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To the loves of my life, Cecilia, Cali, and Cybele


Chapter 1

A Childing We Will Go

Children and Adults First!

“ WHICH CAME FIRST, THE CHICKEN OR THE EGG?”

I’ve just posed this philosophical oldie but goodie to a group of third graders in Iowa. Elementary schools are a frequent stop in my sojourns around the world holding Socratic give-and-takes. The meetings inspire those taking part to share an array of thought-provoking perspectives on questions we explore together. As I note in Socrates Café, my first book about my philosophical adventures, “I need children to philosophize with. No one questions, no one wonders, no one examines, like children. It’s not simply that children love questions, but that they live questions.” My view is kindred to that of the influential German existentialist philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883–1969), who held that “spontaneous philosophy”—the inescapable urge to ask profound questions and seek out answers, of a type that lead to a whole new host of questions, and answers—is in children’s DNA. For kids, this “Socratizing” is an existential thrill ride. The more unexpected twists and turns, the more surprising and novel the insights, the merrier they are.

I myself got the Socratic bug at age twelve, after my Greek grandmother, my yaya, Kalliope Casavarakis Philipou, gave me a handsome leather-bound English translation of Plato’s Socratic dialogues. She tweaked my cheek, as Greek grandmothers do, told me I had the blood of Socrates, and predicted that one day I would repeat his feat in modern contexts, engaging people anywhere and everywhere in philosophical inquiry. I read the book from cover to cover, again and again. Socrates rocked. His notion that each of us could and should become our own best questioners and thinkers spoke to me.

Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), the German philosopher who made a lasting name for himself with his existential explorations, considered Socrates the “purest thinker of the West,” because the Athenian believed that the questions posed were more important than the answers arrived at. My affinity with Socrates lies more in the fact that, to him, even the most convincing answers were never meant to be final, but merely a way station for using one’s imagination and experiences to develop a whole new host of questions. The long and short of it is that my yaya ruined my life. From that point forward, the idea of having normal career aspirations would not do. I wanted to be a Socratic seeker. Which is who I’ve become.

I started my first Socrates Café way back in 1996 in a cozy coffeehouse in Montclair, New Jersey. I shared the sensibility of the fifth century BC philosopher that continual close encounters with others of a philosophical kind, engaging in impassioned yet thoughtful exchanges of ideas and ideals, is a portal to sculpting what the Greeks of old called arete—all-around excellence of a sort that is an individual and collective pursuit rolled into one. Socrates Café went on to become something of a phenomenon, an oasis of reasonableness in a desert of rising intolerance and fundamentalism taking place around the world. Hundreds of groups now convene far and wide in public places and spaces, including cyberspace, but also in brick-and-mortar locales like schools, churches, community centers, nursing homes, prisons, shelters for homeless families, libraries, even daycare centers.

Socrates Café still has momentum after all this time. As motley people break philosophical bread together on a regular basis, close connections are often forged among the strangest bedfellows. If you were a fly on the wall at one of these gatherings, you’d see that Socrates Café-goers in action are an inquisitive, open, curious, and playful bunch—childlike, in a word. I’m fond of saying that Socrates Café is for “children of all ages,” because these gatherings bring out our innate inquisitiveness and sense of wonder. Speaking of children, over the years I have held thousands of dialogues around the globe with our youngest, both inside and outside the hallowed halls of formal learning. Their beautiful minds think in a brilliant array of colors, and their often-jarring and mind-bending insights help me see old conundrums in new lights.

At this latest philosophical soiree, no sooner do I put forward the chicken-and-egg question than eight-year-old Eva says right back to me, “Look, I know we’re in Iowa, and this is farm country and all, but I don’t know the first thing about chickens and eggs. I do know something about how human babies are born. My mom is an obstetrician. If I can refer to Homo sapiens instead of chickens, then I can tell you something about who comes first.”

Without waiting for my permission, Eva continues in a schoolmarmish tone, “An adult male and female member of the species have to mate in order to fertilize the female’s egg—and by adults, I mean biological ones who can produce eggs and sperms that can make babies.” She looks at Ms. Bunn, her third-grade teacher, and asks, “Is it sperm or sperms?” She gets no immediate reply from her disconcerted teacher, so goes on, “In real life, it boils down to this: the male has to impregnate the female with one of his sperm. If the impregnation is by artificial insemination, it still requires a mature male sperm. Once that sperm fuses with one of the female’s eggs—whether in the uterine tube or the test tube—the process of fertilization begins. Eventually, if everything goes as planned, the fused cells form a zygote, or fertilized egg, which keeps dividing in more and more specialized ways. Then, about nine months later, a fully developed baby is born.”

She turns her attention back to me. “I have no idea where these first baby-makers—much less chick-makers—came from. But they had to have come first, because they are the possessors of the eggs and sperm, or sperms—unless there is something like …” Eva struggles with the word “parthenogenesis,” and settles on “asexual reproduction.” She then goes on to say, “As is the case with flatworms and sharks, where the begetter and begettee are one and the same.”

Seth sort of nods. He’s not sure he has altogether understood Eva, to whom he’s taken a shine, but nonetheless he’s determined to support her. “Adult chickens and adult humans must have come first, because babies or chicks wouldn’t last long without them. Once the baby human or chick enters the world, then at least one adult has to be ready to take on the role of parent and raise it. Human babies, every bit as much as baby chicks, are helpless and defenseless creatures. Someone has to nourish them, watch over them, fend for them, or they’re not long for this world. In the case of humans, sometimes the adult or adults who care for a baby aren’t the same ones who made the baby. Sometimes it isn’t even an adult, but an older kid. But usually, it’s one or more of the original parents.”

Katrina now says, “Seth is right. Human parents have a job to do: it’s called parenting—raising children from babyhood, so they can grow into happy and healthy adults. You don’t ever hear anyone talking about childing, do you?”

“There should be a word like childing,” says Lauren. “Children give birth to parents. There wouldn’t be parents without children. Not only that, children raise parents. My mom and dad all the time tell me how they learn important lessons in life from me. They say I help them grow as human beings.”

“Children don’t just raise their own parents; they raise all of us of adult age who are privileged to be part of their lives,” says Ms. Bunn.

Then she says to me, “Earlier in the year, I’d shared the joyful news with my students that I was expecting a child. When I had a miscarriage, I tried to think of how to tell them. I kept putting it off. Then, one by one, each came to me in a private moment. They knew just what to say, and what not to say. Several told me that their moms had had miscarriages, but went on to have babies. I found strength and comfort in their gestures. They lifted me up from sorrow. I learned a great deal from how they reached out to me about how to reach out to others in their time of need.”

We sit in comfortable silence for a spell, until Eva says, “My parents aren’t the only ones who raise me. Ms. Bunn raises me too. So do other adults. There should be a word to describe that—adulting!” She thinks some more. “My friends raise me too. They stand up for me, protect me, call me on the carpet when I’m not being kind. They’re like an extended part of my family.”

To which Lauren says, “When it comes to raising one another, we’re all in this together, children and adults. We need one another to make sure we don’t shrivel like raisins.”

This inspires Seth to say, “Does that mean we all come first?”

A Childing We Will Go

Are these kids onto something? Many adults speak in glowing terms about how their lives are incalculably enhanced by the youngest among us. But do we really consider our brethren at the other end of the age spectrum our peers in matters of raising one another? Do our actions often belie our words?

When I enter the word “adulting,” my spell-check software changes it to “adulating.” The nerve. As if all adults merit adulation. When I refuse to let spell-check have its way, it remonstrates me with fiery red squiggly underlining. The message: this word does not exist. Just to be sure, I do an extensive search in a variety of dictionaries. Sure enough, adulting is not in our lexicon.

Then I type “childing.” Spell-check again tells me I’m barking up the wrong etymological tree. This time, I’m inclined to accept the verdict. Still, I double-check. Lo and behold, an enormous Merriam-Webster dictionary, a childhood Christmas gift, reveals that this word does indeed exist. It turns out that “childing” has been around for centuries, even if it did fall out of favor long ago.

Childing first arrived on the scene around 1250 AD. According to Merriam-Webster, the word denotes “being pregnant” or “bearing a child.” Robert Southey made use of the word in his stirring poem “The Battle of Blenheim,” published just before the turn of the nineteenth century. In it two children “with wonder-waiting eyes” ask a man named Old Kaspar what the 1704 war—in which allied troops under the Duke of Marlborough defeated the French and Bavarians under the French Marshal Camille d’Hostun, duc de Tallard—was all about. He tells them:


With fire and sword the country round

Was wasted far and wide,

And many a childing mother then,

And new-born baby died;

But things like that, you know, must be

At every famous victory.



About a century before Southey, William Shakespeare made matchless use of the term in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Oberon and Titania, the king and queen of the fairies, are engaged in a torrential tiff over whether a little boy from India whom Titania has taken under her wing and mothered since infancy belongs to her or to Oberon, who refers to the boy as his “charm,” as if a mere trifle. The acrimonious barbs the immortals hurl at one another reach such a crescendo that Mother Nature herself is thrown out of kilter. When Titania takes a moment to catch her breath, she surveys the aftermath.


The childing autumn, angry winter, change

Their wonted liveries; and the mazed world

By their increase, now knows not which is which.

And this same progeny of evils comes

From our debate, from our dissension;

We are their parents and original.



Just when autumn is aborning, winter muscles its discontented way into the picture. Not only have Titania and Oberon managed to upend the order of the seasons, but they’ve stirred autumn and winter into such a frenzy that it’s impossible to pry the two apart. Titania acknowledges that she and Oberon have “childed” this mayhem. The cautionary tale: be mindful of your actions, lest you “child” in unintended if not disastrous ways. If Titania subscribes to the Gaia hypothesis, which holds that all the world’s creations, inorganic and organic alike, are intimately interlocked, then she must have been dismayed that their immortal ability to throw the seasons into disarray confounded all the world’s creations.

I do some more digging. I unearth an old edition of Collins American Dictionary and find another definition of childing: “bearing a cluster of newer blossoms around an older blossom.” Such a rendering, if applied to the human condition, would indicate that there is no shedding of the old as we add the new, but a continual super-adding of the new to the old.

How can we best see to it that we blossom like flowers rather than shrivel like raisins? Is a philosophy of childing in order, as Lauren of the Iowa elementary school put it?

Never before has our culture been as child-centric as it is today, and yet, never before has childhood been as strained and pinched. Its serendipity and spontaneity is fast disappearing in our heavily vocationalized, over-scheduled culture. Kids are expected to be adults-in-training and to be thinking about college by the time they’re in third grade. To the extent that we’ve bought into this hyper-utilitarian notion of childhood, we not only do tremendous damage to kids, but to ourselves, severely constricting our possibilities for being all that we can be.

Sir Isaac Newton (1643–1727), one of the most important scientists of all time, singled out for praise René Descartes (1596–1650), dubbed the father of modern philosophy, for deepening and expanding his horizons for knowing both the inner and outer cosmos. “If I have seen a little further,” Newton claims in a February 6, 1675, letter to a friend, “it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.”

What if in order to see further in matters of human prospering, we must stand on the shoulders of our youngest? What if kids are giants when it comes to being paragons who chart groundbreaking paths of seeing and being and doing?

A “philosophy of childing” is called for, a systematic philosophical take grounded in powerful evidence from the human sciences about how we should treat children and what we can learn from the way young people process the world. Because in matters of human flourishing, we at times must take our cue from those with the least number of physical years under their belts. This is based on the perhaps-unsettling assertion that, without the able assistance and guidance of kids, we are apt to shrink mentally, emotionally, and cognitively with the passage of time. If we’re not vigilant, our sense of who we are can become fuzzier over time, diminishing our prospects for further development. Indeed, if we persist in denaturing our original nature, we’ll mistake rottenness for ripeness.

But all is far from lost; kids can show us the way out of this pitfall. By tapping into their unique talents and capacities, we can continue on an upward path of growth and development our whole lives. And we can return the favor in spades by ensuring that our youngest also have full and ample opportunity to flourish from a healthy core.

We can greatly expand our horizons regarding our development by taking a radically different approach to the boundaries between childhood and adulthood, paying far more attention to the former. By doing so, we can sustain our development along the meteoric lines with which it began, rather than let it lapse, as it too frequently does, into apathy, bitterness, and dullness as we become adults.

As I set about challenging and debunking much of the received “wisdom” about children, I draw on the gripping observations and arguments of a band of mostly modern philosophers who make a convincing case for the indispensable role that kids play in helping us become all we can be at every age and stage of our lives. These philosophers have the pluck to take on three of the most lionized philosophical and humanistic luminaries of all time—Plato (427/488–347/348 BC), Aristotle (384–322 BC), and Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592)—whose perspectives on themes central to human flowering—on human ages and stages, growth and shrinkage, play and work, identity and spiritedness—continue to play an outsized role. Leading developmental specialists across the disciplines (not to mention self-help gurus) have long been hoodwinked by their persuasive but unsupported prejudices about the youngest (and also, at times, the oldest) among us and what they have to offer if we are to thrive singly and together.

My principal aim, though, isn’t to “deconstruct” and just dismantle flimsy philosophical perspectives on children formulated by idolized ancients; rather, it’s to construct something more compelling and substantial in their place. To that end, I don’t just radically reassess long-dominant notions of what optimal “human being-ing” can be; instead, I attempt to do so in ways that present new possibilities to be considered. In doing so, I draw on the thinking of an alternative coterie of philosophers, many revered in their own right, whose philosophical thinking on the unique capacities of kids has received lamentably short shrift. Their iconoclastic if not heretical perspectives presage many of the groundbreaking findings today by researchers in cognitive science, psychology, and neuroscience, among other human sciences disciplines, who are confirming empirically some of their more disconcerting and exhilarating insights. Far from settling matters, this opens up new lines of inquiry for how we optimally can grow one another.

Why “grow” rather than “raise”? The verb “to raise” fits the bill in many ways: to lift up, to elevate, to set upright. The verb “to grow” incorporates various meanings of “to raise,” but it also offers additional avenues for evolution in the human sphere. The definition of “to grow” that is most profitable for my purposes is this one offered by Merriam-Webster: “to develop from a parent source.” A parent source that “childs.”

To better understand our potential for childing, I convene hither and yon with people of many ages and at many stations of life with an unquenchable love of asking “Why? Why? Why?” It’s my experience that it’s in a certain kind of group setting, with a method of inquiry that requires the sustained and thoughtful consideration of a variety of objections and alternatives to any given point of view, that we can most effectively hash out our highest ideas, our values, our visions for ourselves and one another, in this case about how we best unfold. And as I assert in Six Questions of Socrates, in crafting the dialogues for my books, I take my cue from Plato, and “use some license in fashioning the dialogues adapted here from the dialogues in which I took part, in order to reflect more faithfully the tone and tenor and substance of what took place. To this end, the actual dialogues best serve as a template from which to cull and structure and compose.”

As always, my objective as a speculative philosopher in the Socratic mold is not to come up with the last word, much less have the pretense to be all-encompassing. Rather, it’s to present promising new vantage points for consideration.

In the acclaimed journals of author Anaïs Nin (1903–1977), which she began writing at age eleven, she observes that “some people remind me of sharp dazzling diamonds. Valuable but lifeless and loveless. Others, of the simplest field flowers, with hearts full of dew and with all the tints of celestial beauty reflected in their modest petals.” She makes clear her preference for the latter, who have “a warmth and softness” that is lacking in those with “mere brilliancy and coldness” who are both the willful parents and originators of a host of ills. By all outward appearances, they may have grown up and out in brilliant fashion, but as we know, appearances are deceiving.

How can we child one another so that we are not crushed into diamonds, but able to flourish? As I set off in search of promising answers, I do so as a husband and a father of a young family who hopes to build on his modest efforts to help make this uncertain world a bit more livable and loveable, so that those “with hearts full of dew and with all the tints of celestial beauty reflected in their modest petals” can shine.


Chapter 2

Ages and Stages

Stagecraft

WHAT IS MAN? A STAGE-CRAFTER, FOR ONE, IN THAT IT’S A NATURAL impulse to define and assess the various stages of life. Witness the relentless attempts over the millennia to carve out sets of ages and stages that tell the definitive story of our growth and development. Two of the most influential modern stage-crafters focused only on childhood, due to their premise that the first years of life are all-determining in the formation of our adulthood personality.

The theory of Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) of our psychosexual development describes a process during which our personality and sexual drives, instincts and appetites evolve in a series of five fixed stages from birth to adolescence. The eight cognitive stages of Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) detail our intellectual progress from infancy to the latter years of youth. The developmental psychologist and psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (1902–1994) and the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875–1961), on the other hand, carved out human stages that run the course of our lives; they maintained that we continue to grow and change in distinctive ways well into our adult years. Erikson distinguished eight stages of psychosocial development, each with its unique crises that one must confront and overcome in order to have a healthy sense of self. Jung marked out four broad stages in our personality’s progression through distinct levels of consciousness, which starts out hazy but becomes increasingly heightened, until one reaches old age. Though not as well-known, even more types of stages have since been “discovered.” For instance, Yale psychologist Daniel Levinson (1920–1994) identified four adult stages—pre-adulthood, early adulthood, middle adulthood, and late adulthood—in each of which one’s life outlook and commitments alter markedly.

These stage-crafters’ attempts to divvy up stages and come up with distinguishing characteristics for each are meant to be scientific and as such, provide a theoretical explanation and foundation for determining how best to go about flourishing in an optimal way. According to each theorist, only successful completion of each stage will leave us with an elevated sense of well-being and a healthy self-image. On the other hand, failure to do so usually takes a lasting toll and results in aberrant development.

Once upon a time, philosophers got in on the stage-crafting act in a big way, lending to the undertaking their peculiar slants on the world of human experience. Greco-Roman philosopher, mathematician, and astronomer Ptolemy (90–168 AD) asserted that the universe’s seven heavenly spheres held sway over seven matching stages of human life. He was convinced that each planet influenced our life stages by its speed of movement around the zodiac, with the fastest—the moon, which speeds around the earth—associated with birth, and the slowest, Saturn, tied to the last years of life. The enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) identified six ages of human maturation—the age of infancy (birth to age two), the age of sensation or nature (three to twelve), the age of ideas (at the onset of puberty), the age of sentiment (puberty to age twenty), the age of marriage and social responsibility (from age twenty-one on), and finally, the age of happiness. Rousseau believed that the older we get, the more richly and deeply we experience life—until about age sixty, when our powers begin to wane. The Spanish liberal philosopher José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955) believed the four biological stages mirror our advancement in “the knowing of life.” As he put it, “What are called the ages of man—childhood, youth, maturity, and old age—more than differences in the condition of our bodies signify different stages in the experience of life,” with each offering its singular set of insights.1 The Danish philosopher, theologian, and social critic Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) contended that humans potentially ascend three stages: the aesthetic (the life of pleasure), the ethical (in which one grows up and accepts responsibility for one’s conduct), and at the apex, the religious stage (in which one becomes, as he put it in his famous work Fear and Trembling, a “knight of faith” and embraces God). To Kierkegaard, we pass through these stages—which represent modes of being—“on life’s way” toward realizing our true self. But many of us may never advance beyond the first or the second stage and attain the ultimate stage, the religious. Kierkegaard’s stage are aspirational; we can only ascend them with will, purpose, and direction. Even if these assays at stage-crafting reveal as much or more about the individuals who devised them as they do the rest of us, they’ve driven the way we relate to one another, govern one another, raise and educate our young. The typical aim is to “universalize” the human equation in some way. This facilitates, for better or worse, the creation in modern times of standardized models for assessing our development and for implementing one-size-fits-all gauges of our cognitive, emotional, mental, and motor development.

Whatever stage theory or theories you subscribe to can be a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. If the stage theory you embrace holds out the promise that you can continue to evolve, adapt, create until your dying day—perhaps in unanticipated or far different ways than when you were younger—this can have a decisive influence on how you live. But if it leads you to conclude that your growth path is largely foreordained, this can prove a convenient crutch to justify doing little with your life, or at least, not as much as you otherwise might.

When it comes to human flowering, do any of the stage theories invented so far come close to circumscribing our growth and development? Are they overly constricted, distorted, or do some—or some combination—get it just about right?

Exit Stage Left

I’m with a group of sixth graders and seniors—a baker’s dozen of each—at a community center near Montclair, New Jersey, where I established my first Socrates Café group in 1996 (the group continues to meet weekly after all these years). At one of the first Socrates Cafés I convened all those years ago, I met Ahmed, now seventy-one, the center’s activities director who invited me to preside over this latest session. Once a month, the school kids rendezvous with seniors here. I relish opportunities to inquire with our youngest and oldest together. Those close to the beginning and the end of the human life cycle have a kindred curiosity, openness, and honesty, and they share enthusiasm for following a line of inquiry wherever it happens to lead. (Another reason they have such an affinity might be that they have a common antagonist—adults of parenting age.)

In the days leading up to this gathering, I’d immersed myself in the works of luminaries who’d constructed influential stage theories. By the time I arrive, my mind is swimming in stage theory. I survey my captive audience, seated around tables in groups of four—two adults and two children at each—sipping coffee, tea, or juice. I find myself wondering if any of the stage theories I’ve read about remotely do them justice? Before I know it, I find myself asking them, “What stage of life are you in?”

No sooner has the question popped out of my mouth than eleven-year-old Whitney says, “I’m in a forgetful stage. When my mom or dad or teacher asks me to do something—power down my iPod, submit a homework assignment to our online Blackboard site, take out the compost—next thing I know, I’ve forgotten all about it. I’m not trying to be difficult, as they choose to think. It’s just that I have so much else on my mind. This is the first time I’ve fallen in love, and it’s all I can do to think about anyone or anything else but my true love.” If I’m not mistaken, her beau gives himself away with sudden face-reddening and seat-squirming.

“You’re not in a forgetful stage,” Isadora, eighty-three, tells her. “When I was your age, I went through the same thing. My parents called me ‘flighty.’ My mind was in a million places at once. The wonders of the world, the dawning of love and romance, my own rising awareness of myself as a living, thinking, creating human … my goodness, it’s enough to make anyone forget run-of-the-mill tasks. You’ll learn how to better compartmentalize your thoughts and feelings over time.”

“You’re not going through a stage at all. You’re going through a phase that’s a normal part of your stage of life, early youth,” Isadora next says to Whitney. “A stage marks a clear transition, while a phase is part of a series of passages within a stage. For instance, there are phases within the three stages in childbirth.”

The children (who like most their age are fascinated by the topic of birth) ask Isadora, who was a midwife for more than forty years, to tell them more.

“The first stage marks when labor begins,” she says. “It has early, active, and transition phases that take place before the changeover to the second stage, when the mother begins to push the baby out. In the third stage, the baby enters the world, and the placenta follows. The fourth stage is recovery, when, if there are no medical issues to attend to, mommy and baby spend some quality time bonding.”

“Isn’t there a fifth stage?” says Maia. “After the baby is born and becomes an official part of your family? That was a distinct transition for me. I’d been an only child for seven years when my triplet sisters were born.”

“Well, that’s right,” Isadora says. “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but that should be considered a stage too.” She thinks some more. “The same could be said for other distinct changes in our lives—becoming a parent or grandparent, losing a parent or grandparent, getting married, divorced. All of those could be considered stages.”

“Are those stages or milestones?” I ask.

“Maybe milestones,” she says after some thought. “Or maybe stepping stones—watershed moments that lead to new possibilities for your development.”

“I can’t decide whether I’m in the ‘what do I want to be when I grow up’ stage or phase,” I then say. “I’ve never grown out of it, so does that mean it’s a phase that extends throughout my life? Among other avocations, I still hope there’s time to be a lawyer, a toymaker, an actor, an astronomer, a novelist.”

“I ask myself all the time what I want to be when I grow up,” says Harry, ten. “Maybe for some it’s a stage, and for others, like you, it’s kind of a permanent phase. For my dad, it was a stage. He decided when he was my age that he wanted to be a fireman, and that’s what he became. He’s never dreamed of being anything else.”

“For me, it’s a recurrent phase,” says Isadora. “It comes out like clockwork with great intensity every several years, and then goes back into hibernation. I still dream of being a veterinarian, an actress, a songwriter.” She sighs. “Those will just remain dreams.” Then she turns to Whitney and says, “While you’re going through a forgetful phase in your childhood stage that you’ll get over, I am getting more and more plain forgetful. It will only get worse. It’s part of aging, the process in which your biological parts, including your thinking parts, wear out over time. It’s a stage I won’t exit from until I die.”

“Can it be a stage then?” asks Whitney. “Isn’t a stage something you pass through?”

“A stage is something you enter, sometimes by choice, sometimes not, just as it’s not always something you exit, even when you could if you wanted to,” says Ahmed. “You can enter, or exit, some stages kicking and screaming. I entered the old-age stage of life that way, I didn’t want any part of this biological stage, even if it can’t be avoided if you live long enough.

“With more and more infirmities to deal with, it does limit me from doing many of the things I most enjoy. On the other hand, just because I’m in this stage doesn’t mean I have to become a grumpy old man and resign myself to the belief that now that I’m on the dark side of the biological mountain, I can’t have an enjoyable life. I read more now, think more. I’ve taken up painting, even dabbled in poetry. If I was as active now as I was even a few years back, I wouldn’t be doing these things, which I’ve come to enjoy tremendously. I plan to leave this world just as I entered it—kicking and screaming. I love each day, and I rebel against the idea that this stage of my life can’t be as meaningful in its way as my earlier life stages.”

This brings eleven-year-old Chad to say, “My dad says I’m in a ‘rebellious stage.’ By that he means I’m questioning and challenging authority—his authority. I used to never question him. Even if he said something outrageous like, ‘I would never trust a Muslim,’ I let it slide. These days, I take him on. I’m at a stage in life where I want reasons. My dad would like to think that what I’m going through is just a phase. He says he’s more careful about what he says around me now, for fear I’ll jump down his throat. I’ve done no such thing. He should appreciate that I want to know why he’s coming from where he’s coming from. That helps me figure out better my own views on things.”

Virginie, seventy-nine, has given Chad her undivided attention as she crochets a shawl with intricate patterns. “My husband thinks I’m in a rebellious stage, too. ‘Go along to get along’ was my motto. Our relationship was in a well-established forty-three-year rut. I never thought of it in terms of good or bad. It was what it was. That began to change after one of my granddaughters invited me to a ‘stitch and bitch’ knitting session at her house. At first, I blushed to high heaven at some of the things they shared openly. I didn’t hold my own in the conversations—what did I have to say of any interest?—but I was a good listener. They kept inviting me back, and soon I began to open up. Soon I became an excellent ‘bitcher’ in my own right.

“My husband is slow to the take but even he began to detect the change in me. I’ve become what he calls ‘sassy,’ what you here would call bitchy. I want in my relationship what those young women have, to be equal partners in an intimate relationship. My husband remains convinced that what I’m experiencing is ‘just a phase’ I’ll pass through. Not pass through as in go forward, but as in, go backward, regress to being who I used to be. If anything, I’ll just get bitchier. I want what I want. He’s in the Stone Age stage. I’ll keep trying to bring him into what is commonly referred to as the twenty-first century. If he doesn’t come along for the ride, I’ll leave him and move into a group home with some other bitchy and rebellious old ladies.”

Everyone claps.

Soon afterward, Meng, seventy-nine, says, “My wife and I went our separate ways several years ago, after a half-century together. Ever since I entered the old-age stage, I’ve been in a state of crisis. I sailed through midlife, no crisis at all. But I had a late-life crisis starting around the time I turned sixty-five. I pined for my youthful years. I got bogged down in what I didn’t do rather than what I’ve accomplished, and can still accomplish. My therapist has helped me understand that I’ve gone through distinct stages within this stage—denial, anger, and a stage she calls ‘replay,’ where I attempt to return to my lost youth. My wife loved me, showed great understanding for what I was going through, and for my frailties, but even she had her limits. I don’t blame her for leaving me. She forgave me after my first affair, but not the one that followed. Only after we divorced did I seek help and begin to deal with my crisis.

“At last I can safely say I’m entering the stage of acceptance—but not resignation.” His wizened face breaks into a smile. “I’m still finding my way, but I’m enjoying this stage of life now. In some ways, without pretending to be any younger chronologically than I am. Being in one’s seventies is ‘the new old age.’ Hell, with life expectancy so much greater these days because of all the advances in medicine and in preventive care, I still have time to write the great American novel I’ve always dreamed about. I’m trying to make my second act in life memorable. Carpe diem is my motto these days. I hope to have quite a curtain call.”

This theme of a “second act” in life is at the center stage of O My America!: Six Women and Their Second Acts. Biographer Sara Wheeler chronicles six nineteenth-century women who in their fifties—which typically proved in that era to be the “last gray chapters of female lives”—reinvented themselves entirely. For instance, Frances Trollope set off in her fifties for Europe, and even though she “had grown up with the entrenched idea that life was more or less over for a woman at fifty,” she went on to write a bestselling book about American manners and a number of acclaimed social protest novels. She disproved F. Scott Fitzgerald’s assertion in an unfinished novel that there are no second acts in American lives, and inspired her son Anthony to become an author himself (and a praised and prolific one at that).

“My mother had me when she was forty-seven,” says Harry. “When I turned ten, she had an older-age crisis. She had plastic surgery. It made her happy, and that made me and the rest of the family happy. She’s now with a guy just a few years older than my older brother. I guess she’s in a ‘forever young’ stage. I hope for her sake that it turns into a passing phase. All I want is for her to be happy. I can tell she still isn’t, not really. The guy she’s with will leave her eventually. I feel sad for her that she had a family who loved her just like she was, but it wasn’t enough to make her happy.”

“Hopefully she’ll find her way through this stage,” says Virginie. “One of my sisters went through something very similar when she was your mother’s age. Her way of addressing it was not to address age head-on, but to get involved in something so important that she forgot about her age. If there’s a protest for a cause she believes in, she marches in it. I have no doubt that if she gets too feeble to march, she’ll have someone push her in a wheelchair. She was just accepted into law school, so she can be of even more service to the causes she supports. Maybe she’ll keel over during her bar exam, but at least she’ll end her days full of life and fight.”

After a short time passes, Christine, eleven, makes eye contact with Meng as she says, “My youngest brother was diagnosed with autism. It was hard for all of us to accept. My parents especially had a difficult time. They went through stages close to what you shared with us—denial, anger, confusion, depression. We became educated on autism spectrum disorders. We learned how the developmental stages for kids with autism are different than for other kids, yet how, except in the most severe cases, they can live a rich and full life, with the help of specialists and a family’s love and support. My brother is amazing with art. Our rooms are plastered with his work. If only I were a hundredth as talented.

“All of us in my family are in the stage of acceptance now. It still isn’t easy, but is any stage, whether denial or acceptance, ever totally easy? Moving from one stage to another means there’s change, and that can mean there’s some sort of passage we have to experience. Going from being an infant to a toddler to a child wasn’t easy. I’m sure being an adolescent isn’t going to be easy, if my older siblings are anything to go by.”

This prompts Chad to say, “What would it be like to be at an easy stage of life, with all the pieces in place, no stresses, trouble free, no big changes to dread or look forward to?”

“It would make life less interesting,” says Phil. “Or I suppose it depends. One of my childhood friends left Jersey right after turning eighteen and has lived by Surfrider Beach in Malibu for almost six decades. He still surfs, still plays the drums with young and old companions at night. I visit him on occasion. He dreamed of living an endless summer-type existence, and that’s what he’s done.”

“My romance with my husband was of the endless summer variety—if that term can be applied to describe a life together of near-endless bliss and a love deep and true and changeless,” says Isadora. “It was never a rut, never boring. It was the soil for endless growth.” Directing her attention at Christine and then at Meng, “Those stages you both described fit almost to a tee the stages of grieving. My husband—my best friend, my soul mate—died fifteen years ago. We never had children. It was just me and Frank. We loved our life together. We didn’t want to share each other with children. We traveled, took all kinds of classes, from pastry making to salsa dancing. We learned languages, lived here and then there, the world our oyster. I wouldn’t change a thing about how we lived. I only wish our life together had lasted longer.”

“Well-meaning people gave me books that dealt with the stages of grief,” she goes on, “so I could recognize and confront each of them as they came along. I was assured that I’d learn not only to live with grief but to ‘get past’ it. I have gotten on with my life, but I’ll never get past my grief. Why would I? It’s a permanent state, not a stage. Frank was the love of my life. Really, the term grief doesn’t begin to do justice to the enormity of the loss.”

Until now, Anna had listened intently to others’ offerings, but had not spoken herself. Looking at Isadora, she says, “I wish I’d had that kind of relationship. Mine was more like Virginie’s, in a well-grooved rut. My husband, Herbert, and I raised a family—nine children!—and were married fifty-seven years when he passed. I did go through the stages of grief as they were described in Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’s book, On Death and Dying—denial, anger, bargaining, depression—sometimes several at the same time. At last I entered the final stage, acceptance. But even then, it wasn’t smooth. There was some back-and-forthing, some refusal on my part to give in—sometimes swimming against the current, other times resisting the current.

“After over a year had passed, I began to reflect more honestly about our life together. I realized that I never had been in love with Herbert. Yes, we were quite fond of one another, committed, devoted to our family. There was love of a sort, but it didn’t grow. I felt guilty acknowledging this to myself at first, but truth will out.”

Despite her serious tone, she smiles. “I had a boyfriend, Henry, during my middle school years. As you young people here know, you can love deeply when very young. Henry’s family had to move to California. His father was military and that was his new base. I was heartbroken. My parents thought I’d get over it, that I couldn’t possibly know what it was like to be in love. His family moved two more times in the years to come, and we did fall out of touch eventually.

“About nine months ago, Henry tracked me down. I don’t have a Facebook account, but he does and he located me through one of our mutual friends who keeps a Facebook page. When he asked her if she knew how to reach me, she gave him my contact info. When he called and I heard his voice again, how my heart pounded.

“His wife had died several years back. They raised a beautiful family, had a nice life. Their relationship was better than mine was with my husband. But Henry said he’d never stopped thinking about me over the years. He started phoning me regularly. Then we opened Skype accounts, so we could have video chats. I was worried that when he saw me, he wouldn’t be so keen on staying in touch. But that wasn’t so. He’s still handsome, his smile still kind and warm. He’s still the same Henry I’d known, and loved, all those years ago.”

“He’s flying here to see me this weekend. His fourth visit in two-and-a-half months. Henry proposed to me his last visit. Can you guess my answer? My children don’t approve—except my youngest, bless his heart. To the rest, this is just a phase. They think I’m behaving like a silly schoolgirl. What they don’t understand is that my love for Henry is of the permanent variety. It had deep roots and now is growing again. The best love has stages, stages of ascent.”

Whitney claps her hands in delight. “Yes! The love I feel inside for one particular person is eternal, just like yours. My mother and siblings think our love is just a phase, just like my love of princesses. But my love and I—I won’t say his name here; I don’t want to embarrass him—we know better. He told me just yesterday that I’ll always be his princess.”

A World of Stages

Almost all stage theories are based on the conviction that human growth and development is progressive in bent—or at least, an uphill climb before there is any downhill slide—and that if and as we successfully pass through each stage, we augment our capacity to grasp ever more complex realms of experience. In instances, this capacity may peak at middle age or soon after, but in almost all instances, these stage-crafters hold that we start out life at the bottom of the developmental heap, and that the only direction to go from there is up.

An exception is Shakespeare, whose plays the famed German philosopher and social critic Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) says in Human, All Too Human were “so full of ideas they make all others seem empty.” At the time he penned his famous “all the world’s a stage” soliloquy for As You Like It, the notion that man’s journey from cradle to grave had distinct ages was old hat. As historian Philippe Ariès (1914–1984) notes in Centuries of Childhood, one popular fourteenth-century version depicted them this way: the age of toys, the age of love, the age of war and chivalry (considered the peak stage), the age of love for learning, the age of the hoary scholar, and finally, the age of infirmity and death. In the hands of Shakespeare’s irascible Jacques, these ages of man are given a jaded twist: Man makes his debut as an infant “mewling and puking in his nurse’s arm.” He then becomes a “whining school boy.” From there, he transitions to the age of the lover, his claim to fame his ability to sigh “like a furnace, with a woeful ballad.” He goes on to become a soldier, all puffed up and full of himself, “seeking the bubble reputation.” The fifth age is likened to a well-fed, well-heeled justice “full of wise saws and modern instances.” By the time he reaches the sixth age, he is reduced to a “slipper’d pantaloon,” his voice a “childish treble.” His “strange and eventful history” winds up in stage seven, marked by “second childishness and mere oblivion,” “sans teeth, sans taste, sans everything.” To Jacques, it’s as low as we can go—but it’s not as if we started out on a high note to begin with.

Jacques does not trace the trajectory of stages for women, but it’s safe to assume they would be just as miserable. Jacques’s philosophy of stages challenges any notion that each successive stage of man represents some sort of advance in the lived experience. What he offers us is a “human shrinkage” theory of man: we start out puny, then have a spell in which we engage in a bit of puffery to deceive ourselves into thinking we’re growing, when in truth we remain puny, and if possible, get ever punier. There is no progression, no ascent, no peaking.

For those who insist that there is a highest stage, it usually makes its appearance when we’re in the so-called prime of our lives. But what if it turns out that in many respects we are at our highest when we are at our lowest on the human totem pole, when we are mewling, puking infants and whining schoolboys and schoolgirls?

Karl Jaspers, for one, maintains, as he puts it in Way to Wisdom, that adults “overlook the fact that children often possess gifts which they lose as they grow up.” In contrast to adults, “the child still reacts spontaneously to the spontaneity of life; the child feels and sees and inquires into things which soon disappear from his vision.” The legendary social philosopher and educational reformer John Dewey (1859–1952) maintains in How We Think that we make our entrance into the world with a surfeit of beneficent habits crying out to be further cultivated. Yet often they are neglected to the point that they become supplanted by “habits of hasty, heedless, impatient glancing over the surface … of haphazard, grasshopper-like guessing … of credulity alternating with flippant incredulity, belief or unbelief being based, in either case, upon whim, emotion, or accidental circumstances.” Dewey’s use-it-or-lose-it philosophy is that “the only way to achieve traits of carefulness, thoroughness, and continuity … is by exercising these traits from the beginning”—traits which we possess from the outset but must polish if they are to remain in good condition. He rues that many seem willfully to exorcise these traits in themselves and do further damage by allowing them to atrophy in children under their care.

Following Dewey, one of my esteemed mentors, the lamentably unheralded Matthew Lipman (1922–2010), founder of the Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children, at Montclair State University, decried the fact that human stages are crafted in a way that place adulthood at the pinnacle and childhood at bottom, as if childhood is “to be viewed as only a means to an end or as an incomplete condition moving toward completeness.” The operating assumption, according to Lipman—who left his professorship at Columbia University to devote himself to nurturing children’s natural abilities to philosophize—is that “adults know and children don’t know”:


Children must, therefore, acquire the knowledge with which grownups are so richly endowed. Thus, … if children are not moving in the direction of what we adults know and believe and value, there must be something wrong with their “development.”





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
The
Philosophy
of Childing





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The
Philosophy
of Childing

Unlocking Creativity, Curiosity, and Reason
through the Wisdom of Our Youngest

Christopher Phillips, PhD

Skyhorse Publishing







OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Unlocking Creativity,
Curiositypand Reason
through-the"WiSdom

of Our Yc:ungest Tn e
Philosophy.

of Childing

Christopher Phillips, PhD

Bestselling author of Socrates Café





