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The Adolescent Psyche

Adolescence is recognized as a turbulent period of human development. Along with the physical changes of puberty, adolescents undergo significant transformations in the way they think, act, feel, and perceive the world. The disruption that is manifest in their behaviour is upsetting and often incomprehensible to the adults surrounding them.

Drawing on Jung’s concept of individuation, Richard Frankel shows how this unique stage of human development expresses through its traumas and fantasies the adolescent’s urge towards self-realization. He refers also to the work of Winnicott, Hillman and Lifton, who explore the dynamics of adolescence with a phenomenological eye.

At a time when the media are focusing attention on the statistics of adolescent crime, substance abuse, pregnancy, and suicide, an increasing number of adolescents are being referred for psychotherapy and/or psychiatric hospitalization. Through case studies, Frankel explores the impact of contemporary culture on the lives of young people, and illustrates the practical difficulties therapists face in their clinical work with clients in this age group.

Through its original amalgamation of the ideas of Jung and Winnicott, this book provides a new orientation to the theory and practice of adolescent psychology. The advice and guidelines Frankel provides will be welcomed by psychotherapists, parents, educators, and anyone working with adolescents.

Richard Frankel is a psychotherapist in private practice and a clinical social worker based in Massachusetts, USA, and has many years’ experience of working with adolescents and their families in mental health clinics, schools, and hospitals.
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Foreword

The adolescent girl who cuts herself in secret rituals, the teen-age boy who affiliates himself with a violence ridden gang, the fifteen-year-old girl who rages at her parents when moments before she had expressed sweet feelings toward them, the ones attracted to cultish religious groups, the ones preoccupied by thoughts of death and suicide, the bizzarely dressed and oddly pierced young people, the teen-agers held up in their rooms, watching endless hours of television … what does psychological theory have to offer us to help us understand and witness the disturbing manifestations of adolescence? Richard Frankel—trained in phenomenology and depth psychology—brilliantly exposes most of our current theories as reducing adolescence to a rehashing of the dynamics of early childhood. In this book he releases us from this reductive circling back as the only explanation of the adolescent and attempts, instead, to lay bare the archetypal landscape of adolescence itself.

Following Jung, he asks what is the teleology of this part of the life cycle. What is adolescence aiming toward? Is there anything in the often odd and dangerous, frequently idealistic, and spiritually probing behavior and attitudes of adolescents to respect, to nurture, to understand on its own terms? In this heterogeneous American culture that has eroded common custom, ritual, and expectation, is there a way for us to see adolescents fashioning—in guises that are often hard for us to recognize—their own transition rituals and offerings? Frankel asserts that much of what we witness with adolescents are their attempts—often desperate—at self-initiation; efforts to shatter their innocence through wounding; efforts to build their capacity to endure losses through the navigation of betrayals, separations, and symbolic deaths; efforts to express the purity of their idealistic visions of the possible. He argues that the extremes of adolesence are intrinsic to it, and must be insighted on their own terms, not through the lenses of childhood or adulthood.

Those familiar with Jungian psychology know that Jung and post-Jungians have had little to offer clinicians regarding adolescence. Jung’s developmental interests were largely confined to mid- and later life. Yet through Frankel’s careful harvesting of the scattered insights into adolescence—provided by Jung, Hillman, Guggenbühl-Craig, Bosnak, Wickes, Allan—he is able to present a coherent, convincing alternative to the psychoanalytic visions which have dominated clinical thinking about adolescence. Having steeped himself in both clinical experience with adolescents and Jungian psychology, Frankel is able to expose and articulate those parts of Jung’s thoughts that are invaluable when considering adolescence—for instance, the emphasis on telos, the encounter with the shadow, the ways in which adolescents engage the individuation process, the need for ritual in a culture that provides little ritual coherence, the function of trying on various personas in the search for an individual self. He succeeds in bringing adolescence out of a state of neglect in Jungian and post-Jungian psychology, showing us that it can be a fertile site for the application of Jungian theory and practice.

Winnicott is also included here as an insightful theorist of the adolescent psyche. His recognition of the value of non-compliance in adolescence for the unfolding of the personality is given voice throughout the book. Despite Winnicott’s overt lack of respect for Jung, many depth psychologists work with a profound appreciation for both Jung and Winnicott. Frankel deftly weaves between Winnicott’s astute sensitivity regarding adolescence and Jungian approaches, exposing their compatibility and capacity to mutually enrich each other.

Frankel’s book has a therapeutic effect on the reader, as it helps us discern our own countertransference reactions to adolescents. It tutors those who want to understand adolescence to reconnect with their own transit through this tumultuous period. Our adult dreams point us back over and over again to adolescence and the puer side of ourselves. Frankel queries us: “What was born there that needs to be recalled and remembered?” As well, he helps us sort through our own “adult” emotional reactions that are overly quick to negate, deride, pathologize, and condescend to the expressions of adolescence, seeing through these as senex reactions deeply alienated from the spirit of youthfulness, the puer. Through building in us a respect for the psychological work that is being done in adolescence, and by helping us see the barrier created by our own envy of youth’s vision and energy, Frankel is able to help the reader step toward what he or she initially judged as outlandish, horrific, developmentally off-track.

I especially appreciate Frankel’s affirmation of therapy with adolescents, and his careful outlining of the functions of a therapeutic relationship in adolescence such as internalizing the reflective voice of the therapist, witnessing and taking an active interest in the many aspects of the teen-ager’s personality, modeling how to dialogue with and reflect upon them, helping the patient engage a crisis in a meaningful way so that its inherent potential for transformation can unfold, reflecting back to the adolescent the grace, beauty, and power of her engagement with the spirit of youth. Through careful and interesting clinical vignettes, he is able to tutor us in the kind of therapeutic insighting and presence that can make a difference to the adolescents we work with.

Frankel’s work illustrates the fruits of a deconstructionist approach to psychological theory and practice. Apart from its manifest theme of adolescence, Frankel teaches us how to work with theory. As he works the theories of adolescence he lays bare the way in which psychological theory is a creative process of the culture, each theory revealing aspects of the phenomenon under study while concealing others, each carrying its own set of implicit values. To see adolescence in a way that allows us to manifest our caring toward the youth traversing it, he beckons us to see with clarity first from one vantage point, then from another—Freud, Jones, Anna Freud, Blos, Hillman, and so forth. Only in this way do our theories begin to serve the young people and their experience, rather than subjugating their experience to a monocular vision of our own. I am very moved by the fruits of Richard Frankel’s sustained gaze on adolescence. He has not succumbed to segmenting theory from practice, the imaginal from the lived, the causal from the teleological, the deconstruction of theory from the construction of it. As you can see, I am happy to invite you into this book, and eager for its sensitivities to grow within the much needed relationships we form with adolescents.

Mary Watkins, Ph.D.

Pacifica Graduate Institute

Santa Barbara, California
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The theory and practice of adolescent psychology form the cornerstone of this book. In bringing the two together in one volume, I am taking heed of their close relationship by demonstrating how contemporary theories of adolescence have obstructed our vision and thus constrained the manner in which we practice. Psychological theories have tremendous influence on the actual practice of psychotherapy. They are like lanterns which help us navigate the dark wilderness of the psyche, regulating how we order and make sense of its complexities. The means by which we are seeing, our theoretical lens, determines which features of a case will emerge in the foreground as the clinical “facts,” and which will recede into obscurity. If the source of light is changed, new contours and patterns emerge that previously went unnoticed. My intention is to use the insights of Jungian and Winnicottian theories as potentially new sources of light to illuminate the phenomenon of adolescence. In so doing, I hope to grant a fresh vision to the practice of adolescent psychotherapy so that it does not accede to the pressures of social conformity, becoming primarily a hygienic work. I will provide a theoretical approach to adolescence that is attuned to a practice grounded in the reality of the adolescent psyche, where depth, meaning, and the integrity of one’s person can be brought to bear upon the clinical encounter with an adolescent client.

The half-way point of adolescence in the scheme of life-span development suggests three primary directions of orientation for formulating a theoretical understanding of this period of life. The first and most evident direction is to turn to the past as the cause of what is happening in the present. This is exemplified by developmental theory, which understands what happened at an earlier period of development as the cause of later developmental entanglements. A look back toward early childhood becomes the place to search for the origins of the adolescent’s current trials and tribulations. While this orientation forms the central foundation of modern psychology since Freud, in Part I, I provide a critique that sets forth its limitations for an understanding of adolescent psychology.

Parents of adolescents also get trapped in causal thinking. When their child reaches adolescence, she may change so dramatically, become so unknowable, that parents are desperate to find out the root of the problem that is upsetting and unsettling to family life.1 However, instead of looking back to early childhood development, parents instinctively turn toward the adolescent’s peer group as causing all the problems. By seeing their children’s peers as negative and corrupting influences, they avoid coming to terms with the fact that a transformation is happening within their own child, and that they can no longer rely upon previous familiar patterns of relating and communicating. Blaming the peer group is one of the primary defenses that parents utilize to avoid facing the “otherness” that presents itself in adolescence. Some parents concretize the otherness as a surreptitious virus, meandering through the bloodstream. In that case, adolescence is seen as a disease and parents turn to the medical profession, whisking their children away to doctors, neurologists, and psychiatrists who can root out the biomedical cause and alleviate the symptoms.

In contradistinction, I am seeking to explore the implications of envisioning adolescence outside the domain of developmental psychology. With those adolescent clients who have a history of trauma, our attention is naturally drawn to the past; the client’s childhood history announces its relevancy in the course of treatment. But what about those adolescents who experience the transformations of puberty in a stormy and tumultuous manner after having passed through a rather undramatic childhood? Is looking back causally the only direction from which to approach their current state of suffering?

The second direction of orientation is to situate ourselves as much as possible in the actual world of adolescence. This is a realm of being that we, as adults, have long forgotten, but in forgetting that we have forgotten, we are inclined to project our own images of adolescence onto the adolescents we encounter. Projecting one’s psychology onto a client is an inherent danger of any therapeutic encounter, but one to which we are especially vulnerable in this type of work. Throughout the book, I articulate the multifarious manifestations of this vulnerability by addressing those situations where such projections are likely to take place. To move past our projections and observe more clearly the realm which an adolescent inhabits involves a willingness to dwell in the indeterminacy between our taken-for-granted, adult ways of perceiving and the world as experienced by the adolescent.

Phenomenology offers a philosophical methodology for making this difficult yet necessary shift in consciousness. Phenomenology is a descriptive and experiential method which requires us to bracket our ontological categories of judgment so that we can be open to how a phenomenon presents itself. For example, one can argue that by focusing on origins or causes to explain adolescent behavior, we are prevented from seeing and hearing what is happening with the adolescent in the context of his own world. By temporarily bracketing our search for causes or any of the other predispositions we bring to bear, including our prescriptive notions of what we think the adolescent should do as well as our intention to fix or cure him, we are in a better position to attune ourselves to the immediacy of his world. By letting go of how we think he should be, the adolescent as other is welcomed into our awareness. Given that the art of concealment plays such a natural role in adolescence, it is perhaps more formidable to enact this kind of “I-thou” encounter with an adolescent than it is with either children or adults. Patience and forbearance are necessary requirements for sustaining a phenomenologically rich vision. The revealing and concealing nature inherent in adolescence is examined in Chapter 7.

One way of illustrating the potency of the phenomenological vision is to reflect upon what happens to us as clinicians when we are told in detail about a “case” before meeting the actual individual. For example, we may sit in on a case conference about a future client, say a fifteen-year-old female adolescent, and listen to the intake clinician’s presentation which takes into account the major events and circumstances of our future client’s life and connects them to her current presenting problems in the context of a well-integrated psychodynamic formulation. In walking away from such a conference, we are left with a vague sense of who this fifteen-year-old is that over the next two or three days gels into a concrete image of what we can expect when she arrives at our office door. In those first few moments of actually meeting her, sitting down and beginning a conversation, we are startled by the discrepancy between who we imagined this fifteen year old teen-ager to be, based on the case conference, and the living presence of the young woman who has entered our office. That gap points to the phenomenological reality that a living human being manifests in a therapeutic encounter. As the conversation continues, the discrepancy between how we constructed the “case” in our mind versus our growing awareness of this person sitting across from us widens. Letting go of our preconceptions—and we are always filled with them before actually meeting an adolescent client (the reports and phone calls from teachers, parents, probation officers, other clinicians, etc.)—and staying open to the uniqueness of the other grants a phenomenological vision.

Developing a phenomenological eye plays a crucial role in the treatment process as well. What is therapeutic for adolescents is to be granted the opportunity to reveal themselves in the context of a genuine relationship. Adolescents are yearning to be made visible. Thus, they respond to the containment of a therapeutic vessel by giving expression to parts of the self that are typically held in abeyance. When we allow in what has been disowned and give our attention to it, psychic structures loosen and shift. One of the profound transformations that occurs over the course of time in a long-term individual relationship with an adolescent client (and by long-term I mean anywhere from three months to three years) is the movement from concealment to deepening progressive levels of self-revelation.

My approach to adolescent psychotherapy entails the active establishment of connections to the different sides of the adolescent’s self so that she can learn to live in a less split-off relationship to them. I will explore the attitudes and stances we inhabit as therapists (often unconsciously) which either promote or interfere with this rather arduous task of welcoming the perplexingly varied facets of the adolescent psyche that show themselves over the course of a treatment. In Chapter 8, I elucidate the effects of this approach on what we typically term adolescent “acting-out.” This idea of coming into a therapeutic relationship with the multiplicity of the adolescent self is emphasized in many different places throughout the book. The nomenclature changes depending upon the school of thought being presented. Hence, I interpret the discussion of id impulses in the psychoanalytical school as denoting essential sides of the psyche that must be reckoned with in adolescence. From the perspective of Jungian/ Archetypal psychology, this same phenomenon is thought of in terms of inhibitions, and finally, from the approach of imaginal psychology, exploring one’s inmost desires gives access to the richness of the self.

Throughout the book, I refer to the technique of personifying as a method for giving voice and expression to the adolescent psyche. Personifying is a therapeutic tool developed by Jung that facilitates the establishment of a relational dialogue by treating the different sides of the self as “psychic persons.” By granting consciousness and autonomy at an imaginal level to the emotions and behaviors of the adolescent, we can enter into the images which are the guiding factors shaping their experience of the world. Personifying thus draws upon the medium of the arts (painting, telling stories, modeling clay, writing poetry, etc.) as a non-discursive means for allowing these images to unfold.

The third direction of orientation we can traverse in order to gain insight into adolescence is to look ahead, asking where a particular symptom or pattern of behavior may be leading. Here, I draw upon Jung’s pioneering method of inquiry into the teleological function of the psyche (from the Greek word telos which means “goal” or “end”), where symptoms are read not only causally, but as intending an aim or goal. The feelings and fantasies contained within a particular symptom may symbolize a possible future emerging into being; thus, we ask, what a particular symptom is for, where it may be leading and that for the sake of which it is happening (Samuels 1991, p. 17). Jung’s view of human nature as well as his notion of the psyche as a self-regulating system points to the necessity of looking at psychological phenomenon from a teleological perspective which complements and extends the psychocausal perspective of psychoanalysis and modern psychology (Rychlak 1991). This is crucial for approaching adolescence because it is an extremely paradoxical and dialectical time of life. Caught between the pulls of dependency and responsibility, no longer a child, but not yet an adult, the adolescent bears the tension of the opposites in a dramatic way. For Jung, synthesizing the dialectics of the opposites gives rise to a teleological approach (ibid., p. 43), and as we shall see, therapeutic engagement with adolescents involves feeling into, dialectically, the differing pulls on their being. Thus, the teleological, or what is also referred to as the prospective function of adolescence is an overriding theme of the book.

One of the inevitable struggles in adolescence is between a regressive pull back to what is known, familiar and safe, and a forward movement out into the world. Indications of this struggle can be found in the clinical symptomatology of adolescents in crisis. An examination of early history only reveals one side of the conflict, whereas the teleological view completes the picture, granting a perspective on the forward progression of energy. Thus, I want to open up the conceptualization of the clinical picture, which tends to look back, to include a prospective reading of a case where consideration is given to the goals toward which the perplexing and disturbing behaviors of adolescents are pointing. Symptoms can be read prospectively with an eye toward how they are subtly leading the adolescent in one direction rather than another. Tracing the telos in the symptom requires imagination and an artful rendering of a case where we are willing to consider the clinical “facts” in light of their possible symbolic meanings. In this regard, the particular item an adolescent may be stealing from a store is as revealing to the case as the fact that he is engaged in shoplifting. Or the messages and images expressed in his graffiti are as important to the case as the fact that he breaks the law by spray-painting the sides of public buildings. The particular details hint at the underlying order of meaning. The prospective view insures that we take into account the individuality and idiosyncrasy of each case, and it protects us from reading the clinical picture of the adolescent as just another case report, hearing it as a repetition of the same old story.

Looking at a case teleologically allows us to maintain a certain equanimity in response to the feelings of despair that frequently arise in a depth-oriented encounter with a troubled adolescent. It is difficult to avoid getting wrapped up in the tragic view of life that certain adolescents embody during the course of treatment. From their perspective, nothing is ever going to work out, there is no hope for the future, and any attempt to try and do something is a waste of time. In the face of such anguish, we lose our objectivity and feel that if we do not intercede, something terrible will happen; it is up to us to rescue the adolescent from her inevitable doom; only our good-intentioned interventions can prevent the tragedy, whether it be a car crash, drug overdose, or the adolescent being kicked out of her home and forced to live on the streets. The therapy shifts into a salvational mode. The teleological view serves as an antidote to getting trapped in the literalism of such fatalism, reminding us that there are larger, imperceptible forces at work that may, in the end, serve progressive development. Without sensing that the painful and complicated experiences our adolescent clients live through are aiming toward something, we unwittingly become overinvolved and rob them of their ability to draw upon their own internal resources for survival during these difficult years. Our natural tendency to want to step in and take charge ultimately becomes disempowering.

By overidentifying with the adolescent’s tragic view of himself, we lose sight of a broader vision of life, a perspective granted by age, experience, and status in the world. Having passed through this stage of development ourselves, we are not caught in quite the same way by the obstacles that create so much trouble for the adolescent. The awareness that arises from having suffered through our own adolescence as well as some familiarity with our own shadow bespeaks the “authority” which I allude to throughout the book. Such authority grants perspective and thus increases our ability to withstand the volatile affects that arise as an adolescent works to untangle himself from the pitfalls and snares that can possibly lead to such disastrous endings. I will examine the phenomenon of an adolescent challenging our authority by looking at what it unconsciously sets off in us and by inquiring into what the adolescent is searching for in provoking such a challenge. Another central recurring theme that runs throughout the book is how one uses authority with adolescents in a life-enhancing versus a life-denying way.

It is terrifying to be around adolescents who are truly on the edge, no matter what the circumstances. Their potential for self-destruction is palpable, and during those times, if they are in our care, we lean on whatever resources we have available to help them survive. In offering a theory which asks that we honor and respect the unwieldy spirit (which I refer to as the “puer”) that arises during this period of development, it has been essential for me to keep in mind the reality of the immense suffering and pain that manifests during adolescence. Thus, in making the claim that there is something inherently meaningful and potentially life-vitalizing in giving that spirit a place, I am well aware of what havoc it can wreak, of its explosive potentiality. The preponderance of psychological theories of adolescence adopts a removed, distant, and overly-objective approach that seems to be a means of guarding against its volatility. The abstractions of theory are used defensively to build barricades against the destructive potential inherent in adolescence. The result, however, is that the pressing images and feelings on the inside edge of the adolescent experience do not inform the theory. By attuning myself to adolescence as a phenomenological reality, where theory takes into account the volatile spirit and difficult emotions of the time, I am attempting to fill in a gap, presenting a side of adolescence that is for the most part omitted from the psychological literature. In this regard, I draw upon literature and film to supply images that viscerally capture the subjective experience of being an adolescent.

In historicizing the occurrence of adolescence in late twentieth century America, I am seeking to uncover the particular ways the adolescent psyche is manifested in our current cultural milieu. This approach of looking at psyche from a cultural perspective assumes an inseparable conjunction between the individual and the world. Psyche is not inside one’s skin or limited to what happens in the therapy office, but can be found in the design of our buildings, the organization of our schools, and the planning of our communities. Although this concern pervades the entire book, I critically address the question of the interplay between adolescence and the culture in Chapter 11 and the Epilogue. In trying to capture the spirit of adolescence, attempting to grasp it as a whole, I see my work as preparatory, clearing the ground for further investigations into our current concern for the influences of gender, race, class, and sexual orientation on development. Although I have tried to be sensitive to these distinctions where I could, my work does not adequately reflect the important differences in the experience of being an adolescent based upon these factors. My hope is that in allowing the phenomenon of adolescence to unfold phenomenologically, we will be in a better position to think through its particularizations based upon these categories of difference.

I am intending to mend the split between reflectively engaging adolescence as a purposive phenomenon that carries significant meaning and the day-to-day clinical realities facing us as therapists whose practices include adolescent clients. A theory of adolescence that does not in some way connect with the “spirit” of the time is dry and academic, whereas one that overspiritualizes adolescence, transfixed by its symbology and numinosity, leaves nothing to hold onto when it comes to facing the enormously complex set of problems that are encountered by the adolescent therapist. The question for me has always been how to bring the two together: an imaginative, non-pathologizing approach to the transformational nature of adolescence which, at the same time, has direct and relevant implications for practice. The charge often leveled at James Hillman’s archetypal psychology is that his ideas are too heady, too conceptual, and they have no import for the actual fare of daily therapy. I hope to prove false these charges by illustrating the relevance of his insights for working with adolescent clients (very likely, not a population he had in mind). Hillman’s ideas come alive in the therapy hour, not necessarily as practical interventions, but as spurs that cause us to notably shift how we listen, attending to a different order of meaning in the clinical material than what is generally accessible vis-à-vis the traditional theories of adolescence.

In contrast to the developmental perspective which underlies so much of the psychology written about adolescence, Hillman’s thinking offers us a non-linear approach to the question of youth. For example, his essays on the puer posit it as a self-originating archetypal phenomenon, having its own phenomenology; it is not the result of anything that came earlier. Freeing ourselves, even momentarily, from the constraints of developmentalism offers new ways of thinking and understanding. Remarkably enough, Winnicott’s writings on adolescence similarly do not accord with a strictly developmental perspective. Although firmly allied with the psychoanalytical tradition, Winnicott does not theorize about adolescence as recapitulation in the manner of his psychoanalytical colleagues. In contrast to his other work, which strongly emphasizes the connection between adult functioning and early childhood experience, something breaks open for Winnicott when he comes to reflect upon adolescence. He evocatively captures adolescence as a world unto itself, with its own unique and originary dynamics. On that account, his main emphasis is upon acknowledging the authenticity of the troubling and distressing psychological states that emerge during this period of life.

A main objective of this book is to draw off some of the energy and focus from childhood and bring it to adolescence. Adolescence as a psychological phenomenon is crying out for renewed attention. Perhaps our psychology has kept itself too distant, safely locked up in the fantasy of childhood, to hear its cry. There is something intrinsically embarrassing and shameful in evoking the adolescent as either an inner figure or an outer reality. We can speak circles around our childhood, endlessly analyzing and probing. We are comfortable with its language and mode of discourse. Something shifts, however, when we are asked to reflect on adolescence. Such reminiscences inevitably evoke shameful memories, painful feelings, shy and withdrawn attitudes. No one yearns to return to adolescence. It is not so sweet. It does not hold and contain us like the fantasy of childhood innocence. There are no workshops devoted to loving and nurturing our inner adolescent. It is a turbulent time whose mode of reflection does not so easily engage us. It is too other, painful, and distant. We are far removed.

Interestingly enough, though, we meet the adolescent, in a more immediate manner than the child, while dreaming. The dream adolescent is a character close to our heart—her feelings of embarrassment, exposure, and isolation are near enough at hand that we can easily make the transit and identify with that element of self. The awareness of ourselves as children in dreams, in contrast, is more diffuse, further removed, less accessible, a dim memory. As an imaginal reality, the adolescent is nearer than we think.

The dream adolescent beckons us to remember. In Jung’s sense, it may serve as a compensation for our grandiose thoughts of how far we have developed, who we have become, and what we have left behind. We are abruptly reminded of our weakness, timidity, introversion, and failures. The dream adolescent may appear as the unsure one, not knowing where to go, where next to turn. We are forced to remember our forgotten vulnerability, the feeling of being exposed and at the mercy of the world. This figure also beckons us to return to our high-flying thoughts, forgotten dreams, repressed ambitions, and desire for a different kind of future. It reminds us of an earlier state of potency and fulfillment.

It is as precarious to encounter this inner adolescent, in both its vulnerability and grandiose dreams, as it is to tolerate these emotions in our experiences with actual adolescents. Their failures reminds us of our own. Their weakness and vulnerability echo distant memories of those places inside ourselves. And their infinite potential (Winnicott’s term) makes us cringe at our own loss of potency and possibility, how over the course of years, without even realizing it, our world has narrowed. What we refer to as a mid-life crisis represents a return to those youthful energies. But like everything associated with adolescence, there is a taint of shame. One is judged to be pathetic, awkwardly trying to reclaim one’s youthful fancies. Thus, this book is more than anything else an attempt to reawaken the emotions that stir in adolescence so that in reacquainting ourselves with them as adults, we are less afraid and more willing to listen.
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The cosmos in which we place youth and through which we insight youth will influence its pattern of becoming.

James Hillman




Introduction

Kaplan (1986) traces the invention of adolescence as a distinct phase of life back to two sources: Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s allegorical novel, Emile, written in the mid-eighteenth century, and G. Stanley Hall (the American psychologist responsible for bringing Freud and Jung to America), who, for the first time, in 1904, made the biological process of maturation, puberty, the basis of the social definition of an entire age group (Kett 1977). In exploring psychological theory which attempts to explain and understand the adolescent state of mind, it is important to remember that our contemporary concept of adolescence as a discrete developmental period is a relatively recent phenomena, “conditioned by social forces… reflecting the demographic and industrial conditions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” (ibid., p. 6).

Our theoretical ideas about the psychology of adolescence dramatically influence what we attend to and value as significant during this period of development. The differing theoretical perspectives rest upon a set of implicit assumptions concerning the course and direction of human development, the nature of the psyche, and the psychological implications of a biological process.

I have chosen to review psychoanalytical perspectives in this chapter and Jungian developmental theory in the next for they offer two of the most well-articulated systems of thought on the psychology of adolescence in the depth-psychological tradition. These perspectives are particularly powerful in disclosing key elements of the adolescent maturational process. In examining them, I will show what remains concealed by the theoretical lenses used to explicate this process, and will provide alternative ways of theorizing that brings to light this veiled material.



The Transformations of Puberty: Sigmund Freud

It is inevitable that a book attempting to revision our understanding of adolescent psychology must begin by reckoning with Freud. Much of what we currently say and think about adolescent development originates in Freud’s ideas on this subject developed early in the twentieth century. Freud only wrote one major essay exclusively devoted to this topic, “The Transformations of Puberty,” as the final part of his Three Essays On The Theory Of Sexuality (1905). Most of the other references to adolescence throughout his collected writings assert a negative definition of puberty; Freud repeatedly makes the point that puberty is not, as naively supposed, the first awakening of the sexual instinct in human life. The onset of sexual growth is diphasic: its origin is in childhood, and after a resting period during latency, it re-emerges in puberty. Thus, adolescence is evoked by Freud as a signpost on the road to his real destination—his theory of childhood sexuality. The negative definition clearly asserted by Freud tells us that puberty is not originary in terms of the awakening of the sexual instinct; however, as I will show, Freud does not offer any substantive definition of what puberty is, in and of itself, outside of its relationship to childhood.

Consequently, the deeper we look into the vicissitudes of the sexual instinct in puberty, the more is revealed about early childhood, thus creating a structure of investigation that rests upon a theory of recapitulation that pervades the essence of Freud’s analysis of adolescence and is taken up, in different ways, by the major psychoanalytical writers on adolescence after Freud. The theory of recapitulation states that some portion of one’s early infantile and childhood development gets played out again in a repetitive manner during adolescence. A closer analysis reveals how intimately wed is Freud’s theory of adolescence to this notion of recapitulation.

Freud begins his essay on adolescence with the following words: “With the arrival of puberty, changes set in which are destined to give infantile sexual life its final, normal shape” (1905, p. 207). The psychological processes of puberty are rooted in the maturation of the sexual instinct. In describing the nature of transformation in puberty, Freud states:


The sexual instinct has hitherto been predominantly auto-erotic; it now finds a sexual object. Its activity has hitherto been derived from a number of separate instincts and erotogenic zones, which independently of one another, have pursued a certain sort of pleasure as their sole sexual aim. Now, however, a new sexual aim appears, and all the component instincts combine to attain it, while the erotogenic zones become subordinated to the primacy of the genital zone.

(ibid.)



A child’s sexual life, vis-à-vis the Oedipus or Electra complex, reaches a first climax in the third to fifth year. Freud describes this as a pre-genital organization of libido, where each separate instinct pursues its own acquisition of pleasure, independent of all the rest. The theoretical conundrum plaguing Freud went something like this: How does the polymorphously perverse child transform into an adult with a fixed and stable sexual identity where the genitals now have primacy among all other zones as the source of pleasure, thus insuring that the sexual instinct is in the service of reproduction? Adolescence becomes very crucial in this scheme, for one of its main goals as a discrete developmental period is to bring about the realization of this new sexual aim, which Freud describes as


the appropriate stimulation of an erotogenic zone (the genital zone itself, in the glans penis) by the appropriate object (the mucous membrane of the vagina); and from the pleasure yielded by this excitation the motor energy is obtained, this time by a reflex path, which brings about the discharge of the sexual substance. This last pleasure is the highest in intensity and its mechanism differs from that of the earlier phase.

(ibid., p. 210)



This high intensity pleasure, which we call orgasm, Freud objectively terms “end-pleasure.” It results in a phase in which the tension of libido is extinguished. He distinguishes this from “fore-pleasure,” which occurs in infancy and latency and comes about through the stimulation of an erotogenic zone (for example, mother caressing an infant’s skin). He states:


If at any point in the sexual process, the fore-pleasure turns out to be too great and the element of the tension too small, the motive for proceeding with the sexual act is abandoned.

(ibid., p. 211)



He goes on to say:


Experience has shown that the precondition for this damaging event is that the erotogenic zone concerned or the corresponding component instinct shall already during childhood have contributed an unusual amount of pleasure.

(ibid.)



On account of this logic, when the transformations of puberty get stuck or fixated, one looks to the cause of that fixation in childhood. The most conspicuous example of this mode of thought can be found in Freud’s description of the pubertal processes of young women. There are many powerful and compelling critiques by a host of feminist writers of the grave misconceptions Freud perpetuates in his understanding of women’s sexual and emotional development during puberty.1 In light of these critiques, I review the theory here with the sole purpose of showing how completely Freud was gripped by the idea of adolescence as recapitulation.

According to Freud, little girls experience fore-pleasure through the discharge of sexual excitement in the spasms of the clitoris. During puberty, this sexual excitement is severely repressed. A young woman goes through a period when she is anesthetic, that is, she holds back and denies her sexuality; the excitability of the clitoris, what Freud refers to as her “childish masculinity,” is extinguished. This period of dormancy allows the leading erotogenic zone to transfer from the clitoris to the vagina. The transfer culminates when a young woman’s sexuality locates itself in the passivity of the vaginal orifice; it is only then that Freud considers her to be sexually mature. He goes on to state:


This anaesthesia may become permanent if the clitoridal zone refuses to abandon its excitability, an event for which the way is prepared precisely by an extensive activity of that zone in childhood.

(ibid., p. 221)



In both cases, for boys and for girls, too much stimulation and pleasure from an erotogenic zone during childhood results in a fixity of development during puberty. Childish pleasures refusing to release their hold on the developing adolescent cause a failure in the maturation of the sexual instinct. That sexual maturation in puberty is determined by early childhood sexuality is reiterated by Freud when he states: “It is only at puberty that the sexual instincts develop to their full intensity; but the direction of the development, as well as all the predispositions for it, have already been determined by the early efflorescence of sexuality during childhood which preceded it” (1923, p. 246).

After eroticism is brought into the service of reproduction, Freud views the second major transformation of puberty, on the psychological side, as the process of finding an appropriate sexual object to fulfill the aim of genital maturity. Freud links sexual satisfaction in an infant with the taking of nourishment. In this schema, the infant’s sexual instinct has an object outside of herself, that is, the mother’s breast. As the infant begins to recognize that she is separate from mother, the search for an object turns inward and becomes auto-erotic. At puberty, this originary search for an object outside oneself takes its shape in the adolescent’s striving for a heterosexual love relationship. A child nursing at its mother’s breast is Freud’s prototype for every subsequent love relationship.

Although in latency a barrier is erected against incest, the immensely powerful physical and psychological transformations of puberty re-animate the incestuous strivings of the individual, although now in the form of fantasy ideas. In these unconscious fantasies, infantile tendencies emerge in combination with the sexually maturing body and the adolescent is attracted to the opposite-sex parent in accord with their oedipal strivings. Although they are mitigated by the incest taboo, these fantasies now become the basis of the “affectionate current” of sexual life in adolescence.

Here recapitulation bears itself out again. The fantasies of the pubertal period originate in the infantile sexual researches that were abandoned in childhood, that is, those initial attempts of children to discover the nature of sexuality and their own sexual constitution. Freud states:


Some among the sexual phantasies of the pubertal period are especially prominent, and are distinguished by their very general occurrence and by being to a great extent independent of individual experience. Such are the adolescent’s phantasies of overhearing his parents in sexual intercourse, of having been seduced at an early age by someone he loves and of having been threatened with castration; such, too, are his phantasies of being in the womb, and even of experiences there, and the so-called “Family Romance,” in which he reacts to the difference between his attitude towards his parents now and in his childhood.

(1905, p. 226)



Although the Oedipus complex peaks in infantile sexuality, it nonetheless exercises a decisive role on the sexuality of adults through its after-effects. The origin of these after-effects occurs in the intensity with which the Oedipus complex penetrates the heart of puberty. For Freud, the repudiation of incestuous phantasies is the most significant, painful and difficult psychological achievement of this time of life. It is the essence of the pubertal process.

A child’s affection for its parents is the most important infantile trace that gets revived in puberty. A young man or woman falling in love for the first time chooses a person who re-animates the image of mother or father. Object choice in puberty is then ultimately based on these childhood prototypes. Freud states this unequivocally:


The innumerable peculiarities of the erotic life of human beings as well as the compulsive character of the process of falling in love itself are quite unintelligible except by reference back to childhood and as being residual effects of childhood.

(ibid., p. 229)



Freud’s seed ideas of the nature of adolescence as recapitulation sprouted in the theories of four major psychoanalysts.



Ontogeny Recapitulates Phylogeny: Ernest Jones' Contribution to the Psychoanalytic Understanding of Adolescence

Jones (1922), in his paper, “Some Problems of Adolescence,” takes up themes that directly touch upon Freud’s theory of recapitulation. He begins by looking at the differences between children and adults and ponders the remarkable changes that happen between these two developmental periods. He then turns his attention toward adolescence to give his account of this transitional period of life. He states:


Before these important changes can be brought about, the transitional stage of adolescence has to be passed through, and this is effected in a highly interesting manner. At puberty, a regression takes place in the direction of infancy, of the first period of all, and the person lives over again, though on another plane, the development he passed through in the first five years of life…. Put it another way, it signifies that the individual recapitulates and expands in the second decennium of life the development he passed through during the first five years of life, just as he recapitulates during these first five years the experiences of thousands of years in his ancestry and during the pre-natal period those of million of years.

(ibid., pp. 39–40)



For Jones, then, there is something astonishingly similar between the first five years of life (which he is here referring to as infancy) and the adolescent years. Overwhelming emotional experiences distinguish both periods, which leads Jones to characterize them as the most passionate ages of human being. He then goes on to outline with great specificity what he sees as the analogies between these two periods of development.

Both infancy and adolescence depend on a heightened capacity for tolerating stimulation and inhibiting response.
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