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Chapter 1

 Adolescence as a life stage


Adolescence is a period of transition between life as a child, and life as an adult. Biologically, entrance into adolescence can be marked by the onset of puberty, and most dictionaries define it as the period following the onset of puberty during which a young person develops from a child into an adult. After puberty, a person is sexually mature and could potentially become a mother or father of a child. Socially, adolescence can be marked by an increasing independence from parents, an increasing importance of the peer group, and often aspects such as mood swings, conflicts with parents, and risky or reckless behaviours—what has been called the ‘storm and stress’ of the adolescent period. The end of adolescence can be less clear than the onset, but as the young person prepares to complete his or her education, to form sexual partnerships, to seek some vocation or employment, and often to leave home, the achievement of these can be taken as markers of adult life being reached.

In modern Western societies, adolescence has been basically thought of as covering the teenage years. However the earlier advent of puberty means that many researchers take it as being from around 10-18 years, and the World Health Organization defines it as from ages 10 to 19. Also, a period of emerging adulthood has been proposed before full adulthood is reached (Chapter 8).

Adolescence has some universal features, notably puberty and its associated changes, but the nature and even the timing of adolescence shows important cultural and historical variations. It has been studied from many disciplinary perspectives. Those working from the perspective of evolutionary theory generally emphasize the universal aspects of adolescence. Such arguments may be complemented by recent perspectives from developmental neuroscience. On the other hand, historians, anthropologists, and sociologists tend to emphasize the more variable features of adolescence and may question many universal aspects. Some even see adolescence as a social construction. Psychologists (and I come from this discipline primarily) may span a range of such views, from evolutionary developmental psychology through to cultural psychology. This chapter starts with an overview of these different approaches.


The evolution of human adolescence

Evolutionary theory developed from the work of Charles Darwin in the latter half of the 19th century, but has been elaborated in many ways over the next hundred years. A central perspective has been how behaviour is selected for the ultimate aim of reproductive success—the passing on of genetic material to the next generation. Behaviours that enhance reproductive success are seen as adaptive for the individual. While this does imply competition between individuals, it can also bring about cooperation through mechanisms such as kin selection (helping others who are genetically related) and reciprocal altruism (helping others who help you in return).

The reference point for this adaptativeness is taken as the environment that humans evolved in over many thousands of years. This is sometimes called the environment of evolutionary adaptedness. It is generally taken as being the kind of hunter-gatherer existence that characterized most of human evolution. Settled agricultural and then urban life, which are quite different, are seen as relatively recent cultural changes which have not had very much influence on our genetic heritage. As a consequence, some of our genetic adaptations may not be so well adapted to contemporary living. For example, hunter-gatherers make the most of sweet foods such as honey when they find them; but a genetic predisposition to love sweet foods can lead to obesity in modern environments where they are readily available.

A number of theorists, such as Glenn Weisfeld and Melvin Konner in the first decade of this century, have written about adolescence from the perspective of evolutionary theory.
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