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other a distorted view, When you find that, recognize that the tran-
sitions are different for each of you and that they result in different
views. 1thelps to imagine how it would feelifyou had to relinquish
the same things your partner is lettng go. It helps to imagine the
selfdoub that an ansiety producing new beginning may be causing
the other. It helps to imagine how lost and confused the other feels
when long time pattens disappear and leave. only a blank page to
stare at in life’s book.

Some specific things can assist you as well, and we'll close this
chapter by listing several. Remember: No advice fits everyone, and
0 advice fits one person all the time. Just take what fits and leave.
the rest

A checklist for people in a relationshipin-transition:

1. Take your time. The outer forms of our lies can change in an
instant, but the inner reorientation that brings us back into a
vital relation to people and activity takes time. This does not
‘mean that everything must come to a standsill while you wait
for things to work for you, Butit does mean that your commit-
ments, either to the old situation that you haven't yetleft or to
the new situation that you haven't yet become invested in,
will be somewhat provisional. And it means that you cannot
rush the inner process through which this state will change

2. Arrange temporary structures. When I had my house remod-
eled a few years ago, for several weeks I tolerated a living
t00m wall made of plastic and canvas. That temporary con-
struction was ugly, but it provided me with the protection |
needed to go on living in a space that was being transformed.
So it s with transitional situations in the world of relation-
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ing the Scales: taking things that have been skewed for some fime
back to “the other way for a whilel” (though not “to the center” pe.
cause that isn't the way power works within a system).

Not every issue affects the entire relationship, of course. The re-
Iationship is likely to be like a braid, one strand (providing financial
support, say) going in the direction of one of the parties, another
(deciding when to have sex, say) going in the other. Add to these
“deciding whether to borrow money for a remodel” say, or “stting
the time the kids have to be home,” say, or “determining if and for
how long relatives are welcome to visit us,” say, and you have a
whole weave of intersecting ssues, the power patterns running first
toward one side and then toward the other. When these paterns
change, the parties to the relationship will report that they are in
transition.

Various actions can help in that kind of a situation. First, of
course, the partners should discuss what each of them is experienc-
ing;: Next, they should use the transition framework to structure that
talk and to realize that relinquishing old arrangements and being
left in the neutral zone s always difficult and confusing. The dis-
tress you feel isn't a sign that the other is being unfir, any more.
than its a sign that you are defective. It's just that you are both in
the midst of a significant life transition and its taking its toll: Like
any transition, this one could bring you out in a better place: You
could well look back at it years hence and marvel at your inabiliy
to understand just what was going on. You could easily come t05¢
it as the natural
story and the next.

So Hold all those possibilities in mind and use them as

through which to view your present situation in variou:
may find that one lens clarifies
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5. Explore the other side of the change. Some. changes are cho-
sen and some are not, and each kind of transition has its own
difficulties. If you have not chosen your change, there are a
dozen reasons to refuse to see its possible benefits—for by sec-
ing such benefits you may und{:: your anger with the “ad-
versary” who forced the change on you, or you may realize
that the old situation wasn't all that you thought it was. On
the other hand, if you have chosen your change, there are just
as many reasons not to want to consider its cost—for that may
weaken your resolve o make you aware of the pain your tran-
sition brings to others. Either way, you will need to explore
the other side of the situation.

6. Find someone to talk to, Whether you choose a professional
counselor or justa good friend, you will need someone to talk
to when you are going through an important transition in
your relationships, What you primarily need is not advice, al-
though that may occasionally be useful, but rather the oppor-
tunity to put into words your dilemmas and your feelings so
that you can fully understand what s going on. Beware of the
listener who “knows exactly what you ought to o but also
be suspicious if you find yourself explaining away your lis-
tener’s reactions whenever they don’t happen to fit with
yours—especially if several people have reacted the same way

to what you say:

7. Think of ransition as a process ofleaving thestatus quo, living
for a while in a fertle ‘time-out” and then coming back with
an answer. The British historian Amold Toynbee pointed out
that societies gain access to new energies and new directions
only after a “time of troubles” initiates a process of tegra-
tion wherein the old order comes apart. He showed how often
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dhips: Yoo will need to work ont ways of going on whilethe
done, This may involve working out a

it may involve agreements
ties until something more

inner work s being
temporary way to make decisions;

about how to allocate respons
devised; or it may simply involve an inner

permanent can be
olve to accept a given situation as temporary and {0 trans-

res
fer some energy to finding a replacement for it
Don't act for the sake of action. The temporary situation is
frustrating, so there is likely to be @ temptation to “do some-
thing—anything.” This teaction is understandable, but it
usually leads to more difficulty. The transition process re-
quires not only that we bring a chapter of our lives to conclu-
sion but also that we discover whatever we need to learn for
the next step.We nieed to stay in transition long enough to
complete this important process, not to abort it through pre-
mature action.

. Take care of yourself in little ways. This is probably not the

time to be trying to live up to your highest self-image, al-
though it is time to keep your agreements carefully. Be sensi
tive to your own small needs and don't force change upon
yourself as though it were medicine. Find the small continu-
ities that are important when everything else seems to be
changing. A friend of mine took her elderly mother to the su=
permarket the day after she had moved to'a new house and a
new town. “Peaches, we've got to get peaches for your father,”
her mother said. 1t was the wrong time of year and peaches
were expensive, but in a situation where everything else in
their lives had changed, it was important to hold on to a few

continuities such as favorite foods or a schedule of familiar
TV programs ! ;
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In the next section of this book, we'll suggest strategies for deal-
ing constructively with the transitions in our individual lives, bt
here we are talking about the developmental potentials of a rela-
ionship that is in transition. Whatever the current antagonisms
and topics that a couple is trying to deal with, a life transition
brings them to the point where each party has the opportunity to
discover new inuer resources that have hitherto been lived out
mainly through the other person. Each of them has the opportu-
nity to come out of the transition as a more whole, more complete
person. Their relationship can then be renegotiated on a less re-
strictive basis.

This process of renegotiation must take place many times dur-
ing a long-term relationship if it is to stay vital and provide both
partners with the setting for their continued development. The
process often happens unconsciously as each person deals with the
other's transitions—and with the changing lives of any children
they may have. It isn't necessarily a self-conscious procedure, like
the arbitration of a labor dispute. Itis simply the reorganization of
the family system whenever an ending point is reached. And the
process s greatly faclitated by the recognition that a relationshi
like the lives that come together to form it, has its seasons and its
times of turning, Problems, in that view, are ot malfinctions to be
solved or flaws to be corrected; they are the signals that a chapter in
the joint story has ended.

When a couple can share this awareness and explore is signifi-
cance in their present situation, they can transform even the most
threatening difficulty into an opportunity: Butifone of them cannot
persuade the ofher to share this view and to join in this exploration,
there is usually little choice but to begin the exploration alone. Of
course, the great temptation is to pour your energy into trying to
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But these arrangements often change as the two people find the
old allocation of ights and responsibilities are chafing them, “How.
come you always get to decide what we do on our vacations?” one
of them demands one day. “How come we keep getting the car you
want?” Pointing out that it's the way you've always done it doesn’t
cut much ice—as you may have noticed—and it is definitelya non-
starter to run out a bunch of reasons that finally boil down to “I'm
smarter than you are.” Besides, the reasons aren't really the point,
for these you-take-care-of-it-for-both-of-us arrangements generate a
backlash. Most couples have been through several phases of such
amangements, first doing it one way and then the other.

One of the ways that you could divide the histories of most rela-
tionships into chapters would be by starting with “whose way we did
things when we first got together” followed by “whose way we did
things after that first arrangement broke down;” followed by an al-
temating series of times when one or the other dominated the field
of power. Sometimes, the shifts from one to the other are subtle and
gradual; at other times, they are explosive: “That's it I'm done with.
your something-or-other.” But however they oceur, the shifts are
major transitions in the life of the relationship. Each time, both par-
ties have to let go of hor things used {0 be, go through a confusing
neutral zone during which a new agreement is forged, and then
launch the beginning of some new way of being together.

Throughout the transition, howeyer, the paties will probably
never articulate what they ate doing or why. They may be “articu-
lating” a lot of other things, though: what kind of a person one of
them is, and what kind of a person the other is for putting up with
that kind of a person. And so.on. The argumentsall about the con-
{ent ofthe arcangement,but there fsno acknowledgment of whatis
teallygoing on, Whatis eally going on? You might cal it Rebalanc-
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make your partner see things differently. When the first edition of
this book came out, I got calls and letters from husbands or wives
who announced that their spouses were in mid-life crisis (or in
some other transition) and needed a talking to. I was always told
that the partners in question “willlsten to you.” And that they really
“need help."

That may have been o, of course, but it simply won't work to
provide help that is not wanted at that point. What does work s for
the partner who is aware of the transition and its implications fora
relationship to begin exploring alone the question of what is ending,
in a relationship and what to do about it. More often than nok,it
turns out that the ending is not some external situation but an atti-
tude or an assumption ora selfimage that both partners have held,
And the husbands or wives who were sure that their partners
needed help find that the need is within themselves, that once the.
inner change is made by them, the ofher person proves to be not
nearly so blind orunwilling to talk. I have come to regard it as more:
than likely that husbands or wives seeking help and advice fora
spouse had better face their own need for help.

Some of the most difficult transitions within a relationship
‘occur when the power center shifis from one side to the other. Ina
sense, this oceurs the same way that other “separation of function’
shifts happen. Many couples find that they have developed a tacit
agreement that one member of the pair will make decisions for
both of them. This arrangement is often rationalized by a comment
such as, “He's so much better at finances than I.am, I don't know
convertible bond from a smallcap stock ... or whatever they'te
called” Or, *Her taste is a lot better than mine, Besides, I donlteate
so much about the whole living room matching—as long as the.
cushions are comfortable.” i

o
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iddle aged. and rapiy tirng knight on a decrepit horse) Each of
s trnsition because a story s a self-coherent world with ts

us s
tem, and alien characters are out of place,

own kind of immune syst
(Think of trying to ft Dick Tracy into Hamlet or Lady Chattery
into Little House on the Prairie.)

To become a couple is to agree implicitly to play a pre-
arranged part in another person’s story, although it sometimes
takes a while to get the part down really well. It sn't enough to
follow the overt signals, for the part might be that of the person
who “never does what I ask you to do.” An outsider listening to
the dialogue would probably misunderstand the agreement be-
tween the two people. “He’s urging you to go out and geta job,’
the outsider may say. “Why don’t you do itz” But the person

knows deep down that it is not so simple—that what the other
one is really saying is something like, “You poor timid soul. You
can't really face the world, can you? But that’ all right because
Il take care of you.”

“This is all hidden from view, of course; or it s until one day the
person—a wife in the traditional marriage—comes home and says,
e heart in her throat, “Guess what. I got a job.” And he says, You
did?” And he looks at her strangely, or says, rather unconvincingls
“That's wonderful” In a few minutes, he'll say, “Well, who the hell
is going to pick up the stuffat the cleaners, then?”" ] .

A couple can find lots of help on how they ought to be: lessse5=
ist, say, or more open in their communication, or more anccptnsﬂf
cach other. But they will have a far harder time finding help Wil
the issue of how to change or how to let each other. c!unée
a relationship. This s unfortunate because in such a i
only the relationship is atstake but .
partner individually,
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the partnership lets them become more so. After a few years of that,
the two are polarized with the role-enabled side of each personality.
artificially amplified by the arrangement. Each of them becomes a
less-than-whole person, and each becomes a stand in for the side of
the other's personality that s not being expressed within the rela-
tionship. He's not just a rational guy. He becomes the subsitute for
her rationality.

But then he discovers that life involves more than bookkeeping
and contracts. Panie! The Rock of Gibraltar is crumbling! The
other one’s world begins to come apart when Old-Cool-and-
Steady’s transition leaves one flank exposed: The same thing hap-
pens if Sensitive-and-Warm begins to have ideas of her own about
where she's heading and how to get there. Panic! The light of life is
going out. The other one’s world sputters and slows down, threaten-
ing to get stuck in some lonely byway.

“This panic over a partner’s change s natural. It like the anxiety
that an actor would feel if his cue produced no entrance and no re-
sponse. Or worse yet, a response that isn'tin the script. (“My God!
She said o, She was supposed to say yes. How o reply, and where
does our drama go from here?”)

Why is this? Are we o reactionary as creatures that we do not
change unless someone else forces us to? Are we. like pool balls, sit-
ting forever in a fixed pattern until an interpersonal cue ball blasts
us into motion? I think not, although we do suffer a kind of inner
inertia when circumstances precipitate a transition. But it s not as
mechanical as the table full of pool balls. Rather, we are more like
stories that are slowly unfolding according to our own preestab-
lished inner themes and plots. Each person's life is a story that is
telling itself in the living of it, and each requires others to play cer-
tain kinds of roles. (Wanted: A warm, unassertive woman to soothe a
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TRANSITION, RELATIONSHIPS, AND RESONANCE

Transition would be a lot easier if the only issues'a couple faced
came purely from their current ife situation itself—for Don and
Betty, from their relationship and their conflicting needs for their
individual satisfaction. But a situation like theirs is further compl
cated, as transitions often are, by the phenomenon of “interpersonal
resonance, o the way in which the developmental issues being
dealtwith by one member ofa family (or any group, for that matter)

re-awaken o intensify similar issues in another. One person “res-
onates” to the situation or actions of another in the same way that
one string on'a musical instrument can be set vibrating when a
nearby string is struck.

Don and Betty were the parents of two teenagers, and each of
the children was in the midst of that extended transition toward
personal independence that hefore long would (with uck) have
them both standing “on their own two feet” At fifteen and
they were volatile: full of enthusiasm one day and ready to chuck
everything the next. Bob exhausted new careers daily. First he
wanted to be a test pilot, then an atomic physicist, then a com-
puter engineer, and on and on. Meanwhile, he was slow to mature
socially and didn't date at all.

Don found his son easy to understand yet strangely frustrating.
Bob reminded his father of himself at fifteen—a crazy mixture of
confidence and self-doubt—and Don sympathized with his son's
confuusions about himself: Not coincidentally, Don found himself
very invested in Bobs caréer dreams. ‘I see him, so bright and ca-
pable i science and so interested in things I never dreamed of at
his age, and I think, ‘Go for it, kid! Don't take the safe route and be

een,

sorry later—the way I did"
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Jated place away from her friends. (‘1 had my Walden,” she saig,
“alone at home when the children were lttle.’)

That storm passed, though, and they both kept working fo fing
just what they really wanted, separately and together. Although an
answer was slow in taking shape, both of them felt a great sense of
relief in having acknowledged that the old way was no longer viable
and that they were in transition. Although their new situation was
far from comfortable, it was reassuring to know that most of what
they felt was the natural result of transition rather than a sign of per-
sonal malfunction or interpersonal breakdown.

Their new beginning, when it did emerge, seemed almost
ridiculously easy in comparison to the great effort they had ex-
pended in trying to find it. One day Don bumped into an old
school friend whose father, a small-town newspaper editor in an-
other part of the state, had just died. The friend had to sell the
newspaper s soon as possible and he asked Don, who was the ad-
viser to the school newspaper, whether he by any chance knewany-
one who was looking for a small but successful weekly:

Before deciding to buy the paper, Don and Betty checked out
the town with an eye to Betty’s career. “If d gone along just for
Don's sake, we'd have been back in our old pattern again,” Bet
said. “But it turned out fine. I got a job with the county mental
health agency, and it's the perfect place to get the supervision |
need to eam my license. We have a different kind of relationship
now, although the transition was fairly rocky for aswhile. Butbo
us are happy, and we'e learning new things about ours
each other every day. If we'd started over again with new]
suspect our new marriages would have ended up being

ourold one. Butasitis, we're oution the frontier of our
ing new territory.”
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to men and Don'’s turned off sexually!” It would have been easy,
Betty realized, to transfer her own longings to her daughter. ‘1
could stay faithful and live out my desires vicariously,” she said with
alittle laugh. “But I guess it be better if I do my own business and
let her do hers,”

TRANSITION AND THE INTERPERSONAL SYSTEM

Families, like organizations and interpersonal groupings of all
kinds, are “systems.” That is, the members are not wholly au-
tonomous entities that just happen to be together; rather, they are
parts of a larger whole and are affected by anything that happens o
that whole. It is characteristic of all systems that although their
‘members may consciously fry to change the way they behave within
the system, they also often unwittingly perpetuate the system in its
current form by undermining their own attempts to change it. O
they say they support a change that someone else in the system is
trying to make, but under the table they try to sabotage the change.
A case in point. Don and Betty wanted their kids to launch out
into the world, and each parent had a special reason to wish for that
outcome —Don because of his own thyarted career dreams, and
Betty because their independence resonated vith her longing for
freedom. Yet both of them also were scared of the transitions their
kids were facing. “As long as theyre at home; we're a family, and
Don and I have something important to do together, which is to par-
ent the kids?” Betly certainly didn't want fo stand in the way of her
kids, but at this time of transition in her marriage she felt vulnerable.
“If we aren't parents, whatare we?" she asked Don on one oceasion.
Many parents are fa less aware than they were of this kind of re-
sistance to change, “He's il alitle boy 1o us" they say innocently
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At first Don explained.his reactions to_his son as “normal
*for the boy'sFuture welfare, but in time he began

rental concern’ i
= something more mightbe involved. “Here Lam,

to wonder whether
alled and lostat this transition point in my own ife, and I can

hardly stand to watch my son as he teeters back and forth on the
edge ofa big step in s lfe. When he fnally applied to Cal Tech,
| felt a sense of relif. It was more than pride—although I felt that
100, of course. Itwas as though Bob was finally going to make some-
thing of himself and in doing that, to make something of me, too.
He was my proxy,sent out to the world to do the business that I had-
't been able to finish. When I realized that, I decided, ‘Hey, this
isn't good for either of us. He can't do it for me, and my investment
in hir that way will just be a burden to him! So T backed off”

This resonance between a child and a parent is common when
the two of them arrive at different transition points at the same time.
Bety found something similar happening to her when her daughter
was going offto college. “I think that you're more excited by my de-
parture than I am,” Susan remarked to het mother one day. “Itfeels
like you're trying to get rid of me.”

Tn explaining that she did notfecl that way, Betty discovered that
the charge behind her reaction came from the same kind of proxy
granting that Don had found himself doing with Bob. “She’s head-
ing out on her own,” Betty said, in describing this discovery, “and
her freedom sirs something very deep in me because [ never gave

myself that freedom. I don't think that I want it now, but I have to
say that it really excites me.”

Susan’s freedom at this ime included exploring her sexuality in
several brief relationships. This altemately disturbed and amazed
her mother. “Wouldn't you know that she'd be doing that just at the
same time I'm reevaluating my marriage — when I'm stll atractive
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It was worse when she talked with men and felt enlivened by their
interest in her, That was fun, and she had to admit that it made her
ralize that if she ever did leave Don, she needn't resign herself to
isolation and celibacy.

But the sexual thing was really secondary, she thought. The pri-
mary thing was Her new sense of purpose and the readiness she felt
to meet the world head-on. She was ready to do things, and she had-
o't felt that way since she graduated from college. The only prob-
lem was, could she continue to feel this way arotnd Don? Would
she have to choose between chiecking her own momentum and
leaving him behind? She could suggest (and niot for the first time)
that he see a psychotherapist, but he would just say, “That's your old
counselor number again, Betty. Il handle this my seay” Would this
all just blow over, or might she have to do something?

The answer to that question hiriges on what you mean by “blow
over? If you mean the particulars—the fight last night and today's
tensions—then the answer may well be yes. The old ups and downs
will be replaced by new ups and downs. But if you mean the
changes going on within Betty and Don and the transition their re-
lationship is consequently going through, then the ansyer i proba-
bly o, For changes that are so deep and far reaching are unlikely to

disappear with time.

Each of these individuals is coming to the point where their sep-
arate, personal transitions are having an impact on their relation-
ship. Having come to the end of a phase of their individual Tives,
they are finding that the relationship that served them pretty well up
to this point is being put under enormous strain. The sexual diffi-
culies are just the tip of the iceberg, and a repair job there will sim-
ply transfer the difficulty to a new area. Communication is terribly
important, but improving how they talk to one another will achieve
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But Don had n0 builtsin ending—not, at least, until retirement,
and he certainly couldn't wait that long for relicf. Nor was leaving
teaching really the issue at this point, for the onerous responsibility
of work that he did not like was only a symptom of a decper diffi
culty. Having been a stranger to his own'real needs and interests for
5o long, he no longer knew what he wanted, or even who he was. “I
feel like I left myself a thousand miles back, somewhere,” he
later when he and Betty went together to talk with a counselor. “The
train just went on'and on until finally it ran out of fuel and stopped,
and then I couldn’t pretend any longer that everything was OK.”

Don’s problem —whether you take thatfo be impotence or bore-
dom with work or loss of inferest in marriage—was not the impor-
tant thing, and attempts to solve the problem outside the context of
their lives as a whole would have provided no solution. It would
have been like fireling up the train again and sending it farther
down the track into the wilderness. The problem was simply a signal
that the time had come o stop Somethirig ~not to stop teaching or
to end the marriage or o cease making love, but rather to recognize
aless literal “end of the line” when they reached it.

For Don, this recognition led to some farreaching changes over
the next several years. After the first impulses to leave his careerand
his marriage, he decided to stay with both. He and Betty worked out
atime plan for the next two years; after that, she would be working
and earning enough money to take some of the pressure off Don
and give him room to explore his options. Meanwhile, he began a
systematic survey of his own experience to see what kinds of things
he really liked to do. For a while, this produced a new source of
conflict. Although he suspected that a life of thoughtful inactivity
by some modern-day Walden Pond would answer his needs, she
was equally sure that she could never be happy living in some iso-
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much less than will finding out what they really want to say to each
other when they,do talk. And, yes, roles need to be renegotiated,
too, but not until these people go through their transitions and see
ew” lives consist of can they arrive at an enduring

what thei
arrangement.

You have probably already realized that neither Don nor Betty
gave themselves room to deal with any of the second thoughts that
had surfaced ten years carlicr. Back then, they felt that they
couldn't afford to take the time; and then a new extemal situa-
tion came along to distract them, so they didn’t have to. In fact,
Don had been unhappy with teaching then and had begun to re-
alize that he had originally gravitated toward that kind of work
only because he had always liked school and didn't know what
else to do. The new job, together with a new home in a new com-
munity, made him forget his doubts and his longing for a deeper
kind of new beginning,

‘The same thing had happened with Betty, The product ofa very
traditional upbringing, she had never really asked herself whether
she wanted children right away. In spite of having just taken a job,
she became pregnant and “had to” leave her career, She didn't ex
perience herself as making conscious choices—or even having the
freedom to do so,

Neither Betty nor Don had changed much between the ages of
twenty and thirty-five, although from that point on both of them
found it more and more difficult to summon the energy necesaryto
do the old things in the old way. But their situations were different:
Betty could look forward to a built-in ending in a few years, brought
on by the children's increasing independence and their launch into

separate lves, As they grew older,they needed their motherlessand.
less, and Betty’s original desite for a career was renewed, .
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of their thirty-year-old lawyer son. “She’s not good enough for you,”
they say of the “girl” (who s, after all, thirty herself) that he is going
“Blood s thicker than water, son” (meaning that “nothing

out with.
will ever replace your ties to us”).

These reactions are not limited to parents whose children are
leaving the nest or taking steps that will ultimately create a life
structure of their own, Whenever a member of a system changes,
the other members will feel a twinge. Children are bothered
when divorced or widowed parents begin to date again. Siblings
conspire to keep one another in line long after they have stopped
living under the same roof. And, of course, partners in an inti-
mate relationship react with alarm to unexpected changes in the
other person.

Nothing makes it clearer how a relationship is structured with
complementary roles than this reaction to the other person’ transi
tion. A husband may believe that he feels only supportive or even
pleased when an important new beginning entes his wife’slife, but
then later he discovers that he is undermining it unwittingly. (‘Re-
ally, I'm thrilled that you are going back to schaol—I don't know
why I forgot my promise to cook dinner ... pick up the kids +++
straighten the house before you came home?”) It is as though the
wife were in violation of an unspoken rule by being in transition:

Well, she is. Relationships are always structured by unspoken
agreements, although peaple are seldom conscious of it B £
very early there is a psychological division of labor within a rl
ship: One person takes care of the practical issues and th
handles the human ones; or one expresses emotions and t
anchorsthe relationship in practical ways; or o is full of pl
the other i the tough critc, Each of them has always b
what that way—roles aren't invented out of thin' air, afte
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often unhappy then, she saw no alternative. And worse, she sus-
pected that if she thrashed around too much, Don, who seemed
restless himself, might start looking for someone less bitchy and
difficult.

But now things were different. Not that she wanted to leave the
marriage; it was just that she no longer felt trapped in the old way,
‘The children were almost on their own now; and she had her new
dream of a counseling career, She no longer had to accept an im-
possible situation. The long and lonely years of early parenthood
were behind her, and she felt a new excitement at the thought of
‘moving out and finding a separate place for herselfin the world:

Yet the situation scared her, too, for the better she felt-about her-
self, the worse Don seemed to feel about himself. There seemedto.
be energy for only one of them within their relationship, and the
more she had, the less he had, His loss of interest in sex was an ex
ample. The other night was the worst, but it had been headingin
that direction for some time. He always used to take the initiative
sexually, often urging her to try things that she felt shy about tring,
or wanting to have sex when she really wasn't very interested, But
now it was she, more often than not, who took the initiative, And it
was she who seemed to enjoy sex more than he did, She was now
more interested in sex and more responsive than she had been at
thiny. She and Don were both changing, but changing it seemeds
in opposite dircctions. I time, she though, they:could havemoved.
50 far apart that they would be out of sight of each other.

Itmight be better if they separated, Maybe they were no longer
8ood for each other. Gertainly he was a drain on her energy and he
often felt like a dead weight that she had to lug around—like the
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Comparing your chronology with that of your parents, you will
come across milestones and detour markers that you scarcely no-
ticed before. One of the men in the transition seminar discovered
somewhat unexpectedly that he had quit his job at approximately
the same age that his father had made a similar change twenty-five
years carlier. “Am I copying him?”

¢ asked, puzzled. “I hope not,
because that decision was a terrible mistake for my father—he
never found a really good job again after that” Another member of
the class found close parallels between changes in her health and
those of her mother, changes that had had a great impact on her as
a girl. Still another class member had refused to reire at the usual
time, not because he liked his work or because he needed the
salary, but because his father had been miserable from the moment
he retired.

It is important to identify those transition points that simply cor-
respond to transitions your parents made, since these points repre-
sent programming that may have nothing to do with the realities in
your own life. In the same way, it is important to clarify how much
of what you experience during a time of transition is actually yours
and how much is a cultural overlay—fifty-year-olds are supposed to
feel thus-and-so. Even the current theories about adult life can be-
come a substitute for a real awareness of what is actually happening
to you, For ultimately each of us s ona unique journey with a ticket
‘marked “Good for this trip only—no transfers”

Nonetheless, there are developmental issues that we all deal
with at some point along the way. The sphin’s riddle suggests the
two most important ones—the first being the transition by which a
dependent creature moyes into a separate independence and devel-
ops a selfimage and a personal style. And then later, the same self-
image and personal style hinder growth, and the person must face
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When you have done this, begin with the caly tansitons ang
see what you can say about the “developmental issues” that were in.
e 4 sach ansiton. Herearesome of the entries T made when

1 did this:

195117 years old: entered college; first time on my own firt
real test of my abilities

195521 years old: graduation; panic over career; decide o stay
in school and avoid moment of decision; change of niversi-
ties, but real transition avoided.

195622 years old; drafted into army; sudden entry into “the
el world”; freedom from old expectations and self-image.
1958—24 years old: discharged; grappling again with the ques-

tion of career.

And 50 on, Your chronology and the transitional events may be
‘more decisive than mine were. Obviously, I found it very hard toget:
going on a career, and several of my transitions back then repre-
sented false starts. i)

An interesting sidelight on your own course of life can be found
if you compare your chronology with that of the parent of your X
Many of your lfe expectations come from the model provided fo
you by that parent. Although it will not show up on a d
tal scheme, the age at which your parent dies (especiall
carly) will probably be an important point in your own life
Socan the point at which a parents lfe came together t0/becO
interesting and productive, or the point at which things seemed
fall apart or go dead. What about the point at which you
veloped a serious illness or the point at which your
orthe time that a parent changed the course of s ot h
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Relationships and Transition

It takes a long time to be really married. One marries many

times at many levels within @ marriage. If you have more mar-

riages than you have divorces within the marriage, you're lucky
and you sick it out.

—RUBY DEE

In Brian Lanker, 1 Dream a World:

People change and forget o tell each other,
—LILLIAN HELLMAN,
Togs in the Attics

E S BEGIN WITH AN IMAGINARY FAMILY. DON,
aged forty-one, i a teacher at the local high school; he’s been
there for twelve years and is growing bored with the place, with
teaching, with teenagers—even with himself. Betty, aged thirty-
nine, was a teacher, too, before their children were born, but she
hasn't done anything but parttime work outside the home for fif:
teen years, Now, however, she is talking about returing to school
{0 cam a counseling license and laurich a new career. Susan, aged
sixtcen, isa high school junior who is beginning o think about col-
lege; she is very bright and socially active, but is so busy that it

55
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the long, slow process of growing beyond them. Much of this later
erowth may look at firtlike loss,just as much of the carlier growth
appears to be gain. But that is no more true than the sense that
spring s a season of gain and fal a scason of loss. Each is essential
10 the full cycle, and the cycle s the only context in which the spe-
cific changes along the way have real meaning.

438 bW i
L s e vl el
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and the “standing-on-my-own-two-feet” stance that is natural to
life's mid-day. (It is also no accident that the giant who opposes
Odysseus in this initiatory struggle carries the name Polyphemus,
meaning “famous” in Greek) For Odysseus has reached the point
in his development where he must begin to turn back on himself
those forces he has been directing outward at the world. It is the
point at which the hero muststop slaying dragons and begin slaying
the dragonslayer,

Throughout Odysseus’song journey home, he is confronted by
one distraction after another, each of which has its meaning in the
context of life’s second half, There is the song of the Sirens, which
symbolizes the selfdestruction lurking benieath the beguiling sur-
face of all that calls upon us to turn aside. There s the lotus fruit,
which stands for all that makes us forget the journey itself and our
real destination. There is Galypso's promise: “Stay with me and you
need never grow ol That fantasy—that we can'stop the orn-going
process of life transitions—represents the most tempting and illu-
sory promise of all In spite of lapses, Odysseus somehow struggles
past each blandishment as he struggled through the batterings.

Odysseus has not overcome all the difficulties when hefinally
lands in Ithaca. Things are a mess at home, The rival princes are
overrunning his palace, living off his riches, and usurping his right-
ful place. At the mythic level, these interlopes correspond to all the
inner confusions and distractions that block our inner homecom-
ings—all those usurpers that move in to run things whenever our
awareness absents itself. Just as we are about to reclaim the inner
kingdom of selfhood, home at last from the long joumney, we dis-
cover not only that there is no welcoming committee on the dock to
meet us but that we must fight our way into our own rightful place.
$01in the end, the homeward journey of lfe’s second half demands
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the burning sands of middle age. This s a hell of a bad time to start
talking about new beginnings!

Perhaps. Certainly I'm not trying to proyide another kind of pre-
scription—a new change that we are all supposed to go through in
unison at forty-five or sixty-five. I simply want to argue that the path
of aging is not a downward slope, and that itis a unique journey for.
everyone who takes it. The truth is that, although ours is a youth-
oriented culture, many of us do not come into our own until our
lives are half or three-quarters over, Schopenhauer noted this more
than a century ago, writing that cach person's “character seems best
suited to one particular stage of life; so that he appears at his best in
that stage of life.”11

This suggests that whatever else, transition may give to or take
away from our lives, it leads us at some point into our own best time
of lfe. How has it been for you? What would you say is your own
natural stage of life? Were you born to be seventeen or seventy? Are
you a perennial twenty-five-year-old, or are you sill waiting for your
entrance cue at fifty? One often hears evidence about these matters
in discussions of which birthdays are hardest. There is always dis-
agreement, for what is really being discussed is when some self-
image went out of sync with the calendar. What has your own expe-
rience with this been?

Expand this recollection a little. Which of your own life transi-
tion points have been the most important so far? We have been dis-
cussing a series of typical times of transition and the developmental
issues that are critical at each stage. But forget that. What is the
chronology of your own experience with transition? Begin with the
end of childhood and move up to the present. In some of these tran-
sitions, nothing very important changed, But in others, a chapter of
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m the style of mastering the world

three things: First, that we unlea
he first half of lfe; second, that we

that we used to take us through
esistour own longings to abandon the developmental journey and
refuse the invitations to stay forever at some attractive stopping
place; and third, Uhat we recognize tha it will take real effrt tore-

ain the
| The Odyssey is an important corrective to the view that most of
s grew up withs that the years between thirty and sixty form an
unbroken plain, and that people do not change significantly flom
the time they become situated to the time they retire. S0, t00, are
the careers of those individuals who broke the unwritten rule that
after forty it is all replay. Consider Joshua Slocum, who set out at
fifty-one to sail around the world alone and made it three years
later. And Handel, who was deeply in debt and struggling to re-
cover from a stroke when he accepted at fifty-seven a commission
to write a choral work for a charitable performance and produced
the Messiah. And Edith Hamilton, who did not even begin her
work as a mythographer until after she reti

d from teaching at
sixty—and who inaugurated at ninety a series of four annual trips
to Europe.0

The transitions in life’s second half offer a special kind of oppor-
tunity to break with the social conditioning that has carried us suc-
cessfully this far and to do something really new and different. Itis
aseason more in tune than the carlier ones with the deeper prompt-
ings of the spirit,

Unfortunately, it is also a time when we are surrounded by dis-
tractions. We're often still actively involved with our careers, and
the house may not be paid for—oh, yes, and the kids aren’t done
with college, and all our securiy is tied up in the company’s pen-
sion plan. Magbe we'e coping with menopause or struggling across
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cached the point where it time fo 1etE0 of an idea oranas-
sumption, a selfimage ora dream. It means that you are mov-
ing from one chapter of your story to the next. Although that
might involve being in between jobs, that is not the same as
being in transition. A transition. concludes when something
new emerges from your own inner neutral zone, something
around which you can build your new life. What emerges is
ot a new job—which would be a change—but some new
sense of yourslf,some new realiy you're dealing vith, some
new idea that is moving you forward. Describe as well as you
can what this current transition is—what it feels like, what it
is doing to you, what it makes you think or wonder, and what
it reminds you of. If the idea appeals to you, try drawing your
transition, either as an abstract design or asa representational
picture.

What is the developmental context of this work life transi-
tion? 1f you had to put into words the personal and career is-
sues that you are dealing with at this point in your life, what
would they be? If you had to give a title to the chapter of your
work life that is drawing to a close, what would it be? And
how about a title for this transitional introduction you are it
now—what could it be called? And then—although this i
hard, I know—what is the title of the next chapter of your
work life? Oh, I know that you don't know! If you did, you
wouldn't be reading this book, would you? St .- sure: But
consider the possibility that at some level you already kno¥.
what you nieed to do next, Not “need” in the sense of “itwould
be good for you,” but “need” in the sense of what has to hap=
pen so that you can take the next step in your lfe. You prob™

ably think that you don't know what the next chup'm%
p-
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asteady flow of income during the last quarter of lfe —all those
things are diversions that distract older people from the work that
needs to be done, both for society’s sake and for their own, The final
chapter of the worklife may or may not involve salaried work, but it
must return {0 society the fuits of those discoveries made during
the third quarter of ife

Twant to repeat here what I said back in Ghapter 2: “The most
important fact is not that there are one or three or four or six iden-
tifiable periods of crisis in a lifetime; rather, adulthood unfolds its
promise in an alternating thythm of expansion and contraction,
change and stability.” There is no list of stages that can represent
this rhythmic pattern of growth. The stages vary from person to per-
son; and even for a particular individual, it is difficult to put into
logical terms just what a given phase of the work life is all about. 1
suspect that it is as much the proces of exploring the question as it
is an answer you may come up with that holds the benefit for you
when your work life s in transition.

T will end this chapter by lsting some questions that will help
you explore the transition itself and it significance i the context of
your lfe and careert Consider seiting aside an hour or two to re-
flect on them, You will probably find it helpful to write out your re-
sponses to the questions, both to capture the resuls of your thinking
and because putting thoughts into words forces you o slow down
and to articulate more completely what s in your mind:

L. What are the indications that your work life is in transition?
Remember that a change in your work life is just that—a
change—and that being in transition means that something
more than that is going on inwardly, It means that you have
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work life is called, but that may not be true. You may just
have mis-filed the information when you received it. You put
it in the file marked “A Dream I Recently Had," or “A Crazy.
Idea I Just Know Wouldn't Work - .. But That Fascinates
Me,” or “The Books I've Found Myself Reading Recently” In
other words, the future is not delivered like the morning
paper; the future comes looking like something else. Don'tbe
fooled. I think that even though you may not have told your-
self yet in 50 many words, you know some very important
things about the next chapter of your work life. Tell yourself
whatever you kiiow now.

Imagine that you are really old. Lets say you're niney. From
that time in the future, you can laok back on yourself now.
Then you'll know what was really going on now and even
how things turned out. You may also know how they might
have turned out if you had taken  different path. From that
vantage point, was this present point in your life a time when
it was a good ide to keep on'in the same direction, or was it
a time that cried out for change? And if the latter, what kind
of change was called for? Looking back from age ninety, did
you notice signs that pointed to the direction you ought to
have taken at this point in your ife signs that may have been
hard to see but that were there? And looking back from that
fture, what feelings do you have about your situation now?
At ninety, are you sympathetic with your current confusion or
impatient with your current blindness? At ninety, are you
pleased by how things turned out or troubled by the nagaing
feeling that you missed & turn in the road back here where
Jou're standing now? Do you, at ninety, wish you could have
encouraged your present self to take more risks? Or do you
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Don fought back, of course, but later, lying awake long after
Betty had fallen asleep, her words echoed in his head. She was
right. He never used to be like this. He thought of Pete, his lawyer
and good friend, who had just left his family and moved into a city
apartment. He had been bored, too. He had had trouble with sex,
too. And now he had a whole new life, including fantastic sex
again—at least, that's what he said. Maybe marriages have only so
much shelf life; maybe they're only made to go 100,000 miles, or
maybe you're supposed to get a new one every fifteen years. Perhaps
this was just some natural end point that is built into relationships;
‘maybe it's only fear and guilt that holds you in place after you come
to that end point.

Dilemmas like these can plague younger couples, too. Don and
Betty's marriage had seen such dilemmas ten or twelve years earlier,
but at that time things had’t seemed so scrious. They had been
married for only five or six years, the kids were young, and Don was
just about to move to his present job. He remembered feeling dis-
satisfied then, too, Betty had ot been very responsive sexually and
they never seemed to go anywhere or do anything interesting. But
then the job at the new school had come to his rescue. Betty and
the kids liked the new house, and everything seemed to have blown
over. They were so busy and involved that their underlying re-
sponses to that earlier transition were never even put into words.
Butnow . .. would it blow over again?

That wasn't a question that could easily be answered because it
depended riot only on Don but on Betty and what she wanted out
of life. When they had moved into their house, she had been tied
down by two little children. “The other adults T see all day,” she
used to say to Don, “are other trapped mothers, rtired people, and
the clerks at Safeway. You get to see the world.” Although she was





index-10_1.jpg
xii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

being in transition can affect your relationships or career. I also
wished there were some way to add further thoughts to the book,
thoughts that were based on all the work I had done after the book
was published. And finally, in a few places I felt that I hadn't been
quite clear and wanted another shot at explaining myself.

There was another problem with the first edition: I had pub-
lished it when I was in my mid-forties. Today, as I turn seventy,
things look a bit different to me. Not surprisingly, the natural tran-
sitions produced by aging are more on my mind now than they
were back then. I'm also fascinated by the profound re-conception
of “retirement” that is going on today. Yet even those creative rein-
ventions of retitement usually view retirement as a change rather
than as a transition.

But that is partly my own fault. I don't think I made the
changeltransition distinction clear enoughin the first edition, Our so-
ciety confuses them constantly, leading us to imagine that transition
is just another word for change. But it isn't. Change is your move to a
mew ciy or your shif o a new jobi I the birth of your new baby or
the death of your father. It is the switch from the old health plan at
work to the new one, or the replacement of your manager by a new
one, oritis the acquisition that your company just made.

In other words, change is situational. Transition, on the other
hand, is psychological. It i not those events, but rather the iner re-
erientation and selfredefinition that you have to go through in
orde to incorporate any of those changes into your Iie. Without a
fransition, a change is just a rearrangement of the furniture. Unless
transition happens, the change won't work, because it doesn't
“take.” Whatever word we. use, our society talks a lot about change;
but it seldom deals with transition, Unfortunately for us, it is the
transiton thatblindsides us and s often the souree of our troubles,
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sectns she sometimes comes home only to change clothes and to
decp. Bob, aged fitcen, i cqually brght but much shyer and less
busy; he’s a whiz at math and science and talks about a career in
electrical engineering or aircraft design.

The sereotypical “happy, successful family” in many ways, espe-
ially when portrayed in this snapshot fashion. But they are realy
people in motion, and the snapshot caniot show that. Don, for ex-
ample, s really distressed with his life these days. Sometimes, when
the problem seems to be just the job, he thinks that if he finds
something more interesting to do, everything will be better, But at
other times, he doubis that the answer can be so simple. He and
Betty are arguing more than they ever have before—abouther plans
and their impact on the family, about his moodiness and lack of in-
terest in anything, “I need a change. That's all” he says. But it
sounds hollow, even to him.

In fact, his life has come to a standstill. He feels empty and lost:
He looks at Betty across the table or the bedcovers and tries to re-
member the old attraction he felt for her. A nice person, certainly;
quick and warm. How can he not find her attractive? Other men
do. He noticed that at the party the other night. Not that she was
leading them on—just that all evening she was talking to men; and
he could see that they found her attractive. So- why didn't he?

After the party, they had come home and made love: Still ex
cited by the evening, Betty was alive and responsive, and that
turned him on. But only initially. After a litdle while, he/lost his
exection and they had to stop. This made Betty angry, and she
wanted to kncvj what was wrong, Nothing, nothing was' wrong: This
made her angrier, and she said harsh things about his being distant

and cold. “You never used to be like this,” she said, “What's haj
ing to you?” 4
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THE TRANSITION
PROCESS ITSELF

Initiation is 5o closely linked to the niode of being of human ex-
istence that'a considerable number of moder man's acts and
gestures continue to tepea nitiatory seenarios. Very often the
“struggle for lfe” the “ordeals” and the “difficultes” that stand
in the way of a vocation ar a career in some sortreferate the or-
deals of iitiation.
MIRCER ELIADE
The Sacred and the Profane!

H{S FACE AND BODY ARE WHITENED WITH CLAY,
and he is no longer recognizable as the youth who left his vi
lage two months before. The wounds of his ordeal ~a circumeision
and the parallel scars across his cheeks—are healed now: But they
will ahways bear witness to what he has suffered. They mark him as
one who has crossed the boundary of childhood and has put that
life behind him.

He is alone. More than simply out of contact with his peers and
his clders, he is absolutely and radically alone. During this time (or
time-out)in his life, he is out of relation with all others. There is no
map to which one could point and say, “There he is” There is no.
there, because he inhabits for this time a nonplace.

101
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wish you could have made the present you wake up and see
all that you already possessed and not risk it for something
that was just ego candy? To give these questions a little more
vitality, take a few moments first to imagine the old you that
you'll be at ninety. Shut your eyes and see whether you can
picture your ninety-year-old hands. Imagine what your old
body will feel like in whatever position you are now in. In
your mind, “people” the world that the old you will be living
in: Who will be there, and who won't? Where will you be liv-
ing? How will you spend your days? When have let your
imagination sketch out that world, try going back to
carlier questions that didn’t seem answenbl@at‘,ﬂ:g
let the ninety-year-old person who lives in that wor
the question,

i
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ence and deepest wisdom. ‘The ancient Hindu image of the life-
time has an important transition point around the time of the birth
of one’s grandchildren. Until that time, one has been in the House-
holder stage of lfe, a-time in which selfulfillment and personal
development have involved participating in social roles, family life,
and the world of work. But now you are ready for a change—a
change caught in the very name of the next life stage, that of the
Forest-Dweller.

“This important life transition, for which we in the West have no
real name o concept, comes when, in the words of religious histo-
tian Huston Smith,

the time has come for the ndividual to begin histrue adult educa-
tion, to discover who he is and what life is all about. What is the se-
cret of the “I” with which he has been on such intimate terms all
these years, yet which remains a stranger? What lurks behind the
world's fagade, animating it, ordering it—to what end?”

As the Hindu name of this life stage suggests, the transition into
it is one of tumning away from the world's business and going into
the solitude of the forest for a time of reflection and study.

This in an important shift during life’s second hal, whic]
the same as our retirement because it is a transition into something,
ot just a transition from something, Whether or not we acknowl-
edge it, this transition corresponds to inward changes that are evi-
dent in many Americans’ lives, It is marked by a growing concem
for the significance and meaning of what has been done as well as
aloss of interest in simple success. One of the members of the tran-
sition class put it this way: “1 took an early retirement, although it
wasn't for the leisure as such that I did it. The idea of sitting on the

is not
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and senvice, many people find at last what they were meant to do
2 to be, Gandhi discovered at ity his real mission in nonviclent
resistance. Gervantes was older than that when he began his carcey
4 novelist Lou Andreas Salome was in her sisties when she be.
came a peychoanalyst, And then thee is Grandma Moses, ot o
‘mention Colonel Sanders.®

Some books ofer roadmaps to the middle and lter years by
{elling you what you ought 0 be doing when —or more likely, mak.
ing you feel inadequate for not doing at fifty or seventy what they
say you ought to be doing: But I think that is misleading; the whole
idea of typieal stages begins to break down as one enters the middle
years Itis the business of constructing a separate and independent
lfe that has stage, with fist this and then that. The process of e
ting go of that style of living and discovering a different relation to
things cannot so easily be reduced to fixed sequences. One hasa
sense of change, as with the weather towards the end of a season,
but there scems t be no clear pattrr, any more than there is with
fall storms.

“The transitions during this period depend less often on per-
sonal nitaive and more often on someone else’s actions,such a5
yourchilds decision to leave home or to marry. As you grow older,
the illnesses and deaths among contemporaries carry with them
the potential for unforeseen and unwanted transition. Yet every
transition is an ending that prepares the ground for new growth
and new activities.

 Aslife pases, the second great point of transformation into the
time in which the sphin’s image of the man with the staffis th¢
dorminant one, your own expectations become mportant. THee
ace largely the product of your culture and family history. In he
Orent, old age i revered as lfe's apex—a time of greatest 1l





index-56_1.jpg
A Lifetime of Transitions e

older than many of the other warriors, a middle-aged married man
and the father of a nearly grown son back on the island of Ithaca.
Onaliteral level, the tale that bears his name tells about the myste-
rious setbacks that cause his three-week homeward voyage to be-
come a ten-year journey; but on a deeper level, it tells about an-
other kind of journey. This is no simple “trip;” but rather the
journey of personal transformation that becomes possible after you
have done the world’s business for long enough. Because The
Odyssey tells so memorably about this homing process, it is worth
teviewing.

The story begins with difficulties. As Odysseus explains to any-
one who will lsten, the problems involve a terrible and unexpected
defeat right after the enormous victory at Troy. Odysseus and twelve
shiploads of men had put ashore at the village of Ismaros. They
wanted just a little more loot and some wine for the trip home. To
these brave victors from the plains of Troy, Ismaros looked like a
pushover. But something happened. The soldiers took too long and
drank too much; a neighboring tribe rode out of the hills and
caught them unawares, and these great wariors were sent limping
back to their ships, beaten and wounded.

What had happened? What had gone wrong? This was the sort
of thing that Odysseus had become famous for doing well—but
now the strategy had failed. The incident at Ismaros sets the tone for
The Odyssey, for throughout the tale Odysseus discovers in one way
and then another that he has crossed some mysterious line in his
life and that everything that once worked for him now works against
him, Like most of us, Odysseus is a slow learner—or unlcamer, for
it turns out that his most difficult tasks are those of unlearning
much that brought him to life’s middle years and to the height of
his tenown.
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en doesn't appeal to me much, but 1
well, think. That sounds funny, 1
T was so busy selling that [

beach or puttering in the gard
wanted to use the time to -
guess. I never was any great brain, and
never tead very much. But stll, even though I can't exactly say why,
Treally want ime to think now.” Several of the older class members
nodded in recognition.

“This shift was common among the middle-aged and older pa-
tients of the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung. Describing the typical out-

Took of such a patient, Jung wrote:

Social usefulnes s no longer an aim for him, although he does not
question it desirability. Fully aware as he is of the social unimpor-
tance of his creative activity, he looks upon it as a way of working

out his own development

The developmental process at this point seems to be akin to

tipening, No wonder it has faled to show up on the measures of ex-
ternal change—except in a negative sense as a loss of interest in ex-
ternal achievement.

The transitions of life's afternoon are more mysterious than
those of its morning, and so we have tended to pass them off as the
effects of physical aging, But something deeper s going on, some-
thing as purposive in its own way as the development of social
roles and interpersonal relationships in life’s first half. The loss of
interest in the accomplishments that motivated your life's first half
is matched by a growth of interest in psychological and spiritual
‘matters,

‘There exists a great myth that portrays this shift from life’s morn-
ing toits afiemoon, the change fiom twodleggedness to three, That
is the myth of Odysseus, the Greek hero of the Trojan War. He is
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a time for a man to join the tribe as a full adult on terms he can
accept: time to find his niche, get plugged into society with
greater commitment and responsibility, raise a family and exercise
an occupation and do his bit for the survival and well-being of the
tribe. .. . [Whatever the person's particular “tribey’] everyone dur-
ing Settling Down is strongly connected to a segment of his soci-
ety responsive to its demands and seeking the affirmation and re-
wards it offers

This “settling down” can represent a major life transition if the
person has remained transient through the novice phase of adult:
hood, although for people who keep their initial relationships and
worklife intact, it can mean no more than a slight reorientation

and a renewed commitment after a time of reappraisal. I have the
impression from the people whom I have worked with that those
who tailor their situations to their own capacities and needs most
carefully at this time make the most successful long-term commit
ments and that those who power their way through these shoals
without much: change are the ones who are heading for really
tough times around forty. Be that as it may, this transition point
sets the tone for much that follows in the middle decades of the
lifetime.

Ithas been fashionable to highlight the next point of transition,
to make it into the very center of the developmental design. Some-
time around forty, so runs this argument, the skies darken and the
seas rise and the crew casts worried glances toward the lifeboats. All
ships head into the wind and prepare to ride out the mostinfamous
of transitions: the mid-life crisis. (Sturm und Drang music, please.)
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“It's the mirror that does it to you first, I think,” said Betty on one
of the final nights of the seminar. “q still thought of myself as I had
been ten years earlier, but one day I looked in the mirror and said,
‘Where'd you come from, old gal? What ever happened to Betty—
the girl that used to live here?”

Within organizations, you may begin to notice a widening gap
between you at forty and the younger employees. It is as though
some unmarked boundary had been crossed unawares
now in another country. The young and the old seem to have their
own places in the structure, but the middle-aged have lost a sense of
belonging,

Itis no accident that such people should be ripe for a reassess-
ment of the hopes and plans that brought them this far. Now is the
time when the melancholy wit of Oscar Wilde hits home: “The
Gods have two ways of dealing harshly with us—the firstis to deny.
us our dreams, and the second is to grant them.” If you've realized
your dreams, you ask yourself, “Is this i? Is this what I've been try-
ing to reach?” And if you've failed to realize them (and it tends to
be around this time that such discoveries are made), you have to
face what the existential psychologist James Bugental has called
“the nevers’ “I guess that I'm never going to be the head of the firm

. never going to have children of my own ... never going to be a
great writer . . . never going to be rich . .. never going to be fa-
mous? For many, thisis the time of coming to terms with the recog-
nition that they have been chasing a carrot on a stick.

These discoveries are thought provoking, to say the least, but
they sometimes open the door to new activiies and new achicve-
ments that were impossible when you were under the spell of the
old dreams, Carried free of the old conflcts and confusions of trying
to make it, and carried out into the clear water of selfknowledge

and you are
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Tused to subscribe to this theory. [ was just turning forty and in
the midst of the changes that led to the first transition seminar dur.
ing which I tried to make sense out of “adult development” Byt
thirty years later, I see matters differently.

‘The most important fact is not that there are one or three or four
or six identifiable periods of crisis in a lifetime; rather, adulthood
unfolds its promise in an alternating rhythm of expansion and con.
traction, change and stability. In human life as in the rest of nature,
change accumulates slowly and almost invisibly until it is made
manifest in the sudden form of fledging out or thawing or leaffall
Itis the transition process rather than  thing called “a mid-ife tran-
sition” that we must understand.

The second fact to remember is that, at forty, not everyone finds
life coming to a halt or standing on its head. Rather, from the early
thitties on, most people find lfe moving in alternating periods of sta
bility and change. The mid-life transition is the first of these transi-
tion fimes after the end of the novice period, and for many people it
is a time of considerable upheaval. But not everyone makes the
biggest changes then. “I'm having my midJife criss at ify-fve,” Tom
kept reminding us during the transition seminar. I may be a lile
slow” he'dsay while leaning back ir bis chair, “but when I got there,
Lifinally really let gol” (He had suddenly sold his furniture store the
year before, and was now “into consciousness,” whatever that meant)

Another reason it is misleading to single out the middife transi-
tion for such special treatment s that it is the result not just of new
factors but of a mixture of old and new ones. On the one hand,
things are full of promise; o the other,they lack meaning, On the
‘one hand, the kids are almost grow; on the other, the parents are
getting old. On the one hand, forty is the beginning; on the other,
it’s the end.
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The point is that in life’s second-half task of “homecoming,”
your encounters with the powers of the opposite sex are symbolic in
away thats different from life’sfirst half. Carl Jung emphasized the
same point:

We might compare masculinity and femininity ... to a particular
store of substances of which, in the fist half of life unequal use is
made. A man consumes his large supply of masculine substance and.
has left over only the smaller amount of feminine substance, which
he must now put to use. It the other way round with a woman; she
allows her unused supply of masculinity to become active.d

Odysseus literally goes through hell on his way home—as most
of us do. His visit is made in a different spirit from those underworld
journeys taken by younger mythic heroes. His is not an exploit or a
test of his manhood, for Odysseus journeys into hell humbly and
because it is a necessary part of his homecoming, We all go through
hell to leam what we need to learn to complete our life’s journey.

By the time of his hell-visit, Odysseus has lost much of his brit-
te pride. His homeward journey has been marked by a process of
constant attrition. He started with twelve ships, then six were de-
stroyed, and later three more. Finally, he was down to one, manned
by the few men who were left with him. And at the end he was
alone, his last boat sucked down and ripped apart in the great
whirlpool of Charybdis. Metaphorically, he is stripped of the vari-
ous supports on which he had earlier relied. As grievous as that loss
is, it also leaves him able to know himself in a new sense,

In suffering this attrition, Odysseus discovers a kind of courage
that is different from the cunning and the aggressiveness of the bat.
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Consider Odysseus’s attempt to sail safely between Scylla and
Charybdis,the monster and the whirlpool that have come to stand
inthe Western imagination for the impossible choices in life. The
sorceress Girce had explained to him that he could negotiate the
nartows only if he did not resist the dangers there. Odysseus de-
murred, announcing that he was Odysseus and would never tum
away from combat, “You rash man,” she replied. “Do the works of
war concern you still, and toil? Wil you not yield to the immortal
gods?” But when he arrived at the narrow place in the journey, he
“forgot the hard injunction of Girce, when she ordered me in no
way to arm myself. I put on my famous armor, took two long spears
in my hands, and went up on the deck of the ship at the prow” The
little man standing on the deck of a fragile vessel, playing the hero
when the time for heroism had passed!

It s significant that, here, as elsewhere in the epic, Odysseus’s
help and insights came from women. In The Iliad, of course, everye
thing had been male, butin The Odyssey itis to the wisdom of the
opposite sex that our hero must turn to find the way. It is 1o acci-
dent, of course, that Odysseus's journey home is toward his femi-
nine counterpart, Penelope. In symbolic terms, he s coming home
torhis own feminine side.

Poor Penelope, weaving and unweaving her cloth while the
hundred suitors propositioned her and ate and drank everything in
the house.If this were her story, you can bet it would have been diE
fetent, At forty, she would probably have told everyone what they
could do with that draty old palace, and she might have had a g
with one of the suitors,too. She would have dorie s own! “explor

ing” just as Odysseus had done, and would have found much to
learn from mentors of the opposite sey.
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efield. That courage is manifested when his boat is caught in the
whitlpaol.Just as it i being sucked down to destruction, he reaches
up and grabs the branch of  fig tree that hangs over the water. With
a new kind of bravery, he holds on, not knowing whether it will re.
ally matter, until suddenly the whirlpool regurgitates all that is left
of hisship: the naked keel and the bare mast. Letting go atlast ofhis
painful hold, Odysseus drops athwart the keel and paddles with his
hands out to sea. This king and hero, who began with a fleet of
ships, leaves the scene like a child astride a log.

‘This same strippingdown process characterizes Odysseus’s ear-
lier encounter with the giant Polyphemus, who retums unexpect-
edly to find Odysseus and his men exploring the cave where he
lives. Blocking the entrance with immense boulders, Polyphemus
traps the warriors and begins eating them, two at a meal. Neverthe-
less, through ingenuity, Odysseus and his remaining troops soon
‘manage to get free.

When Polyphemus discovers their escape, he calls to his neigh-
boring giants for help, shouting that “Oudeis” has escaped. Oudeis,
which was what Odysseus had called himself when he met the
giant, is the Greek word for “nobody.” So when Polyphermus shouts
thatnobody has injured him and that nobodly is escaping, the other
giants simply shake their heads and wonder what is wrong with their
friend.

In the world of Greek heroes, Odysseus has just done a unique
thing: He has given up his identity. Identities meant fame, and
fame meant power. Great herocs sometimes won combats simply
by scaring off their opponents. “I am Heracles . ... Achilles. . . the
great Theseus” To say, “T am Nobody” and to find in that new nor-
identity a source of power—that i something significant, and it

marks a stage of development going beyond the reliance on ,.15'






index-100_1.jpg
Transitions in the Work Life L

tween these different lives. We've already mentioned some of thern
in our discussion of the riddle of the sphinx, which used that myth
asa way to understand the threephase patter found in so many
lives. Here we will do something similar with the Hindu idea about
the four natural seasons of lfe, which will be the lens through
which we view our work life transitions,

THE TIME OF APPRENTICESHIP

Sometime between their late teens and mid-twenties, most people
cross an invisible line. Before they reach it, they are “getting ready
to live life:” After they've crossed it they are living it—or would be,
ifthey weren'tso loathe to leave behind the sheltered waters of get-
ting ready.” (As we shall see, it is common for peaple to be some-
what retarded in their development becatuse of their difficulty with
these big transitions at ife’s natural tarming points)

People often imagine that their sense of entering a new chapter
of their lives at this time is the result of their having (choose
whichever applies to you) taken a real fob for the first time, Teft
home to get married, or graduated from college. People who think
that way are confusing cause and effect. They are changing in-
wardly, and the events of the external change serve to mark and
symbolize the inward transition and the new stage of development
that it makes possible.

Moving into your own apartment doesr't make you a separate,
independent individual, But if you are growing info your own indi-
vidulity ight atthat ime, being out on your own feels hugel Being
on your own at other times in your life may feel normal or sad or
enjoyable o weird, But when the inner developmental business of
your life is moving away from the dependencies of childhood into a
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time to leave behind the old childhood identity and take on the
largely standardized responsibilities and privileges of adulthood, it
is a major developmental tuning point.

THE SHIFT T0 HOUSEHOLDING

A young person who sets up'a “household” at the end of the time of
apprenticeship has taken a huge step forward. There are othersteps,
of course. Launching a lonigterm relationship with someone else—
and, if the individual decides to, conceiving children with that per-
son—helps to establish a young person as a full-scale adult, Instead
of being part of someone else’s world, these young people are build-
ing worlds of their own.

From the twenties through the fifties—and sometimes be-
yond—maost modern people conduct the adult “business” of work-
ing and raising a family. In so doing, they are filling the role that the
ancient Hindus called that of the Householder. This is a time of
oles and responsibilities—a time when many modern people are
ot just “working” but pirsuing a “career.” In so doing, they de-
velop expertse in their work as well as a greater understanding of it.
If their work is conducted within an organization, they usually re-
ceive periodic promotions to higher levels of responsibility.

Two kinds of fransitions characterize this long chapter in the
lifetime, First, those that are triggered by the changes that happen
to the organization for which the person works (‘We've been ac-
quired!” “The boss has been promoted and sent to London!” “The
FTC has just ruled that our policy is illegall?), Then there are
changes to the individual: promotions and transfers, as well as less-
tangible changes, such as the failure to get an expected promotion
or the early retirement of a best friend at work. Each of those
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" then finding your own place to liveis a big

world “of your ows

meaningful step. 4
Work i a critical area in which this transition plays itself out,

Whether or not you had a real “paying” job as a young person, your
carnings back then weren't meant to support an adultlife structure,
And your identity was not something that you created through the
work you did. More likely, you were still so-and-so's k. And just as
‘moving into an apartment of your own made you feel like a differ-
ent person, so getting a job where you made enough to support
yourself made you feel independent in a different way. That inde-
pendence is all part of ending your reliance on parents.

Big transitions are happening at that time, and they are pieces of
something even bigger: the end of life’s first season, the time de-
voted to learning what's going to be expected of you by the world,
As with all large transitions, the success of that time begins with let
ting go of the world that you were used to. As we have already said,
traditional societies (and especially tribal ones) provided people
with special rituals designed to amplify and dramatize the inner
transition that was occurring then,

Notall socicties stressed the independerice of the person emerg:
ing from the stage of apprenticeship. Sometimes, the person simply
assumed an adult role at that time; when that happened, the cere-
mony was thought of as a means of transforming one kind of person
(a child) into another (an adult). The individual’s new role (like the
previous one) would have been largely prescribed; it was unlikely
that the newly emerged adult could make choices about the person
he or she wanted to be. Instead, the individual became the sortof
person that his or her society expected and needed. But whetherthe
tuming point from ife’s first quarter to its second is framed (35 12
our world) as a time to make choices, or whether it s considered®

ey
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which they are assailed by a sense—for some people vague and for
others very intense and troubling—that “something has changed’”
“This so-called mid-Jife transition ocours a the point in the lifetime
when the Hindus believed that people were meant to stop being
Householders and start the period of inner search and discovery
that they called the Forest-Dweller phase.

“The infamous signs of a mid-ife crisis—the new cars, the unex-
pected divorees, and the sudden changes of behavior—are related
to the transition that marks the beginning of this new phase, al-
though they suggest that the person in transition is avoiding the real
challenge of ending Householding and starting Forest-Dwelling:
“That challenges you to step back and reflect tipon who you really
are under the surface of the activities and the busyness of being a
Householder. Making big changes at this point can easily be distrac-
tions from the real business at hand, They are often the signs that
one is avoiding ransition rather thar embracing it

Living out all the chapters of the developmental story would re-
quire at this point a review and reappraisal of the paths that you
have been following throughlife. Failing to do that, they believed,
would send you forward into the elosing years of your carcer with
the kind of unfinished businiess that will make its disruptive pres-
ence felt in the years ahead. The Hindus keyed the transition to
Forest-Dwelling to the birth of one’s frst grandchild—the idea
being that this was when the next generation took over the House-

holder function within the family.

In our time and place, of course, all this sounds strange. Far
from stepping back to take stock, most Americans are engaged at
that point in making the final assault on the mountaintop of suc-
cess, But even though we don't acknowledge this natural transition
Point and incorporate it into our career plans does not mean that it
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changes puts the person into. transition, allhuu;h organizationg
hardly acknowledge that state and expect people simply to adjust 1y
the changes as they come along.

Farly ina person’ career, these changes and the transitionsthey
trigger ofen cary cchoes of the big developmental shift of gettng
out on one's own. A promotion, for example, may make you fec]
more solid in your independence, and the increased salary that
provides may give you the resources to express your individualityin
some new way. The end of the Apprentice:period may last for sev-
eral years; meanwhile, you ty, and reject, several different kinds of
work, or sample several different settings in which you could do
what you've decided to do. The transitions at work during tha pe-
d will carry a developmental “cargo” that makes them feel bigger
than they are.

Similarly, the transitions toward the end of your carcer ae
weighted down with the freight of what, in our society, we call ‘fe-
tirement.” It is almost as though you were starting to “retire” a lit-
tle at a time as the endings that initiate each of the late-carcer
twansitions in your work life cause you to let go of bits and pieces
of the person you have been up to that point. Without formal tran-
sition machinery, such as the old rites of passage, we not only Jack
the support that traditional people enjoyed but also the powerfil
concentration that the old rituals provided—a power that tookan

extended and diffuse time of transformation and converted itinto
an event.

P

THE END OF HOUSEHOLDING |

The modern work lfe lasts forty years, more or less. But
around its mid-point, many people encounter a confusit
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tirement.” They all agree that this can be a rich time and that we
need not stop working ... if we don’t want to. But they don't tell us
much about what work naturally means during these years, They
say that we may want to volunteer our time and energy rather than
doing it for pay. They suggest that this s a time to find what we re-
ally want to do—the time of have to is past. They talk about recre-
ation and travel and time spent with grandchildren. They offer ad-
vice on diet and travel and health, but they fail to help us create an
appropriate final chapter to our work lives. “Retirement;” at least as
it has usually been defined, is not that chapter:

In the four-part Hindu scheme of life-long development that we
have been drawing upon in this chapter, the final quarter of life is
the time of the Sannyasin, the one who emerges from the Forest-
Duweller phase of life with a much deeper understanding of life and
the self than people have found in earlier phases, Just as the House-
holder phase represents the fruits of what was leamed during the
Apprentice phase, so the final chapter of the Sannyasin manifests
and offers back to others what was leamed during the Forest-
Duweller phase.? What they have leamed turns out to have a lot to
do with transition because it involves the discovery that whatever
you are now is the product of transition. Once your identity was
nonexistent, and then it was new and untried. It was only through
transition that you let go of whatever you then thought was critical
to hold on to, and then you waited a while so that whatever was to
come nest could emerge and become the new way and the new
identity that replaced the old.

You can learn that in the abstract earlier in life, but the only
people who know it through living it over and over again are old
people. Out there in The Forest, through taking stock of what life
has taught them, the people who found a way to do the develop-
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does not exist. It does not mean that it is banished from our lives, 1y
imply means that when we encounter i, we are unprepared.

In fact, the transitions that punctuate many people’s careers after
the age of forty or forty-five are the unmarked ruins of this natural
time of ransition. Whether such transitions take the form of a time
when everything “goes dead,” a time when things keep going
wrong, a time when long-successful strategies suddenly stop work-
ing, or a time when the gray fog of depression covers whatever was
once bright and interesting, this natural (if often delayed) time of
transition starts with an ending, a sense of loss. And after we have
acknowledged the ending, the sense of loss is replaced with empti-
ness, meaninglessness, a feeling that all our accomplishments actu-
ally mean very litle. We say (if we have the courage to talk about
the experience) that our careers aren’t going anywhere; we may
wonder whether we've been in the wrong career all along; we may
consider an early retirement, although we probably at the time lack
the fands to pull it off

Those questions come from getting caught up in the content of
our situation and from overlooking the underlying patter, The
feelings that we encounter at such a time are best understood as.
signs of a life passage that has been stripped of its rites and tossed
aside as no longer useful. We are so distant from this sense thatlife
has natural chapters, along with introductions marking transition:

that we hardly know what e are missing, But life remembers «+-
and tries to remind us.

THE FINAL CHAPTER )

Now that the baby-boomers are. passing mid-ife, we are seeing a0
outflow of books about “moden paterns of aging” and “the new
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mental busitess of middife discovered the deeper, the more spiri-
tual meaning of ransition:Itistheir own developmental task i the
closing chapters of theirlivesto bring back that lesson to the world,
It is their business during the final quarter of their life-long ca-
recrs—-what rubbish that careers end at any point before deatht—to
help people to understand the great altemating current of i, the
hythm whereby being is followed by leting go, which is folloved
by emptiness, which is followed by renewed energy and purpose,
which is followed again by being.

The old need to grow into wholeness, to combine everything
(negative as well as positive) into a ripened completeness, is what I
described in The Way of Transition as the product of having been
through transition often enough to understand the tremendous.
value of living through times when letting go is the only appropri
ate response to life. Important though perseverance is, old people
know how easily it can turn into a refusal to get the message thatife
is trying to deliver. Being unwilling to accept defeat—though cele-
brated in the worlds of sports and warfare —is often a guarantee that
one will neverlearn the lessons that must be leamed if one is to ma-
ture. Elders need to help younger people learn that without releas
ing the fruits of one season, they canriot blossom into the nest?

The business of ifes lat quarter i to teach what was learned in
The Forest. Elders are not supposed to inundate the young with trt-
isms that too often pass for wisdom; they must show the young how
to distil wisdom from their own experiences.
o s f e
e Pmlﬂ; e el about creative living arrangements for

- rules permitting the elderly to keep their jobs, college

study designed for lifelong leaming, the foods and supple

will “keep you young” and the investment vehicles that






index-44_1.jpg
A Lifetime of Transitions 23

ent ways of being, different roles, almost different personalities, the
way Idid when I was a teenager.” This had been a disturbing expe-
rience for her, although after we talked about the way transition re-
activates our old identity crises, she discovered that once she had
accepted her experience as natural, she rather enjoyed it

Each member of a tribal group moves straight from childhood
into adulthood, but most modern people do not, Instead, in slowly
changing forms, our dependency continues for some years. We cat
the food our parents buy, we live in their house, we turn to them for
help when we face some difficulty. But slowly all this changes, and
then one day we are finally on our own, That is the next important
transition point for most people: the time when they leave home
and set up shop for themselves

On Your Own: What memories and feelings do you associate
with that phrase? You may think of moving into an apartment with
several friends and getting your first real job, or you may think of a
series of gradual shifts—going away to school (but remaining finan-
cially dependent); taking a part time job (but having to borrow
‘money from your parents for graduate school); and, finally, finish-
ing school and eaming enough to seitle your debs with your par-
enis: Some people react sadly to thinking about being on their own:
“I don't think I really made that transition,” said a woman in that
first transition seminar. “Here I am at fifty, with my children flying
the coop, and I'm only now beginning to taste what it like to be on
your own. I got married so fast after I left home that I just switched
dependencies.”

People’s experiences vary greatly here. harles Dickens was
hardly more than ten when he went to work in a London blacking.
factory and lived by his wits in a nearby slum. No unfinished busi-
ness there—except that the insecurities created by this premature
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our awareness as a model for sub-

that experience was established in
squent lfe ransitons, Because we lack fomal ries of passage and

guidance in these matters, it is not surprising that the basic rm.‘n of
hat experience or elements from it may reappear later in our lives
The ending of childhood is one partof the shiftfrom life’s morn-
ing (or dependence) to lifes noon (or independence). A second
part of that shift involves establishing a separate identity, distinct
from that of being so-and-s0's child. In traditional societics, the new
identity was partly prescribed by your status and clan and partly dis-
covered during the rite of passage, when some guardian spirit oran-
cestor or guru gave you a new name and a new sense of destiny.
With us, the old prescriptions have largely broken down, and we
have fallen back on the idea that an identity is assembled during
youth
The psyehologist Erik Exikson has explained how that process of
identity formation works during youth, when a person tries on a se-
ries of roles and experiments with different kinds of relationships.!
Daughter, good athlete, average student, girlfriend, actress, sister,
babysitter, pal, shy person, closet moralist, dreamer—out of this pot-
pourti of identities some coherent sense of self must be formed.
This is the developmental business of youth, says Erikson. He
called it the fask of this phase of life,
S \lnﬁn?s 5 :u : ¢ transiton into the next phase
it b o il idem:"e?x. And most of us didn't entirely
e ‘“mig istesback then. Consequent
e iy on, some of those old identiy
e cemerge. °l feel like I'm sixteen again,” said a
‘woman in the transition semi inar. “The di F
R took away the main
i | myself now trying out differ
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In pointing out this contrast, | am not saying that one way is bet-
ter than the other. I only suggest that even diverse life experiences
reflect the same basic transitional task of shifting from the centrifu-
gal force of leaving childhood to the centripetal one of finding a
suitable place in the world. There is no right way, for every way has
its price and its rewards. The carly place finders may later regret
that they did not try different options before making long-term com-
mitments, and the experimenters may wonder whether they waited
to0 long and missed some hidden moment when settling down
would have felt just right and would have worked. Both groups tend
to find themselves asking these questions as they approach thirty:
Levinson calls this time the “age thirty transition’; Gould empha-
sizes a growing realism about oneselfand calls ita time of “opening
up to what's inside.” Either way, the approaching thirtieth birthday
scems to inspire second thoughts.

“This can be the pivotal transitional point in a lifetime, What-
ever it ywas that people were doing before begins to seem ot quite
tight. About a third of the participants in that first transition semi-
nar was within two or three years of thirty, and, even though they
had initially failed to see what else they had in common, they were
struck with this coincidence, Anne was getting a divorce, and Mort
announced that he was at last preparing to setfle down. Some peo-
ple had just discovered meaningful work for the first time; others
were ready to chuck good careers that they had worked hard to
launch, Sally, aged thirty-four, was starting to think about how
much longer she could safely wait to have her first child—and
whether she really wanted children; Pat was almost ready to let her
former husband take full custody of their child so that she could re-
sume the career that she had left to get married. The variety was
immense. But beneath the surface, the various transitions began
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independence stayed ith Dickens al hislife At the other extreme,
I knew a man of seventy who lived with his parents and worked for
his ninety-five-year-old father in the family business. No insecurities
for hitm—that i, so long as he kept his life within the tiny circle of
his familiar childhood world and excluded alien experiences, such
as matue relationships and a real career, Those are extreme exam-
ples, of course, but most of us can find in our lives some vestige of

the transition to living on our own.

What comes next in this ongoing transformation of the depend-
ent child into independent adult? As the initial excitement and
panic of being separate from the parental orbit begin to wane, new
questions arise, and the emphasis shifts from leaving something to
finding and fitting into something else. This is what Daniel ]
Levinson calls the phase of “entering the adult world.”2 Erikson says
that the major developmental task at that time i forging strong new
interpersonal relationships and thereby exploring your capacity for
intimacy. In the broadest sense, we might say that this time is one of
“searching for a place” and that the transitions likely to take place
involve experimenting with an eye to making commitments.

Some people move quickly at this time. They marry, launch cs-
reexs, and begin families. They find a place for themselves fast and
make long tange commitments, but with lite experimenting, Oth-
13 hang back, trying out various relationships, various jobs, and sev-
exal different living stiations, They leave school to work for a
while, and then return to school after taking some time off to do

but for others, all the transitionaly ;
leap into marriage and 4 career,
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ing road in the cveni

g and, coming around a coner, she had been
momentarily blinded by the lights of an oncoming car. Swerving to
avoid it, she had run off the road.

The car had been badly damaged and she had been cut and
bruised. But she had somehow also been set into motion, for in the
next few days she had found a part-time job and had moved in with
a friend to save money: And now she was beginning to talk to her
classmates for the first time.

It was a terrible experience, she kept repeating. She might have
Kkilled that other driver. “I know what it does to a person to be re-
sponsible for somebody's death;” she said, and she began to cry. *1
saw what it did to my mother. Its an incredible coincidence, really,
but when I was thirteen my whole world was changed by another
automobile accident. My mother was driving us all to school one
moming, and she did'tsee a stoplight and ran into a big truck. My
sister was very badly hurt, and I was out of school myself for a

while.”

‘We all sat there stunned, as much by her sudden volubility as by
the coincidence of her misfortune. She went on to say that her
mother had become very depressed after the accident and had, in
effect, stopped taking care of the house. Joanna had to take over the
responsibilities of cooking and cleaning, I was forcibly evicted
from childhood. That accident did it,” she said.

Did Joanna contrive to reenact this terrible event to terminate
another chapterin her life, we all wondered? Or did the ending that
she needed to make remain unrealized until the right event
brought it to the surface? There are 1o simple answers to these
questions, and those twa possibiities may not be mutually exclu-
sive. The point i that Joanna and I (and quite possibly you) had a
memorable transition experience around the end of childhood, and
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ofyourbedroom window,thatyou weren't the same, that childhoog

had disappeared like yesterday's weather.
Tibal socicties usually placed great emphasis on ths transiion
. as did ancient civilizations. They compressed the entire mat.

i
£ e ventandused the oceasionty

uration process into one memorabl
dramatize and facilitate the transformation of a young person from

dependency to independence. Furthermore, the comingofage rit
uals set the tone for a lifetime of subsequent transformations and
their celebrations.

15 worth reflecting on this early transition in your own life be-
cause that point may have set the style for your later transitions.
That happened with me, I think. At the end of grammar school, |
happened to move from a very small town to a medium-sized city,
and from a litle school o big one. My old friends had been unso-
phisticated kids, for the most part, and I feltat home with them. But
then suddenly I was in school with children who paid attention to
what they wore and who knew about city life and moved with the
times. I had to change my way of life to fit in, and for some time |
felt like a displaced person. It is probably no accident that I tend to
view my own life transitions as shifs in lifestyle and to associate
them with physical moves.

It was quite different for Joanna, a fortyish member of my fist
transition seminar. She had been separated from her husband for
several months and was so immobilized by the change that she
hardly spoke during the first weeks of the class. As she told us later,
she was holding on to he past and refusing to start life ancw 353
single person. It was almostas i she didn't know how to let go, 35 if
she were vaiting for a signal,

“Then one. n@k in class she started to talk, A terrible thing had
happened that week,she sid. She had been driving along a vint






index-127_1.jpg
Endings 1

vas vulnerable through the Kids —who didn't really care what 1 did,
40 long as it had a name. As time went on, I grew more comfortable
with what might be called a “participial” identity, that i, identifying
sith ing words (gardening, writing, running, lecturing) rather than
ith nouns. But I have to admit that it always bothered me that the.
Lids preferred nouns. They corresponded to the pat of me that stll
Jonged for the lost secutity of a recognizable label. Teacher, college
profesor, the Aurelia Henry Reinhardt Professor of American Liter-
ature at Mills College, Ah, those were the old days! But row, gar-
dening and running? (‘Whatever happened to Bridges, anyhow?”)
On the other hand, T sometimes found pleasure during tht pe-
viod in imagining that I was in the middle of a seeret passage ritual.
In a world of sacial identities, I.was an interloper: I lived in the

cracks and moved in the shadows. My own passage markings were
hidden and secret, but I was being initiated into the next phase of
my life—into middle age, for Jack of a beter term. I had shed the
shell of my old identity like a lobster, and I was staying elose to the
rocks because I was still soft and vulnerable. d have a newand bet-
teritting identity in time, but for now I'd have to go a little slowly.

1 found it useful then to reflect more seriously on why being
disidentified was an important part of the termination process.
Clearly, the old identity stands in the way of transition—and of
tansformation and self-renewal. T could appreciate the wry wisdom
n the sign that Erik Erikson reports having seen over a bar ina
Western town: “0 ain’t what I ought to be,” it read, “and Lain't what
'm going to be. But I ain’t what Twas!™

At other times, though, disidentification is no laughing matter.
No longer being Bob's wife or a salesman, no/longer being the old
™€ 0t a young person is a source of panic. That is when it s impor-
antto rememberithe significance of disidentification and the need
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old ways of defining yourself. Connie's way of putting it was ﬂ'\zvt in
divorcing her husband she had “Jost her mirror.” Others feel itas
the loss of a role that prescribed theit behavior and made them
readily identifable; stllothers feel the lack of a familiar and identi-
ying label. One way or another, most ‘people in transition have the
experience of no longer being quite sur¢ who they are. This experi-
e cortespondi to s important element I BIONEEEE - I8
i, the emoval o the old identitys signs and the temporary 3
sumption of a nonidentity, which is represented by shaved heads,
painted faces, masks, strange clothing or 10 clothing at all, or the
abandonmient of one’s old name.

This disidentification process is usually the inne side of the dis
engagement process.Itis often partcularly distressing in vocational
transitions, or where the old roles and tiles were an important part
of the person's identity. The impact of such losses can be much
greater than one imagines it will be.

1 had thought about this loss a good deal when T was leaving my
teaching career, for example, and T was convinced that T had
thoughtit through and had come to terms with “riot being ateacher
any more Then one day my youngest daughter came home from
school and asked casually, “What are you, Daddy?" I began one of
those long and careful replies that rapidly exhaust a childs interest
in the subject being discussed. 1 told her how T used to be a teacher
(the past comes in handy when the present isn't very clear) and ho
1 was now partly a lecturer and partly a writer, and how I did some
counseling and consuling. Then, seing that 1 was losing her, 1
said, “Why do you ask?” “Oh, we're talking at school about what
our daddies do, and T wondered what T should say.”
nmxl';h“i;h«‘:;;k‘s«mh i ot iR

ry sate of disidentification, but I found that

e 9
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friends let you down. But these disenchantments did not end with
childhood —nor are theyove yet. The lfetime contains a long
chain of disenchantments, many small and a few large: lovers who
prove unfaithful, leaders who are corrupt, idols who turn out to be
petty and dull, organizations that betray your trust. Worst of all
there are the times when you tumned out to be what you said (and
even believed) that you were not. Disenchantment, you can quickly
discover, s a recurrent experience throughout the lifetime of any-
one who has the courage and trust to believe i the first place.
Many sig ns not only involve disenchantment,
they begin with it. But like the other aspects of the termination
process, it may be that the person can anly slowly begin to see the
disenchantment experience as meaningful. When you discover
the fatal love letter or get the news that you've been fired, it's
pointless to talk about old realities and new ones. But later, it is
important to reflect on these things, for with realities as with iden-
tities and connections, the old must be cleared away before the
new can grow. The mind is a vessel that must be emptied if new

icant trans

wine is to be put in

“This processis hard to take in more than just a natural, personal
sense; it goes against the grain of our culture, which tends to view.
growth as an additive process. We did not have to unlearn the first
g1ade to go on to the second, for example, or forget Sunday school
when we joined the church: We do not expect to give up old beliefs
(in spite of St. Paul’s injunction to “put away childish things?) in
order to mature, In fact, the entire termination process violates our
tooseldom examined idea that development means gain and has
Nothing o do with loss-

The Western mind has worked this way for a long time.
Odysseus, you will remember, found it terribly difficult to let go of
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toToosen the bonds of the person we think we are so thatwe can go
through a transition toward a new identity.

DISENCHANTMENT

Separated from the old identity and the old situation. or some im-
portant aspect of it, a person floats free in a kind of limbo between
two worlds. But there is still the reality in that person’s head —a pic-
ture of the “way things are;” which ties the person to the old world
with subtle strands of assumption and expectation. The sun will ise.
tomorrow, my mother loves me; the tribe will endure, the gods are
just: These things are so, and if they are not, then my world is no
longer real. The discovery that in some sense one’s world is indeed
o longer eal s what is meant by disenchantment.

In traditional rites of passage disenchantment was a carefully
ananged experience.? In the ceremony for entry into the healing
cult of the Ndembu of Africa, initiates were brought before a
strange shape in the jungle; they were told this was Davula, or the
cult’s spirit. Then unexpectedly they were told to beat on the spirit-
shape with sticks and kill it. At the end, they were shown that the
thing they had beaten was nothing but a cloth-covered frame under
which adepts had been hiding. A similar process took place in other
passage ceremonies: when Hopi youths saw the awe-inspiring kachi-
nas (who were actually neighbors and relatives) unmask for the first
time, or when terrified initiates in aboriginal Australia were shown
that the fearful sound of the geeat spirit Dhuramoolan was nothing
more than a bullroarr, or lat picce of wood on a thong:

“This may remind you of the disenchantments of your own child-
hood: that there is no Santa Claus; that parents sometimes lie and
are afraid and make stupid mistakes and like silly things; that best
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his assumptions about reality The world was a battlefield that re-
quired armor and struggle. He had been a winner by those rules,
and it made no sense to him suddenly to find them not working at
Ismaros or in the narrows between Scylla and Charybdis. He
found that the first task of transition was unlearning, not learning
anew:

The lesson of disenchantment begins with the discovery that if
you wantto change—really to change, and not just to switch posi-
tions—you must realize that some significant part of your old rel-
ity was in your head, not out there. The flawless parent, the noble
Teader, the perfect wife, and the utterly trustworthy friend are an
inner cast of characters looking for actors to play the parts. One per-
son is on the laokout for someone older and wiser, and another is
ng follower. And wehen they find each other they
fitlike the interlocking pieces of a puzzle.

Or almost. Actually, the misfit is greater than cither person
knows, or even wants to kniow. The thing that keeps this misper
ception in place is an “enchantment,” a spell cast by the past on
the present. Most of the time, these enchantments work fairly
well, but at life’s turning points they break down. Almost in-
cvitably we feel cheated at such times, as though someone were
trying to trick us. But usually the earlier enchanted view was a
“real”as we could manage at the time, It corresponded to a self:

image and a situation; and it could not change without affecting
ourselves and others.

secking an ad

The point is that disenchantment, whether it is a minor disap-
‘pointment o a major shock, is the

I nal that things are moving
into transition. At such times, we need to consider whether the old
view or belicf may not have been an enchantment cast on us in the
past to keep us from secing deeper into ourselves andothers tha
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spent in roles and relationships that were technically “adult” but
were actually “preparatory [in] character” to what the person was
£0ing 1o do and be during the bulk of the adul years

Levinson's research on the lives of contemporary men and
women suggests a similar finding, and he calls the years from
twenty-two to thirtythree the “novice period” of adulthood. Perhaps
it would be better if we viewed thirty rather than twenty-one as the
first great watershed of the lifetime; or, better yet, if we viewed the
end of childhood, the time of being on one’s own, the search for a
place and the time of second thoughts, as a series of times during
which transitions accom;

the larger developmental business of
transforming us from dependency to independence

Throughout this novice period, transitions have a special
poignancy and anxiousness about them, for they seem to threaten a
seturn to the old dependency that we're trying to put behind us. Al
though it only a move to a new town or a new job or the breaking
up of a short-ived relationship, you feel as ifyou were going back to
“Go?” “I have to start all over,” said  thirty-year-old businessman-
turnedteacher, “and I feel like I missed the first hour of the race.
I'm going to have to run like hell to-catch up” “You think you've
had a setback,” muttered a man in the class who had married at
cighteen and was now, at twenty-¢ight, in the midst of a trial separa-
tion. “Hell, I feel like I'm sill a teenager, and the next thing L know
Tl start taking my laundry home to Mom again!”

I¢s important to recognize the reason for these feelings and to
realize that they are natural Just because things are up in the air
now and you sometimes feel as if you were right back where you
tarted, this is not a sign that you have made a mistake or have been
wasting your time for the pas ten year. It s only a sign that you are
in one of life’s natural and periodic times of readjustment and re-
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had-been ended in a kind of death, and a new way-things-are-going-
to-be took its place through a sort of birth. Through those dramati-
zations, people grew familiar with transition and learned how to
handle it. You can wish that we had such rituals and celebrations,
but we do not. We are going to have to learn to do individually and
consciously for ourselves what once was done for people automati-
cally and collectively by their society,

At the time I first published this book, I entertained the fantasy
that I might someday launch a whole new profession. I even had a
name for it: maieutics. Derived from the Greek word for “mid-
wife,” maieutics (as I imagined it) was the name for the assistance
that a professional could provide people who were struggling with
the death-and-rebirth process of transition. As it tumed out, there
were hundreds of thousands of people out there who were. trying to
make sense out of transition, but far fewer that wanted to be in the
business of facilitating death and rebirth. (“Death and rebirth?
Isn't that a little . ... ubh . . . drastic? Don’t you have just some
techniques for changing careers—or going through a divorce, or
turning forty, or . .. whatever? Mabe a How-To manual?”)

So the new profession did not emerge; but I went through the
transition [ was then in—the one that had led to the writing of this
book in the first place. And I did build a new career for myself as
someone who helped individuals and organizations handle the per-
sonal side of change (called transition) so that it is less distressing
and distuptive and more productive. My own transition back in the
seventies was the point at which I re-created myself. Your own tran-
sition (the reason you decided to look into this book, remember?)
can do the same for you,

Twish you well on your journey.
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with the discovery that roles and relationships were starting 1,
mexh :a]::l»b:\“i remember how L got ino this damned job,” saig
Tod with disgust to the rest of the class one evening. “I went to grag.
uate school to try to accomplish something and make a difference
in the world, and here I am pushing papers all day, illing out forms
thata high school kid could do. And the people at work! They don't
even know who I am—or care.”

Jannine listened to this with a puzzled look. “This all sounds
stiange to me because I've been envying your stability and security
ever since our class began. I keep thinking, ‘When does the Great
Search end? Am I going to end up an old woman who lives with her
cats and who's never stayed in one place more than two years? I can
hardly go through a residential neighborhood any more without
wanting a house of my own 5o badly that  go home and start count.
ing my assets again. I'm tired of the quest and the adventure.”

Second thoughts can tum one’s thirtes into a difficul time. It i
oftn the fist time of transition after leaving home when 5 person
feels real doubt about the future, It can also be o very lonely time,
because the very people that one would normally talk to about per-
sonal problems may be the People that one s having second
thoughts about. And the distress 5 decpencd by that tyisted old idea
thatifyou'd only done things Properly, you would have everything
settled once and foral by tyenty.fye gr 3,

This tansitionalty around thirty gq first noted seventy-five
JeaR 460 b the Viennete pyehologis Ghasiont b 1. 1
study of hundreds ofbiographies, she foyng that although physical
dependence on parent usually egeq the late teens, a successful
end longlasting set of commitmens yq usually not made until a
person was almost thirty, The intgw'ening years were Jikely to be
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g source of orientation woulg

would be gone, and the only rema rent
be the heavens, In such a stting and the state of mind it was meany

to create, you would be (in the words of Robert Frost) “lost enough
to find yourself”

‘As with other aspects of the ending process, most of us already
Kenow disorientation. We recognize the lost, confused, don'tkno.
where-lam fecling that deepens as we become disengaged, disiden-
tified, and disenchanted. The old sense of life as “going some-
where” breaks down, and we feel like shipwrecked sailors on some
existential atoll.

One of the fist and most serious casualties of disorientation is
likely to be our sense of (and plans for) the future. The guy whois
fired (disengagement) or bypassed for promotion one last time (dis-
enchantment) is likely to find himself losing interest in old goals
and plans. This loss of motive power and direction is frightening to
many individuals and those around them, and it may in fact be dan-
‘gerous in a practical sense if it threatens the essential arrangements
of a person’s life.

Ttwould be a mistake in such situations to view disorientation s
positively as one can in retrospect. Traditional people in passage did
not enjoy or embrace the experience of disorientation. They suf
fered through it because that was the way, which is to say because
they had faith in the process of death and rebirth, Because they had
that faith, they did not need to make distress comfortable. Howese
many modern people lacking that ith are caught between positve
thinking and despair; they keep themselves going only by lightiné
matches and whistling in the dark, ;

There isa danger that what I am saying about disorient
the ending process in general il become merely
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e were then ready to. For the whole idea of disenchantment i that
reality has many layers, none “wrong” but each appropridte o a pare
ticular phase of intellectual and spiritual development, The disen
chantment experience is the signal that the fime has come to logk
below the surface of what has been thought o be so. It is the sgn
that you are ready to see and understand more now

Lacking that perspective on such experiences, however, we
often miss the point and simply become “disillusioned,” The disen-
chanted person recognizes the old view as sufficient i its fime, but
insufficient now: “I needed to believe that husbands or friends or
‘mentors] were always trustworthy; it protected me against some of
the contingencies of life” On the other hiand, the disillusioned per-
son simply rejects the embodiment of the earlier view; she findsa
new husband or he gets a new boss, but both leave unchanged the
old enchanted view of relationships. The disenchanted person
moves on, but the disillusioned person stops and goes through the
play again with new actors, Such a person is on a perpetual quest
for a real friend, a true mate, and a trushworthy leader. The quest
only goes around in circles, and real movement and real develop-
ment are arrested:

DISORIENTATION

The “eality” that is left behind in all endings is not justa picture on
the wall It s a sense of which way is up and which wayis down it
5 asense of which way s forward and which way is bick. I€is, in
short, a way of orienting oneself and of moving forvard into the fir-
18t In the old passage rituals, the one in transition would ofien be
taken intg unfamiliar territory, beyond the ‘bounds of former e’<l>_ﬂ"'
1%, and left there for a time. All the customary signs of location
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 the end of the novice period of

mmitment, You are a

adulthood, a time when longterm commi ]
You know the rules now, and you'te beginning to sense what you

can and cannot do well. They no longer ask to see your driver’s li-
cense when you order a glass of wine. You are, for better or for

worse, an undisputed grown-up. The question is, now what are you

going to do?

How you handle the transitions that are prompted by second
thoughts can determine the course of your life for years to come.
Having decided to repress inner promptings to change, some peo-
ple begin at this point to turn away from the opportunities for devel-
opment provided by transition and instead deal with the times of
transition as temporary and accidental disruptions in an otherwise
stable life. In the short run, these people seem to gain by avoiding
the time-consuming shifts and inner reorientation that others are
‘going through; but in the long run, they lose. They turn into the
britfle beauties of the suburbs and the company yes-men who rejoin
them at the end ofthe day.

But for many others, this time of second thoughts provides a
clearer sense of personal direction than they have hitherto known—
zn.d evenisome go?l Or project that embodies that direction. The
i‘:!:;::” l::;‘::\;:f ::1:: of renewed commitment to what
= fribe,” some social grouping that has particular
importance forthe individual. This can be a formal organizati
S i ¢ a formal organization or
tion of which one s a e o lives or an et populs-

part, or “men” or 7 or .
class o even “umankind  Altsogh he g s o
- Although he is writing only about

men, Levinson’s words appl
o comes PP 10 Both sexes: Afer the “age thirty
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feel like yourself can only be “dismanted:” They have to be faken

apart a piece ata time. !
We hear a lo, thanks parly to the important work done by Eli

abeth Kubler-Ross, about the stages of the “grieving process,” that
ing of emotional sate sartng with derial and ending with ac.
ceptance, through which people who are coming {0 terms with 3
Joss typicallygo. But there is a parallel and separate process that we
don't hear so much about that is not so much emotional as it s cog:
nitive. It is the one in which people in transition gradually stop
thinking of themselves as part of a we and start thinking of them-
selves asan . Lef’ callthis one the “mourning process.” This shiftis
often accompanied or punctuated by a good deal of emotion, but

those feclings are reactions to the process, not the process itself
By not distinguishing between these two aspects of making an
ending, many people imagine that a person who is wracked with
emotion after a los is doing important innr work; and that a per-
son whois mot, is not. They look at socicties where grieving is for-
malized and highly stylized and imagine that these practices help
people to get through or “over” the experience of loss, What such
people usually overlook are the parallel prescriptions and p
that provide people with a set of practical stages to go
three days you keep a vigil over the lost one; on the thirte
afte the death, you have a ceremony; you wear only black}
seribed perod, and you hold a remembrance ceremanyon
niversary of the death. And as you do these things, you sl¢
mantle. o unpack your relationship to the p
relationship or identity that you have logt,

One of the huge transi

et S e
m cancer. In The Way
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Connie's transition was a turning point in her lfe it eft her &
suonger and more vital person than she had been before. It had
egun with an ending; and the ending had begn ith a disengage-
nent, Gonie had been deprived of the familiar ways of knoving
herelf by the separation from hie husband, and this provided her
yith an opportunity that would have been hard to find within their
elationship. (This is not to say that divorce was necessary=only
{hat some significant disengagement was an important element in
making her change.)

Divorces, deaths, job changes, moves, llnesses, and many lesser
events disengage s from the contexts i which we have kniown o
sves. They break up the old cue system that served to reinforce
our roles and to pattern our behavior. Itsn'tfust that the disappear-
ance of the old system forces us to devise a new one, the way that a
breakdown in the econiomic order might lead to barter It s rather
that as long as a system is working, it is very difficult for a member
ofit o imagine an altemative way of life and an altemative identity:
But with disengagement, an inexorable'process of change begins.
Clarfied, channeled, and supported; that change can lead tovard a
development and renewal:

DISMANTLING

Geting unplugged from yourold place in the interpersond] and so=
cial world that gave you anidentityis where the transition process
stars, but disengagement only stops the old signils and cues from
being received. It leaves untouched the life infrastructute that
Y0uve constructed in response to those signals. The disengagement
1 take place in a moment; “Iim leavingl Wefre frished!| Good:
Biel” Butthe old habits and behaviors and practces that made you
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(2000), 1 have described that experience and i effect on me in
qome detail, 50 1 will not repeat that here—only say that the most
anexpected part of my coming to terms with that loss was the long
dow process of dismantling my old world and the identity 1 had
built in it.

Tronically, I happened to be remodeling my home at that same
fime. 1 remember sitting in:the living room, which was stripped
down to bare studs and siding, electrical wiring criss-crossing over-
head and breaks in the subflooring showing the outlnes of the now=
vanished floor plan underfoot—siting there and thinking, what a
perfect metaphor! Dismantling my house while I dismantle my lifel
Siill able to see the signs of how it used to be, but watching as, day
by day, those were covered over ot replaced by new “construction.*

Angone who has ever remodeled a house knows a good deal
about personal transition beeause such an undertaking replicates the
three-part transition process: It starts by making an ending and de-
stroying what wsed to be. Then there is the time when itisu'tthe old
way any more, but not yet the new way, either: Some dismantling is
still going on, but so is some new building. It is a very confusing
ind it is a good idea to have made temporary arrangements for
dealing with this interim (“neutral zone”) state of affairs—whether it
istemporary housing or a time of modified actvities and reduced ex-
Pectations to make the old housing work: And as the contractors
Ways wam you, remodeling always takes more time and money than
ew construction, Good advice in regard (0 transition; (00:

DISIDENTIFICATION

In brcaking your old connections o the world and taking apat the
intetnal gyetures required by those connections,you o ase your
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Inner changes. Spiritual awakening, deeper
cal awareness, or psychological insights; changes in self-image or

ng social and politi-

values; the discovery of a new dream or the abandonment of an old
one; or simply one of those nameless shifs that cause us to say, “I'm
changing”

Two doctors named Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe made
alist of these kinds of events and worked out a point system to
record the relative impact of each event on a person. The points
range from 100 for the death of a spouse to 11 for a minor violation
of the law. Hundreds of thousands of people have taken this test,
and their scores have been correlated with their health during the
ensuing year or two. The results are startling. A score of fewer than
150 points puts you in an “average” group, with one chance in
three of experiencing a serious health change in the next two years.
(Onaverage, an American has a one-in-five chance of being hospi-
talized during this time.) If you score from 150 to 300 points, your
chances of health changes rise to fifty-fifty. And if you score more
than 300 points, as the man with the promotion unexpectedly did,
the odds for serious illness in the ensuing two years risc to almost
nine in ten.3

No wonder the man with the promotion got the virus! No won-
der so many people find their situations complicated by illness
shortly after retirement. It makes you wonder about the frequency
of colds during honeymoons and realize that transition takes its toll
Physically as well as mentally and socially.

It also makes you realize that there are times in everyone’s life
that are transitional in more than a quantitative sense. Events pile
up outside us, and we respond inwardly in ways that leave us
changed. Not all transitions affect us deeply, of course, but some
endings do close entire chapters in our lives, and some beginnings
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2 TRANSITI
ey makes possible the first big va-

job, and thatadditional mon
L usband decides to change jobs,

_at which time the h
ot very elegant,but this i the way life works,
g these distresses

cation in years:

‘The mechanics are
We'll move on shortly to ways of understandiny

and how they seem to cluster at certain times in the life cyele, but

for now it is important for you to think as clearly as you can about
your own life situation. What are the events that have brought
change into your life in the past year? And what are the areas of
your life in which the changes are evident? Here are some cate-
gories and guidelines to help you answer those questions.

Losses of relationships. What relationships have gone out of your
life in the past year—list everything from a spouse’s death to a
friend’s moving away. Include marital separations, children leaving
home, or the alienation of a former friend. What about the death of
a pet, or the loss of some admired hero, or anything that narrows
your field of relationships?

Changes in home life. Getting married or having a child; having a
spouse retire, becoming ill (or recovering), returning to school,
changing jobs, or going into a depression; moving to a new house or
remodeling the old one; experiencing increased (or decreased) do-
mestic tension —anything that changed the content or quality of life
in your home.
hbll:er::::el :Z:fﬁuiiﬁ:: sick (or well again); experiencing no-
S e
e » starting or stopping school; markedly chang-
ing your lifestyle or your appearance.

Work and financial changes, Gettin
jobs; changes within your organizatio
income; taking on new loans or mo
advancement is blocked,

g fired, retiring, or changing
; an increase or decrease in
rigages; discovering that career
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A Lifetime of Transitions

What animal walks on four feet in the morning, two feet at
noon, and three feet i the evening, yet has only one yoice?
—THE RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX

The human being.
—O0EDIPUS'S SOLUTION TO THE RIDDLE

THE RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX WAS NO MERE TEST
of wit, for it imparted valuable wisdom concerning how a per-
son “stands” in the world. The riddle represents a model of the
human lifetime in which there are two pivotal turning points. The
first s the transition to the condition described in the phrase “stand-
ing on your own two feet” —that s, the transition from dependency
to separateness and independence. The second turning point, com-
ing somewhere in the afternoon of life, s symbolized by the acqui-
sition of the cane or staff, the third foot of the Oedipal riddle. In the
mythic story of Oedipus, the cane bespeaks not simply the coming
of physical decrepitude but a cluster of changes that includes suffer-
ing and deepened insight and disengagement from an outlived way
of doing and being:
2
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open new ones, Itis almost as though we did Pﬁ‘/a;g' and accorg.
ine to our own schedule what ribal groups once did publicly o
conding o a prescribed imetable: going through the process ofpas
g bebveen one life phase and the next i a pattern of death ang
rebirth.

Since the publication in 1976 of Gail Sheehy’s Passages, various
studies have appeared that purport to tell us what the natural stages
of adulthood are and where the characteristic times of transition
can be expected to occur. My work with individuals in transition
makes me believe that in a culture as diverse as ours no one model
of adulthood fits everyone—or even anyone—exactly. Yet because
you can catch glimpses of yourself in all of them, they are worth
drawing upon in the task of charting the course of your own life.
They are useful because unless a particular time of personal

is seen in the context of the arc of an individual's lifetime,

‘meaning that we are looking for
to me?” we wonder, “And
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a crack I heard just then?’ I try to forget, but I keep thinking,
‘Damn, that ice looks thin!™

This man was in a time of profound personal transition, one of
those times of important realignment that punctua
on occasion. Under the deceptively smooth surface of a good job
and a comfortable home, he was fighting for his lfe. He wanted the
promotion, buthe longed for the easier life he had left behind. The
change that put him into transition was one that anyone would
have called “good” but it threatened to undermine his life as com-
pletely as death or disaster or anyother “bad” change. The transi-
tion began at one place in his lfe, but its effects reached across
every aspect of his world

Few people stop to reflect, as this man had to, on the radiating
waves of change in their lives. When they do, they may find that ap-
parently minor events have had major impacts. They may find that
puzzling and hard-to-identify distresses can be traced back to inci-
dents that set off the transition process. Sometimes the distresses in-
volve new beginnings that require unforescen endings; sometimes
they involve endings with no new beginning in sight. The big
events—divorce, death, losing a job, and other obviously painful
changes—are easy to spot. But others, such as marriage, sudden suc-
cess, and moving to your dream house, are forgotten because they are
“good events” and therefore not supposed to lead to difficulty. We ex-
pect to be distressed by illness, but itis a shock when recovery leads
to difficulty. We know that overworking is hard, but how can a big va-
cation Tay us low? And how shall we account for the puzzling chains
of events, none of which are especially big or traumatic, that make
our lives look like Rube Goldberg machines, one picce seiting an-
other into motion and the end result being way off i the comer
somewhere. When a child enters school, a woman is free to take an

veryone’s life
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Endings

What we call the beginning s often the end

And to make an end is to make a beginning.
The end is where e start from.

—T.s. ELioT

“Little Gidding,” from Four Quartets!

CONSIDER\NE THAT WE HAVE TO DEAL WITH ENDINGS
all our lives, most of us handle them poorly: This is in part be-
cause we misunderstand them and take them either too seriously or
not seriously enough. We take them too seriously by confusing
them with finality—that's it, all over, never more, finished! We see
them as something without sequel, forgetting that they are the first
phase of the transition process and a precondition of self-renewal.
At the same time, we fail to take them seriously enough. Because
they scare s, we try to avoid them.

“I don’t want to talk about the past;’ says a newly married man
Wwho has come iin to talk about his second mariage. “Im interested
in the present and the future.” How can I make him understand
that his so-called present is a past that he hasn't yet let go of? His
wife tried to tell him that when she yelled that he was still emotion-
ally tied to his first wife. “No, I'm interested in us,” he said. “It just

107
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that this previously uncharted second half of life would be prety
well mapped by now.

But there is still a good deal of confusion, for like those early
maps of America, some of the explorers put the river here, some put
it there, and some said there was no river. In other words, there is
no shortage of theory—just considerable discrepancy between the-
orists. That's where the sphinx comes to our rescue, for when you
start with the basic three-phase life image, you can draw on current
theory to suggest different aspects of each phase and why a particu-
lar time of transition involves the particular issues that it does. In so
doing, you can see that the force of life’s two great developmental
shifts fan out over the lifetime: The fist involves an end to old de-
pendencies and the establishment of the person as a separate social
entiy; the second involves movement beyond that separateness to
something more complex, to a decper sense of interrelatedness.
The middle third of life is characterized by a mixture of these two
influences. Although the particulars cannot be pinned down into a
generally applicable chronology, you will be able to find thie signs
of them in your own life history.

Let's go back to a beginning before adulthood starts—the tum-
ing point at the end of childhood. Our culture is too individualistic:
to have standardized the experience, as most earlier cultures did,
but you will experience unique associations to the phrase “the end
of childhood”

The End of Chilkood. How does that phrase recall your past?
Your first sexual experience, perhaps, oryour family’s move to a new
town, You might date it from the beginning of a new interest or
from the ending of an old relationship. Or you may associate it with
a less clearcut change—no big event, no particular situation, just
the sense, as you walked home alore from school or sat looking out
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‘These attitudes were epitomized i that first transiton class by
the woman with the new baby who, objecting to our aftention to
endings, cracked, “T'm just tying to get used to having him, not
sending him off to college.” And her classmate who was gelting
usd to the big promotion likewise found our concern for endings
strange at first: “About all that Lam giving up islow pay and low sta-
tus,” he said skeptically. But as we talked further, each of them dis
covered that the ending was not only real but important to under-
stand and appreciate. For it wasn't the new beginning that
accounted for the confusions they were experiencing hut rather the.
termination of their old lives.

One of the advantages of being familiar with!passage rituals is
that they make it clear that the ending involves a symbolic death:
When the new mother in the seminar shouted, “I am falling
apart!” she was telling the truth—the “she” that she had hitherto
identified with was disintegrating. Because of her view that disinte-
gration meant malfunction, she assumed that what she needed was
away to repair her life; but she quickly came to see that noimere
fixing up of things would suffice. All that good advice she kept ask-
ing for was beside the point, for her real need then was to find out
how to let the person-thatshe-had-been die and go through a re-
newal process

The old passage rituals are one answer, though they depended
on a social reality and a mythic imagination that is rare today. All
the same, they provide a way of understanding the natural ending
Process and provide suggestive parallels to our own unritualized ex-
berience. To show how this is o, | will discuss the five aspets of the
matural ending experience: disengagement, dismantling, disidentifi
Cation, disenchantment, and disorientation.
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el e wheyou do things the way she i THAREREERES
different”” But he doesn't want o talk about the past.

I ty telling him a story: “Once there were two monks who ere.
traveling through the countryside during the rainy season. Rounding
a bend in the path, they found @ ‘muddy stream blocking their way,
Beside it stood a lovely woman dressed in flowing robes. ‘Here'said
one of the monks to the woman, ‘Let me carry you across the vt
And he picked her up and carried her across, Afte setting he dovn
on the far bank, he walked in silence with his fellow monk fo the.
abbey on the hill Later that evening, the other monk said y,
‘L think you made an error when you picked up that woman|
journey today. You know we are not supposed to have anythi
with women, and you held one close to you! You should
done that’ ‘o strange; remarked the other. ‘I carried b
across the water. You are carrying her stll.”2 ¥
I look at the man to see whether he has und
hasn't. He wants to talk about his new martiage
questions about his old marriage irritating, He wants
with beginnings. The hell with endings!

We all know how the man feels, and yet endings

with if we are to move on to whatever comes next in

process. No longer ritualized and formally prepared for
happen to us in unforeseeable ways that often
‘meaning—much less a positive meanin;

g Instead,
events that e try to move beyond as quickly as
language reflects this attitude: “Don} n

; % + “Don't cry over spilt
done is done” “Let bygornes be bygones gp“
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DISENGAGEMENT

rsal belief among traditional peoples that at
2 people need to be separated from their

jate is removed from
o the forest or the

It seems to be @ univer
times of inne transitor
miliar places in the social order. The young
the family, sometimes forcibly, and take
desert, The prospective shamanleavesthe villsge and makes a long
ek of selfdiscovery, The same thing happens at martiage and
other trans points: entering a secret society, for example, or
foining the circle of elders; or, fnally, looking at death tself

In stories of the ancient world, this step of disengagement is a
common theme. Christ makes a forty-day journey into the wilder-
ness; Theseus leaves the familiar world of Troetzen for the tests and
ordeals of the overland journey to Athens, Sometimes in these sto-
ties the disengagement is undertaken unwittingly or with some
other conscious intent, as though the everyday mind were unbleto
grasp the person’s real need at such a time and so the person had to
actas if he or she were not seeking disengagement. Jonah flees his
vocation and heads to sea, but he believes that he is going o
Tarshish. Oedipus leaves home to avoid a fate that as it turns o,
he meets along the way. Jonah and Oedipus both find that the fist
step toward destiny is taken in what they believe to be the opposit®
ditection. And both find that, whatever the circumstances, here i
a natural tendency to break with the familiar social matrix abfmes
of life transition. s el

‘We o longer have oracles and visions—at least, we:
sume that we do not. No initiation master rings the bel
ing and says, “Your time has come.” But all the same,
ourslves periodically being disengaged either willing
ingly from the activities, the relationships, the settings,
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home or turn twenty-one: At thirty, forty, or even fifty, you are still
likely to be making the changes that complete the great lifetransi-
tion to personal independence.

But long before you have finished with that transition, you will
begin to encounter the firs signs of the second great ife transition
“I can't be getting old yet!” exclaimed one of the men in the tran-
sition class, only half humorously. “Im stil struggling with my
adolescence!” And we all knew how he felt. But nonetheless,
sometime in your thirtie, you are likely to note a shift in the wind
that bespeaks a new weather system. The main storms are still well
off beyond the horizon, but it is time to begin turning your atten-
tion away from the old issues of life's morning and toward those of

its afternoon
“This theory, with its assertion of lifelong development and its
claim that problems are often signals of life transitions, runs
counter to modern mechanistic ideas about adulthood. Surrounded
as we are by industrial products, we have tended to treat everything
as ifits essential nature were that of a product. In other words, we
think of people as we think of cars; that is, as having times of pro-
duction and function—and then, unfortunately, of faling apart.
This view of the lifetime, although it is outmoded, deserves a
‘moment of our attention, for we need to understand its implica-
tions if we are ot to fall back into it unwittingly: According to this
view, human development is comparable to mechanical produc-
tion—it begins when the item is not yet “done," and it ends when
the item is ready to “use” Changes that oceur after that point are
“malfunictions” and signs that the mechanism needs repair. What-
ever is done then involves finding some faulty part, just as the pro-
duction process involved putting together the parts in the “right
way” With cars, you start with the chasis, then add and assemble
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Itis, thus, no accident that people imagine that they can prepare
for, say, retirement by making adequate financial preparations,
choosing a good place to live, and developing some new “interests.”
In those articles about retirement, you don't find anything about
going through that three-phase transition process that this book
deals with—or how litle getting all set for the change prepares you
for the transition.

Some other societies have paid much more attention to transi-
tion than we have, and in doing so they prepared people much more
effectively for the experience of being in transition than our society
has prepared us. Those societies typically had rituals (we call them
“rites of passage”) to help individuals let go of their outlived life-
chapter and find a new one to replace it. They also had transition-
punctuated concepts of the lifetime which prepared people to expect
transitions to come along to come along at certain times. Lacking
such concepts, we are like people with no idea of the year's natural
seasons. We notice that it gets colder and warmer, wetter and dryer,
but we chalk that up to the daily ebb and flow of “weather.” We miss
the larger picture,

The seasonal analogy mgguts anaumw.yam traditional soci-
eties taught people about transition. Most of those societies had
fairly elaborate seasonal ituals to mark the point where the days
stopped growing longer and started getting shorter, or the point
where one year stopped and the next year started: Oh, we have New
Year's Eve and New Year's Day, but those are litfle more than ocea-
sions for a party or a day in front of football games on TV Our New
Years' celebrations do ot give us a real eperence the world
dying and being reborn. Ao

Other societies, in short, mgulmy.namuw dramatized
the transition pxoceél, which was the way MW:@
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Gompared to our current theories of adult development,

lifetime may seem simplistic, We miss Eriksor

image of the “iden.
iy crisi” n adolescence, and Shechy’s “trying twenties” Leyi,
son's “sttling down” in the thrties—and what about the notoriaus

“mmiddife crisis"? These ideas about adult development are all worth

studying, but they do not invalidate the insight provided by the

sphin’s rddle. The riddle reminds us that the lifetime can be
thought of s having three natural phases and that cach has its own
characterstc style. Further, ifs context—the story of Oedipus—sug-
gests that the transition from one phase to the next is diffiult and
involtes certain problens.

In this chapter, we will look at these transitions in the context of
a lifetime and the development that takes place at every stage of
that journey. Only against that background does transition really
make sense, for transition s simply the way in which one’s ife
moves on and unfolds. The ending+hen-beginning pattern repre-
sents the way a person changes and grows. And although it may be
hard to think about larger issues while you are in the immediate tur
moil of a transition, you must finally deal with them if you arc to
understand not only what is happening but why, when, and how it
is happening, In other words, I am ot telling you to stop bailing—
justto cast an eye over the map and think about where your litle
boat s heading,

Neither of the transition points identified in the sphinx’ riddle
islikely to be negotiated in one event or period of change. The tran-
sition from dependency to independence, for example, usually i
cludes gradually increasing degrees of separation between the ind-
vidual and the parental world, as well as the various inner chang®s
ofvalues and identity by which the person develops a personal el
image and outlook. Nortis this process complete when you leat®
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The main topics of our discussions at that point were practical —
How o talk about the divorce to the kids, how to find work, how to
deal it her parents, and how tostarta socialifeagain. Wheneveg
the talk turmed to the meaning of e separation, she'd say angri
“You'll have to ask him. He was the one who did

In time, however, this changed. She began to talk about what
she had lost. She had lost a great deal of security, for one thing, be-
cause the family income all came from her husband's work. She
had lost companionship, for although he had traveled  good deal,
she had never felt “alone in the world," as she put it. She had losta
sexual partner, too, and a confidant—as well as  critic and an in-
Structor, When 1 pressed her to explain these last losses further, she
said sadly and softly, “My self-esteem, as a woman and as a person,

was alltied up with his reactions to me, I didn'tjust lose a husband.
Ilost my way of evaluating myself. He was my mirror. Now I don't
know how I look any more”

It is not underestimating the seriousness of her other losses to say
that this was the biggest one. But neither i it underestimating the
gravity:of the loss of her mirror, as she called it, to say that it repre-
sented an opportunity for development, It was a long time beforeshe
would call it that, however, for the natural process of grieving is
sometimes a very slow one. But within a few weeks, she was begin-
ning to talk about a sense that she had come to a time in her life
where she no longer needed to rely so much on others for an esti
mate of how she was doing, This view of things grew on her, and she
brought it up more frequently, until one day she came in and a1
nounced that she had decided the divorce was no random accident
in her life. “Any earlier and 1 wouldn't have been ready; any late!
and Id have been so hopelessly invested in our system that 1d have
died when it was broken. Yes,it came just at the right moment”
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that have been impOrant o s, Whatif thes often disresing o
were slly symbaolic events? What fthey were ignas thata time of

personal transition was beginning?

‘To ask such questions when the loss is fresh is often 4 pointless
xcrcise and may even be.a cruel one. The person who has st
been fired or losta parent or had a heartattack s not i the frame
of mind to listen to talk about symbolic events ~and certinly not
to hear that it may be *a gift in disguise/ But such peaple often
come to such conclusions ata later point in the experience. Connie
was a case in point;

She had originally approached me after a lecture to'say that
her husband was showing all the signs of a mid-Jife crisis, what-
ever that was, and she wished that I would talk to him: H hadn't
come to the lecture himself because he didn'tthink anything was
wiong with him. “Hell no,” he'd told her the night before. “I'm
just catching on to what life is about, and I'm damned if I'm going
to spend the rest of my life cutting along the dotted linel” In the
few minutes that we talked; I gave her my usual explanation of
why it seldom does much good to tryto help someone who doesn't
want help—and I suggested that perhaps she might be able to use
some help on the question of where she was in her life just now:
She looked dismayed. Clearly, T wasn't going to be of much help
to her,

Lran into her three or four months later, and everything had
fallen apart, Her husband had suddenly left one eveiing and vas
70w lving in a nearby city: During the following weeks, there had
been some dreadful fights o the telephone, then some dreary n-
Elistons about money and about the children, and inaly the start
of divorce proceedings, T can'tpretend itsmotall over ows! Core
e said sadly, “but Id give anything if it weren't
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the motor and the other components, attach the outer body, and
then paint it And with people, we imagine, something similar gocs
on: frstthis training, and then that experience, and, finally, that in-
fiuence, one after the other, all adding up to the finished person,
twenty-one years old and ready to roll.

The idea that de-velop-ment (which means “unfolding”) contin
ues uninteruptedly throughout a lifetime is entirely foreign to the
world of products. Think how strange it would be to have an auto-
mobile mechanic lift the hood of your car and say, “Hey, see that
swelling on the side of the cylinder block? That’s your second car-
buretor beginning to bud.” Machines don't do that. VWs do not
turn into Volvos when they are five years old, nor o they sprout a
fifth gear at 45,000 miles. The ratfle and clanking you hear are not
a sign that an old transition is still being completed or that a new
transition is beginning. They're simply a sign that something is
wrong with the car and that it needs fixing.

We are beginning to understand that this production analogy
has led to aserious misunderstanding of our real nature and that we
need new ways of thinking about the life cycle, As soon as we real-
ized this lack, various books on “adult development” appeared in
the bookstores. The trend began in the early seventies with a few
books on middle age, and then the floodgates were opened by Gail
Sheehy's Passages. Subitled The Predictable Crises of Adult Life
that book promised to make sense out of the changes we knew we
were all experiencing. Then Sheehy's two main sources of rescarch
published their own books: Roger Gould came out with Transfor-
mations: Growth and Ghange in the Adult Years, and Daniel )
Levinson published The Seasons of a Man’s Life, And now, thirty
years later, asthe enotmous generation of boomers i entering mid-
dle age, a raft of books on aging have appeared. You would think
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‘The youth has been renewed and enlightened by his ritual tran-

siton. The time-outin the nonplace was his gateway o the original
chaos from which the gods fashioned the world in the. beginning.
All new form, his people believed; must ‘begin in that chaos, and
any gap in time oF space may provide aceess to it. Such gaps occur
at the end of any cycle. At the end of a year ora season, at the end
of the reign of a chief, and at the end of a phase in the individual’s
own life, nature or the society or the person enfers the gap and dies:
After a time, each s xeborn, and that is the way in which life sus-
tains itslf, It the way of withdraval and return. It the way of for=
getting and of rediscovery. It the way of ending and of beginning.
In following it, the person crosses over from an old way of being to
anew way of being and is renewed,

This description ofa youth in the middle of a ite of passage is a.
composite.? In one tribe, a tooth would have been knocked out, but
there would have been no scars. In another place, it would have
been a group of initiates rather than an individual that would have
been isolated in the wilderness beyond the knownivillage world. In
some cultures, the initiation master would have been replaced by a
circle of elders. In some groups, those elders would have planted
the seeds of new understanding in the fertile ground of the gapyin
others, they would have left the discovery up to the inifiate’s own vi-
sion and intuitions. The details of the ritual would have varied
greatly from place to place, but the process of passage would have.
remained the same:

About a century ago, Amold van Gennep, a Dutch anthropolo-
i, frst nterpreted these rites for a modem Westerm audience. Itwas
he who coined the term ries of passage, and it was he who pointed
out that such rites were the way in which radiional societessiruc-
tured e transitions He grouped togethe ituals dealng with birth
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He is beyond the mediating power of roles and relationships and
social mores, Armed only with the rituals and chants taught him by
an initiation master, he wanders free and unattached through the
universe. Beyond the meaning-making powers of his everyday reali-
ties, he stands face-to-face with existence.

Atnight he dreams. His dreams in this primal nontime and non-
place are full of enigmatic hints and presences. Each night he goes
to sleep praying that this will be the night of the great vision. It will
be then and thus that he discovers his spirit guide or his guardian
elder. That voice will tell-him his true vocation and his real name.
1t may teach him a sacred chant to heal the sick or to bless the
newly planted com.

When this has happenied, he will know the time has come to re-
turn to the village and take up the rights and responsibilities of his
new status and his new identity. Marked by his scars and empow-
ered by his new knowledge, he will rejoin the social order on a new
basis. He is in a profound sense a new person

The person he used to be is dead. It died in the ordeal and the
mortuary ritual with which his rite of passage began, His parents
signified his death by buming the sleeping mat he had used
throughout his childhood. When he returns to the village, he will
not recognize them —a leas at irst. For he s no longer theirs.

In the first weeks of his new life back in the village, he will not
remember his old name. He is reborn, and for a time his behavior
will recall that of a very small child. He will have forgotten how to
do basic things —washing and fecding himself,for example, He ill
be |‘mnble to remember the old terms for familiar. objects, although
during his time with the initiation master he has acquired strange
new names for many of these obiects. T some degree, and/on some:

oceasions, he speaks a new language. &
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and death, puberty and marriage; with the clection of a chiefand the
ereation of  shamans with an individual’s éntry into a secret society

of men or woinen and with nature’s passage into a new season. He
isted of three phases,

also saw that these ceremonial occa
ich he called separation, transition, and incorporation.

During the first phase, the person or the group was separated
from the old and familiar social context and put through a symbolic
death experience, Then came a time in isolation in what van Gen-
nep called the “neutral zone," a no-man's-land between the old way
of being and the new: Finally, when the intended inner changes
had taken place, the person or group was brought back and reinte-
grated into the social order on a new basis. Although some rituals
emphasized one phase and minimized another, the passage rites all.
revealed this three-phase form to a remarkable extent.

Since van Gennep’s time, a kind of nostalgia has built up
around the notion of rites of passage. We modemns lack them, for
the most part; and many people have remarked on this lack. Be-
cause we also have great difficulty with lfe transitions, some people
think it logical that we could improve our situation by re-creating
situalized transitions. But rites do not transplant well. They are not
techniques for doing something but lenses through which to mag-
nify the experience of something, Rituals of passage are simplya
way of foeusing and making more visible the natural pattern of
dying, chaos, and renewal that was believed to operate everywhiere
in the universe. And without that belicf, there is nothing to focus.

Unlessa culture and its members s ife transitions in that wayy the
situals will be rejected like a trans;
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finally has the chance to get the attention that he has sought for so
long, and he finds several things wrong with the deal

Jack may say to Marge (or the boss may say to Jack), “See, you
really don’t want to change. You like to gripe, but when you get the
chance, you mess it up or chicken out.” And that is half true—but
only half. For the wanting is true, too, and the desire for change is
also really true. Transitional situations bring this paradox to the sur-
face and force us to look at negative and positive aspects of our life
situations,

‘There are ways of facilitating transitions, and they begin with rec-
ognizing that letting go is at best an ambiguous experience. They in-
volve seeing transition in a new light, of understanding the various
phases of the transition. They involve developing new skills for nego-
tiating the perilous passage across the “nowhere” that separates the
old life situation from the new. But before that can be done, you need
to understand your own characteristic ways of coping with endings.

One way to do this s to think back over the endings in your own
life. Go back to your early childhood and recall the first experiences
involving endings that you can remember. Some may have been
large and terrible—deaths in the family, for instance; others may
have been insignificant to everyone except you—your parents’ de-
parture on a trip, the death of a pet, or a friend’s moving away. Con=
finue forward on this tour of your life history and note all the end-
ings you can recall along the way. Some were physical; others
involved relationships inside and outside the family. Some involved
places, social groups, hobbies, interests, or sports; others involved
responsibilitis, training, or jobs. Some endings may be hard to de-
scribe. They have few outward signs, but they may leave long-last-
ing scars: the ending of innocence or trust for example, or the end-
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cides o break the marrow bounds of housecleaning and carpojy,
by taking a parttime job, or the bored office worker who get,
chance o join the staff of a newly formed company—these peopy,
hardly expect to find the old roles difficult to shed. And the pergop,
who has been estranged from parents or siblings for years worrt ey,
pect to be profoundly shaken by their deaths. How can we feel ;
“loss” when we many after years of loneliness or receive an inheri
tance after struggling to make ends meet or achieve fame after a ca.
reer spent trying to make it?

The old radio comedian, Bob Burns (“The Arkansas Traveler),
used to tell the story of eating army food for the first time after eight-
cen years of his mother's deep-fat frying. A week of bland GI fare
was enough to cure something he had never realized he suffered
from: heartburn. But rather than feeling relief at his improvement,
Burns rushed into the dispensary, clutching his stomach and
yelling, “Doc, doc! Help me! 'm dying. My fire went out!”

We feel these unexpected losses because, to an extent that we
seldom realize, we come to identify ourselves with the circum-
stances of our lives. Who we think we are is partly defined by our
roles and relationships, those we like as well as those we don't. But
the bonds go deeper even than that. Our whole way of being—the
personal style that makes you recognizably “you” and me “me’—is
developed within and adjusted to fita given life pattern. The very
complaining that we do is part of that style. To hear Marge talk
about Jack’s inattentiveness, or to hear Jack talk about never really
being given a chance to show his stuffat work, you would think they
would jump at the chance to change. But then Jack brings hom
Aowers, and Marge says, “What's wrong? I know that something’
wrong!” And Jack is given an important assignment of his own and
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ssssweetheart,” and then lighting a cigarette and walking off alone
into the night?

Looking back over your ending experiences, what can you say
about your own style of bringing situations to a close? Is it abrupt
and designed to deny the impact of the change, or i it so slow and
gradual that it is hard to sce that anything important is happening?
Do you tend to be active or passive in these terminal situations?
That s, is it your initiative that brings things to term or o events
just happen to you? Some people leam early to cultivate a subtle
sort of recepivity to coincidence, or they become skilled at covertly
inviting other people to act upon them when change i in the wind.

These people are characterized by a kind of blamelessness in re-
gard to endings. They had no choice, they seem to say. The situa-
tion was beyond their control. In that first class on transition, we
had several Blameless Ones, and they irritated everyone. None of
us was feeling quite like the master of our fate, but most of us ac-
knowledged having played some part in the transition we were ex-
periencing. Not the Blameless Ones, though, and particularly ot
the man whose wife had recently left him. (“She just walked out—
10 warning, no nothing—just left me.") He resented the idea that
his own style might be one of inviting endings. He figuratively
showed us his hands. (“See—clean.”) And like someone who shouts
“Ididn’t do it” when the police arrive, he called attention to himself
and made everyone suspicious. He never caught on to what the oth-
ers meant, and he finally stopped coming to class—another ending
that he couldn’t help—when one of the women nsulted him by
calling him “emotionally accident:prone.” Rule number three: Al-
though it is advantageous to understand your own style of endings,
some part of you will resist that understanding as though your life

depended on it.
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1 develop our own typica

As I said, we al
{hings. The inner element in that response i 2 mental state or

‘mood or frame of mind: Like the air we breathe, that mood can be
o familia that it s dificult to dentify. But it helps to think backon
41d endings and to try to recal the feelings and thoughts you had
then, As you begin to remember your old reactions to endings, you
arelkelyto realize that your old mindset i being reactivated in the
present whenever something ends in your lfe. Leaving for a better
job may, ironically enough, cause the same. griefand confusion that
oceurted in the past when you reached the sad end of a core rela-
tionship. Itis important to recognize this, for it means that some of
the feelings you experience today have nothing to do with the pres-
ent ending butare the product, instead, of the resonance set up be-
tween situations in your present and those in your past.

‘What you bring with you to a transitional situation is the style
you have developed for dealing with endings. The product of early
‘experience and late influence, this style is your own way of dealing
with external circumstances and with the inner distress they stir up.
Your style is likely to reflect your childhood family situation, for
transitions tend to send family members off to different tasks: One
person fecls all th grief and anxiety for the entire group, another
comforts the moumer, another takes over the routine responsibili-

ties, and yet another goes into a sort 2
o “bei trol
of the situation.” parody of “being in cont

Somewhere along the way,

1 response to ending

: € vy, you may also have picked up some-
E soleandcopied o adaped 10 your situation Doy
fememlben o e, Woody Alles Humphrey Bogar 1t

8" in Play It Again, Sam, which consisted of saying “Sesso long:
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amily members may have their own anxious fantasies of what e
re relly doing —meeting a secret lover, going off o end it al, o
Jbandoning them to begin life under a new identity elsewheres
{And we may very well be playing with one or more of hese possc
bilities in our own fantasies.)

1f we do tell people where we are going; they ask in genuine
puzzlement, “What are you going to do there all alone?” We hardly
Lnow what to answer, though, for we are heading down'a dark pathe
way in our lives. “I want time to think things over I guess we say
alitle lamely. But then it turns out that once we are out there, we.
don'treall think in any way that proditces definite results: Instead,
we walk the beaches or the back streets: We!sitin'the park or the
movie theater. We wateh the people and the clouds: “I didn't do
much of anything,” we report upon our returm. And we feel a little
defensive, as though we had failed to deliver on our promise.

You should not feel defensive about this apparently unprode-
tive time-out during your transition points, for the neutral zone is
meant to be a moratorium from the convenitional activity of your
everyday existenice, The activities of yous ordinary life keep you
"You” by presenting you with aiset of signals that are difficult o re-
pond to in any but the old way. Only in the apparently aitless ac-
ity of your time alone can you do the important fnner business of
sditansformation. But you don'tdait s you do ordinary things, for
isin the walking, watching, making coffee, counting the birds on
the phone wire, studying the cracks in the plaster ceiling over the
bed, dreaming, and waiting for God-knows-what to happen_lh-fyou
:’* anying on the basic industry of the neutral zorie, which is at-

‘entive inactivity and ritualized routine.
 Inthe old passage rituals, peaple were brought up and educated
k0w what to do i these natural but mysterious gaps in the ffe~
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we hope it can only be a temporary, if unfortunate, situation to be
endured

In this view, transition is seen as a kind of street-crossing proce-
dute. One would be a fool to stay out there in the middle of the
street any longer than was necessary; 5o once you step off the curb,
you move on to the other side as fast as you can. And whatever you
do, don'tsit down on the centerline to think things over!

No wonder we have so much difficulty with our transitions. This
view makes no sense out of the pain of ending, for we imagine that
our distress is a sign that we should not have crossed the street in the
first place. It also makes no sense of the feeling of lostness that ve
are likely to experience, nor of the feeling tht the emptiness seems
to stretch on forever. (“Wait a minute,” we want to object. “There is
another side to this street, isn't there?”) And as for transition as
source of self-renewal, well, after you've struggled and floundered
across a scary place like that, you need some selfrenewal,

Yet even as we disort and misunderstand the neutral zone, we
live it out unwittingly: Without quite kniowing why, people in the
middle of transition tend to find ways of being alone and away from
all the familiar distractions. Perhaps it is a long weekend in a bor-
rowed cabin by a lake, or perhaps it is a few days alone in a ity
hotel. One member of that first transition class had just returned
from four days (‘the strangest four days in my life;” she called them)
backpacking alone in the mountains. “Where can we reach you?”
her husband asked with concern, The woman, who had never be-
fore gone anywhere by herself, replied simply, “You can't. But Il
be back”

Wheneve they ask, we tell the people we are leaving behind
that we just want to get away by ourselves for 4 Jttle while—which
is probably as much as we ourselves know at the fime, Friends and
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their own neutral zones. Lacking guidance and validation at such
times, most people who have such experiences are fightened and
troubled by them.

One of the members of the first transition class was a former
lectrical engineer named Pat, a man in his fortes, who sad litle
about himself except that he had “dropped out of the rat race;”as
he put it Bit by bit, we discovered that he had been laid off by.a
space-industy firm; a few months later, he had separated:from his
wifeafte bitter disagreements about his lack of nitiative in finding
another job. “I didn't want to lose that joby” he said one night, “but
once it was gone, I realized that I didntwantanother ike it didt
know what I did want, and my wife found my indecisiveness too
frustating, so she left?”

Al this was said with so little fecling that one might have
thought he was talking about someone else’s life. But when he
shifted to the subject of the present and his strange experiences, he
came to life again, It seemed that his entire realiy had changed. He
had never dreamed much before, but now he vas dreaming every
ight. He had had several experiences of “seeing,” as he called it
“Seeing” meant really understanding what his ife was all boutand
why he had lost his job and his marriage. °I feel as though Iive bro=
ken through a wall and can see the world for the firs time;” he sid
With real feeling,

Some members of the class dismissed Pat as someone who'd
8on offthe deep end, but others said that they knew what he was
0king about. His honesty made it easier for others o talk, and we
soon discovered that the encounter with “another level of realit
h*;:: :;\::mmm\ in out group. Some chxell::;: :: :: :Dsa"':s =;
i mginationis i U U

€onsciousness that they hadn't been aware of y
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waited and waited for this, and mow we ought to enioy it” Life at
home was,in fact, punctuated by many more g ments than in the
past. He disapproved of her spending: and she disapproved of his
new work schedule.

The longer hours had repercussions elsewhere 25 well. His chil-
dren complained that the family never did anything together any-
more, and s indlavs complained that he was always too busy to
ring the family down forvisits, Everyone objected to the way he
now wanted to spend his spare time, for his new business associates
encoraged his old interest in golF and this effectively brought an
end to family camping trips.

“Then, just after I got the promotion, I got sick,” the man said
with a weary shake of the head. “Some timing! It was some strange
virus, and it hung on for weeks. And then, of course, there was my
brother's death . . 2 His voice trailed off, and he just sat there look-
ing very tired.

“Its like a row of dominoes,” another member of the class said,
and we all looked at the man with new compassion. The promotion
‘had set off a tremor actoss the surface of his life, leading to inner re-
orientations that were hard for the man to put into words. His
‘brother's unexpected death at forty-eight and his own illness com-
bined to undermine his old sense of invulnerability. The firing of
s friend had the same effect because it was not incompetence but
organizational needs over which he had no control that had sent
the man packing “I've never felt this way before,” the man said at
the end of the evening, “but I feel as though my whole life was bt
on a frozen lake. We all go on with our activities. We work on the
house and play golf and entertain and have our fights. 1 put in long
hours at work and think 'im doing well Then every once in a while
1think, “This is ice I'm standing on, and its melting'—or ‘Was that
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time. They leamed to solicit the aid of dream ﬁgu(es,dﬂ?e socalleg
spirit guides of one sort or another. They were instructed in S)'mbr»lfc
modes of percepion wherein the natural order became a symbolie
communication written for their enlightenment and guidance, They
Jearned to cultivate mental states in which heightened kinds of
awareness were possible —sometimes by means of meditation and
chanting, sometimes through fasting and dehydration in the sweat-
lodge, and sometimes with the aid of psychotropic substances.

A modern account of such instruction is given in Carlos Cas-
taneda’s books about Don Juan and his Yaqui teachings. Whether
theseare taken as fact or fiction, they represent an unusually rich ac-
count of a modern Westerner's encounter with the neutral-zone ex-
perience in its starkest and most powerful form. One finds descrip-
tions of the teaching and the resulting experiences almost anywhere
one opens the four books. I open the first at random and find this:

Don Juan waited a while and then, going through the same mo<
tions, handed me the lizards again. He told me to hold their heads
upand rub them sofly against my temples, as 1 asked them any-
thing I wanted to know. I did not understand at first what he
wanted me to do.... . He gave me a whole series of examples: 1
could find out about persons 1 did not see ordinarily, or about ob-
jects that were lost, or about places I had not seen, Then I realized

he was talking about divination, I got very excited, My heart began
o pound. 1 felt that L was losing my breath 2

Such ways of knowing are so alien to most of us that they seem
bizaree and even fiightening, But many ordinary members of 0uf
own culture have had similar ©experiences (often discounted of
eyenidenicd aflorvards) of extraorinary indd ot Aear LY
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loss, but another person may take it in stride. Someone else may
come to terms with a debilitating illness and then be demolished by
the loss of a beloved pet.

In that first transition class, T learned more about what accounts
for these differences from the class member whose only apparent
life change was his promotion at work. He was in great distress, al-
though he did not know why, and the rest of the class tended to
make light of it. The promotion itself was working out all right, he
claimed, but there was still some nameless change that threatened
to wreck his life. We ran through the obvious categories: His fi-
nances were stable, his health was generally good,
doingwellin school, his carcer was fine. “Nothing’s wrong,” he said
irritably, and the rest of the class eyed him suspiciously, as though
he might be a spy.

But then, as we moved past the idea of “a promotion” to the re-
alty of his ife situation, a different picture began to emerge. The
promotion was just the fip of the iceberg, for the man's company

his kids were

had undergone a major reorganization. The man’s position had
been shifted to anewly created division in the company, and his old
boss, who had also been a good friend, had been fired. The man’s
new role required him to report to a new set of superiors, and he
was not yet sure what they thought of him. “I keep wondering if
theyll hang on to me long enough to get through the changes and
then fire me too,” he said.

The new job had two immediate effects on his home lie. First,
itrequired that he work longer hours; and second, it gave him a big
pay raise. The new income, together with a mortgage that he really
wished he hadn't taken out, had led to a major remodeling job at
‘home. “I don’tlike the way we're suddenly spending so much more,
and I try to explain that to my wife, but she just says that we've
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whether we are going crazy or becoming enlightened, and either
prospect is one that we can readily discuss with anyone else.

people, the experience of the neutral zone s essen:
tally one of emptiness in which the old realiy look fransparent
nd nothing fels solid anymore. Leo Tolstoy leftus with a powerfl
description of his own encounter with that nothingress I el he
srote, “that something had broken within me on which mylife had
always rested, that I had nothing left to old on to, and that morally
my life had stopped.” He became obsessed with death and even
gave up hunting for fear that he would turn his gun on himself one
day. Outwardly, his life showed few signs of change:

For many

And yet | could give no reasonable meaning to any actions of my
lie. And T was surprised. that T had riot understood this from the
very beginning, My state of mind was asif some wicked and stupid
jest was being played upon me by someone. . (Lasked mysell)
what will be the outcome of what I do today? Of what I shall do to-
morrow? What will be the outcome of all my life? Why should I
live? Why should I do anything?*

There, under the surface of his everyday life, Tolstoy had discors
<red the great emptiness of the neutral zone:

1 sometimes wonder what would have happened if Tolstoy had
brought his anguish to'a conventional therapist—and Limagine css
Chanqgs like the following: PN
e did you fstmogee this wicked and stupid jest 25 you
aall i :

v felt it for weeks!”

“Have you always suspected that people were
his gy !

‘making fun of you
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argued for actual contact with spiritual presences. “You can say any-
thing you want to about it,” one woman said defiantly, “but Pve
found out that I have a guide that I can talk to when I get into the
right frame of mind”

What we were discovering that night, and what too few people
in transition have the oppottunity to hear, is that for many people
the breakdown of the old “enchantment” and the old selfimage un-
covers a hitherto unsuspected awareness. Not everyone in transition
has this experience, but itis common enough to suggest that the old
consciousness-altering techniques used in rites of passage did not
create a different reality but amplified or enhanced the natural ten-
dency to see and understand the world differently in the gap be-
tween one life phase and the next

This is an important discovery, for too many people either deny
this aspect of the neutral zone experience or else become over-
whelmed by it. To deny it i to lose the opportunity it provides for
an expanded sense of reality and a deepened sense of purpose. And
0 be overwhelmed by itis just as unfortunate, for you then have no
way to integrate the experience with the rest of your life. Either way,
the transition process fails to provide you with the enrichment that
i one of its natural but almost forgotten gifts.

In taking the initiate into the wilderness and enervating him or
her with fasting and fatigue, in suppressing the initiate’s old con
sciousness with chanting and hythmical movements, in enlivening
the imagination with mythic tales and symbolic procedures of vati-
ous sorts—in all these ways, traditional societies opened the person
to the transformative experiences of the neutral zone. Furthermore:
they made those experiences intelligible and capable of assimils-
tion. With us, however, it's a hit-or-miss affair at best. We aren’t sure
what is happening to us or when it will all be over, We don't kno¥
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Or. “How are things between you and Mrs, Tolstoy these days?”

Or. “Tell me something about your childhood”

Or, justas bad as these but more current: “Well, now, Leo—you
don’t mind if I call'you Leo, do you?—we call these difficult times
a ‘mid ife crisis.”

Perhaps Tolsoy was fortunate i having to do without the ass-
{ance of a piycHoanalyst, Al the same, he clearly could have used
help—someone who could apprecate his suffering and his confu-
sion, some way of making sense out of it, some route to follow
through it. He could have endured his situation a ltfle better, per
haps, if he had realized that the emptiness he was experienicing was
the natural sequel to an inner ending and that the ending and the
emptiness were simply the first two phases of a process that would
(unless it was somehow aborted) provide him with a new sense of
\who he was and where he was going. He might have felta lttle less
alone if he had realized how common his experience was. And he
could have faced the future more confidently if he had used some
tools with which to clear a pathway through the wildemess.

These “tools” were once provided by the tribal elders in the
form of instruction and ritual, but today we must fashion our own
tools. Tt is tempting to think that we could recover and re-animate
lostrituals, but that seldom works very well. Rather, we need to un-
derstand which neutral zone activities the old rituals were designed
to facilitate and then discover our own ways of doing those things.

The first of the neutral zone activities or functions s suren
der—one mustighve in to the emptiness and stop struggling to &
cape it. This is not easy, although it is made easier by an under-
standing of why the emptiness is essential, There are three mait
reasons for the emptiness between the old life and the new: Firsh
the process of transformation is essentially a death and rebirth
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your own characteristic way of beginning things, and you can leam
something about it by thinking back over your past, starting with
early childhood, just as you did with endings. Imagine that you
were witing an account of your life. At what points could you use
the phrase “A new chapter in my life opened when ... "?

For some people, these times of change and renewal always
seem to involve new relationships, but for others they involve new
places or projects. For still others,it is some new state of mind that
appears first, a new feeling or self-image or goal. Sometimes the be-
ginning results from careful and conscious effort, but for most peo-
ple important new beginnings have a mysterious and sometimes ac-
cidental quality to them. That is interesting because most of us
think we ought to “take charge” of our lives and “plan carefully”
when we're trying to start again after an ending. As we shall see
later, most of us do that prematurely, for our most important begin-
nings take place in the darkness outside our awareness. It is, after
all the ending that makes the beginning possible.

So we have rule number four: First there is an ending, then a be-
ginning, and an important emply or fallow time in between. Thatis
the order of things in nature. Leaffall, winter, and then the green
emerges again from the dry brown wood. Human affairs flow along
similar channels, or they would if we were better able to stay in that
current. But endings make us fearful. They break our connection
with the setting in which we have come to know ourselves, and they
awaken old memories of hurt and shame: Growing frightened, we
are likely to try to abort the three-phase process of ending, lostness,
and beginning. We might even twist this patier around so that be-
ginnings come first, then endings, and then . ... then what? Noth-
ing. When we tum things around in that way, transition becomes
unintelligible and frightening:
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great French student of American life, mentioned the trait in his
diary:

Bom often under another sky, placed in the middle of an always
moving scene, himself driven by the irresistible torrent which
draws all about him, the American has no time to tie himself to
anything, he grows accustomed only to change, and ends by re-
garding it as the natural state of man. He feels the need of i, more,
he loves i; for the instability, instead of meaning disaster to him,
seems to give birth only to miracles all about him.2

‘That, at least, was one half of the American story—the outer, the
“uﬁcixl"hxlf. Inwardly miyeq:aimeafwnginm tion was not
e  van ihkhy*wundas Almrimns “woke
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1 this process of cecollection activates lhal\hp:ul n‘hyvou' you'll

o pastendings o tosee that you have  cha.

findithard ©IEMEMBE " C o Let that be. Just note your di
acleristic way of responding S
oally and try a difirent approach 10 the same question. Think
T outend toact athe end of an cvering at & friends
House o anight on the town. Do you ty t0 drag things out by start
ing new conversations. and activities as others seem to be ready to
esre o do.you say suddenly that it was a nice evening and dish
sul? Or what about some recent larger ending; leaving . job or
moving from a neighborhood. Did you say goodbye to everyone, or
id you leave a day ahead of schedule just so that you could aveid
the goodbyes?

Everyone finds endings difficult, 5o your own style s not a sign
that you have some “problem’” that others don't have. The person
swho leaves early and the one who stays late are both avoiding end-
ings and the discomfort of facing a break in the continuity of
things. Whether you are a dasher or a lingerer is largely the result
of how you leamed to avoid the “party’s-over” experience as 3
child. You might, on the other hand, have leamed back then that

although some endings are unavoidable they do not usually bring
unendurable disteess and that dealing

difficulty I 2 them at the time avoids
ificlytr o ar ey oty o ke the eperienc one S
21 ey g your gedbyes and maning on o whatevercomes

However you leamed to deal with them,

SR endings are the fist

emptiness before “m:'-h ¢ second phase s a ime of losmess 2n¢
; ; esumes an intelligibl ditec-
““"W“; '::m? phasc is that of beginning :.lwc Bne o
by ::wf: ild‘:;cn:; the inbetween time in detail in Chapter 6, 50
8 here o the question of beginnings. You also have
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{ake place. The neutral zone is the only source of the selfrencya]
that we all seek, We need it, just the way that an apple tree needs

the cold of winter:
The last reason for the emptiness between. the stages of the life

{ourney is the perspective it provides on the stages themselvs,
Viewed from the neutral-zone emptiness, the realities of the every.

day world look transparent and insubstantial; we can see that every-
/is now an “illusion.” Few ofus

thing we ordinarily think of as reali
can live in the harsh light of that wisdom continuously, but even
when we return to the engagements and identifications of ordinary
“reality;” we bring back with us an appreciation of the unknoyable
ground beyond every image. The neutral zone provides access toan
angle of vision on life that one can get nowhere else. And itisa suc-
cession of such views over a lifetime that produces wisdom.

You may think this is heavy stuff—and it is. All you wanted was
alittle help in climbing out of the strange crack between life’s floor-
boards that you unexpectedly fell into. Well, first you've got to un-
derstand what you're doing there, and then you've got o see why s
important to stay there for a while—and then we can talk abott
what to do.

For “what o do” consists not of ways out but of ways in; that s, it
involves ways of amplifying and making more real the essential net™
tral zone experience. The way in is the way out, as it happens: Whe!
the wheels spin in loose gravel, you need more weight. Temptioé
m?ugh itmay be to wait for the experience to pass, it is one of! those.
things that willstick around until it gets your attention. So her &
some practical suggestions about how to find the meaning while I
the neutral zone—and thus how to shorten the time you spend e
WhmePl your nced for hi time i the neutral zone, Undestit®

y you are in this situation, why your life seems to. be staled at the

i T -
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procss ratherthan one of mecharical modification. Although e
own culture knows all about mechanics,ithas a great deal tolegry
from the past about death and rebirth. As Mircea Eliade has it
ten,"For the archaie and traditional oultures,the symbolic return to
chaos s indispensable to any new Creation I thissense,
ot simply “a mess.” Rather, it is the

chaosiis
al state of pure crergy to
which the person (or an organization, society; or anything else in
transiton) st return for every true new beginning. s onlyfrom
the perspective of the old form that chaos looks fearful Erom any
ather perspective, it looks like lieitself, as yet unshaped by purpose
and identification. But it is, of course, from that “old form"” perspec-
tive that anyone who has just been'plunged into transition views
life, 50 it s no wonder that the neutral zone’s emptiness and fuidity
are frightening,

The second reason for the gap between the old life and the new

isthat the process of disintegration and reintegtation is the source of
tenewal. As van Gennep noted in his seminal Rites of Passage:

Although a body can move through space in a circle ata constant
speed, the same is not true of biological or social activities: Their
energy becomes exhausted, and they have to be regenerated at
more or less close intervals, The rites of passage ultimately core:
spond to this fundamental necessity

In our age of stress, alienation, and burnout, thisissurely wie_u
o visdom that we need to recover. I keeping with our mechanis
fie bias, we have tried to make do with “recharging’” and “sepaity
Magining tha renewal comes through fixing something defective
°F supplying something that is missing, Bubit i only by retuning
93 time o the formessness of the primal energy thateeneval can
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One ofthe benefits to reviewing your experience of endings is to
see how often they have cleared the ground for unexpected begin-
nings. But reviewing these clements in your past may also uncover
the times when the ending did not provide a starting point, as well
a5 times when you started a new journey without unpacking your
baggage from the old one. Right now, at this new transition point in
your lfe, remember some of these aborted transition points from
your past. Poke around among them as you might explore an old
house you once lived in. Some of these unfinished transitions
might be ones that you could still complete, and if you did that, you
would bring more encrgy and less anxiety to your present situation
as a result. Completion may involve no more than a belated
farewwell a lette, ora call to someone. Itmay involve an inner relin-
quishment of someone who outwardly you left behind years ago, or
some old image of yourself, or some outlived dream or outworn be-
lief that you have kept in your baggage long past its time. You'l
travel more easily if you lighten your load.

Most of us ean do a great deal to finish up with the past, but
when we have done that we are back in the present, with all its am-
biguities. In the midst of the change, it is not easy to say just what is
ending and what else may emerge to take its place. One day every-
thing seems to be coming apart; the next day, life goes on as usual,
and we wonder whether we have been imagining our difficulties
We try to get our bearings by looking for markers: How far have
things actually changed, and what is the real result of the change on
our lives?

One of the reasons it is 50 difficult to assess these things i that
the impact of transition upon us does not necessarily bear any rela-
tion to the apparent importance of the change that triggered it. One
person may be brought to a complete standstill by a divorce ora job.
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but the mix was far richer than that. There were men and women
who had recently divorced or separated. There were a couple of
newlyweds as well as some people who had remarried, one a
twenty-six-year-old man who had suddenly acquired four children
‘There was a widow and several recently retired men. There was the
wife of a retired man (who didn't attend the seminar because his
health had worsened a few wecks after his retirement).

There was a woman who had just given birth to her first baby; a
man who had just had a heart attack; and even a man who had re.
cently reccived a big promotion at work. (“What is he doing here?”
the others asked resentfully. “He doesn't have problems.”) There
were three or four women who had just returned to college after
years of raising children. There were two people who had just been
fired. And there was a young woman who was living on her own for
the firt time. She was appalled to find that the rest of us, her elders,
didn't have our lives in better shape. “I1's OK to be messing around
when you're twenty-three,” but I plan to get it all together
by the time I'm your age.” (We all nodded sheepishly and admitted
that we had planned it that way, too.)

Atfirs, the seminar members were shy with each other and took
refuge in the claim that they did not really have much in common,
(You still have your job" “Well, you'e luckier. You sl have your
marriage.) But slowly they began to discover that, under the sur-
face, their situations challenged them to deal with the same basic
experience. As ve listed them on the board the first night, the three
main similariies seemed o be that we had all experienced (1) an
ending, followed by (2) a period of confusion and distress, leading
10.3) new beginning, for those who had come that far.

Each person’s attitude toward what we began talking about as the
three phases of transition differed considerably, of course, Those

she sai
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refused to give back lfe o the city until someone answered the
phins riddle about the animal that walks on fourfeet in the momn.
ing, two at noon, and three in the evening. You were 5. ‘young adult
then,just beginning to make your own way in the world and you
stepped forth and risked an answer:the humian being, you sid, You
salved the riddle, the spell was broken, and in grattude the city.
made youits ruler,

Sonow the spokesman says, “Do it for s again.? I the play he
puts it more cunningly: “Never be it our memoryof thy reign that
we were first restored and afterward cast down by you?!) They are
asking you to keep on being the one you have always been—to live:
up to your public image, They ask you not to change now:

And that s where the dream ends, but long after you have risen;
the dream stays with you, nagging at you and drawing your atten-
tion away from the practical business of waking life. What a com-
pelling argument: Do it again ... don't change now's. - live up o
your image ... keep on being the old you. The dream and its argu-
ment stir something deep in you. It blends with your daily activity
ina strange way that becomes suggestive: Holding the dream shape
in your mind, you think about what s going on with you just now:
Dream and life correspond somehow like a sketch and'a face, And
then you realize.

From home, from work, even from your own mind comes the
“peal to continue being the one you've been. Don't change: Do
the old, familjar thing again. Just when you feel drzwn.IﬂW"d new
Beginnings, powerful inner and outer forces ate blocking the way:

The dream s your life:

The Ocdipal situation, viewed in this context isnot ﬂge "ﬁ':"s";
1 pattern of mother, father, and childy but rather the situation o
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nany of us, Oedipus knews the “answer® but filed o apply tn b
un crucal and complex lfesituation; ¥

Ocdipus s right at the second great ransiion point n lif, the
ime when he must leave his involvement and identification with
{he social roles and selfimages that have been successl, Now,
awever, there is no outer enemy. There is only the puzzlessolying,
dragon-slaying man who sees the world in terms of outer enermies-
4 man trying to perpetuate an outlived way of being and acting,
There is only himself, and he is behaving in a way that fitted its
time but has now “polluted a time that calls o something else

So what does he do? He sends to Delphi for the answer. (The
old puzzle solver will set things right!) And the answer is that the
smurderer of Laius is defiling the cily. Oedipus announces that he
will find the man and he will banish him: (The hero rides again!)
He brings to bear on this time of ife transition the very approach to
things that lfe is calling upon him o give up: And ini the pracess,
the hero slays “the hero in himself

“The story of Oedipus illuminates the process of life tansition. It
shows that affer a certain poinit the very ways of being that brought
forth and sustained a life phase begin o destroy it This happens
more than onee in the play. Shortly aften e was bora, and long be:
fotethe play began, Oedipus was sent away becatise of & ‘prophecy
Wt he would o day kil s fthr, Later when He leamed of mz
Piophecy, he left his foster parents’ House: Aticach StEps the atiemp)
10 perpetuate something is the act that imiiates ifs downfall. Our

5 icts
dings, we must cseoves are oten rovghabant by B Y 20
0 wordsthatwe believed would keep things the N/ B/ RS
Ways been )

The myth suggests a morality that s decpet
ial ethics, and it comes from a natural o1de’

than any code of o
¢ that moves to the
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sccmed to be getting somewhere, for in the next few minutes she
{alked very movingly about he life and her desire for children. She
and her husband had been married for two years before she became
pregnant, and they had been very happy together. Both of them had
wanted children, but each of them was startled to find a fiusy new
infant so intrusive and demanding. “We aren't alone together any
more;” she said sadly, after her anger had passed. “I really do love
the baby, but the old freedom and easiness are gone. We can't take
off any longer whenever we please, o even live by our own sched:
ules. I feel like it isn’t even my own life I'm living.”

“This wornan, who had wanted us to forget endings and get on to
beginnings, was being confronted with the impact of several end-
ings in her life. The problems that we hadn't been able to solve for
Her proved to be less important than she had first claimed, for no
matter what happened to them, the underlying situation would re-
main. “I never thought ofit this way;” she said, “but now it seems to
me that I'e crossed some kind of thieshold and there's no going
back, My old life has gone. How come nobody talks about that?
They congratulate you on your new life, but I have to mourn the
old life alone.”

In fact, this wasn't so. For as soon as she had put her predica-
ment into ords, half a dozen people echoed her experience and
gave their versions of it So why was it 5o difficult to talk about? For
some people, it was the shame they felt for being sad or angry about
2 supposedly “good thing’; for others, it was remorse over lost op-
Lfﬁ::z ;:": xﬁ:.:h::,m:i itvas simply the confusion and en-

E i ey it
o e vt gh <y imagined that others did casly:
pectedimpactof an enig ot 2 2 1k about the
=3 3 1ing in their lives—and the way in which
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he adult who s torn beween the developmental thrustthat bings
“bout life transitions and the impulse toward repetition that aboris
them, Viewed symbolicall, the witheting crops and the stillbom
creatures e the dying of an old life phase and the feelings of dead:
ness that so often signal the start of the termination process.

“The sty of Oedipus s thus a symbolic representation of what
goes on in our ives when we seck to hold on toan old and outlived
way of being i the world, The old way i the source of the curse, a5
Odipus finds when he sends for counsel from the oracle at Delphi
The oracle says that some “defiling thing” s the cause, and that the
thing s the presence in the city of the former king’ killer. Now that
murderer is Oedipus himself for on his wayto the city twenty years
before, he had encountered a man at a narrow place in the road
and argued with him over the right of way: The older man tried to
run him down, and the young Oedipus fought back and killed
him—not knowing that the man was King Laius, his own father.

Butthe killing itself wasn'tthe source of the trouble, for the gods
brought Ocdipus to the city, placed the right answer in his mouth,
‘made him a hero, and let Thebes prosper for twenty years under his
scepter. Viewed symbolically, that killing was the natural and nec-
essary act ofits time. Like many parents, this mythic father blocked
s son’s way and denied his right to emerge into his own. Becom=
ing independent and finding his own place in the world entailed a
symbolic slaying of the parent and the dependency that had once
been necessary

But Oedipus had long since finshed with that deyelopmental
busines of carly adulthood, That phase oflfe (the heroic phase,
mylhic terms) was done and something else was ready to take it
place. This natural and inexorable succession of life phases was, 8
we noted in Chapter 2, the very point of the sphiny’s riddle: Like.
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who had chosen to make the changes that had put them into transi-
tion tended to minimize the importance of endings; it was almost as
if the act of acknowledging an ending as painful was a
that the change triggering the transition had been a mistake. On the
other hand, those who had gone into transition unwillingly or unwit-
tingly found it very hard to admit that a new beginning and a new
phase of their lives might be at hand. They were as invested in see-
ing no good in their transition as the other group was in denying dis-
tress. But they all agreed that the in-between place was strange and
confsing. They hoped to get out of it in favor of either the Good
Old Days or the Brave New World, as quickly as possible.

We decided to study these three phases of transition, and 1 an-
nounced that endings would be the topic of the seminar' second
session. This dismayed the new mother. “I'm not sending him off to
college;” she said, “just trying to get used to having him”” She was
trying to cope with beginnings, not endings. He was, of course, a
wonderful lttle baby (she repeated tht several times), but she was
having some small problems. How much should she let him ery,
she asked her classmates, and how could she persuade her husband
to help more?

In seconds, the air was thick with advice and we were drifting
away from endings fas. Interestingly, though, our advice was of it
tle use because she had heard it all before—had even read most of
it before the baby arrived. This upset her and she grew angry, first
with her husband, and then with her mother, who hadn'ttold her
what mothering was really like, and then with the baby, and finally
with us for “siting there and nodding and acting sympathetic, when
you don't give a damn if I'm falling apart—and I am falling apart”

Ttwas clear that we had come a long way from thatwonderful lit-
e baby that she needed a tiny bit of advice about. But we also
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and vemorse: Whatever it s, it s internal. Although it might be
e that you emerge from a time of transition with the clear sense
hatitis time for you to end a relationship or leave 4 job, that i<
ply represents the change that your transition has prepared you to
nake. The transition itself begins with leting go of somehing
that you have believed or assumed, some way you've always been
ot seen yourself, some outlook on the world or attitude toward
others.

Looking back at the five words starting wih dis, note that only
“disengagement” refers exclusively to external things, “Dismantling”
can be cither an internal or an externall process, and “disidentificas
tion,” “disenchantment;” and “disorientation” all refer to internal
things. It s the intemnal things that really hold us to the past, and peo-
plewho ty to deal only with externals are people who walk ot ofre-
lationships, leave jobs, move across the country ... but who don'tend
up significantly different from what and who they were before. They
are likely to be people who have leamed to use change to avoid tran-
siion They storm out of a job (“rotten, no-good boss) rather than
discover what it is in themselves that keeps finding such bosses to
work for. They end another (yet anotherl) relationship rather tha et
£0 of the behaviors, attitudes, assumptions, and images of selforoth=
1 that keep making relationships tur out thiswayi 0

In making this important point; | don'twant o leaye the im=
Presson that endings never involve an external hange. My point
issimply that the inner ending is whatnitiates he transition, Yot
€5, change can lead to ransitons bubtansiion ean also lead 2
change. People who move to anothertown and embiace  HEWEY
f lfe arc making changes that wil put them into fansiion; that
¥ change leads to ransition. But they,may ave made Ehat MOVE
becay 4 ings from life, because

use they are starting to seek different things i
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hythm of lfe sl The goal of one phase oflife becomes the bur.
den of the next. That is why ites of passage begin with a symbolic
death. Without that death, the life becomes “polluted,” as the ora-
cle said the city of Thebes had become.

Having so strenuously resisted the summons to change, Ocdi-
pus suffered terribly in the process of transformation. But we
often overlook the sequel to Oedipus Rex. Sophocles meant us to
see that after the death came a rebirth and a new way of being in
the world. By the time we meet Ocdipus again in Oedipus At
Colonus, he has passed through the suffering of loss. Leaning on
the cane that the sphiny’s riddle had referred to, he is not just old
but is spiritually enlightened and a blessing to whatever town har-
bors him.

Ocdipus's story makes us realize that we are likely to resist and
misunderstand significant transitional changes—ata time when itis
terribly important to seek another perspective. Oedipus sentto Del-
phi for counsel, but he mistead the oracle’s reply. He called in the
great scer Tiresias, but he refused to hear what the sage told him.
He tried to fit the new information into his old reality, but in the
end the disenchantment took place and he understood what had
happened.

WHAT IT IS TIME TO LET GO OF

One of the most important differences between a change and a
twansition i that changes are driven to reach a goal, but transitions
star with letting go of what no longer fit or is adequate to the life
stage you are in. You need to figure out for yourself what exactly
that no-longer-appropriate thing is, There’s no list in the back of
the book. But there is a hint that can save you considerable pain
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that unacknowledged ending impeded their ability to move toward
anew beginning.

And thus we came to rule number two: Every transition begins
with an ending. We have to et o of the old thing before we can pick
up the new one—not just outwardly, but inwardly, where we keep
our connections to people and places that act as definitions of who
we are. There we are, living in a new town, but our heads are full of
all the old trivia: where the Chinese restaurant was (and swhen it
opened in the evening), what Bob’s phone number was, what shoe
store stocked the children's sizes, and when the doctor took his day
off. No wonder those tribal rites of passage in which the group facil-
itates a person’s transition from one lie phase fo the next often con-
tain rituals for clearing the mind of old memories and informatio

We usually fai to discover our need for an ending until we have

‘made most of our necessary external changes. There we are, in the
new house or on the new job or involved in a new relationship,
waking up to find that we have not yet let go of our old ties. Or,
worse yet, not waking up to that fact, even though we are still mov-
ing to the inner thythm of life back in the old situation. We're like
shellfish that continue to open and close their shells on the tide
schedule of their home waters after they have been transplanted to
alaboratory tank or the restaurant kitchen,

Why is letting go so difficult? This is a puzeling question, cspe-
cially if we have been looking forward to a change. It i frightening
to discover that some part of us is still holding on to what we used
to/be, for it makes us wonder whether the change was a bad idea.
Can it be that the old thing was somehow (and in spite of every-
thing we thought we knew) right for us and the new thing wrong?

These questions arise particularly when a persons lfe situation
isnotan especially happy one. The fulltime mother who finally de-
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their old habits don't it them any more, because inwardly they've
become new people; that i, transition leads to change.

Because of this situation, the “endings” that launch transition
usually come either before o after the “endings” that are part of
change: T was reminded of this recently when a friend was talking
about the breakup of his marriage. “But, you know, it really ended
quite a while before she left” he said. “In fact, it was over months
before, but I wasn't ready to face that fact. It was only when she ac-
tually walked out that I could admit it was over.”

As Ulistened to him, I thought back to the day we had met for
Tunch a couple of weeks after his wife had left. T remembered how
devastated he was, how confused.

1 realized that at that earlier time he was struggling with the
change, the incomprehensible situation. And I saw that with time
he had been able to take his mind off the change and to start to
grapple with the transition. That is really common. When a person
is overwhelmed by a change, the transition—and particularly the
ending—is almost impossible to comprehend. That, in turn, re-
‘minds us that ime not only reconciles us to loss but also helps us o
understand the loss'so that we can live through it. It s all the more
unfortunate that our change-obsessed and transitionignorant soci-
ety keeps us trying to make sense of endings in the context of
change rather than in the context of transition. For it is only in the
contextof the transiion proces that endings hold personal mea
ing and open the gate to our own transformation. i

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE ENDING

Endings begin with something going wrong, At Ismaros,
failed where he had always succeeded before. At Thel
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THE NEED FOR CHANGE

The nine cities of Troy, each built on the ruins of ts predecessor,
were accumulated over millennia, from the Stone Age till
'Roman times. Pompeii was buried by voleanic eruption. . .. The
Old World thus had ifs ghost towns, but more often than not
they were buried and men built on the rubble of their ancestors'
disappointed hopes. In America the archaeology of fast-moving.
men on a nearly empty continent was spread plain and thin on
the surface: Its peculiar product was the abandoned place (the
“ghost town”) rather than the buried place. lts characteristic
relics were things left by choice before they were used up.
—DANIEL J. BOORSTIN
The Americans: The National Experience!

MERICANS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN IN TRANSITION.
Whereas Old World families trace themselves back to a place,
New World families originate in an act of migration. Nor did the
transition from an old life to a new one end when the immigrants
arrived on these shores. From place to place and job to job, Ameri-
cans kept moving, Drawn forward by the faith that better things lay
just beyond the horizon, they lived a life marked by frequent transi-
tions. European visitors often noted this and marveled that Ameri-
cans seemed to thrive on it. In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville, the

A
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initiatory death as something final, but always as the condition sine
qua non of a transition to another mode of being, a trial indispensa.
ble of regeneration; that s, to the beginning of a new life.”s Eyen
though we are all likely to view an ending as the conclusion of the
situation it terminates, it is also—and it is too bad that we don't
have better ways of reminding ourselves of this—the initiation of a
process. We have it backwards. Endings are the first, not the last, act
of the play.
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Firt published in 1980, Tansitons was th first book to explare the
underlying and universal pattern of transitin. Recently named one of
the fifty most important sel-help books of al tme, Transitions remains.
the essential guide for coping with the inevitable changes i lfe.

Transtion takes readers step-hy-step through th three. perilous.
stages of any transiton, explaining how each stage can be understood
‘and embraced. Ofeing an elogantly simple yet profoundly insightful
roadmap for successfully navigating change and moving into a hopeful
fature,the process is evr relevant and applicabl today:

Endings. Evry traniton begins with ore. Too ften we misunderstand
confuse them withfinality-that' it,al over, finished! Yet How we
e g5 is key to how we can begin anew.

* The Neutral Zone. The second hurdle of transiton: a seemingly unpro-
 ductive time-out when we feel disconnected from people and things in
 the past and emotionally unconnected to the present. Yet the neutral

zone s really a time of reorientation. How can we make the most of it?

‘The New Beginning. In transitions we come to beginnings only at the

‘end, when we launch new activiies To make a successful new begin-

“ning requires more than simply persevering. It requires an under-

:&.-mum-mnwn‘r-h*“
future.

WILLIAW BRIDGES is a consultant and ecturer. Formerly a professor of
English, he made a shift o the field of transitional management in the
‘mid-1970s; out of his workshops grew a long career of helping others.
He lives with his wife, Susan, in Mill Valley, California.
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ALifelong Original

bt s ks
s o e b Gt B





index-141_1.jpg
Endings o

experienced a subtler and more pervasive loss s deadening,
ithering, a loss of vitlity. For one person, an ending may i
event; for another, it may be a state of mind.

Nor do the elements inan ending come in any particular order
Ina divorce, for example, one partner may experience disidentifica-
tion and disorientation and then decide to act—which leads to dis-
engagement. For the other partner, unavare of the impending
change, the ending begins with disengagement and the challenge
of disenchantment. There is no natural or normal order:

Nor i there a normal order of reactions to an ending. Some peo-
ple react to endings the same way that Elisabeth Kubler-Ross found
terminally ill patients reacting to their impending deaths: a five-
stage sequence that moves from denial to anger to bargaining to de-
pression to acceptance.$ One can see that general course of re-
sponse in Oedipus. But others seem to reverse this course by
tarting with apparent acceptance and discovering only mch later
that they have lost something in the transition

The point is that it is important to let yourself or others in tran-
sition experience an ending. You are not the first person who ever
lost  job (or moved or had heart surgery), but telling you that s of
0 help. T you keep fighting your experience, I can only conclude
that you just can't et go of something i this process; You may w::
need help, perhaps professional help, butyou don't need meto
¥0u to stop crying over spilt mill and putenahappyfaces - ¢

Ending et mber, experiences of dying, They ate oF

g5 are, lots reme; . ok

dels, and sometimes they challenge so bascally Sut ST ol
e ae that we believe they willlbe the end of s ThE A8

it with the old passage

ndertanding of endings and some familaiy WRLEER ClC

il can be helpful, For a5 Mireea Elisde on O e @D
et of thegertuals has writien, Al o ey SO E
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THE 0EDIPUS COMPLEX—ANOTHER VIEW

The ancient story of Oedipus s full of wisdom concerning the vay
i which a phase oflife comes to an end. We ar most familiar with
interpretations of the myth as an account of the effecs of romantic
sivalry in childhood—Freud having said that all men wish to de-
oy the fathers and marry their mothers. But Sophocles’ Ocdipus
Rex seems to me to disclose more aboutlife in general ifit is viewed
as.a myth about transition, Because we need to setaside our precon-
ceptions about this play if we e to see it affesh, I suggest that we
view it not as a famous tragedy or as the basis for psychoanalytic the-
ory bust as it would be if it were your own dream. In viewing it that
way, you can relate it more directly to the deeper levels of your own
experience.

Imagine that you wake suddenly in the middle of the night and
lie there, frightened and confused by a strange dream. In it, you ate
standing in a great square, surrounded by, the fagades of temples
and palaces. Before you there is  large crowd of townspeople, some
kneeling or standing, some lying down with illness and fatigue. Al
of them are looking at you with a mixture of desperate hope and
fear in their eyes. They are silent except for an occasional child’
whimper or a moan from one of the sick. Wordlessly, these people
are beseeching you to save them from something.

Then a spokesman steps forth from the group and addresses you
directly. Galling you ruler, he says that the city is undera curse. The
crops are withering in the fields, and the herds are weak and dying:
Women are bearing stllbom children, and sickness is everywhere:

Before you have time to reply, he reminds you how you came to
be the ruler of this land. The city was at that time, too, in the grip
of a curse, as the terrible sphinx crouched outside the city gate and
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or an anesthetic for personal distress: “Hey, isn't that wonderfull |
just bumped intoa e Lmust be disorinted!” T do'thatisto deny
the real experience and to vitiate the transition. Disorientation is
meaningful, but it isn’t enjoyable. It is a time of confusion and
emptiness when ordinary thins assume an unreal quality. Things
that used to be important don’t seem to matter much now. We feel.
stuck, dead, lost in some great, dark nonworld: No wonder that
‘many myths depict this state as one in which the hero is swallowed
and trapped in the entrails of a great serpent or fish. No wonder that
a hero's path at that point was the convoluted way through a
labyrinth.

Disorientation affects not only our sense of space but also our
sense of time. I talked with a man recently who had just stopped
smoking. “Where did all the extra time come from?” he asked half
sriously. “I must have used up hours and hours smoking.” And that
is 0, to some extent. But the changed time sense also comes fiom
the ending of a familiar way of structurinig time. Several times an-
hour this man was used to taking out matches and cigarettes and:
going through a familiar set of actions. Although time lapses be-
tween cigarettes might have varied, he could have marked the pas-
sage of time by the butts in the ashtray: When he stopped smoking,
time stretched before him like the open sea.

‘That often happens in transition, and some of our resistance to
going into transition comes from our fear of this emptiness: Tfne
Problemm i not that we don’t wantto give up a jobiora relationship,
Orthat we can't et go of our identity or our reality. The p_mblﬂ_n i
hat before we can find a new something, we must deal with a fme
Of nothingness, And that prospect awakens old fears and all the old
fintasics about death and abandonment.
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rent far above her head. Aphrodite was !(nrd:d'cach time by Psy-
che's success, but she only said ominously, “We'll see how you do
with the journey to the underworld."

What are the ants and reeds and the eagle?
appear to help Psyche each time she has given up hope? The “.hel;ﬁful
creature” is a common element in folklore and dreams, and it corre-
sponds to some instinctive and subrational level of insight and en-
ergy. The tasks of transition are not, it seems, of the sort that one can
consciously set outto accomplish. Yet neither are they taken care of in
the automatic fashion of Psyche's original and outer transition on the
mountaintop. Now she must struggle and even exhaust herself before
help arrives—almost as though it is only when one is at the end of
one’s resources that new and hitherto unsuspected powers appear.

But, now, how is she to go to the underworld, survive its dangers,
and return with the treasure? As she is on the verge of giving up, a
tower near which she is standing begins to speak to her. It gives her
instructions—bring coins to pay for her passage across the Sty
carty sweet cakes to pacify the guardian animals, and resist all re-
quests from angone for help. So off she goes. The coins and cakes.
are simple enough, but it is difficult for her to refuse the entreaties.
of the poor man whose donkey has dropped part of his load or the

women who need assistance with their weaving or the dying man
who calls pitifully after her for succor. Shutting out the sad calls
from those in need, Psyche pushes onward and downward, This.
journey o one can make for her. She alone can make it, and in

spite of temptations to abandon her errand, she. succeeds, Thank
‘goodness for the tower and its counsell

2 Why does something

undenyorld? What is this all abouts Well, most significant transi-
tions—the sort o inner change that Puyche 15 dealing with—involve
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Being In Transition

“Who are you?" said the Caterpillar
“I—1 hardly know, Sir, just at present,” Alice replied rather
shyly, “at least I know who Iwas when I got up this moring,
but I think I must have changed several times since then.”
—LEWIS CARROLL
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland!

BECAME INTERESTED IN THE SUBJECT OF TRANSITION
I around 1970 when T was going through some difficult inner and
outer changes. Although I gave up my teaching career because of
those changes, 1 found myself teaching a seminar called “Being in
Transition.” (Rule number one: When you're in transition, you find
yourself coming back in new ways to old activites.) The twenty-five
adults who showed wp for that course were in various states of con-
fsion and crisis,and I was a bitat sea myself. T had, after all, left my
career and moved my familly to the country, where we joined sev-
eral other families and formed a small community. I had set out to
change my lifestyle.

I had imagined, I think, that the seminar would aftract mostly
other exurbanites and that together we could puzzle out this diffi-
cult ransition. A few of these new country folk were in the class,

7
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You sce the former when' someorie “goes dead o
around the home. There has been no ending, no disengagement,
The old job o the old relationship is intact, But the person is not
there. He or she has become emotionally unplugged. Sometimes
this happens because a decision has been made. inwardly to end the
situation: Emotionally, an ending has already taken place, although
the outer cireumstances remain unchanged. Or it may happen
when you let g0 of an old dream becatse you finally adiit to your-
selfthat it s not going to work. Again, a subtle inner ending takes
place; although everything goes on as before on the outside, The
neatral zone overlaps with the old life, and you move lke a sleep-
walker through a role that you once identified with,

Itoften happens, however, that the external ending and the new
beginning stand side-by-side with no room for a neutral space be-
tween them. You move from one town to another and the new life
begins. Or from one job to another with no time off between them.
Orarelationship begins, but there is no real ending to being alone.
You are likely to be well into the new beginning before realizing
that it is all strange and unreal. You probably say then that you
“aren’t used to the new situation yet,” and it is true that things will
seem less strange when the setting and the cues are more familia.
But it is also true that the strangeness comes from a belated en-
counter with the neutral zone.

Whether it overlaps with the old situation because inwardly
some ending has already taken place, or whether it overlaps with
the new situation because an inner new beginning has not yet
been made, the neutral zone is  time of inner reorientation. It is
the phase of the transition process that the modern world pays least
attention to. By treating ourselves like appliances that can be \.fr;:
Plugged and plugged in again at will or cars thatstop and start it
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through the woods might leave you with a whopping case of poison
oak or ivy. The lonely swim in the surf might cost you your life
This is  time for doing things that you wouldn't normally do, but ¢
is nota time to hurt yourself.

Mostly it a time to do whatever you do as though it were an el-
ement in an elaborate and ancient ritual and to do it with your total
attention. For once in your lfe, you don't have to produce results o
accomplish anything. If you are happy, be happy. If you are bored,
be bored. Ifyou are lonely or sad, be lonely or sad. There is notsome
better reaction you could be having to the experience. Whateveryou
are feeling is you, and you're there to be alone with that very person.

Since a lfe transition is a kind of buried rite of passage to begin
with, your life will take on, willynilly, symbolic overtones at such
times. The value of reflecting on the symbolism and making up lt
e private rituals is not for the sake of ceremony but simply to be-
come more aware of the shape of the natural transition process
Dying the neutral zone, and rebirth are not ideas that we bring to
life;they are phenomena that we find in life, The only trick i to sce
them by looking beyond the reflected light of the familiar surface of
things and seeing what s really there working in the depths.

The neutral zone—the time between the old life and the
new—is a particularly rich ime for such insight, As I describe the
transition process, Lam conscious of simplifing it for the purposes
of readicridentification. I have been saying,

for example, that the
order of tansition is ending, then neutral zone, then new begin-
ning; But things do not stay lined wup i their proper order in many
people’slives. What I have been calling the i
neutrality may actually precede a visible
after a supposed beginning.

-between place of
ending. Or it may come
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me that first, and then, if I like being that person, 1l come up: if
not, Ill stay down here till I'm somebody else—but, oh dear!”
cried Alice with a sudden burst of tears, “I do wish they would put
their heads down! T am 5o very tired of being all alone here!”10

It is lonely down there—except that there are more people down
there than you may realize.

As Arnold Toynbee pointed out, it is into some rabbit hole or
cave or forest wilderness that creative individuals have always with-
drawn on the eve of their rebirth. “The pattern of withdrawal and
return,” he called it, and he traced it out in the lives of St. Paul, St
Benedict, Gregory the Great, the Buddha, Muhammad, Machi-
avelli, and Dante.!!

Tt is reassuring to find great figures groping through the darkness
of the neutral zone, although we may still doubt that we will come
across any burning bushes or that even a lifetime under a bo tree
would produce enlightenment. Our own lives may be painted with
a smaller brush, and our moments of discovery may be less grand—
but the pattern s the same and it is even there in our own pasts, if

we will look.
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the twist of a key, we have forgotten the importance of fallow time
and winter and rests in music. We have abandoned a system of
dealing with the neutral zone through ritual, and we have tried to
deal with personal change as though it were a matter of simple
readjustment

In fact, the neutral zone is a time when the real business of tran-
sition takes place. It is a time when an inner reorientation and re-
alignment are ocourring, a time when we are making the allbut-
imperceptible shift from one season of life to the next. Although
such shifts cannot occur without an ending, and although they can-
not bear fruit withouta new beginning, itis in the neutral zone that
the real work of transformation takes place. Looking back, people
often say that “everything happened back then—even though, at
the time, I didn't know what was going on.” Also in retrospect, they
willtell you that it was in the neutral zone (though they usually lack
aname forthe time) that they felt ot only least sure what was going
to happen but also most who-they-really-were. Or they will tell you
these thingsif they have a way of making sense of what they are feel-
ing and doing during

“Thatis why it s such a misfortune that so few people can make
sense out of the lostness and the confsion that they encounter
when they have passed thiough those processes that start with dis:
disengagement, dismantling, and disidentification. Withouta key to
that state, the resulting “disorientation” is vi

between time.

wed as no more than
“confision;"and confused people imagine that they need to be
straightened out or fixed. Without such a ey, people in transiton
arelike Alice at the boton ofthe abbithole, mutering

“U¥lbe o s the pulting hei heads downand safiig “Corne
up agin,dear” L shall oly ook p and sy, Who a1 :m Tr:“
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nicians did their work. The implications of these attitudes are far
reaching, for as a society views birth, so it will view rebirth. Just as
our primal beginning is mechanized, 50 are all subsequent begin-
nings; they are viewed as occasions for getting things started again
after they have stopped. Without fully realizing it, we tend to imag-
ine that “psychological obstetricians” can get us out, whack us on
the back, and get us functioning again. Even as you start reading
this chapter about the new beginning, you may well be waiting for
the procedure that must surcly be here somewhere—the checklist
that you're supposed to run through when life has stalled and re-

fuses to start up again properly.

1 appreciate the difficulty, for I've struggled with it myself for
most of my life, How do I know (1 always wonder) when the ending
is complete and when I'e been in the neutral zone long enough?
Howdo 1 know which path befote me represents a geninelynew
beginning orwhich footprints representa real path—or even which
marks in the dust representireal footprints? It all very well o talk
aboubew phases oflife, but they're not different colors, the waythe
states were on our grammar school maps. There are times whenl
long for a simple way out, a procedure to follow rather than &
process to understand.

But my lfe, and yours, goes forward regardless, and even as we
Yook in vain for ways t get the machinery going agan, we are doing
unwittingly much of what we need to do to be renewed and
changed. We forget how indirect and unimpressive most new begin-
nings really ate, and we imagine instead some clear conscious steps
that e ought o be taking. The English novelist John Galsworthy
s il ight when he wite tha “th hegnnins o
human undertakings are untidy.”2
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You Finish with a New Beginning

He has half the deed done, who has
Made a beginning,

—HORACE

Epistles®

IN THIS BOOK, AS IN THE TRANSITION PROCESS,
we come to beginnings only at the end. It is when the endings
and the time of fallow neutrality are finished that we can launch
ourselves anew, changed and renewed by the deconstruction of the
structures and outlooks of the old life phase and the subsequent
journey through the neutral zone.

This simple truth goes against the grain of our mechanistic cul-
ture. We live in a world where things start with a switch or a key. If
things don’t start properly, we follow procedures to discover what is
wrong. For something is surely wrong—mechanisms are made to
start when we want them to.

These assumptions even influence the way in which we deal
with that primal beginning, childbirth. Although evidence shows
that attitudes are changing, birth has usually been regarded in this
country as a surgical procedure, and pregnancy as a form of disabil-
ity. The baby was taken and the mother put o sleep while the tech-

157
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thatis built right into the lfeime. In the previous chapter, we alked abot transi
tions within the contextof a relationship, and i this chapter we are discusing
sitions that take place in carcers. The term career transition does notrefer to career
change or job loss.
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By making the patient symbolically . . . contemporary with Cre-
ation, he lived again in the inital plentitude of being. One does
not repait a worn-out organism, it must be re-made; the patient
needs to be bom again; he needs, as it were, to recover the whole
energy and potency that a being has at the moment of ifs birth.>

No wonderit makes such a difference how a culture views birth,
but it is also no wonder that we long for a way of avoiding the pain
and struggle that rebirth requires.

Therefore, much as we long for external signs that point the
way to the future, we must settle for inner signals that alert us to
the proximity of new beginnings. The most important of these sig-
nals begins as a faint intimation of something different, a new
theme in the music, a strange fragrance on the breeze. Because the
signal is very subtle, it is difficultto perceive when other stimuli are
strong—and that is why we naturally, if unconsciously, seck empt
ness and quietness in times of life transition. This first hint may
take the form either of an inner idea or of an external opportunity,
its hallmark being not a logical sign of validity but the “resonance”
itsefs up in us.

With many of the people in transition that I've known, this first
hint came in the form of an “idea” or an “impression” or an
“image.” There is no one word for the experience, but it involves
imagining a scene or activity and fecling attracted to it. You could
be doing that already without being aware of i, for the experience
takes place right at the lower edge of consciousness—something:
like a half-formed daydream. One of the women in that original
transition seminar had been imagining herself working with dis-
turbed children for several years without realizing that this was

something she wanted to do. One of the men in the class h@;&
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Think back to the important beginnings in your own past. You
bumped into an old friend that you hadn't seen for years, and he
told you about a job at his company that opened up just that morn-
ing. You met your spouse-to-be at a party that you really hadi’t
wanted to go to and that you almost skipped. You leamed to play
the guitar while you were getting over the measles, and you studied
French because the Spanish class met at 8:00 A.M. and you hated to
get up early. You happened to pick up the book that changed your
life simply because it was the only one lying on your friend’s coffee
table when you dropped by for an unexpected visit—and later you
were astonished to find that you had once tried to read it before, but
had put it aside as dull and confusing

The lesson in all such experiences is that when we are ready o
make a new beginning, we will shortly find an opportunity. The
same event could be a real new beginning in one situation and an
interesting but unproductive by-vay in another. The difference is
whether the event is “keyed” or “coded” to that transition point, the
way that electronic key cards are setto open a particular hotel room
door. When the card code matches, the door opens and the whole
thing happens as if it were scripted. When it doesn't match, the
event s justan event and you arestill in the neutral zone. The neu-
tral zone simply hasn't finished with you yet.

What st finished is the inner realignment and renewal of en-
ergy, both of which depend on your being immersed in the chaos of
the neutral zone. It s as though the thing that you call “my life”
had to retum occasionally to a state of pure energy before it could
take a new shape and gain new momentum. This is why in archaic
cultres the myths describing the creation of the world are recited
ca Eliade has writte

over a sick person. As Mircy
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business venture planned outin fantasy, again without ever having
acknowledged t himselfthat it sepreented a potentil mextstepin
s life

Sometimes the hint comes in the form of  comment that some-
body drops and thatyou ind yourself remembering; “You depend so.
much on research,”a fiend told an aspiring wter that  knew “but
the things I like best in your writing come from your own experi-
ence.” The remark was one of those reactionsthat one might casly
forget, but this man could not forget it: “It nagged away at me,” he
said, “as though it wete the answer toall my confusion—althoughit
took me a year to see what the answer really meant”

Sometimes, the hint comes in the form ofa dream. That should
remind us how often traditional cultures taught their people o
watch their drearns for signs of guidanice. One member of the tran-
sition class had long been playing with the idea of doing something
more serious with her skill as a weaver. “Place mafs at Christmasare
nice, but I have the feeling that it not enoughy” she said: Then she.
dreamed she went home and, once inside the house, she found a
strange corridor stretching outto the left where, in realty, there was
only a blank wall. She went down the corridor, then down some.
stairs, and finally found herself in a small underground bedroom
that apparently belonged to a small gl She was astonished that she:
had't known about this room in her house before, but something
sbout it was very appealing to her and she wondered who lived in it
“Twish it had been a studio or an art gallery,” she said as we dis-
cussed the subject of dreams and guidance, It was only much later,
when other signs had pointed het in that direction, that she recog:
tized that her own childhood fantasy world was what she wanted to
depict n tapestried images —and thus she began a career as d sri-

9us and successful tapestry makes:
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counters there forms of energy and insight that are life h'druﬁmn)"ng,
but also just barely supportable. That is one reason wfry l{-e aldm.,:
als were so importart, for, like the tower, they gave direction and re.
assurance. That is why the sort of understanding that this book pro-
vides is so important, for without it you can be caught in fearful
places that make no sense. So Psyche is not just overly curious when
she lifs the lid of her treasure from the underworld. She i taking the
final step to becoming aware of herself and gaining power for the new.
status and phase of her life. As with all people after important life
transitions, she is going to be different. i e
No sooner has she fallen to the ground than Amor appeared an

picked up the limp form and carried her up to Olympus. There,
after due deliberation, Psyche was made immortal,

were married, and they lived happily ever after. ...

+ Or until the next major life transition,
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translation—nothing on transition. Of course, there are entries
under divorce, bereavement, and careers, changing; and a good deal
is available on important specific life changes, but nothing on the
inner and underlying process of transition itself.

It i true that back during the decade before Transition first ap-
peared, a crop of books on adulthood had been published that at
least justified the difficulties we experienced as “Catch-30" or the
“Mid-Life Crisis.” But such books were based on idealized life
schedules that hung off us like one-size-fits-all clothes, so they did li
tle to clarify the actual experience of being in the midst of transition.

‘The subject of this book is the difficult process of letting go of an
old situation, of suffering the confusing nowhere of in-betweenness,
and of launching forth again in a new situation. Because those
three phases are going to be so critical to what we are discussing, let
me reiterate: All transitions are composed of (1) an ending, (2) a
neutral zone, and (3) a new beginning. Drawing on modern re-
search into adult development, I'll give you some useful ways of
thinking about why transition occurs when it does. Recognizing
that every lifetime has its own unique thythm, Transitions Pprovides
the tools for identifying a personal developmental chronology. Cut-
ting through the particulars of specific changes, the book identifics
transition's characteristic impact on work and relationships. Finally,
it provides concrete ways for people to help themselyes deal con.
structively with times of transition.

Transitions is not simply a manual on how to cope; rather, it is
based on a theory of personal development that views transition as
the natural process of disorientation and reorientation marking the
turning points in the path of growth. Throughout nature, growth in-
volves periodic accelerations and transformations: Things go slowly
for a time and nothing seems to happen—until suddenly the
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a time in. hell. You go down before you come up. And most of these
journeys miust be taken alone. All our habits of caring for ohers (and
secing ourselves as people who would care for others) become self de.
feating. We need to resist the old impulses to take care of others and
instead t0 pay attention during this ime to what we are doing and
why we are doing it. We are going where we have to go if we are to do
the god's bidding. Having left behind a life that we have outgroun,
e must continue the transition process o find our new life.

And the tower? Why, after all the previous help from insets and
birds and growing things, does this aid come from a human construct,
aniinanimate object? It seems that, in the end, one needs that kind of
assistance—that one's own deeper and unconscious resources are es-
sential, but that they stop shortof the goal. When one is going down
the dark path into hell, some conscious plans must be made. The re-
sult is paradoxical—as was my urging you to trust your own inner
process, and then my advice on what to do. So be it. Both are essen-
tial. And in the dark times, one may have little but that dimly remem-
bered advice to go on.

Tt would be nice to say that Amor was waiting when Psyche reap-
peared, but he was not. In fact, things took an apparently bad turn
at that very point. Back in the land of the living, Psyche looked in-
decisively at the box of magic ointment in her hand. She was
tempted to open the box. Anything so valuable must be wonderful.
Why should Aphrodite get it all? So she opened it. But the power of
the content was too much for a mortal, and Psyche was overcome

and collapsed.

Everything in a myth points to a purpose, and just as the earlier
impulse to peck at her secret lover led to the quest that carried her to
a new level of awareness, so this peek opened up immense power.
That is abways how it s in the wilderness of the neutral zone: One en-
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143
very time changes ae taing place around you. Being abe o make
<ensc out of your experienice at this ime s very impertant for
s the neutral zone can feel like a dead-end vad, Undersand.
ing what the neutral zone is and why it s there can keep you from
flling ino one of the two snates that peopleespecially people
upset with and anxious about the transition they are il into
when they are in the neutral zone. Lets call them the tras of fast
forward and reverse.

People often ask whether there isn't some way to speed up fran-
siion fo get it over sooner; whien they do, they are usually thinking
ofthe ime in the neutral zone when very ltle seemsto be happen-
ing, As does any unfolding natural process, the neutral zone takes
its own sweet time. “Speeding things up;” hitting the fast fonwurd
bution, is a tempting idea, but that only stirs things upin ways that
disrupt the natural formative processes that are going on. Far from
bringing you out of the neutral zone sooner, suchitacics usuallyset
you back and force you to start over again. Frustrating thoughiit s,
the best advice is to opt for the turtle and forget the hare.

At the same time, do keep moving: Because the opposite temp-
tation—to ty to undo the changes and put things back the way they.
were before the transition started—is equally misguided That ur
doubtedly was an easier time than this nonplace you oceupy nOW!
But your lfe Jacks a replay button. The transiton that broughtyou

10his place cannot be undoni, Even putting fhings bick the way
se back then, you hadu'thid the
xpericnce

they were? is a misnomer; beea
“etience of being plunged into transition. And that &
o't go avay. i

Find a regular time and place to be aloe. Fople |
1 oftn sl nvolyed in activites and relaionshps it ST
1 bombard thern ih cues inelevant o theiremergng needs BE-

in transition
jat continue
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mood? What were you thinking about, perhaps without realizing it,
atthe time? What puzzling or unusual things happened What de.
cisions do you wish you could have made? What dreams do you re.
member having?

“But you don't see,” says the man who approaches me after the
Jecture. “T'm nowhere and I want to.get somewhere: This neural
sone—there’s nothing here to record.” Yes, itis a paradox, I agree, to
talk about emptiness and then to suggest that something there is
worth noting. The point is that we need to resist the tendency o
imagine that what is needed is external to our situation. As Ralph
Waldo Emerson put it, “Every man's condition'is a solution in hiero-
glyphic to those in inquiries he would put. He acts it as life, before
he apprehends it as truth.”¢ We need to translate the hieroglyphic,
and in s0 doing to make sense out of what we are experiencing:

When you record your experience, you slow down and force
yourself to put things into words. And out of the blur of your expe-
tience, shapes start to emerge: Don't let yourself be carried away.
with expectations of what you'll find. Once when Il was doing this
myself, [ found I was so busy waiting for an answer to the question I
thought my life was asking that I was missing the inner experierice:
of my mind's cranking out “answer” after ‘answer” in hopes of giv=
ing me what I wanted —or thought I wanted: You may find, s did,
that the neutral zone’s gift to you is a ringside seat where you can
watch your own mind making up “realities” Once you've had that
Sxperience, you will find it harder ever again to take yourself and
Your sufferings quite so seriouslys .

Take this pause in the action of your lfe towrite an autobiogrd:
fy’:c You, an autobiographer? Why you, whyb:‘:‘:?;‘:"y:::m
W: itis only when you see where: 7ou havebe A

© you are heading. Because reminiscence is d 1
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cause a person s likely to el lonely in such a situation, the temp.
tation s to seck more and better contact with others; but the rea]
need is for a genuine sort of aloneness in which! inner signals can
make themselves heard. Doing housework after the kids leave for
school or papenwork with the office door shut are not being alone in
the sense I am talking about

The old passage rituals provided the person with this experience
of decp aloneness, often in a wildemess setting. (Interestingly, the
Hebrew word for the “wilderness” in which Jesus, Moses, and Bud-
dha spent time during critical periods of their lives is the same word
that means “sanctuary.’ This unmappable “nowhere” was also, as
several of these heroes were explicitly told, oly ground.) Tradition-
ally, time spent in such “sanctuaries” was a continuous period; but
you may have to plan your time to accommaodate your own lifessit-
uation. One person manages that by getting up every moming forty-
five minutes ahead of the rest of the family and sitting quietly in the
living room with a cup of coffee. Another jogs regularly after work
for half an hour, Another plays cassettes of ocean sounds and tem-
ple bells on his car stereo whenever he drives alone. Still anothet
has cleaned out a little storage room off the upstairs hall and st
quictly alone in there for an hour after supper.

Begin alog of neutral zone experiences. Lost in the welter of mo-
mentto-moment incident, the important experiences of the neutrdl
zone ae often difficult to recognize, But as you look back, at thé
end ofa day or a week, they may stand out, like a path through the
grass that was all but invisible as you walked it, The approach J0U
take to !‘uggmg these experiences is important, however, becauseit
3:\ :::cya ::lg’in:r:(;;nm a trivial kind of diary keeping. What 30

i trying to happen?” What:
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that summer-

e and you almost stayed when they.offered
o the jab at the coffee shop. Boy, that was a real erosstoads i
‘our life,although you did’t know it then. (What do you suppose
yould have happened ifyou had stayed and hads' started calege
the next year?)

You can't follow the thread of your life very far before you find
he past” changing, Things that you haven't remembered i years
eappear, and things that you've always thought were so tum outto
be not so atall. If the past isn't the way you thought it was, then the.
present isn' either. Letting go of that present may make it casir fo
conceive of a new future. Things look different from the neutral
z0ne, for one of the things you let go of in the ending process is the
ed 1o see the past in a particular way, and in doing that you et go
of the need to think of the future in the vay you always have. Boy,
ance you start that, the possibilities begin to/open up:

Take this opportunity to discover what you really want. What do
you want, anyway? When the circumstances of our lives box us iny
we usually assume that we know what we want but simply cannot
getit.“If only I could . .” The refrain s familiar. In fimes of transis
tion, however, a distressing change often takes place: The limiting
ditcumstances are part of what ends, and we are no longer held
back from doing what we want fo do. But nowthe refiail changes:

Tonly 1 knew what I really wanted .. ¥

Wanting turns out to be a far less clear matter tham we usus
imagine, for it s overlayed with a lifetime of guiltand amPNE
lence, A children, e may have been told thatwe were el oF
:‘;1 e were never saisfied with what we gat. OF P""‘f; "“;;‘;

4 that we only thought we knew what we wmc_dA( m‘!{ ?
"[ﬂh, want that . ., When you'te older, you'll eaizes - -10“‘;
Uy want to please Mommy, don't you? ) OF else the simple p

usually
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whenever something has just ended, as though you cannot really
{erminate anything without reviewing it and puting it into order
Because recollection is likely to turn up some useful information
about other transitions in your past. And because that “past” is an
ifact from another ime and probably needs revision:

‘What you call your past s a tiny poition of your actual liying,
2 selection of situations and events that is supposed to account for
the present. One of George Onwell's slogans in 1984 was “Who
controls the present controls the past; who controls the past con-
trols the future.”? Beneath his cynicism (history was always being
self-consciously “revised” in that world, you remember), Orvell is
accurately noting that itis the present situation that makes a given
past make sense—and that a given past suggests a partieular fu-
ture. Even when we sct out to change the present, the past defines
the possibilities and the limits of the change.

Thaus it is important in times of transition to reflect on the past
for several reasons—not least of which is that, from the perspective
of anew present, the past s ikely to look different. For the pastisn't
like a landscape or a vase of lowers that is just there. It is more like
the raw material awaiting a builder,

Let's say you were born in Pittsburgh, you have two sisters, and
your grandmother died in 1953—or was it 19542 Well, it was about
the time your father took that long business trip (he brought back
sweaters for each one of you, remember?), and your mother seemed
depressed. When you ask your older sister about this, she remem-
‘bers that your parents had a big fight just before your father left, and
she wonders whether the trip wasn't really a separation. (How come
that never occurred to you?)

Well, anyway, that makes it 1953, and ... wait. Maybe they did
separate, because you were sent off unexpectedly to visit yoU"
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e s s Wi
they usua : r mouths or their stomachs,
However, most people use some stategy to “come up wihgn g
wer? 1fyou are one of those people,the chances aregood hatyou
Jo the same thing when it comes to far more important ‘wantings
aboutlove and work or about what you'e going to o next n yous
lfe You get nto serious diffculty when, in the neurdl zoné; you
don't let yourself know what you really want out of your life. Re-
member, you don’t have to do anything about the wanting; you just
need be aware of it I¢s overkill to control your behavior by denying
that you're attracted to or interested in something

Think of what would be unlived in your lifeif it ended today: Stp-
pose a tree fell on you right now or that yo suffered heart failure:
There. I¢s all over. Your life is finished: Whatever you've doneisthe
you that goes down in the record books, and everything you ight
have done vanishes with the mind that considered it. Imagine that
youare  family friend who has taken on the task of wriing the obit:
wary for the local paper or school alumni magazine. What would
Jou write about yourself? Not your life storyy bat the things you did
and didn't do with the years you had at your disposal. (You mightac=
tually write the obituary—its a revealing exereise=sbt ifyetl don't
antto do that, at least pause for a few moments anf')otdm‘j‘"j
on.a scrap of paper. You know the stffsdate of bith \'ﬂﬂ'“’= 'l:“
lings, education, positons, honors, hobbiesand thet K
! the time of dath he [shel was 0+ (VSRS
E0Ping toward a new beginning, was stuck Wés ”"f‘.mm ing 1o
With darkness falling, was running seared, Was done wil o
Meet the expectations of others at last i WaS wh-f]:zmIry S
]"“chlvxc endings are dyings in one sense: “‘f:'c“ inthe cmpti-

Prite statement about your past:

sentence,

As ynu»rhl\d
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of disappointment grew too great as our wants were distegarded

time after time, and we leaned to protect ourselves by blocking off
an awareness of our wantings

So here you are now, in a position o get little of what you want
after all these years, and you find yourself unsure and confused.
How can you move past this difficulty and use your real wantings to
orient you toward the future? By understanding how you character-
istically suppress your wantings and how to stop. doing that. To do
these things, try this:

Tmagine that you are going to get yourself something to eat or
drink right now. (Assume for the moment that you can actually
have anything you want—all the ordinary problems of cost and sup-
ply are taken care of) Now, stop reading for just a moment and
think: “What do I really want to eat or drink right now?” (Take one
or two minutes to think about that before you read any further.)

What did you do with that question? Forget the answer that you
did or did not come up with, and think instead about the answer-
getting process. How did you go about it?

1. Did you consult your mouth or your stomach or your mind?

2. Did you try to figure out the answer as though it were a ques-
tion on a history test?

3. Did you imagine a menu and run over the possibilities—han™
burger, no . .. French fries, too greasy . . . ice cream, {00
fattening . ..

4. Did you try to remember something good you had eaten ¢
cently?

5. Did you try to recall your “favorite food”?

6. Did you come up with an answer and then shelve it becats®
it was silly or strange?
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what do you think and feel aboutthe pase

the neutral zone, "
i hat dreams, what convictions,

was unlived in that past—w/
mﬁn:n:'::; ideas, it quaitiesinyou went unrealized? Yo
are at a tuming point now. The next phase of your life s taking
shape. This is an opportunity to do something different with your
life, something that expresses you in some significant way. This isa
chance to begin a new chapter. "

Take a few days to go on your own version of  passage journey,
Several times I have said that it is impossible to reinstate the old
sites of passage. Like transplants from an alien organism, they'scl-
dom “take” in a new sefting. They are shaped by and for a sensibil-
ity that we have lost, and they depend on a lifetime of exposure to
ceremonies and mental disciplines. Yet that does not mean that
thiere s no way to mark or to dramatize your inner changes. As I
have noted, you probably unwittingly do that already in taking
time to be alone a transitional fimes in your life. I not am suggest-
ing here that you learn about rituals and patch one together for
yourself—only that you go a litle further with the natural ten-
dencyto withdraw foratime during the neutral zone phase of tran-
sition. I am suggesting that you spend a few days alone during

which you reflect consciously on the Present transition process in
your own life.

The place should be an unfamilia one and fee of the ordinary
influences from your daily situation, as was the initiate’s journey of

'8 10 1ead, and don't distract yourself with
1 Take along a notebaok to jot n, but don'tfeel
ng substantial while you are there.
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But the friends with whom I ranged.
Through their thickets re estranged
By the years that intervene.

In the century and a half since that poem was written, the pace
of change in American life has speeded up greatly. As Alvin Toffler
wrote in Future Shook, “Change is avalanching upon our heads and
most people are grotesquely unprepared to cope with it (That
statement, being thirty-five years old, s presumably also out o datel)
But it not just the pace of change that leaves us disorientated.
Many Americans have lost faith that the transitions they are going
through are really gefting them somewhere. To feel as though
everything is “up in the air,” as one so often does during times of
personal transition, is endurable if it means something if it is part
of a movement toward a desired end. Butifit s not related to some
Targer and beneficial pattern, it simply becomes distressing.
Moreover, the experience of being in transition s itself chang-
ing. Being in between marriages ot careers takes on a particularly
painful quality when those things are changing profoundly. It i as
ifwe launched out from a riverside dock to cross toa landing on the
opposite shore—only to discover in midstream that the landing was
no longer there. (And when we looked back at the other shore, we
saw that the dock we had left from had broken loose and was head-
ing downstream.) Stuck in transition between situations, relation=

ships, and identities that are also in transition, many Americans are
caught in a semipermanent condition of transitionalit.

One might imagine that writers and counselors would have ad-
dressed themselves to this situation long ago. But that is not so. If
you go to the library and look up trarsition in the subject index, you
will probably find that the headings skip from transit systems to

&
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tion class who had recently moved to our area and was looking for
anew job. He had given himself three months to find it, but before
a month was out he reported that he wasn't ‘making it. Every inter-
view that did not produce a job became a failure and everything he
said had been, he suspected, a mistake.

It was only when he shifted his attention from the intended goal
to the process of investigation that he lost this sense of discourage-
‘ment—and, not coincidentally, I think, found a job quickly. Instead
of seeing the interviews as shots at a target (damn, missed again!),
he saw them as strands in a complex web of activity. Each interview
taught him something or created a new contact or deepened his
understanding of himself. He saw himself as searching and leaming
rather than as “not finding what he was after” And in the process,
he learned the fourth important thing to remermber in making a be-
ginning, which is to shift your purpose from the goal to the process
of reaching the goal

This advice is not simply a way of checking your disappointment
when your progress s slow. It also represents the real mechanics of
the transition process—which is a process, after all, and nota three-
positioned switch. Even though the external “new beginning” may
happen very quickly once it becomes evident, the internal re-iden-
tification and re-cngagement always occur more slowly. Many of
the old passage rituals recognized this fact by bringing the renewed
person back from the neutral zone in several steps and over time—a.
few days o weeks being spent in a couple of “halfiway houses” along
the way back to the village.

Like so much else about the transition process, we have lost the
social mores that once structured beginnings. But we can neverthe-
Jess draw on that lore to act wisely and considerately on our own
behalf and in our treatment of others. It is unrealistic to expect
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guidance emphasizes it in testing which areas of work one would be
most competent in. Transfers and promotions are based upon com-
petence. In businiess and the professions, you get in and get ahead
by demonstrating your competence.

But somewhere along the way—as carly s thirty-five for some
people, but as late as fifty-five for others—competence begins to
lose its force as a source of motivation. The doctor says, “Yes, I'm a
good surgeon, but the technical challenges just don't interest me
the way they used to, What's the point of doing the same things over
and over again?” And the plumber and the social worker and the
housekeeper say the same thing. Of course, the old flame can be
rekindled temporarily by shifting to an area where you must begin
all over again and develop new competence, but the effects of such
a change are usually shortlived. The season of competence is pass-
ing, in spite of some late-lowering transplants;

For months Don wrestled with:the question of what he really
wanted to be doing at this point in his life. But bit by bit, it became
clear. Having spent most of his working life with ideas and theory,
he longed to do something that involved practical action. He had
alvays enjoyed working with young people, but now he longed for
interaction with people his own age—people who wouldn't (he
hoped) roll their eyes when he began ruminating about “what itall
means” He liked writing, but he didn’t have any books waiting to
be bor. And then he heard about the newspaper for sale.

Tt was a slow process, as most life transitions are It meant work-
ing out ways of iving with the transition process over many months.
Don did it by holding on to his old job while he found what he
wanted to do next. This was difficult because e was, as he said,
“emotionally unplugged” from what he was doing. But having
made sense out of that experience, he stopped fighting it. He found
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What T am urging is really a wonderful opportunity for them, not
only to succeed but to learn something new in the process. I take a
deep breath. “I want to suggest something that I think will help you
get the results you are after 1 say and my voice sounds different
now, even to me. I imagine how lucky they are to have dealt with
their problem in advance, how much money and time they have
saved, I'm really doing them a huge favor, 1 think.

Such strategies have only a temporary effect, and they do no
good if the thing I am recommending is not something that 1 be-
lieve in wholeheartedly. And even when iti, there will be times of
losing momentum, times when my inner reactionary says, “Look at
them eyeing you skeptically. They doubt you. There must be a lot
of places you'd rather be right now—besides this conference room.
How about tossing in the towel and wishing them good Juck with a
project you know is going to bomb—but that you won't be blamed
for? You wamed them, after all” 1 feel all these things, but I also
know enough about my own resistance to trans
portant it is to continue with the transition process.

This is where the third thing to do is important: Take things step
by step and resist the siren song that sings about some other route
where everything goes smoothly and events are always exciting and
meaningful. In making a beginning, you can become so invested in
the results that whatever you have to o to reach them looks pretty
insignificant, Trudging from appointment to appointment, licking
stamps, adding columns of figures, making reminder phone calls,
and explaining your idea for the hundredth time—these are the
trivia from which vital new ventures finally emerge. But by compar-
ison with the goal, they seem hopelessly dull.

In an important new beginning, a preoccupation with results
can be damaging. There was a vocational counselor in the transi-

n to see how im-
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Zone is meant to be only a temporary state. Itis, as they say, a great
place tovisit, but you wouldn't want to live there. When the neutral
zone has done its work, you come back.

Socially, this means that the isolated person returns from the dis-
engaged state and the wilderess to set about translating insight and
idea into action and form. This retum may take the form of new
commitments at home and at work: The person is really there again
after a time of being somewhere else. The same return may take the
person into new relationships or projects. But cither way, the old
connections that were broken with the earlier discngagement are
there to be reattached, greatly modified though they may be.

Psychologieally, the process of return brings us back to ourselves
and involves a reintegration of our new identity with clements of
our old one. This connection is necessary if we are going o be
grounded and not “up in the clouds” This aspect of the beginning
is as natural as the disintegration was back in the termination phase.
Inwardly and outwardly, one comes home. As a wonderful Zen say-
ing expresses it, “After enlightenment, the laundry”

Endings and beginnings, emptiness and germination in be-
tween: That is the shape of the transition periods in our lives, and
these times come far more frequently in adulthood and cut far
more deeply into it than most of us imagined they would. But the
same process is also going on continuously throughout our lives. As
humankind once knew and celebrated, it is the same rhythm that
puts us to slecp at night and wakes us in the morning after a dark
fime full of halfremembered and enigmatic clues, It s what carries
us through the turning year to an ending that opens to yet another
new beginning. And so it is with our lives—a dozen little endings,
hardly noticed in the day-{o-day rush, plunge us into litle wilder-
nesses; and a dozen little beginnings take shape in confusion and
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someone to make a beginning like that of a sprinter coming out of

the starting blocks. Even when your outer situation s complete—
you're on the new job, you'te finally married, you're in your new
house—the inner beginnings are still going on. At such  time,
people often say, “I guess I'm just not used to this new situation
yet;” but it would be more accurate to say that “I'm not quite fully
the new person yet—but I'm getting there” Itis a time to be gen-
e with yourself or with the other person, a time for the lttle sup-
ports and indulgences that make things easier. And it is a time to
acknowledge that, as much as we long for them, new beginnings
can be things to be resisted just as much as the loss-filled ending
and the ambiguous and frustrating neutral zone were.

Not everything vanishes in the ending process, of course, and
some people find it important to experience the continuiies in
their lives when so much else is changing. 1 am typing these words
sight now at my dining room table, for example, a table that my par-
ents bought before 1 was bom, a table that 1 ate all my childhood
meals on, a table that represents to me that the New England world
I came out of is my background. And now, living in California,
where Iraised my children very differently from the way I was raised
and where I directed my life toward goals that are quite different
from those with which I started, I find real pleasure in knowing that
some of the important new beginnings that | have made in the past
quarter century have involved working on this picce of furniture
that is old and dear to me.

s, affer all, a new chapter of myife thatis beginning, L haven't
become somebody else: The beginning isn't happening to some
i’ who ose up new and complete, The transition process i re-
ally a loop in the lfe journey, a going out and avay from the iain
flow for a time and then a coming around and back. The neutral
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Not in his goals but in his
transitions man s great.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON!

Once upon a time—which is to say, right now and from the begin-
ning and til the end—there was a very lovely young woman. She
was the loveliest woman in the kingdom, butalthough this was uni-
versally admitted, no one courted her. Others married and began
families, but Psyche (for that was her name) scemed too perfect for
any ordinary mortal 2

Psyche's parents finally sent to the great oracle at Delphi for an
answer, and the answer came back. But when they heard it, they
wept, for the oracle said that Psyche must die. She was to be dressed
in funeral clothes and taken to a wild and desolate crag in the
mountains on the far side of the kingdom. There she was to be
abandoned

In'stories one does not ask why, for everything goes according to a
plan that is patterned on life itself: The oracle is saying that no new
time of lfe is possible without the death of the old lifetime. To gain,
you must first give up.

So they dressed Psyche in funeral clothes and conducted her
death rites and left her on the cold and windy mountaintop. As she

177
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emerge unexpectedly into clear form. (“Where did that idea come
from?” “When did you decide that?”)

‘Endings and beginnings, with emptiness and germination in be-
tween. That basic shape is so essential to growth that we must leam
to recognize it in our lives. The societies that were most knowledge-.
able about it and designed rituals to facilitate it had, however, little
faith in descriptions. Literal statements do not reach deep enough
in the mind to have a lasting effect. For that reason, these societies
couched their most important insights in the form of stories. That is
why I retold the tale of Oedipus and the riddle of the sphinx, and
why I recounted the story of Odysseus and the homevward journey.
To summarize the basic transition process, I'd like to turn to an-
other story: that of Amor and Psyche.
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away, and they must be gone before his return: She was delighted
and promised to o as he said.

The sisters came, carried by the same West Wind that had
brought Psyche to this paradise, They were amazed—and jealous,
Who was this secret lover, they asked? Psyche did not know, of
course, but she made up stories. (She had never seen him because
he came in the darkness and never showed her his face.) Psyche hid
her ignorance as well as she could, but it was not long before her
answers began contradicting one another. “You don’t even know
what he looks like!” cried the sisters. “Why, he is probably a great
beast that uses the darkness to hide his awful ugliness! You have
been a fool. You have a wicked and loathsome animal for a lover.”

When they left, Psyche was desperate with confusion. Amor
seemed like a gentle, loving person. But it was true that he never let
her see him. Her sisters’ suspicion filled her head, and she vowed to
find out the truth for herself. Late that night, after he had fallen
asleep, she crept out and found a candle and a knife. She would
steal a look at him, and if he were the terrible creature her sisters
said he must be, she would stab him.

She lit the candle in the hall, and tiptoed up to the bed where
he slept. Raising the candle in one hand and the knife in the other,
she leaned over the bed. There he lay, the handsomest of gods!
Amor, her lover. In her excitement, her hand trembled and hot wax
fell onto the slecping god’s shoulder. He awoke. When he saw what
she had done, he told her that, having broken the rule of darkness,
she would never see him again. Suddenly he was gone, and Psyche
was alone, stunned by what she had done and its effect.

In the everyday world of fact, agreements are meant to be kept, but
in the world of myth everything happens for a reason and points to-
ward some further end. Losses happen because it i time to let go of
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lay there, numb with fear and sunk in despair, Amor, the god of pas-
sionate love, came to her side. Gazing on her perfection, he fell in
Tove with her. He flew off to bring the West Wind, his helper, and
to ask him to carry Psyche down into the hidden valley beneath the
mountain tops where Amor lived in a dark palace.

S0 it was that when she awoke, Psyche found herself in a myste-
riously beautiful castle. Everything she could possibly need was
there—food and drink, lovely clothing, perfumed baths, everything
but companionship. But then when darkness fell, she found that
she had that, oo, for Amor eame to her in the darkness and slept
with her. Night affer night he did this. Sometimes they talked all
night, sometimes they made love, and sometimes they dined to-
gether in the darkness and fell asleep at once. Psyche could not
have asked for more. She was happy at last

As always happens, an ending clears the ground for  new begin-
ing, In this story, the person did little—everything just happened.
Some transitions are like that. They just happen. But when they hap-
pen this way, something is missing. The outer situation has taken
shape, but the inner state remains unchanged. The old outlook, the
old selfimage, the old value system remain intact. Outwardly, the
change i complete, but the real transition process has hardly begun.

In time, Psyche began to feel a strange incompleteness about
her life. Everything was perfect, but she missed her old friends and
her family. This hidden palace was indeed beautiful, but it was also
unreal —outside the real world, outside time, outside human con-
nections. She talked of this to her secret lover: She told him she
wished to see her family again. Could her sisters come and visit her,
perhaps?

Amor atfrstrefused, but she longed so for contact with her fam-

ily that he at last relented. They. must come, he said, when he ‘
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Psyche was stunned. Sadly, she opened the door and gazed at
her firsttask. The pile of seeds was higher than her head, and it cov-
ered the floor of a good:sized room. She bent over and picked up:a
handful of sceds. Little ones, big ones, dark ones, light ones—no
one could possibly bring order to ths confusion in'a year of soting,
and she had one night! The enormity of her task overcame her, and
she sank down weeping at the edge of the pile. Fecbly, she picked
over a handful or two, but she was weary and depressed, and soon
she fell asleep.

The first time her life had changed, Psyche had been quite
passive—it had all just happened to her. Now, however, she was
ready to act—but the tasks! They were impossible ones! She tried to
do them, but then she had to give up. And when she did, she discor-
ered that .

As she slept, a vast army of ants came into the room. On the
command of their leaders, they began the sorting, All night they
swarmed over the huge pile, and gradually it melted away until in
its place were a dozen smaller piles of wheat and rye and beans and
mustard seeds. At sunrise, Aphrodite threw open the door and woke
the sleeping Psyche. Both of them gasped in amazement when they
saw the piles of seed: Psyche said nothing, and Aphrodite said only,
“You have three more tasks "

With the golden fleece and the water from the Styx, similar
things happened. Just as she was about to give up hope of getting
the flecce, the reeds that grew by the river whispered to her that if
she waited until sunset when the rams retreated to their night's rest,
she could creep up to the edge of the field and find bits of the fleecy
treasure on the bushes, And justas she was aboutto abandon hope
of gelting a goblet of Styx water,a great eagle flew down from the
heavens, took the vessel from her hands, and filled it from the tor-





index-188_1.jpg
180 EPILOGUE

that way of being connected. Psyche had lived in the darkness for Iaf-g
enough, and it was now time fo her (o se. Yet the change was  vio-
lation of the old rules, and it destroyed the old situation. It was time
for her to change—to grow and deepen, to take responsibility for who
and where she was. It was time for the inner changes to catch up with
the outer ones

So Psyche left the palace where she had been so happy and
began a lonely journey in search of her lost lover. In her grief, she
called upon the gods for help, and one of them, the great Aphrodite,
answered. “You seck my son,” she said, for she was the mother of
Amor, “but I think that you are not strong enough to do what must
be done.” Psyche said that it was not so; she would do anything.

“Very well. You must complete four difficult tasks,” said
Aphrodite. “First, you must sort out this roomul of seeds—put each
ype of seed in a separate pile—in one night” She threw open the
door, and there Psyche saw a large room piled high with all kinds of
seeds jumbled together in one immense heap. She gasped at the
impossibility of the task, but Aphrodite continued. without pause.
“Second, you must go to the field where the golden-flecced rams
Jive—and bring me back some of that leece.” Psyche was stunned,
for those rams breathed fire and killed anyone who entered their
field. “And third,” Aphrodite said before Psyche had time to re-
cover, “You must bring me back a goblet of water from the great
river—the River Styx—that plunges off the. inaccessible cliffs and
into the underworld:" She looked at Psyche, amused by the hope-
less look on the mortal's face.

“And finally,” she said, “you must go down into hell itself and
ask Persephone fora little box of her magic ointment that enhances
one’s beauty miraculously. Get itand bring it back to me." And hav-
ing said that, Aphrodite vanished.
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1. What s it time to let go of in my own life right riow? This ques-
tion marks the first difference between change and transi-
tion, for the latter must start with letting go. As we noted in
“A Lifetime of Transitions,” we periodically reach the point
where an attitude, a belief, a style of responding to chal-
lenges, a goal or a dream for the future, or an assumption
about others—that served us well up to that time—simply
st what we need for the future. A young parent assumes
that “there will always be time” to make up tochildren for
the mistakes he or she has made~but then comes the day
when the children have become what they are, and no major
revisions are possible. Mid-life adults may still be making the
provisional commitments that served them well in their
twenties, when it made sense to keep lots of options open.
But at fifty, that same kind of provisional commitment costs
them the significant relationships and the bigJleague career
opportunities that send youinto the second half of life with
momentum and meaning. Finding out what it is time to let
go of often provides the way to initiate a transition meaning-
fully. Unfortunately, peaple are more likely to ask what new
thing they can add to their lives, Even though they may get
an interesting answer to that question, they won't be able to
use it to make a meaningful transition because people have
to start with endings —lefting go of whatever it is time to let
go of—before they can make new beginnings. If they fail,
they find that even “great ideas” and “really exciting possibil-
ities” simply do not help them. So start with What is it time
to let go of in my own life right now?

2. What i standing backstage, in the wings of my ife, waiting to
make its entrance? The answer s something intemal, some-
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it toerable and transferred his real energy to the larger undertaking
of finding a new direction for himself.

Not everyone can make a vocational transition this way. If Dop,
had been fred—which i always a possibility when you lose your in.
terest in your work and stop working so hard at it—he would haye
had to find a way to support his family while he went through his
ansition. Perhaps the pressure to find a new career would have ac.
celerated the transition process a little, although transition seems to
have a timing of its own and a way of resisting efforts to rush it If
Don had been at some other point in his life, his transition would
have involved different issues entire

Your work life, like your relational life, has its own natural
thythm, The task is to find the connection betsween the change in
your work or carcer and the underlying developmental shythm of
your life. The books on adulthood offer some clues, but everyane's
life history is unique. There is no ltmus paper that will tur pink or
blue in response to your lfe situation, and the task of finding the
significance ofa particular transition may be slow and difficult. Un-
less thatsignificance i found, however, the thread of your personal
development will be lost and you vill be left with an inexplicable
change and an overwhelming desire to put the pieces back together
as quickly as possible,

Although there are no lists of Changes-and-Their-Mearing to
tellyouwhata particular change means, thete are ways of maximiz-
ing your chances of finding that ‘meaning, and they apply equally 0
the world of rlationships and the world of work, They startith
4 questions that you should learn to ask yourself whenever JoU
are in transition. They'll help you to explore what the Ir .

means in the developmental business of that. ‘particular ti
own life z
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In the twenty-five years since this book was first published, my own
life has gone through many (sorry, but there’s 1o better word for it)
transitions that T could not have foreseen when I originally wrote
the book. In 1979, I was still an exliterature teacher, butafter Tran-
sitions | started a new career as a person who helped others deal
with the changes in their lives. This litfle book got me launched.
At the time the book originally came out, I hardly imagined what
could happen. [ worried, in fact, that Transitions was too insubstan-
tial to attract many readers or to stay in print for long. But now,
twenty-five years, forty-one printings, and more than half a million
copies later, it’s alive and well. Amazing! And just as amazing, with
all those copies in print, I have never come across one in'a used-
book store, although I often cruise the shelves of such places. Tknow:
from countless conversations with readers that people keep the book
and reread it whenever a significant change hits them. They also
pass the book on 1o their friends—who sometimes don’t return it,
but keep it to be ready for their next change or to pass it on to their
friends. So there’s no telling how many people have read the book.
From the beginning, however, some things about the book dissat-
isfied me. There was a chapter called “Love and Work,” and 1
thought that T hadn'tsaid enough about the ways in which those two
critical areas of life can put you in transition, not to mention how:
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{hing subjectve, although it may be presentcdib iR «

situation that brings it fo your attention, g,
iens e rsitiation S PO I
e eston you askyoutsell: Tve nevervortg
O before’s o “Why didn't you ever fllow up on g
:;d o of jining the Peace Corps?” It may present el
you 3 unespected call fom an old fiend who wans
tllyou about what e is doing these days, o a5 a fscinaing
oy thatyon utautof the paper hat descibed e o
venture meant to divert young people from dangerous actii
ties before itis too late. But whether it is a thought or idea you
can't get out of your mind or an incident that interrupts the
ordinary course of your life, this thing is like a message toyou,
a message that something is standing just outside the door of
your everyday awareness, waiting for you to pay. anmm;n&
invite it in. OK, so whatis standing backstage, in the wing
your life, waiting to make its entrance? A

e called these the first and the second questions &
self, because the leting-go process initiated by the firs
the process of making an ending—must clear the
second process—lets call it “launching the next ¢
1te”~has oom o develop. In reality,you will find
back and forth from one of these questions to ¢
point, one of them may come into focus and feel |
tantthing right now, at another point it will be d
ocupies you. Both of them are critical, however
ular moment either of them ‘may feel like the real
- AsLnoted earlier, everyone has g unique
18 and new beginnings, bu ther are also m
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This woman, like most of us, was looking too literally at the
signs her life was providing her. She anted to be an artis and she
expected a signal, yea or nay. She wanted an “answer” like some.
one giving her a st of paints, and so she almost overlooked seeing
that she was being given a path to follow. It was almost as though
her dream had said, “Don't be something, do something” It was
only when she stopped trying to be the artist that she began to ex-
plore the strange corridor in her life that she had never noticed be-
fore and found in the halfburied world of the litfle girl a way of
looking at things that unlocked her natural talent and aligned her
with her future.

Genuine beginnings depend upon this kind of inner realign-
ment rather than on external shift, for it is when we are aligned
with deep longings (the real wantings discussed in Chapter 5) that
we become powerfully motivated. Again and again, I have watched
with amazementas people who are motivated in this way overcome
what I.would have taken to be insuperable obstacles to reach their
goals. A woman of forty, for example, just divorced, the mother of
three children, one of them seriously handicapped. With no college
education, she had every reason to settle for the immediate solut
of office work at a low salary. But she wanted to be a colle
teacher! “That will take years,” everyone wamed her. But one:
atatime, she followed a path that led her through college, grada
school, a frustrating period of temporary.jobs, and finally to the
teaching job she had dreamed of. 8

Or the doctor in his forties who had always wanted to be
cussionist in 4 symphony orchestra. As a college student, h
been diverted by family pressure from following such an
cal”dream, but now at fifty he had lived out their plan f
‘had accumulated a modest fortune in rul{ﬂ:ic_Hg‘v{ix'
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gress, and terrible bouts of what today would be diagnosed as de-
pression. Tt was not from boyhood but from a profound transition in
s thirties that this man stepped forth into history. It was only then
that he discovered where he was going and what he could really do.
Out of a dark time in his own inner neutral zone, Lincoln found
the seeds of his fture; and from there he began a rapid rise to the
presidency that no one could have predicted for him only a few
years carlier.

Gandhi, Eleanor Roosevelt, Mother Teresa of Calcutta, Walt
Whitman—the namies of famous people who began anew in the
midst of adult lfe transitions are plentiful. Some discovered what
they really wanted and then made their changes; others found life
taking the lead and only subsequently found in transitions that they.
s to do what they seem to have

didn't want to make the opportur
been destined to do.

But there is a danger in citing too many of these examples, for it
suggests that only great people or unusually talented ones can fol
Tow the path of selfrenewal through transitions it suggests that only
special people can make new beginnings during the adult years.
And because such people became 5o successful, itis easy to imag-
ine that the doubts and confsions we feel swhen we are trying to
make a new beginning are significant evidence of bad timing, lack
of potential, or having taken a wrong direction,

‘The truth is otherwise, and anyone who is trying to launch a
new beginning needs to understand that, New beginnings are ac-
cessible to everyone, and everyone has trouble with them, Much as
we may wish to make a new beginning, some part of us resists doing
50 s though we were making the first step towards disaster, Every-
one has a slightly different version of these anxieties and confusions,
but in one way or another they all arise from the fear that real

e
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fortable rut, doing things mechanically and sop,
ness of his life. A friend's daughter went to a mu
mer and played in the orchestra there, and he
ining that he might do the same thing, The nex
take a month off and he didatend the summer choal The mpact
wasastounding. By the end of the month, his miridwas made up:
The shift wasn'teasy, however, for his life had to be rebuilt conons
icall. It meant different kinds of investments, a smaller house, a neww
loan to finish paying off the kid college tuition, It aso sean the
complicated process of terminating patientsand disengaging himself
from active practice—not to mention devoting many hours fo les-
sons and auditions and practice, But he did it against the advice of
family and friends who said that he'd miss the affluence and excite-
ment. “And I do miss them sometimesy” he said, the last time I
talked to him, “but I've also never been happier.”

T emphasize vocational changesin these examples because itis
when things come down to money and time that people ahvays say
they just can't manage to launch the new beginning they dream of.
Examples o this sort are much commoner that most people realize,
for until recently the image of the lineat lifetime and thelinear
eer has so dominated our outlook and defined our expectations
that we have underestimated how often people do make radical
new beginnings during adulthood. Nor have we realized how often
important accomplishments come from such turming points: |

We all learned in school, for example, about Abraham me?‘:;‘s
youth—the poverty and the ambition and the sense of responsi ':
ity he had as a frontier boy. The history books imply tha i gra

; ildhood pro-
st president was shaped by his childhood: But that chil P

kable—a man who did this
duced a young adult who was unremat e 4

and that, and had a difficult marsiage;

dering at the empti-
sic school one sum-
found himself imag.
tyear, he ananged to
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narow corridors of a city ghetto. Although he had made many ex-
ternal changes, he sl ived by the safety code that they had taught
him in childhood. No chances—take no chances. Hislife was a spi-
der' web of precautions, and he picked up every threat to his life
system through subtle vibrations along the strands.

Then came his transition. It was marital difficulty—his wife
began to feel like a fly in the web—but it might just as well have
been related to work or health or finances. Being reasonable, this
man cotld sec the changes he had to make. He could even feel the
excitement ofia new and less restrictive relationship with his wife
“In holding her less tightly, d free myself,too” he said. “The guard
is a prisoner too, you know.”

But each step forward set off an inner waning system, and he
would retreat in confusion to the old ways of being. One day, he
was ready to launch a new life, and the next he was bitterly suspi-
cious about the motives of others and his own promptings. “What
am I trying to prove?” hie would ask belligerently. “My lifes not so
bad as it ist" and then he would go through a time of resisting
change and undermining the temptation to go for what he really
deeply wanted at that point in his life—more freedom, more en-
ergy, new goals.

This man finally decided to go into psychotherapy, for his inner
resistance to transition was too great for him to deal with o his
own. For many people, however, that is not so. Identifying their
inner resistance and understanding the symptoms ofits activity is
enough. They find that this inner reactionary (as one woman called
it) is stirring up trouble in a relationship. She found herself being
unwittingly belligerent or provocative, almost as though she was try-
ing to start a fight 50 that she could say, “There, that proves it. He
won't let e change.” Or such people may find themselves plung-
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change destroys the old ways that we have learned to equate to
“who we are” and "what we need.” To act on what we really want is
the same as saying that “I, a unique person, exist” Itis to assert that
we are on our own in a much deeper sense than we ever imagined
when we were originally setting up shop as adults. That carlicr
process involved only independence; this involves autonomy and
the firm individual purpose on which that is bascd.

The great people point the way for us; but in the name of being
role models for the rest of us, they often cover up the evidence of
their confusion, When Eleanor Roosevelt looked back on her own
painful life transition at thirty-five, she wrote, “Somewhere along
the line of development we discover what we really are, and then
we make our real decision for which we are responsible. Make that
decision primarily for yourself because you can never really live
anyone else’ life, not even your own child'.”t What she did not say
was that her discovery came only after a terrible fime of disenchant-
ment and disorientation that almost killed her. She had discovered
that her husband was having an affair with one of her most trusted
friends. It was out of the shattered dream of domestic safety that she
emerged, struggling against her own shyness and self-doub, to be-
come the important public figure in her own right that she re-
‘mained for the rest of her life.

To make a successful new beginning, it is important to do more
than simply persevere. It is important to understand what it is
in us that undermines our resolve and casts doubt on our plans.
One member of the transition class was close to the truth when he
said, “There’s a tough old immigrant inside me who is scared to
death of anything new and who believes that the only way to survive
is to do everything the old, slow; safe way,” This man was a scientist
whose parents were immigrants who had lived out their lives in the
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On the second or third meeting of the transition class, for exam-
ple, one of the men arrived in 4 state of bitterness and frustration.
His forty-year marriage was on the rocks, he said, and it was all be-
cause his wife could not adjust to his recent retirement. He began
to think that she just wanted him for a paycheck, he said with heavy
sighs, and now that he was there as a person, she didn't really care
for him.

We were well into a state of commiseration when someone
asked him exactly what had happened to show him this side of his
wife. It turned out that he had reorganized the kitchen for her, and
she had kicked him out of the house. A very precise and orderly
man who had been used to supervising others, he discovered in the
empty first days of his new leisure a fresh field for his talents—the
kitchen cupboards. His wife had come home from a trip to the city
to find everything in the kitchen in a new place, a neat label on
cach shelf and a list on the back of each cupboard door. “Look what
I got for trying to help her,” he said bitterly.

“This man honestly believed that his actions were part of the
transition process. (“I never used to help around the house before,”
he said.) He claimed that his wife couldn’t stand to see him
change. However, it was he who couldn't stand to change—or
rather to go through the three-phase transition process to a niew be-
ginning. Instead, he was just perpetuating his old style and activity
in'a new way. He was avoiding an ending and calling the result a
new beginning:

Unfortunately, there is no psychological test you can take at
such times. It i often difficult to be sure whether some path leads
forward o back, and it may be necessary to follow it for a ltle way
to be sure, But there are two signs that are worth looking for before
you start. The frst isthe reaction of people who know you well: not
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g unexpectedly into a depression at the prospect of a new begin-
ning—and find on closer examination that the inner reactionary is
muttering, “Allright, if you won't do what I say, Il bring this show
toa standstill” O they may find themselves getting confused and
forgetting what they want, as if the inner reactionary were saying,
“So you won't pay any attention to my warnings, huh? OK, then, Il
fog up your brain so that you won't remember where you are, and
then you'll have to cancel that big trip you're planning”

Itis as though each of us had some inner figure whose idea of
caring for us involved only taking us into protective custody when-
ever we threatened in the transition process to become too au-
tonomous. Some people find the figure activated whenever risk is
involved; others experience the inner sabotage whenever they try to
come in from the cold and settle down, One person’ssafety involves
inactivity and another’s involves perpetual motion; but cither way, a
new beginning upsets a long:standing arrangement

The same thing happens externally in relationships, where new
beginnings often bring conflict and even a sense of betrayal. The
person’s imminent change sets off danger signals in the other, for it
rightly suggests that the old tacit agreements on which the relation-
ship was based are headed for renegotiation. “You be this way and
T'll be that way” doesn’t work any more, because now I want to be
that way and you. .. well, you will have to do some changing, too.
Asituation such as this must be dealt with openly and honestly, for
indirection and denial only increase the other's resistance.

It is important to distinguish between a real new beginning in
someone’s life and a simple defensive reaction to an ending. Each
may exert strain on a relationship, but the new beginning must be
honored. The defensive reaction i simply a new way of perpetuat-
ing the old situation and nieeds to be considered as such.
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oncavhoudidit”and by seeing yourself through their eyes, you real-
ze what self-confidence is: experiencing yourself as one who can
do things like that. You can see that your way of looking at other
people endows them with the special power or ability to do things
that you used to think you lacked. Their specialness and difference
from you was a mantle that you laid over their shoulders, and you
can take it back now and wear it yourself.

Toften go through this routine myself at the beginning of a new
project, (You'd think I'd learn and not keep making the same old
selfdefeating mistakes over and over, but I don't ever scem togetit,
once and for all.) Lets say that I am trying to convince a group of
exccutives that their plan for a big organizational change is unreal-
istic from a transition point of view. They are full of enthusiasm
about the change they want to make and don't want to hear that
they are heading for trouble; As I stat talking about transition, they
look at me skeptically, as i to say, “Who s this guy, and what is he
talking about?” As they squint down the long table at me, I fecl as
though I am nobody talking to somebody. Who am I to tell them
what to do? I am afraid that I sound like someone saying, “I know
that you have your plans all set, and I know that you think that you
are the real pros here, but let me ask you (please) to take a minute
to consider ...

Then I get a grip on myselfand recall what it feels like when an
‘executive team does study its plans with transition in mind and how
wonderful itis when a well-made transition plan helps them to fore-
see and avoid the resistance that fouls up so many organizational
changes. 1 remember what it is like to be sharing a feeling of ac-
complishment with them and hearing that my warnings helped
them avoid costly delays and disruptions, I'm really offering them (1
tell myself) the best way to achieve the results that they really want
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whether they approve or disapprove, but whether they sce what you
propose to do as something new or simply a replay of an old pat-
tem. The second indication comes from the transition process it-
self: Have you really moved through endings into the neutral zone
and found there the beginning you now want to follow, or is this
“beginning” a way of avoiding an ending or aborting the neutral
zone experience?

Genuine beginnings begin within us, even when they are
brought to our attention by external opportunities. It is out of the
formlessness of the neutral zone that new form emerges and out of
the barrenness of the fallow time that new life springs. We can sup-
port and even enhance the process, but we cannot produce the re-
sults. Once those results begin to take shape, however, there are sev-
eral things that can be done.

“The first, very simply, i to stop getting ready and to act. “Getting
ready’” can turn out to be an endless task, and one of the forms that
inner resistance can often take is the attempt to make just a few
more (and then more, and again more) preparations. It i true, of
course, that timing s important in a new undertaking, (You may re-
‘member trying again and again to lose weight or stop smoking or
start jogging—and then one day you discover that it seems to hap-
pen almost by tself) Yes, unil you are really reads, you probably
won't make a real beginning. But that does not mean that your 0dds
are improved by complicated steps taken to “get ready.” When the
time comes, stop getting ready to o it—and do it!

The second thing you can do s to begin to identify yourself with
{he final result of the new beginning. What i it going to feel like
when you have actually done whatever itis that you are seting out
to do? All ight, then; say its done. There, you did it You are the
person who does thatsort of ting; People look atyou nowas ‘the-
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‘eggshell cracks, the branch blossoms, the tadpole’s tail shrinks

‘away, the leaf falls, the bird molts, the hibernation begins. With us
itis the same. Although the signs are less clear than in the world of
feather and leaf, the functions of transition times are the same.
They are ke times in the natural process of development and self-
renewal. Without an understanding of such natural times of transi-
tion, we are left impossibly hoping that change will bypass us and
t us go on with our lives as before. If we have leamed one thing
since Transitions was originally published, itis that change will hap-
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finding the new person you need to become in the new situation.
‘The real difficulties, in short, come from the transition process.
Itis important to understand how criteal this transition process
is to dealing successfully with work- and career-related changes.
Being fired feels very different from changing a job intentionally,
and both situations seem quite different from those ‘mysterious dol-
drums that turn previously interesting jobs into. purgatories. And all
these seem different from taking a first job, or retiring, or being
transferred. But under the surface of them all lies the experience of
transition, and that experience brings about the distress rather than
the problem of “adjusting” to the new situation. Not coincidentally,
itis also transition rather than change that people notoriously resist.
Nor is it just the changes in the workplace that will affect your
work life. Purely “personal” changes affect life at work, too. Even
though you may think of your job and your family as worlds that are.
miles apart, whenever things are difficult at home, the energy and
attention you bring to work are diminished. Your health, your fi-
nances, your sexual life, your spiritual world—none of those things
can change without sending ripples across the world of your job and

your career.
Sometimes, the change intensifies your energy, but more often
it diverts energy from work to the area of your life that s changing.
“I.don't know what's happening to you,” your boss may say in puz-
“lement. “You used to be such a hard worker, but lately ...
What's happening is, of course, the entire transition process; but
someone who sees only the changes in motivation or results will
Probably try to reactivate the old motivation with encouragement, a
change in job-assignment, o (failing with those things) by threats
o punishments, These remedies miss the point, for you are not sim-
Ply losing interest (which might indecd be restimulated) or grow-
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When [ told members of my department about this plan, one of
them said, “But where are you going to teach?” I explained that [
\wasn't going to teach anywhere for a while so that I could find a
fresh perspective on my work life. My colleague looked dismayed,
but said nothing. A week later, I bumped into him in the faculty
dining room, where he was having lunch with another friend. I
was just telling Bob about your leaving the college,” he said when [
joined them, “but I couldn't remember where you said you were
going 1o teach.” When I reminded him that I wasn't going fo teach
anywhere, he denied having heard that before. “Not teach any-
where!” he said, surprised. “That’ a big step.”

1 was confused by his reaction and wondered whether I had
imagined our earlier conversation. Then a week later, he cleared
up the confusion by “forgetting” again and being amazed for the
third time by the news that I was really leaving teaching, He was un-
happy with his own career, but had several years earlier decided
that he was t00 old to make a shift. The workplace is full of such
people—and they all have their own reasons for “resonating” to an-
other individual’s retirement, transfer, promotion, or firing.

A person's career, like the long-term relationships that we dis-
cussed in the last chapter, goes through a sequence of phases. To
begin a new jobis to encounter the same kinds of difficulties that
one finds when beginning a new relationship. Each person under-
goes a period of adjustment, although “adjustment” is a mislead-
ingly mechanistic concept. It suggests that you need to fiddle with
the dials and reset the switches to adapt yourself to the new situa-
tion. The trouble with this view is that although diffcult changes
must be made as one gets used to a new situation, the difficulty
comes ot fom these changes but from the underlying and ore

difficult process ofeting g0 of the person you used to be and ﬂ:i i
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{uff(in which case, a change mightrenew

; 1d
ing tired of the same old s e disireote

Jourinterest). What s happening is that in ending
what you have been—which starts the transition process —you Tose

sour old connections to-the activites and the people that used to
matter to you. In the turning cycle of change, this i the fall; at-
temps to reinstate your old motivations by reward or punishment
are as futile as trying to keep leaves on the trees once they've started
to fal.

To understand better what this means as well as what can be
done about it lets return to Don, the high school teacher in transi-
tion whom we discussed in the last chapter. None of his coworkers
had a clear sense of what was going on in his life, but it was obvious
to everyone that Don was doing a halfhearted job of teaching.
When his principal talked to him about it, Don promised to try
harder and left the conference feeling scared and confused.

Part of his confusion came from the gradual recogition that it
wasn't just that home issues were undermining him at work;
that the same issues that were undermining him as a teacher were un-
dermining him as a husband and as a father. In all areas of his life,
he felt a sense of emptiness and meaninglessness.

Don had unearthed a significant truth about his situation, and
over the ensuing months he thought about it a great deal. In the
‘process, he discovered one of the important transitions that is likely
to take place in a person's work life sometime after the age of forty:
the transition from being motivated by the chance to demonstrate
competence 1o being motivated by the chance to find personal

meaning in the work and its results. It is the shift from the question’
of how to the question of why. ol

The work world knows all about competerce. Most evaluations
and rewards are determined by a person's competerice. Vocational
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untrustworthy guides. This sense (even though it is a misleading
one) haunts them at each successive transition point, not only
where they must once again establish a direction and tap into a re-
newed source of energy but also where they are bedeviled by the
sense that they don't really know what they want or need.

‘This common impression—that your own changing ideas and
dreams are ot a reliable basis for planning your work life—leads
many people to seek career assistance at life’s natural transition
points. People who have discounted or blacked out the inner call-
ings from the future have cut themselves off from the very signals
that really vital people use to stay on the paths of their own develop-
ment. It is no wonder that people who have silenced those inner
signals find meaningful careers difficult to launch and to maintain,
or that when they encounter times of transition, they are 50 con-
fused and distressed:

We will return to the question of the natural pattem of chapters
that characterizes most vital and satisfying careers, but first we need to
note that the extremely high level of change in today’s organizations
islikely to keep your career in a semipermanentstate of transition. Re-
organizations, mergers, technological changes, srategic shifts, and a
teady stream of new prodiiets insure that most organizations are in a
constant state of turmoil. Modern societies are the frstin history in
which people haye been rewarded for keeping the level of societal
change high. Most other times and places have rewarded and on-
ored peple for protecting the society’s continuities; but our society re-
wards change in the name of ‘innovation.” Our economy depends
upon it, and if the innovation ceased, our econormy as a whole—and,
of course, most people’s individual careers—would fall apart.

So we've got a change-dependent economy and a culture that
celebrates creativity and innovation. There is no way that our ca-
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This book represents a personal inquiry into a confusing aspect of
my own experience. My original intent was to make sense out of
unexpected changes in my own life, and only after that to begin
working with others who fet the same need—and only then, belat-
edly to write a book. Hence my acknowledgments go ot to people
who helped me with a book or with a formal piece of research, but.
0 people who helped me with my own transifions.

‘That represents a very large group of people, and I'm tempted to
get out my address book and begin ticking off names. Instead, I
want o lista very few people who played key olesin the books
ation. m= mg James lngeheum»ﬁﬁé@& e ta nur
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being transformed into the person you need o be to move forward
in your life.

How distuptive these times of reorientation will be during your
carcer is determined by two things: irt, the inherent importance of
the change that triggers them; and, second, whether they coincide
with a time when a developmental shift is occurring within you
Losing your job, for example, will always create a big change, but if
it occurs when relatively litfle “developmental business” s going on
inside you, it will simply be a practical problem that you have to
solve. A much smaller charige—not getting a promotion you had
hoped for, for example—can have a larger impact on you if it oc-
curs during a natural time of reappraisal and transition, like that at
midJlife. A big change, for example, the death of your boss, will

have a smaller impact on you swhen you are young and ot o con-
cemed with your own mortality than when you are in your sixties
and dealing with the siring of transitions that, together, comprise
the process of “getting old”

Your own career transitions will also resonate with those that
others are going throtigh. When I was preparing to leave my teach-
ing carcer thirty years ago, I had a sense (though T didn'tyet know
enough about transition to kniow why) that I needed some empty
time between my old lfe and my niew one. Twas afraid that so long
a5 Lwas still @ teacher in my mind and heart, Td be tempted to re-
vertto that identity and style of being whenever I couldn't figure out
what clse to do. Although I was only beginning to understand life-
transitions then, I had the intuifive sense that I ought o try to
arrange things so that I could get by for some moriths with only
shortterm work while I was going through my transition. Fortu-
nately, my wife was working almost full ime and we had a ltdle
money saved up, so | was able to do that
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reers wont be punctuated by frequent changes, each of which de-
mands a transition from an old way of doing things and an old iden-
tity to a new one. And there is no way that these transitions worit
take a significant toll on our productivity as we temporarily siphon
off energy and time from performing our jobs to making the transi-
tions. IF that temporary displacement of energy happens to only a
few individuals, it is their problem; but when it occurs on a large
scale, as it does during big reorganizations and mergers, the individ-
ual problem of career transition! becomes the organization’s prob-
lem, in the form of “reduced productivity,” “absenteeism,” “in-
creased defects,” or “turnover.”

Whether at the individual or organization-wide level, transition
always reveals the same three phases that we keep returning to.
Whether the source of the transition is an external change or your
own inner development, the transition always starts with an ending
To become something else, you have to stop being what you are
now; to start doing things a new way, you have to end the way you
are doing them now; and to develop a new attitude or outlook, you
have to let go of the old one you have now. Even though it sounds
backwards, endings always come first. The first task is to let go:

After that, you encounter the neutral zone—that appaently
empty in-between time when, under the surface of the organiza-
tional situation or invisibly inside you, the transformation is going.
on. Everything fecls as though itis up for grabs and you don't quite
know who you are or how you're supposed to behave, so this feels
like a meaningles time, But it is actually a very important time:
During your time in the neutral zone, you are receiving signalsand
cues—if only you could decipher them!—as to what you need to
become for the nextstage of your work lfe, And, unless you disrupt
it by trying to rush through the neutral zone qui Kly, W“JRM

cAla
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the new orientation was made clear only after what he calleg
a “withdrawal and return” on the part of individuals or cre.
ative minorities within the society. The needed transforma.
tion, it seems, takes place in an in-between state or outside
the margin of ordinary life. That is so with individual lives as
well: Things end, then you spend a time (or time-out) in the
neutral zone, and then things begin anew. That is how life
has always been and always will be. So make your time of
transition a time of renewal and transformation. Come out of
it stronger and better adapted to your world th:
when you went in;
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{ake you where you want to go. Nor s it asurprise that in even the
! rewarding and successful work life many people come to
e ften unexpectedly—they find themselves in transi-

most rewardi

points where
fion, Sometimes the transition seems to rise up from inside—a wave

of boredom directed at things they used to find interesting or a mis-
trust of things they used to believe in wholeheartedly; at other
times, the transition is precipitated by extemal changes—cither in
their personal lives or in the organizations where they work. Either
way, people usually try to put things back the way they used to be.
If the transition s significant, however, that isn't likely to work.

In our culture, there are forces that stand in the way of this nor-
mal, eyclical pattern of development. We place a high value on
‘monetary success and professional prestige, and that encourages
people to set (and then keep trying to reach) distant and elevated
goals. This emphasis on success offen stands in the way of peoples
doing what really interests them and makes them happy. The ele-
vated and distant goal of success is often rationalized by the idea
that, even if the goal is not reached, its height insures that even
falling short of it will lead to substantial achievement, For all buta
very few, however, “aiming high” in that way guarantees an ulti-
mate day of reckoning (and what a profound transition that isl) in
which they will have to come to terms with having “failed”

“Aiming high” also means that the pay-off is so far away that your
life may not provide you with the steady diet of meaning and grati-
fication that comes from doing work that fits and expresses who you
really are. And the emphasis on financial success not only disstiades
people from carcers and lives that they might have found verysatis-
fying but also teaches them that their own imaginings and long-
ings—those haunting feelings that they weren't meant to spend
their lives doing what they're doing at the moment—are inherently
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Whoever in middle age, attempts to realize e wishes and hopes
of hisearly youth invariably deceives himself Each ten years ofa
(person'] Ife has its own fortunes,its owr: hapes,ts wn desres,

—WOLFGANG VON GOETHE

T’J GIVE PEOPLE'S LIFE STORIES ONE OVERARCHING
shape, authors often trace their ulfimate achievements back to
a childhood drear. But that pattern is usually either the result of
hindsight or a suggestion that their development was arrested by
something carly in their life journeys. As Goethe pointed out, the
natural developmental pattern is not for people to keep the same
dreams but to relinquish old dreams and generate new ones
throughout their lifetimes. Most people also create new situations
in the present, new hopes for the future, and new ways to realize
those. hopes. The image for such a life is not an upward-trending di

agonal of increasing achievement buta spiral of linked eycles—the
completion of cach leading to a new cyele of experience and activ-

ity based on a new dream: "
Itis no wonder thata b once a perfectfitwith your tlents and

interests, ultimately becomes boring, ora career losesits pover to

7





