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Praise for Manning Up


“Kay Hymowitz does an exacting job describing the growing flock of man/children we’re seeing, and she lays out the disturbing reality of the ‘marriageable mate’ dilemma that once affected only black women but has now become a broader phenomenon. Not only are there fewer college-educated men to marry, but many of those men who are available are little more than man/children—not anyone you would want your daughters to marry!”


—Richard Whitmire, author of Why Boys Fail


“If you’re curious as to why university admissions officers have to scramble these days to keep their entering classes at less than 60 percent female, or if you find that a sports bar on a Saturday afternoon sounds like a high school locker room, Kay Hymowitz’s Manning Up provides an illuminating response. It’s not because feminism has emasculated men, or because the media parade one man-boy after another (Adam Sandler, Will Ferrell, The Man Show …). It’s because of the knowledge economy. Manhood used to happen through marriage and fatherhood, boys becoming men by assuming caretaking responsibilities, usually by taking jobs in manufacturing. It made them grow up. The knowledge economy delays the process. It keeps them longer in school, and many of the jobs it offers favor women (design, communications). Drawing evocatively from films and novels, video games, blogs and research reports, female despair and male slackerdom, Hymowitz derives a fresh and pointed take on the Mars-and-Venus gender gap. This is the startling and persuasive news she imparts, an unintended consequence of the knowledge boom. More prosperity and innovation and media—but at a profound cost to family and society: the immaturity of men.”


—Mark Bauerlein, author of The Dumbest Generation
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INTRODUCTION



Adolescence Redux


Where have the good men gone? I’ll bet you’ve heard some version of that question before. Laura Nolan, a commonsensical British woman in her thirties who lived in New York for five years and would like a husband and children but is hardly what you’d call desperate, put it this way: “We have an overload of man-boys—which leaves a generation of single, thirtysomething women who are their natural mates bewildered.… An odd thing happens to man-boy brains at about the age of 30. Some neural pathway, hitherto well oiled through a diet of normal relationships and an awareness of such terms as ‘compromise’ and ‘I’m sorry,’ tunes in to a specific area of the brain labeled ‘navel-gazing.’”1


Next time she’s in New York, Nolan might like to have coffee with Julie Klausner, comedian and author of I Don’t Care About Your Band, and one of many similarly disgruntled American women, though their beef is more often with men in their twenties. “We are sick of hooking up with guys,” she writes, and by “guys” she means males who are not boys or men but something else entirely. “Guys talk about Star Wars like it’s not a movie made for people half their age; a guy’s idea of a perfect night is to hang around the PlayStation with his bandmates, or a trip to Vegas with his college friends. Guys feed you Chipotle and ride their bikes in traffic. They are more like the kids we babysat than the dads who drove us home.” One female reviewer of Klausner’s touchingly funny book wrote, “I had to stop several times while reading and think: wait, did I date this same guy?”2


Not so long ago, average mid-twentysomethings, both male and female, had achieved most of the milestones of adulthood: high school diploma, financial independence, marriage, and children. These days, they hang out in a novel sort of limbo, a hybrid state of semi-hormonal adolescence and responsible self-reliance. The limbo—I’ll be calling it preadulthood—has much to recommend it, especially for the college-educated men I’ll be writing about in this book. But it seems about time to state what has become obvious to legions of frustrated young women: it doesn’t tend to bring out the best in men. I know what you’re thinking: that description bears no resemblance to your prince of a son/nephew/friend/boyfriend. That may well be true. I’ve met a few such princes myself. Young men, like everything else in a postmodern world, come in many varieties, and there are numerous counterexamples to the child-man. But at this point, it’s looking pretty clear that ten or fifteen years of party-on single life are a good formula for producing navel-gazing, wisecracking child-men rather than unhyphenated, unironic men.


To understand why that is, we need to take a good look at this cultural habitat of preadulthood. Decades in the unfolding, the limbo of the twenty- and early thirtysomething years probably strikes many readers as not especially noteworthy. After all, the media has been crowded with preadults for almost two decades. Adolescents saturated the cultural imagination from Elvis in the 1950s to the Beatles in the 1960s to John Hughes in the 1980s, but by the 1990s the media jilted the teen for the twentysomething. Movies started the affair in the early 1990s with such titles as Singles, Reality Bites, Single White Female, and Swingers. Television soon deepened the relationship. Monica, Joey, Rachel, and Ross; Jerry and Elaine; Carrie, Miranda, et al.: these singles were the most popular characters on television in the United States and just about everywhere else on the globe where people own televisions.


But despite its familiar media presence, preadulthood represents a momentous sociological development, much as the appearance of adolescence did in the early twentieth century. It’s not exaggerating things to say that large numbers of single, young men and women living independently while also carrying enough disposable income in their wallets to avoid ever messing up their kitchens is something entirely new to human experience. The vast majority of humans have spent their lives as part of families—first, the one created by their own parents, and then soon after that, the one they entered through marriage—for the simple reason that no one (well, almost no one) could survive on their own. Yes, during other points in Western history, young people waited to marry until their mid- and sometimes even their later twenties (though almost never living independently before they wed), and yes, office girls and bachelor lawyers have been working and finding amusement in cities for more than a century. But their numbers and their money supply were small enough to keep them minor players in both the social ecology and the economy. Preadults are a different matter: they are a major demographic event.


What also makes preadulthood something new and big—and what begins to explain why the “Where have the good men gone?” question won’t go away—is its radical reversal of the sexual hierarchy. Among preadults, women are the first sex. Women graduate from college in greater numbers than men, with higher grade point averages; more extracurricular experiences, including study abroad; and as most professors tell it, more confidence, drive, and plans for the future. They are aggressively independent; they don’t need to rely on any man, that’s for sure. These strengths carry them through much of their twenties, when they are more likely to be in grad school and making strides in the workplace, to be buying apartments and otherwise in aspiring mode. In an increasing number of cities, they are even outearning their brothers and boyfriends.


By contrast, men can come across as aging frat boys, maladroit geeks, or unwashed slackers. The gender gap was crystallized—or perhaps caricatured is the better word—by the director Judd Apatow in his hit 2007 movie Knocked Up through his 23-year-old hero Ben Stone and Alison, the woman Ben accidentally impregnates after a drunken meeting at a club. Ben lives in a Los Angeles crash pad with a group of grubby friends who spend their days playing video games, smoking pot, and unsuccessfully planning the launch of their porn website. Alison, though hardly a matron, makes Ben look as if he’s still in middle school. She is on her way up as a reporter at E! Entertainment network and lives in an apartment in the guesthouse of her sister’s well-appointed home with what appear to be clean sheets and towels. Once she decides to have the baby, she figures out what needs to be done and does it. Either under the influence of mind-altering substances or in his natural state of goofball befuddlement, Ben can only stumble his way to responsible adulthood.


Here we have the two sexes of young urban singlehood, male and female, one lazy, crude, and immature, the other put-together, smart, and ambitious. (Think also of Bart and Lisa Simpson, Anthony and Meadow Soprano, and the male and female characters in just about every coed commercial on television.) Skeptics will be quick to object that these are just popular-culture confections, and so they are. But they reflect real trends in the predicament of the sexes in the contemporary world. Articles and books with such titles as “The End of Men,” “Are Men Necessary?,” The Decline of Males, “The Death of Macho,” “Women Will Rule the World,” and Is There Anything Good About Men? point toward a growing recognition that men are not thriving in today’s cultural and economic environment. Preadulthood, a time of life when the middle-class kids first become independent, when after two decades of high-stakes schooling and helicopter parenting no one is telling them when papers are due or summer vacation starts, when, in short, the future is finally pretty much in their own hands, should be able to cast fresh light on the question of what’s the-matter-with-guys-today.


So where did preadults come from? Reading media reports, especially those about men, you might assume it’s because spoiled 24-year-olds are trying to prolong the campus drinking and hook-up scene, while keeping the Bank of Mom and Dad in business. They might cite as evidence the 2010 healthcare bill, which extends until age 26 the eligibility of “dependent children” to stay on their parents’ insurance plans. But preadulthood is not even remotely a college after-party. It’s an adjustment to huge shifts in the economy, one that makes a college education essential to achieving or maintaining a middle-class life. Economists tell us that beginning in the 1980s, the economic advantage to higher education began to increase. Between 1960 and 2000, the percentage of 20-, 25-, and 30-year-old Americans enrolled in school more than doubled. Not only has college enrollment climbed to unprecedented rates but so have the numbers of students in graduate school. The reason is simple: in the “knowledge economy,” good jobs go to those with degrees. And degrees take years.


More central to the lengthening of the road to adulthood is an increasingly labyrinthine labor market. In Chapter 1, we’ll be looking at scores of job categories that did not exist ten or twenty years ago, or if they did, had so few members as to appear to be impossible professions. Both the economic expansion between the mid-1980s and 2007 and the digital revolution have transformed the high-end labor market into a highly competitive, high-stakes, sometimes scary mega-amusement park. Consider this one example: when baby boomers such as myself reached their twenties, there were three television networks—apart from a barely noticed PBS—all of them presided over by Walter Cronkite or his clones. Today there are hundreds of networks ranging from the high-minded C-SPAN to the ribald Comedy Central. We tend to look at this development from a consumer’s perspective. Skeptics worry about the distractions of an ADD-contaminated remote control; enthusiasts praise a media promising so much individual choice. If you think about those 300 channels from the point of view of the young worker-to-be, however, you’ll probably want to side with the enthusiasts. All of those networks need writers, set designers, advertisers, executive producers, senior producers, segment producers, coordinating field producers, web designers, directors, actors, editors, voice-over performers, and on-air talking heads. They might cut some of those jobs during bad economic times, as they are doing as I write, but the point remains: the past decades have seen a labor-market explosion of jobs to stir the ambitions of aspiring young grads.


Getting a solid foothold on the lower rung of these careers can take young wannabes many years. For one thing, many of these jobs are stimulating, creative, adventurous, or even glamorous, which means they are also highly competitive, more so than ever now that the economy has worsened. Career reality shows such as Top Chef, Project Runway, and Top Design, as well as that not-so-real reality show Next Great Artist (on those new cable channels that have expanded the entertainment job market, by the way), reflect the fascination with the dog-eat-dog struggle to make it in appealing creative careers. Jobs that attract young men and women on the make also often require years of moving between school and internships, between internships and jobs, laterally and horizontally between jobs, and between cities in the United States and abroad. Adding to the duration of the career search is the arcane nature of so many of these new positions. Even highly educated parents don’t know, and probably in many cases counselors are in the dark about, the answers to such questions as: How does a young grad go about becoming a content strategist? (For that matter, what is a content strategist?) How about a design anthropologist? Or a script supervisor?


The Great Recession will doubtless temper youthful optimism on this score, but the knowledge economy gives the educated young an unprecedented opportunity to think about work in personal terms. They can seek out careers—not just jobs, mind you, which are a far less existential matter—to exercise their talents and “passions,” an unlikely but commonplace word in the contemporary twentysomething career discussion. They expect these careers to give shape to their identity. In their thinking, “What do you do?” is almost synonymous with “Who are you?” It is the self in action, or so the theory goes.


Preadulthood, then, is the new adolescence not just because it has taken over the prime-time sitcom schedule but also because it is the contemporary stage for young men and women to deal with the big questions about their lives. The similarities are worth considering for a moment. Starting in the mid-twentieth century, adolescence extended childhood until 18 as American teenagers were herded away from the fields and the workplace and into that new institution, the high school. For a long time, the poor and recent immigrants were not part of adolescent life; they went straight to work because their families couldn’t afford the lost labor and income. But overall, the country had grown rich enough to carve out space and time to create a more highly educated citizenry and workforce.3 Teenagers quickly became a marketing and cultural phenomenon. They also earned their own psychological profile. One of the most influential of the psychologists of adolescence was Erik Erikson, who described the stage as a “moratorium,” a limbo between childhood and adulthood characterized by role confusion, emotional turmoil, and identity conflict.


As with adolescents in the twentieth century, preadults have been waitlisted for adulthood. Preadulthood is also a response to particular social and economic conditions that create much uncertainty and angst.4 A demanding economy lengthened adolescence, already an extension of childhood, into the decade or more of preadulthood. Marketers and culture-creators help promote preadulthood as a lifestyle (including, but hardly limited to, sex, drugs, and rock and roll.) Similar to adolescence, preadulthood is a class-based social phenomenon reserved for the relatively well-to-do. Poor and working-class twentysomethings who don’t get a four-year college degree are not in a position to compete for the more satisfying jobs of the knowledge economy. Their trajectory during the years before adulthood is its own more troubling story, one that will have to be a subject for a different book.5


Preadults differ in one major respect from adolescents. They write their own biographies—and from scratch. Sociologists have a useful term: “life script.”6 It refers to a particular society’s ordering of large life events. Though life scripts vary according to a society’s economy and culture, the archetypal plot is deeply rooted in our biological nature. It starts with infancy and childhood. Puberty, or sexual maturity, then signals readiness for marriage and child-rearing, as well as for what were almost always gender-based work requirements. Inexorably, next came waning fertility, declining health, and demise. As societies grew more complex, the period between sexual maturity and marriage elongated, as it did when adolescence became a common part of the life story. But adolescence did not change the large Roman numerals of the script. Adults continued to be those who took over the primary tasks of the economy and culture. For women, the central task usually involved the day-to-day rearing of the next generation; for men, the protection of and provision for their wives and children. Follow the script and become an adult, a temporary custodian, until your own old age and death, of the social order.


Unlike adolescents, however, preadults don’t know what is supposed to come next. They’re not sure what the gender scripts are, if there are any. They’re not even sure what the word “adult” means.7 We’ve already seen how tangled the route to adult work identity has become. Marriage and parenthood also come in many forms or can be skipped altogether. No wonder, then, that a lot of twenty- or thirtysomethings find themselves suffering through a “quarterlife crisis,” a period of depression and worry over the shape of their lives. With no life outline to rely on, they struggle with their own private development hell.


Given the import and rigors of contemporary career-building along with the copious choices that have to be pondered, preadults who do marry and start families do so later than ever before in human history, just as they often—though far less than media reports suggest—move back in with their parents. Husbands or wives and children (and apartments) are a drag on the footloose life required along the early career track and identity search. Preadulthood has also confounded the primordial search for a mate. It has delayed a stable sense of identity, dramatically expanded the pool of possible spouses, mystified courtship routines, and helped to throw into doubt the very meaning of marriage.


For women especially, late marriage represents a paradigm shift, a revolution in both behavior and values. Up until very recently, the central fact about a woman in her twenties and early thirties was that she was a wife and mother, whether a 23-year-old from Ming, China, or a 26-year-old in Mad Men, America. Most human beings have had to endure a standard of living where a woman, or man for that matter, would have trouble surviving on her or his own; this is still the case today in the undeveloped world, where girls are married off by the age of 18 or considerably younger by parents eager to have one fewer mouth to feed. History is varied enough that there were some women who did not marry and lived with relatives, who didn’t marry until their mid-twenties (the norm in northeast Europe through much of the early modern period), who couldn’t conceive, or who had other important social roles as well as motherhood. They were the exceptions. Even in the United States in 1970, college graduates were married within a year of graduation, that is, before they turned 23, and the large majority went on to have children after a year or two.8


Today’s college-educated 23-year-old woman, of course, has other plans. Big plans. In a complete reversal of the expectations of their female ancestors and even their own mothers, marriage and children for preadult women are optional, or at any rate not anything to be thinking about now. What is not optional is the same for both women and men: finding work that will bring meaning and money to their lives. By large margins, young women say it is very important that they be “economically set” before they even consider getting married.9 Women’s determination to achieve financial independence before marriage is something very new, and it is at the very heart of preadulthood.


People generally chalk up the revolution in women’s ambitions to three interrelated forces: the birth control pill, feminism, and changes in discrimination law. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, the explanation is true but incomplete. To make work central to their lives, young women may have had to escape sexism and unplanned pregnancies, but they also had to be freed from the demands of ordinary preindustrial life. Thanks to what is sometimes called the second industrial revolution, that freedom was on its way considerably before the pill hit pharmacy shelves. In the mid-nineteenth century, improved contraceptives were reducing the number of children keeping women confined. By the early twentieth century, women, and men for that matter, were being relieved of other ancient forms of domestic labor by textile mills, household electricity, indoor plumbing, factory-made food goods, and the like. At the same time, medical advances helped women escape the debilitating injuries that so frequently followed childbirth. Second-wave feminism transformed the American scene beginning in the mid-1960s only after middle-class women had thoroughly overcome the miseries of preelectrical, pre–indoor plumbing, and pre-antibiotic domestic life. And only then could they responsibly raise daughters who would put work at the center of their ambitions.


And that’s exactly what they did. Feminist-influenced mothers and fathers began grooming their daughters for the workplace like prize horses. To some extent, their zeal was related to the larger phenomenon commonly called “soccer” parenting, which has kept both girls and boys busier than CEOs. Preparing their kids for the competition for name-brand college degrees that would lead to the best knowledge economy jobs, parents treated their kids like top athletes training for the gold. They hovered over their homework and hauled them from swim practice to violin lessons to drama club.10 By the 1990s, as experts warned of a crisis in female self-esteem, girls became the particular focus of parents’ obsessions. Cultural institutions and marketers joined to celebrate girl power; even the government became a “you-go-girl” cheering section. Girls could be anything they wanted: astronaut, biochemist, president, or speaker of the House. Unlike the damsels of the past, they should not bother their brainy heads with thoughts of marriage and children. With some effort, they could become what psychologist Dan Kindlon calls “alpha girls.”11 And for alphas, independence and career success were—and are—the goal.


For the scenario to work, there had to be not just an end to self doubt but also a large inventory of gratifying, high-paying jobs. It made no sense to spend so much energy grooming girls to struggle for secretarial jobs or for a very limited number of law and editorial positions. Chapter 3’s subject is the continuing technological and economic progress that produced the sorts of jobs to make women happily career-minded. Globalization, improved productivity, and a digital revolution propelled a massive shift in the economy, away from manufacturing to knowledge and services—to women’s great advantage. “The post-industrial economy is indifferent to men’s size and strength,” explains Hanna Rosin in her popular article “The End of Men.”12 The knowledge economy, by contrast, multiplies opportunities in such fields as law, media, public relations, fashion, graphic and product design, book publishing, communications, and retail, where the few women who had pursued careers in the past had generally gravitated.


Academics have seriously understated just how much this economic and technological shift has provided the infrastructure for feminist success. These shifts helped to proliferate new media while also flooding the market with cheap consumer goods. We’ve already seen an example of how contemporary media, with all of its current options, has expanded the labor market for educated young workers. The arrival of so many cheap consumer goods had the same effect. Shoes, sofas, refrigerators, MP3 players, and all of the other goodies now affordable for just about everyone in developed economies need to be designed, advertised, branded, contracted, and capitalized. The companies producing them have to have managers, planners, public relations specialists, lawyers, and accountants.


Some analysts have suggested that men are less suited than women to some of these jobs, particularly those in communication and design. These are jobs that rely on such avowedly “female” traits as aesthetic awareness, sensitivity, intuition, and a willingness to collaborate—not to mention a consumer mindset. (As busy as they are writing copy or diagnosing a lung disease, women remain the dominant consumers.) Whether these qualities are innately feminine or not, this much is clear: in most knowledge jobs, including leadership positions whose requirements now emphasize “emotional intelligence,” women are easily men’s equals. It’s worth noting that the success of young women has become an international affair, creating what I’ll be calling the New Girl Order. Women are outperforming men in school and entry-level jobs even in such places as South Korea, Poland, and China. Why? These countries never had a vocal feminist movement—but they do have a growing knowledge sector.


That brings us at last to the question of where the good men have gone. The preadult guy story is rather different from that for women. Yes, men have found plenty of cool jobs in the knowledge economy. They continue to pursue careers in journalism, law, medicine, publishing, and government, of course, though they are now the minority in some of those fields. It’s striking, however, how much the workplace has been segregated. Far more than anyone might have predicted, in the twenty-first century knowledge economy and even among the college educated, a lot of guys continue to do “guy stuff” and a lot of girls, “girl stuff.” Young men dominate the hugely expanded tech sector; the immense video game industry is also the happy home for many young men. They are the majority force in the testosterone-infected financial domain and at the dozen or so sports channels.


Still, by most accounts, young men are not showing the same focus or resilience that supervisors and professors notice among women. This is not the case for all men by any means. Plenty of guys graduate college with a résumé to rival or surpass the most enterprising alpha girls. But there is a large and prominent group of men who hit their twenties and seem unsure what’s expected of them.


Chapters 4 and 5 delve into the mystery of what I call the child-man, the cultural antithesis of the alpha girl. Preadulthood was a product of trends that took shape in the middle of the twentieth century but peaked in the 1990s. The child-man took a similarly long time to materialize. Men have been struggling with finding an acceptable adult male identity since at least the mid-nineteenth century. We often hear about the miseries of women confined to the domestic sphere once men began to work in offices and factories away from home. It seems that men didn’t much like the arrangement either. They balked at the stuffy propriety of the bourgeois parlor as they did later at the banal activities of the suburban living room. They turned to hobbies and adventures, such as hunting and fishing. In the midcentury, fathers who had refused to put down the money to buy those newfangled stelevisions when they first arrived in stores changed their minds when the networks began broadcasting boxing matches and baseball games. The arrival in the 1950s of Playboy seemed like the ultimate protest against male domestication—think of the refusal of adult manhood implied by the title alone.


The playboy was a prologue for the contemporary child-man in his disregard for domestic life. Unlike the playboy with his jazz- and art-filled pads, however, the boy rebel of today is a creature of the animal house. In the 1990s, Maxim, the hugely popular rude and lewd “lad” magazine, arrived from England. Its philosophy and tone were so juvenile, so entirely undomesticated, it made Playboy look like Camus. By the 2000s, young men were tuning in to such cable channels as Comedy Central, the Cartoon Network, and Spike, whose shows reflected the adolescent male preferences of its targeted male audiences. They watched movies with such overgrown boy actors as Steve Carrell, Luke and Owen Wilson, Jim Carrey, Adam Sandler, Will Ferrell, and Seth Rogen, the star of the aforementioned Knocked Up, and cheered their awesome car crashes, fart jokes, breast and crotch shots, explosions, beer pong competitions, and other frat-boy pranks. Americans had always struck foreigners as youthful, even childlike, in their energy and optimism. But this? This was something different—not just youthful but, quite literally, retarded.


Commentators most commonly describe these juvenile predilections as evidence of a media-inspired backlash against feminism. Boys went to school thinking they were going on a journey to the top jobs, goes the theory, and what they got instead was a girl-powered campus and labor market. They have rebelled by pledging themselves to the Guy Code—the term comes from the sociologist Michael Kimmel—treating women as objects of hormonal revenge and making “you’re-so-gay” quips with their bros.13 But child-men, as we’ve seen, have a long Western pedigree. They don’t look much like a disappointed ruling class, especially the awkward geeks and sad-sack emo-boys in their ranks. If you watch closely, you’ll notice a meta-quality to the child-man media, whether Maxim or Will Ferrell’s Old School, a tendency to wink at the contemporary man’s shallowness and puerility, as if the dudes know full well just how ridiculous they are.


More likely, the child-man is a reaction to a widespread cultural uncertainty about men, an uncertainty considerably aggravated by preadulthood. It’s been an almost universal rule of civilization that whereas girls became women simply by reaching physical maturity, boys had to pass a test. They needed to demonstrate courage, physical prowess, or mastery of the necessary skills. The goal was to prove their competence as protectors of women and children; this was always their primary social role. Today, however, with women moving ahead in an advanced economy, provider husbands and fathers are now optional, and the character qualities men had needed to play their role—fortitude, stoicism, courage, fidelity—are obsolete and even a little embarrassing.


This makes the preadult man something like an actor in a drama in which he only knows what he shouldn’t say. He has to compete in a fierce job market but can’t act too bossy or self confident. He should be sensitive but not paternalistic, smart but not cocky. To deepen his predicament, because he is single, his advisers and confidants are generally undomesticated dudes just like him. Single men have never been civilization’s most responsible actors; they continue to be more troubled and less successful than men who deliberately choose to become husbands and fathers. If, without an adult male playbook, some of them live in rooms decorated with Star Wars posters and crushed beer cans and treat women like disposable estrogen toys, well, we can be disgusted, but we shouldn’t be surprised.


This is the not-very-promising background for preadult men and women as they look for sex and love, the subject of Chapter 6. Whether in private conversations with their friends or on websites with such names as Relationshit.com, Heartlessbitches.com, and Dating-is-hell.net, they list their complaints. Women say guys are immature, uncivil, and utterly unfathomable. Men appear interested in them, even eager; they make plans for future dates to go to concerts and dinner or even a ski trip to Colorado together, and then suddenly and inexplicably stop answering messages. (One young woman I know was so puzzled by one of these disappearing acts that she checked the obituaries.) Men grouse about women who can’t decide if they want equality or chivalry. One day a woman gives you the evil eye for opening the door for her; the next, she is annoyed if you text instead of call.


Once men and women are equals, many of the old rules of dating don’t make sense any more. Those rules are hanging around anyway. Though they may make less money than women, men are still expected to pick up the restaurant or bar check, at least in the early stages of a relationship. Women may sleep with you on a first date if they don’t care if they see you again, but may “save themselves” if they do. Women want chocolates on Valentine’s Day—or better yet, a weekend in Paris. After a few years of dating in their first years out of college, a lot of men begin to suspect that women are not as new a breed as had been advertised. Yes, they can be as casual about sex as the guys in the locker room. No, they’re not just husband-hunting, especially in their twenties. Still, they seem strangely indifferent to the sensitive, nice guys that parents and teachers assured boys was the way to a liberated woman’s heart. The putative disconnect between what women say they want and the men they actually choose has led to a thriving industry of gurus and dating coaches teaching child-men to become “pick-up artists.” According to their theory, which is commonly described as “game,” women prefer domineering, alpha men. To find women, men have to project confidence, vigor, and a hint of aloof mystery, precisely the qualities they had been warned against by their mothers and teachers.


Whether devotees of game are right or not, one thing is clear: ancient habits continue to break through postcollegiate gender ideals like weeds through cracks in the pavement. Educated women may fool around with their trainers, but even the highest-paid attorneys and businesswomen will tie the knot only with men who are (at least) their status equals. It is true that college-educated men are no longer marrying their pretty secretaries or nurses. They want highly educated wives who will help them produce children with the smarts needed for the competitive knowledge economy. Though preadults say they will only settle for soul mates, they barter their way through the mating market in ways that would bring a knowing smile to Edith Wharton’s face. Here’s just one charming example: the Ivy Plus Society, a networking group that “brings together young alumni from a select group of schools to create a community of talented, dynamic individuals.” Translation: no one here wants to date losers from state universities or such second-tier colleges as Sarah Lawrence and Bowdoin. “I’ve been in the city three years and dated girls who are legitimate models, and that gets old,” one member who works in private equity told the New York Times in an article about the society. “I have high standards.”14


The gap between preadult ideals and Darwinian realities only widens as women reach their thirties. Thirtysomething women, such as Laura Nolan and Julie Klausner whom we met at the beginning of this introduction, face a painful contradiction: by 35, their fertility is in decline. As some cruel god would have it, that’s the same time they confront a diminishing pool of interested men. Social attitudes toward working women may have undergone a revolution, but the rules of sex appeal have not. As women move into their thirties and forties, they remain less enticing to younger men than men of that age are to younger women. Men who at 23 may have felt like the class dork find their stride by 30. Women are on the opposite trajectory. Sexism? Evolution? It doesn’t really matter; it’s not going away.


Between his lack of familial responsibilities, his relative affluence, and an entertainment media devoted to his every pleasure, the single young man can live in pig’s heaven—and he often does. He has plenty of time—at least he thinks so from his sad little apartment—to become a mensch. Women put up with him for a while, but then in fear and disgust they either decide to change their plans and give up on the husband and kids or they go to the sperm bank and get the DNA without the troublesome child-man attached. They’re probably not thinking about it this way, but their choice only legitimizes the guy’s attachment to the sandbox. Why should he grow up? No one needs him anyway. He has nothing he’s got to do.


Might as well grab the remote and have another beer.
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PREADULTS AND THEIR BRILLIANT CAREERS


What should I do with my life? Good question. As it happens, it’s also the title of a popular 2002 book by writer Po Bronson. What Should I Do With My Life? spent twenty-two weeks on the best-seller list as a hardcover; as a paperback it hung around for another twelve. More than seven years later, it’s still going strong.1


There’s a good reason for that. Bronson’s book taps into a remarkable but poorly understood shift in American life. Today in the United States and in much of the developed world, people—especially educated, middle-class people—can ask that question and answer it however they want. This may seem like a banal observation, a little like noting that Burger King customers can “have it their way.” It’s not. As a mass phenomenon, a largely open-ended what-should-I-do-with-my-life question is a cultural novelty, one that has fundamentally transformed the life script for a good chunk of the American population.


For, as many twenty- and thirtysomethings and their dismayed parents are discovering, searching for an answer to the question means taking a lot longer to grow up. In the past, the young followed a script that everyone tacitly understood and only a few outliers veered from. In preindustrial and even to a large extent in industrial societies, no one asked “What do you want to do with your life?” because with minor exceptions, no one was in a position to ask. People knew within certain parameters what work they would do, where they would live, in which tribe or religion or village or town they would find their wives or husbands, and how they would raise their kids, who would likely follow the same path as they did when they grew up. In many parts of the world—think of most of Africa, the Middle East, rural Asia, and some religious communities in the United States—life continues to unfold in this way.


In the United States since the middle of the twentieth century, the usual biography went like this: 1. childhood and schooling; 2. adolescence and end of schooling; 3. a job (for men always, for women sometimes); 4. marriage; 5. children; and 6. old age and the great beyond. There were individual choices within the confines of the script. Number 4, for instance, the identity of one’s spouse, was a major decision in people’s lives. People generally made that decision in their early or mid-twenties, meaning by that time—certainly by thirty—they were full-fledged grown-ups, settled and already raising the next generation to follow the same script they had.


By contrast, today in your twenties and early thirties you are probably still only booting up. These are the years you figure out what to do with your life, to write the outlines of your own personal biography, and in the current environment, that takes some trial and error. Young people wander from job to job while they try to decide what kind of career they want. They move from apartment to apartment, city to city, country to country, sometimes adding an extensive pit stop in their childhood bedrooms, while they figure out where they want to settle. They go through one-night stands, dates, girlfriends and boyfriends, multiyear live-in relationships, breakups, and even “starter marriage” divorces while they decide with whom, if anyone, they should spend their lives. They decide when to start a family. Or they decide never to start a family. You write your own script, design your own plan. “Work How You Want, Live Where You Want, Be What You Want to Be,” goes the motto of a website weirdly but not inaccurately called “the Untemplater.”


The slow road to adulthood has been under construction since the late 1960s but only in the last ten years have its main features become clear enough for social scientists to conclude that we are witnessing the appearance of a new stage of life. The twentieth century gave us adolescence; the twenty-first—give or take a decade—is giving us the single twenty- and thirtysomething. Jeffrey Arnett, a professor at the University of Maryland whose books and conferences make him the top academic entrepreneur on the topic, has labeled the phase “emerging adulthood.” Others refer to “the transition to adulthood,” or “not quite adults.”2 The popular media has tried out terms like “adultescence,” “quarterlife,” “boom erang generation,” and “twixters.”3


I prefer the term preadulthood. Without stable employment, quasi-permanent independent residence, wives, husbands, or children, “adult” seems premature. Preadults themselves have the feeling of being in transition. True, these days 50- or 60-year-olds might grapple with the same sentiment, but they’re kidding themselves. Even today when grown-ups commonly divorce and remarry, retrain, and move from Boston to Seattle, we still think of the adult as having a stable identity. Preadults, on the other hand, are undefined and unformed. Neuroscientists would confirm the truth of this for at least younger twentysomethings because their brains are still developing.4 They may be legally adults and, if necessary, capable of fending entirely for themselves, but they lack the social identity that comes with being settled into a home, occupation, and marital family that humans have almost always associated with adult maturity. Preadults are not there yet.


Scholars were not the only ones to sense the arrival of an important new demographic. Savvy marketers and Hollywood creatives also smelled preadult spirit. By the mid-1990s, instead of invading the ’burbs after marrying and having baby number one, armies of single twenty- and thirtysomethings went the other direction, into American cities, to ponder what to do with their lives. Much to the advantage of other city-dwellers, they transformed such neighborhoods as Murray Hill and Williamsburg in New York; much of Austin, Texas; Capitol Hill in Seattle; Logan Square in Chicago; and just about anywhere in Portland, a city that by the early 2000s was the mecca of preadult professionals.5
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