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BE HONEST, YOU KNOW MOST OF THE LYR-
ics to the theme song above, don’t
you? It gets you humming along,
doesn’t it?

Be honest again: are you older
than 207

Are you much older than 20?

But do you feel mueh younger?

And does this feeling manifest it-
self in behaviors such as partying
like a teenager on a regular basis? Or
spending all your money on small,
sﬁiny objects and little luxuries like
cookies and ice cream (i.e., Mrs.
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of relationships that never quite
worked out? In secret fantasies—that
younot only can but willsomeday join a
rock band, become an astronaut, or
write a novel?

One more thing: do you realize that
Ward Cleaver was probably close to
your age when he and June first intro-
duced you to Wally and the Beaver?
That's right—boring, staid, solid,
breadwinning Ward Cleaver. A grown-
up in his mid-30s.

And does that unnerve you? Make

you feel like a kid by comparison?

Then welcome to the Gilligan syn-
drome.

The Gilligan syndrome is the phenome-
non of feeling, and often acting, much
younger than your chronological age.
We derive the name, of course, from Gil-
ligan, the bumbling, perpetually twen-
tysomething goof of the SS Minnow
whogot olderand olderand older—and

never grew up. And we define the con-

dition as arising from the burgeoning
Pperception that “adulthood” has lost its
meaning, that it describes other
People—your parents, your grade
school teachers, your doctor, or your
boss, but not you.

_ The feeling can be in direct conflict
with certain realities. You might look
like an adult. You mightsport grown-up
clothing and drive a grown-up car and
E work at a professional, grown-up job.

; You might even have lots of grown-up
responsibilities—debts on a car or
R condo, supervisory duties over lots of
< employees, even kids, But deep down,
you have a sense that you're not really
an adult, that there’s something fluky
about the grown-up aspects of your life.
You feel youthful, Somewhat ill-de-
fined and unsettled. Aware of but oddly
estranged from your chronological age.
X "l “quipped wich a sense that there’s
i0ads of time ghsad: time to change,
time fo fack up, tife to play, and=at
~somedistant, jll-defined point—time to
settle down.
he Gilligan syndrome is the pat-
ented domain of baby-boomers—folks
bora roughly between 1946 and 1964,
{ who range in age today from 26 to 46. Not
[ coincidentally, this is the generation that
grewup watching “Little Buddy” year after
©  yearon the tube, stranded in his perpetual
- adolescence. And for good or ill, he seems
to have become some kind of national role
model, a character whose apparent eva-
sion of adulthood resonates more and
more,

A 24-year-old public-relations profes-
sional with a husband and a home says, “I
sit there at my desk sometimes and I think,
‘WhatamIdoinghere? ’mreally only 13!"”
A 38-year-old financial adviser with a
thriving career, a home, and two cars (both
paid for) says, “I have never felt like an
adult. Ihave never felt grown up enough to
want a family—1I still feel like I need the
nurturing.” A 32-year-old advertising-ex-
ecutive-turned-homemaker who has a
husband, a child, and a big, grown-up
mortgage says, “I have all the trappings of
an adult life, but I don't feel that way my-
| self. Ithink ofnﬁ{suemsaa adults,and I'm
nowhere near like them.”

In short, the tradi X
sdiiilig tionalo!

GILLIGAN

How One Generation Won’t Grow Up
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By CAROLINE KNaPP

change, with a little collective denial
thrown in for fun. Among the recurrent
themes: people lead healthier, longer lives
than they once did, so they actually do hit
“middle age” later than they used to; they
also can't afford to be adults the way Ward
and June Cleaver were—paying for grown-
up lifestyle has gotten a tad more complex;
at the same time, people have a much
wider variety of acceptable “lifestyle op-
tions” available than they once did, which
has blurred the definitions of what consti-
tutes adulthood; and, finally, people sim-
ply don’t want to grow up. The baby boom
is reaching its middle years today. And the
generation that hungered for est work-
shops in the 70s and sleek cappuccino
makers in the 80s is showing clear signs
that it will hunger for youth in the 90s.
One reason it's easy to feel like a Gilllgan—
or a Gilligal—these days is that 30-and 40-
year-olds are younger than a lot of people
around them. Life expectancy in this coun-
try has grown from about 43 at the turn of
the century to about 75. Today, the median

| age of Americans is about 32—up from 19
in Rev

olutionary-era America—and the
¢ ‘well above that age is

ever. More than 30
are over 65 today, com-
on in 1890. And

ent the fastest-
pulation, total-
those

But that'’s the easy answer. Consider for
a moment how people used to grow up.
About 30 years ago, according to U.S. cen-
sus data, if you were like 82 percent of av-
erage middle- or upper-middle-class
Americans, your life followed a pretty pre-
dictable course. You got out of high school
and (maybe) went to college. You spent a
couple of years floundering around (again,
maybe). And then you got married, bought
a home, and spent the bulk of the next 20-
plus years either raising children or pro-
viding for them. Accordingly, you came to
think of adult roles and work/parent roles
as synonymous.

Today, that scenario is often the excep-
tion rather than the rule. Consider Paulette
Speight, a 38-year-old financial adviser
who puts her “internal” age at about 19.
Like many of us, she grew up with a clear
mental image of adulthood, embodied in
her mother: an adult, we thought, was
someone who lived the model above, who
had kids in her early 20s, and who simply
never questioned her grown-up status. “A
woman at 24 or 25 witha couple of kidsisa
tired woman,” says Paulette. “A respon-
sible woman. An adult.”

By contrast, when Paulette graduated
from college, in 1969, she had the cultural
permission toavoid that role; becoming an
“adult” in the traditional sense took a back
seat to becoming a “person.” She could
work. She could move from city to city, job
to job. Anything was possible. Which
translated into a youthful sense of possibil-
ity, a feeling that despite her true age, she

'« JANE SANDERS

was really a kid in a candy store. Some 20

years later, that feeling hasn't quite
diminished. “There were S0 man

options for women, for the first time,”
she says. “And how can you know
what you really want when you can
O{I!x touch three of the 3000 p()ési~
bilities out there? 1 think that feel-
ing—that there’s so much to do, so
}nany thing§ you can tr}—keepﬁ ‘w;u
‘Lt;g;g)mmxmng yourself to “I‘,‘f"v:rm

The result: although p,
many of the trappings of
(economic security, a hom
feels “like I'm w
hwlhznblallbe\v}_\enli‘;rnwl:p I'll proba-

y a 25-year-old 50-year-old.”
Paulette is hardly alone. ~

v : guage to de-
scribe what they see as a steady blur-
ring of the line between adolescence
and adulthood. “Boomeranging" has
becomeapupularwayto describe the
process of moving from job to job,
place to place, and relationship to re-
lfitlonship. And the phrase “cyclical
life plan” has cropped up to describe
the erosion of the typical go-to-
school-get-married-have-kids.and-
welcome-to-the-real-world path to
adulthood.

The experts are also armed with sta-
tistics to justify those terms. People
aren't moving out on their own the
way they used to: the percentage of
25- to 34-year-olds who pair q;; and
settle into homes has dropped from
82 percent in 1960 to 66 percent to-
day. They aren’t getting married, or at
least, they're delaying marriage: the
percentage of 30- to 34-year-olds who
have never married has more than
doubled in the past two decades, ris-
ing from 7.8 percent in 1970 to 18.8
percentin 1987. They'realsow

aulette has
adulthood

grads, has soared to 38. Or they're
getting married, then divorced, then
remarried, and then having kids—what-
ever.

But more compelling than the fact that
people are ging” or ing
“cyclical” lives is the effect that process
has on their sense of self, on the way they
do (or don’t) define themselves.

For one thing, the act of “boomerang-
ing” itself suggests a lack of self-definition,
oratleastastruggle for one: many Gilligans
say they’re still caught up in the process of
“finding themselves,” much as they were
in their post-college days. William Davis (a
pseudonym), a 37-year-old photographer
who's “sort of going to school” and “sort of
working part time,” is a case in point. “I
know I'm an ‘adult’ in the sense that I'm
self-aware and generally responsible and
more mature than the average 22-year-old
kid,” he says, “but if being an adult means
having a clear sense of what you want out
oflife, of where you are in the world—then

I'm not. That's what makes me feel like a
kid still. I'm still out driving around in my
carblasting Talking Heads tapes and some-
times it makes me think, ‘What the hell are
you doing, a 37-year-old man driving
around like this? Who the hell are you?"”
Like Paulette, William says the range of
available optionsis what keeps him feeling
“mildly adolescent.” “It'sadelayingtactic,
in a way,” he says. “There are so many
things you can do—or not do—without
being stigmatized. I suppose [ would have
been seen as a failure 20 years ago, being
unmarried and sort of unsettled profes-
sionally. But you have permission these
days to carry out the struggle for years.
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Andis that 8ood orbad? “Idon’t know,”
Williams muyses, 1 certainly wouldn'’t
ave wanted to be plugged into a Ward
model at 25 and never have the
- .ance to experiment. On the other hand,
1t can be paralyzing, not wanting to settle

OWn into any one thing, always thinking

there may be something better out there,”

his, of course, is a generation that
came of age assuming there would be
something better out there—when we
were young, we'd have a better bike than
the kid next door had, a better college than
our older brother went to, When we got
older, we'd find a better way to “get to
know ourselves,” anq then a better-paying
job, a better espresso maker, than the guy
next door, Byt above all, when we finally
8TeW up, we'd have a better life than our
Parents had.

And why not? The logic seemed pretty
sound. We were indulged, after all, a gen-
eration bathed in the affluence of post-war
America. From the cradle to the college
and beyond, we got pretty much every-
thing we demanded: toys and clothes and
Summer camps and good schools. And,
likeso many spoiled children, we took itas
agiven that the well would never run dry.

“Ijustfigured that one of these days, I'd get
married, settle down, have some kids, and
be secure—and then I'd be an adult,” says
Sally Keith (a pseudonym), a 32-year-old
mother married to an engineer. “The first
three things happened, but security? I
seem to call my motherat least once a week

needing something—help with car repairs
~ or new clothes for the baby. And you just
don’tfeel very grown-up when you pickup
the phone and say, ‘Mummy, the baby
needs a new fall wardrobe, why don’t we
all go shopping?” ;
- No, you feel like a kid who's trying to
talk mom into buying you a new Trans-
N former. As Gilligans in their 30s and 40s
cide they want all the stuff their parents
he houses, the cars, the nest egg—
- nding for the first time that the
~——well has run dry. Never mind that their
parents and grandparents are the ones that
filled it. Never mind that they scrimped
~ and saved for their houses and yards. Fox;
those who grew up in an era of instan
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“they make me feel better, | getinto my car
la Saab, paid for in part by Nina’s father)
and I fee] 8rown-up. At least in a way.”
Grown-up toys—the compulsion to
own them, lots of them—are one of the
clearest Symptoms of the Gilligan syn-
drome, and ijt's easy to see why. So you
can’t afford an $180,000 house. You don’t
have the $50004 yearittakestoputakidin
daycare. Or the $45,000 it takes to feed it
until it turns 18. Well, get yourself what
you can: a really great Cuisinart, an Ar-
mani jacket, new Rossignol skis. The mes-
sage: you may not be able to live like an
adult, but you can certainly impersonate
one.

Of course, consumer culture can work
another way, too. If people like Nina Mar-
tin buy stuffto feel grown-up, others spend
tofend off aging, to feed akind of collective

GOOD

denial that Keeps them feeling
Just look around. Mey an(
their 40s are buying mgre Mia
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In1973 380 percent of people overa
owned thejr gwn homes, Byt when the

Fhe skidg and the good life

) Ingly OuESSt reach. Starting wages were
Ul'nmeting, housing costs soaring. In

978 the average 30-year-old man coylq

“headed by someone under 30 fe]] by 26
percent. And the eXpectations created in
the 40s and 505 became increasingly im-
possible to meet,

Which has a significant effect on the
oomers’ sense of selfas “grown-up.” Nina

Martin (a pseudonym), a 35-year-old video
producer, puts it simply: “It is very hard to
think of yourselfas a real adultwhen some-
thing as basic as a place to live is so com-

pletely out of the realm of possibilities.

You just can’t.”

Perhaps not. But if you're Gilligan, you
can do something else instead: surround
yourself with whatever 8rown-up or semi-
grown-up luxuries you can afford. Nina,
for example, has a great stereo, wears $75

shoes, goes out to dinner at least twice a
week, and sits in a salon every six weeks to
get $60 haircuts, just like a real grown-up
woman. In short, she may not feel grown-
up, but she compensates -wit’h lots of

grown-up trappings. “And, yes,” she says,
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la Saab, paid for in part by Nina’s fath
and I feel grown-up. At leaZt in '5 way.” o
Grown-up toys—the compulsion to
own them, lots of them—are one of the
clearest symptoms of the Gilligan syn-
drome, and it’s easy to see why. So you
can’t afford an $180,000 house. You don’t
have the $5000a year it takes to putakidin
daycare. Or the $45,000 it takes to feed it
until it turns 18. Well, get yourself what
you can: a really great Cuisinart, an Ar-
mani jacket, new Rossignol skis. The mes-
sage: you may not be able to live like an

“they make me feel better. I get into my car

adult, but you can certainly impersonate
one.

Of course, consumer culture can work
another way, too. If people like Nina Mar-
tin buy stuff to feel grown-up, others spend
to fend off aging, to feed akind of collective

GOOD

denial that keeps them feeling young.

]ust look around. Men and women in
their 40s are buying more Miatas than you
can’shake a tube of Clearasil at. They’re |
defying the pull of gravity in health clubs
in record numbers, listening to the same
music they listened to in their 20s, buying |
Into nostalgia—a prime way to keep your-
self from feeling obsolete—the way they
bought into self-actualizing workshops in
the 70s and money-market funds in the
80s. Men are washing middle-aged signs of
gray from their hair to the tune of $60 mil-
lion a year, more than double the amount
they spend three years ago. And women
are reading scads of new, upbeat, hey-it’s-
okay-to-be-40 magazines like Lear’s(“For
the Woman Who Wasn’t Born Yesterday”)
and Moxie, launched last September and
featuring a real, live 40-year-old on the

CENTS

coverwholooksareal, live 25. And as they
flip through the pages, what do they find
amid the slick photos of other ageless 40-
year-olds? Stories like “Debunking the
Myths of Middle Age” and ads for prod-
ucts like Oil of Olay, in which-a 30-ish
woman announces, “I don't intend to age
gracefully—Iintend to fight itevery step of
the way!” If you're 40 and reading this, the
message is: hey you're fine. You're still a
kid. And if you don’t look like one, we can
help you. If you're 30, the message is more
soothing still: relax, don’t worry. You have
years of youth ahead of you.

Anne York, spokesperson for Combe,
Inc., a New Jersey-based company that
makes Just for Men, a five-minute hair-col-
oring product released this summer for the
35- to 65-year-old market, puts it simply:
“The baby boom is nothing if not youth-

>>>
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And, as always, the market

media are accommodating thems.m\(’iv l':}elg
_Combe conducted a survey of 500 men in
1ts target market, more than 44 percent said
they feltat least 10 years younger than thejr
chronological age. Thi percent said they
looked younger than their fathers did at the
same age. And 55 percent said their atti-
tude§ about life were closer to their chil-
Sh-en s generation than that oftheir parents

We looked out at all those graying
temples,” says York, “and we said ‘Thg
grass out there looks awfully green,”
In short, if “middle age” has evaporated
as astage of life, it's because the baby boom
wants it that way. As York puts it, “You’re
not middle-aged these days until...wel]. gt
least until you’re in your 60s. Ang you're
not old until at least 80. You can call it
collective denial, but that’s what the mar-
ket is asking for.” :

Which may be well and gnoHt’s fine to

MAROONED WITH GILLIGAN | doesm
R i e S L TR D‘}i@.aﬁ“ﬁ
oriented. And as thevy e, they’ o 5 and two-
the cult of youthfuln}e:sg withet}i;:.:_ ringing He tried

. 1 suppose a war or 80!
kind of hardship whyld grow you, iLL
that’s not the case for mdgt people L know:’
He paused, then added, Mguess the prob-
lem is there aren't a whole I of things out
there that really grow you anygore.”

Kids can. In an ongoing study of young
adults now in its tenth year, Boston Uni-
versity psychologist Kathleen White has
found that people tend to extend adoles-
cent behavior (defined by self-protectives
ness and unwillingness to make commit-
ments, among other things) well into their
20s. She’s now in the process of re-inter-
viewing the same subjects now that
they're in their 30s, and so far she’s found
the subjects who are married and with
children to be “strikingly” grown up.
“They’re in the middle of adulthood,” she
says. “They’re stuck in adult problems,
juggling kids and jobs—I think having kids
isa very important part of that.”

<4

have lots of nice little things if you can’t
have lots of nice big things; and it’s good to
feel young, regardless of your age. But
whether all this is designed to increase
feelings of adulthood or to fend them off,
consumer frenzy suggests a kind of sub-
merged desperation. It’s as though we're
all out there with our credit cards trying to
acquire something intangible—identity,
perhaps. Or a sense of well-being. Or secu-
rity. Stuff, at any rate, that can’t be had at
the Sharper Image or found in a bottle of
Just for Men.
InThe Greening of America, Charles
. Reich anticipated this kind of desperation
when he described a dynamic called “im-
poverishment by substitution.” In con-
sumer society, he argued, you supplant
life’s basic gratifications (sense of purpose,
sense of community) for stuff—the Cuisi-

Armani jack

Personal hardship can have the same
effect. Deborah Singer, 33, vice president
of corporate communications at gﬁfldRite,
saysshe didn'treally “feel grown up” until
she got divorced several years ago. “I think
it took that to make me feel adult. I went
from knowing I could rely on my parents = _
torelying completely on this other person.
And it was a long, hard process, tqmmm
rely on myself. "7 = e

But hardship, personal or otherwise,
can be easy to avoid in an affluent society.
Depend on your folks for extra cash. Avoid
serious relationships. Buy yourself some

new toys. If things get tough, quit your jc
’ e Sy hathe
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and move somewhere new. Hey, it's
norm. “You can run around like an irre- gt
sponsible maniac these days,” says Gary =
Dale. “You can live way beyond your ot
means, declare bankruptcy and then just <
goto a bar, sit there with your friends, and -
joke about it. And it’s okay—everyone else -
is doing the same thing." S

Which is not to
| drome is all bad n
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narts and -Armani jackets, the Miatas and |

the hair goop. The impoverishment comes
from the fact that though all that stuff
might distract you from you more basic
hungers, it can’t—and won't—satisfy
them.

More than ever“that'y sument seenmn

right o target. Not long ago, an old friend
called up out of the blue, someone Ihadn’t
seen for almost 10 years. We met for lunch
and he told me what he’d been up to: boo-
meranging, mostly. Lived in Providence
offand on. New York here and there. Pitts-
burgh, at his parents’ house. He described
himself as “sort of an art dealer” and said
he was considering spending the winter on
Martha’s Vineyard, “maybe doing some
writing.”

We got to talking about a group of
people we knew in college, people in their
early 30s, with whom my friend was still in
touch. “Now those are Gilligans,” he said.
“They’re unbelievable. Still doing asmany
drugs as they did in the 70s, Working out
like maniacs at the gym to compensate.
Running around, wreaking havoc. They’re
like goddamn frat brothers. Still.”

The Gilligan-ism, he said, showed up
most clearly in their relationships: “It's the
same pattern with all of them. Go out with
some woman who’s clearly, shall we say,
not ‘marriage material.’” Someone who’s
too young or not too bright. Let the thing
run its course. Then wake up some day and
say, ‘Well, this isn’t going anywhere.’ And
dump her. We’re not talking love and com-
mitment here. Those aren’t the goals.
These are the kinds of relationships you
have in high school.”

A little while later, he added, “There’s

something very self-protective about what
- you're talking about. It’s a lot easier not to
8Tow up than it is to grow up. At least
people tend to think itis.”
Perhaps that‘sjb'ecggé_g they’re not re-

: | ally sure what growing up means. “What |
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young. A little health, 3 1t S 80od to feel
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Positive shifts, signaling exXpandeq N
tions and greater freedom 1, eopice QK-S
Martha Riche, senior editor at Americqp
Demographics magazine, puts it, “pis
wonderful to have the OpPPOItunitytg stray
from the traditional ‘adult’ plan_ T, have
the perception of having a lot of choiges
despite your age—that adds a Fichnegg &
life.”

But failing to grow up has its price o, A
few hours after we talked, Gary Dale calleg
back. He had been thinking about hjg
daughter, and he asked, “Has anyone men.
tioned love to you? Because I think people
tend to think of growing up as being finan-
cially secure and living in a house. But
what I think it really means is truly loving
someone. The way I love my daughter.”

He continued. “I think about these
reckless adult teenagers, running
around—they probably don’t love them.
selves or their own lives very much and
they’re probably incapable of really loving
someone else. I don’t know. Love was
thrown around so loosely in the 60s, you
know? Maybe we're all Gilligans because
we don’t really know how to love any-
more.”

If so, maybe that's why there’s a certain
sadness to it, and a fearfulness. The Gilli-
gan syndrome may illustrate the richness
of options in our lives, the freedom to ex-
periment indefinitely. But it also s :
b
ing cg.;‘onol‘::%ieal
was stuck on a re
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he must




