it is hard to persuade a parent of
an unruly teenager of the truth of their offspring's devotion. Yet it
appears true that parents' acorns do not fall far from the tree
however improbable this prophecy can appear in the heat, or
immediate aftermath, of heated altercation. This, no doubt, is
partly why Winnicott (1971) said that, with adolescents, we play
for time.

Boys' ideas about their bodies

With boys too, the most marked personal feature of puberty is a
genital excitability, which they do not know what to do with. A
boy is usually swept away by crushes on part aspects of girls, their
breasts, hair, smile or posture. Not knowing what to do with
himself, he usually takes to switching to boisterous mucking about
with his pals and jeering at girls. Homosexual crushes burst out
about part aspects of boys or men. Sexual feelings towards parents
come up and, as with girls, are usually brushed aside with embar-
rassment. His body will probably have grown several inches in a
year and he does not quite know what to do with it. He tends to be
ungainly and irritably shamefaced.

The body image and others

The consequence of puberty is, of course, a perceptibly changed
body; and thus, subjective body image. These changes will be judged
relative to peers but there seem to be differences between how boys
and girls experience and evaluate early maturing of their bodies.
Early-maturing boys seem to be more self-confident and popular
and have more positive body images. These boys are reported to
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develop muscle and increased heart and lung capacity (and hence
re better able to compete athletically); look more mature and feel

more attractive (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Early-maturing girls, by
contrast, are not reported as achieving popularity or leadership
amongst their peers (Brookes-Gunn, 1987; Dorn et al., 1988;
Simmons et al., 1983) and it is thought that the high cultural
evaluation of the pre-pubertal, long-legged thinness in females
contributes powerfully to the greater confidence of late-maturiag
girls and girls' greater vulnerability to eating disorders (Leffert &
Petersen, 1995). Most cases of anorexia nervosa, for example, arise
during the teens or early twenties (Graham & Smith, 1985) at a
time coincident with the phase of increased fat disposition.
Whether it can then be concluded that cultural pressures, by
themselves, can be assumed to have such powerful and destructive
effects on some individuals, but not others, is more questionable
unless something of greater relevance to the individual boy or girl,
which will also be active, is taken into consideration. The question
that we have to answer is why should a cultural value have such a
destructive impact on some young people but not others.
Something must powerfully differentiate young people and operate
at the individual level and not the cultural.

The pubertal and adolescence

Tubertal' is an unfamiliar word coined to translate the French
word 'pubertaire', as distinct from 'puberte', meaning puberty. In
Philippe Gutton's (1998) view, puberty is to the body what the
pubertal is to the psyche. What does this mean? We have just
reviewed the impact of the arrival of the changes of the sexual body
at puberty and their apparently differential effects on the boy and
girl. Gutton suggests that the meaning of these changes to the boy
and girl will not confined to a changed body image or greater
feelings of popularity and self-esteem but that there will be a new
experience of the newly potent genitalia in relation to (or in
phantasy in the presence of) the genitalia of the opposite sex. Thus,
he quotes Freud (1923) who says, 'It is not until development has
reached its completion at puberty that the sexual polarity coincides
with male and female.' The real impact of what Gutton calls the
pubertal is that puberty changes not just one's conception of one's
own body but also our conception of the body of the opposite sei
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and ushers in the idea of the complementarity of the sexes. This idea
of the complementarity of the sexes creates a discontinuity in the
sexual development of the individual because for the first time
there is a knowledge that that individual boy or girl can create a
baby with a member of the opposite sex. The members of the two
opposing camps can do something together; indeed, they need each
other for that purpose. This is what Freud (1905) meant when he
said that sexuality becomes organized under the primacy of the
genitals and that it becomes altruistic.

Gutton (1998) continues, 'Pubertal pressure has the aim of
separating phallus and penis. Once the penis has been separated
from its phallic significance, the female sex is revealed in the place
where phallic castration had been expected'. Again, what does
Gutton mean by this? What 'phallus' means in this context is that it
is the signifier of desire. It is not to be taken simply and concretely
as an erect penis. It signifies, both to the owner and others, that
desire is being experienced. It is easy, therefore, to understand a
young adolescent's embarrassment about his erection because he
feels it betrays what is in his mind in a manner outside his control.
Although boys frequently experience erections and emissions of
semen, the developmental task now is to incorporate the sense of
their potent sexual bodies into their sense of themselves. The same
task confronts girls with their newly arrived capacity to men-
struate. Menstruation creates a new positive definition of a girl's
identity.

Both sexes, therefore, have not only to incorporate the fact of
their sexual bodies into their sense of themselves but also to
incorporate the possibility of a new potential relationship between
themselves and a member of the opposite sex. This is the conse-
quence of complementarity. Perhaps it is this that is at the basis of
the experience that something happens at, or around, puberty,
which means, for the individual, life will never be the same again.
This very private experience, which like masturbation probably
occurs to most if not all, ushers in a radical change in the devel-
oping adolescent's experience of the parental relationship and the
experience of peers of the same sex and the opposite sex. All this is
experienced within the matrix of the newly arrived sexual body and
newly acquired cognitive abilities of the mind. This points to the
idea that adolescence represents a discontinuity in development in
that the individual experiences the possibility and prospect of
something new and radically different in their lives.
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Evidence for discontinuity

So far, we have considered the impact of the newly mature sexual
body and radically different cognitive abilities upon the individual.
However, it is also true that various kinds of psychic and beha-
vioural disturbance can be observed that occur with a marked
increase of frequency from puberty onwards and which then
decrease as adulthood beckons. This rise and fall suggests that
something is occurring which is qualitatively different from before
and after.

The main forms these disturbances take are in the various
conduct disorders; eating disorders and schizophrenia; depression
and associated suicide. These are serious disorders with potentially
serious consequences for an individual's life (Graham & Rutter,
1985). While the percentage of adolescents developing disturbances
requiring psychiatric assistance has been estimated at about 20%,
the rise and fall in the frequency of incidence suggests that it
cannot be assumed that these disturbances strike randomly within
this age group. It seems to be true that they display the extreme end
of reactions to the adolescing process that others, of the same age,
negotiate without such worrying manifestations.

A developing identity in a new body

The impact of the arrival of the new sexual body has perhaps its
most profound impact upon the adolescent's sense of him- or
herself. Just as we noted that one of the important effects of
the negotiation of the Oedipal phase was the establishment in the
child's mind of a sense of morality, there is evidence of a profound
modification in this aspect of the adolescent's mind. The latency
child has had, given a favourable family setting and social environ-
ment, the chance to develop a good enough getting along with his
social world to enable 'the age of industry' to unfold fruitfully. But
puberty brings a severe jolt to this equilibrium, as we have already
noted, which means that the basis of the equilibrium, which was
essentially identification with the parents and what they stand for,
must change if development is to occur. The tranquillity of latency
is thus apparently replaced by tumultuous difference from and
indifference to parental values. In the background, the moral
agency, which was the legacy of the earlier Oedipal struggle, is also
going through a similar recapitulation. This makes possible new
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states of mind for the adolescent, associated with an inward
depressive preoccupation, which can seem quite withdrawn. Such
states are not the same as depression, even if they can resemble it

New-found physical and cognitive strengths, coupled with fresh
re-perceptions of parents, siblings and friends, make possible new
evaluations of the adolescent's impact on others and their capacity
to hurt, both physically and psychically. The awareness that
childhood is being left behind, never to return, gives rise to a sense
of fmitude and the possibility of death. Beckoning adulthood, with
its abundant and yet daunting responsibilities and freedoms, is not
therefore to be regarded by all adolescents as a totally unmixed
blessing. The body, being both the message and the messenger of
these changes, is therefore not surprisingly the arena in which the
disturbances characteristic of adolescence are often played out.

Impulsive action is now possible as a means of expression in a
new way but a failure to contain and control these actions can have
implications more serious than before. Partly, this simply reflects
the fact that young children cannot be convicted. However, self-
report data suggest that there is also a substantial increase during
adolescence in the amount and range of delinquent activities,
although there is probably less change in the number of individuals
engaged in anti-social behaviour (Shapland, 1978). Background
factors clearly play a part before adolescence. For example, con-
duct disorders in childhood are strongly associated with reading
difficulties, severe family discord and disruption. However, the
correlation with these determining factors is not as strong with
conduct disorders or delinquency beginning in adolescence (Robins
& Hill, 1966; Rutter et al., 1976), which suggests that something
else, not a feature of the adolescent's environment, is having
an effect.

Both attempted and completed suicide shows a very marked
increase during the mid-teens, having been extremely rare before
the age of 12. The affective disorders (depression and mania) show
the most dramatic increase over a comparable period. It has been
suggested that the greater propensity of adolescent males to be
conduct disordered hides the extent to which they experience
depressive disturbances. Egeland and Hostetter's (1983) finding
that males and females suffered depressive disorders to an equal
degree in the Amish community - a community with a very low
rate of delinquency - is consistent with this suggestion. Whatever
the truth, it does seem that the onset of puberty creates the
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conditions for the marked rise in depression and suicide. However,
it is important not to confuse depression with depressiveness,
which is a feature that is more widespread and normal and which
reflects a growing capacity for self-awareness.

Finally, the fact that drug addictions, schizophrenic psychosis
and eating disorders typically have their onset during the teens aid
early adulthood, but are rare before puberty, again suggests that
puberty creates the conditions for their emergence. The Laufers
/1984) have shown that these severe manifestations of psycho-
pathology can be considered as attempts to repudiate or deny tlie
existence of the sexual body. This leads to their notion of develop-
mental breakdown. The severity of these breakdowns reflects the
extent to which these disturbances in development represent an
adolescent's psychotic break with the reality of the body.

Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects to grasp of these young
people's behaviour is the idea that when they attempt suicide or
self-harm, i.e. they attack their own bodies, it is not necessarily tie
bodies that the external observer sees that they are, in fantasy,
attacking. The lack of sympathy commonly felt by medical staff
towards adolescents who attempt suicide repeatedly often reflects
the hatred some adolescents can feel towards their own bodies. One
very attractive young women made repeated attempts to kill herself
as a result of the guilt she felt about having a healthy body while
her younger sister was severely physically and mentally disabled
and confined to a wheelchair. Her tragedy was that it was very
difficult for her to be in touch with her own ordinary feelings of
depressive misfortune without comparing herself with her much
more unfortunate sister. As a result, she felt she had no right to be
happy without feeling deeply unworthy.

Another young woman, who was very overweight, continual!/
cut herself as a means of expressing her anger towards her very
overweight and depressed mother, who had suddenly died when the
young woman was in her mid-teens. Having had no present father
or siblings from birth, this young woman had been left alone by her
mother's death. Her very apparent reparative tendencies suggested
a deeply unconscious sense of guilt about her mother's death
Thus, the continual self-harming satisfied the need to express
hatred towards the abandoning mother and to inflict punishment
upon herself for having failed to save her mother. But, to do this
and keep her guilty feelings from consciousness, she had to equate
her own body with her mother's. Hence, it was extremely difficult
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to separate and mourn her mother's death or to form a satisfying
relationship with a man.

Getting organized

So far, we have seen that a great many factors have a bearing on
the course that an individual's adolescing process takes and the
overall shape of the individual that emerges into young adulthood
in their early twenties. We have contemplated the initial effects of
the onset of puberty and examined the hypothesis that this dis-
organizes the earlier structures developed since the emergence from
the Oedipal period into what has been termed latency. We have
looked at the ramifications that that this disorganizing has on the
relationships with the adolescent's parents and peers. And, finally,
we have seen that in normal development there is a continual to
and fro between the drive towards adulthood and the mourning for
lost childhood with the sense that its passing situates the individual
in time and space in a generational way that is quite new to the
adolescent.

About one in five find this process deeply troubling in the sense
that they need professional help to negotiate these years, but there
is good reason to think that most, if not all, will be firmly struc-
tured by their experiences in these years. Anna Freud (1958) felt
that there was a difficulty in recapturing the experience of ado-
lescence in an analysis, which suggests a kind of amnesia afflicting
the direct recall of adolescent discontents. General and systematic
surveys of adolescent experience by sociologists and psychiatrists
lead them to believe that the psychoanalytic 'storm and fury'
theory of adolescent is overdone and creates a distorted view of
adolescence, starting from a baseline of pathology. Psychoanalysts
will reply that reliance on the conscious recall of experience,
coupled with the difficulty that many adolescents have in discussing
their experience with anybody - let alone an adult - will achieve
only a superficial glimpse of the adolescent experience. This is not
to say that all adolescents are at risk of suicide but that all have to
face certain tasks of adjustment that each must solve in their own
unique way.

However, it can be said that at the emergence into young adul-
thood during the early twenties, the disorganization and dishar-
mony of the teenage years has settled into something discernibly
structured and organized. It often seems now possible to foresee
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the shape of how the adolescent will engage with the world of
work, the kind of partner they will choose and the kind of moral
and political stance they will take towards the world. Something
organized, therefore, has emerged from the disorganization of the
earlier years. Sometimes this seems to happen in a short period of
time with the result that the individual concerned just does not
seem to be the same person anymore. They have purpose, direction
and grasp the means to achieve this purpose with both hands and
with a new determination.

One aspect of the adolescent's life that we have not mentioned in
great depth is their relationship with peers of the same or opposite
sex. We have observed how the early adolescent boy, embarrassed
by his new sexual attraction and attractiveness to girls, seeks refuge
in a bantering denigration of these new figures of fascination with
his former playground mates. They too have changed their func-
tion without his or their realization and have becomes allies in the
confrontation with the representatives of the other sex. In a very
significant way, they are figures to be like and thus identify with
and a means of coping with the anxieties of confronting tlie
different other. In a group, members have their markers of identity
in the group 'uniform' (although woe be to s(he) who calls it such).
More compliance is demanded by the gang, whose purpose is not
just to manage the anxiety of encountering difference but also tke
envy and denigration of it.

An adolescent's peers play a crucial function in providing a space
beyond the confines of the family and home to consider, con-
template and review the rigours of the encounter with the strangers
they encounter in the world beyond home. In the UK in the last
century, National Service provided this space in an institutionalized
manner for most, regardless of class or ability. In some countries
now, the same is true. Education is now the main institution pro-
viding this opportunity but, sadly, certainly unequally with regard
to ability and, probably, also with regard to class. Nevertheless, it is
within groups and institutions that adolescents find a way of being
and working with others that enable them to transcend the self-
conscious agonies and ecstasies arising from the arrival of then-
sexual bodies. Thus, others gradually recede in importance as being
something with which to identify in order to face difference. Others
become people to be with rather than with whom to identify aid
hence to find one's own being. This sets the stage for adolescents
to find their effectiveness in the adult world through working
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and loving with others in full acceptance and welcome of th -

difference, as we shall now see.
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