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B ackstage

Backstage

Erik Erikson, noted German psychologist, created a series of eight psychosocial developmental stages that he
believed every person goes through during the solidification of social values.

1. Trust versus Mistrust

Basic Virtue: Hope
Ages: 0 - 18 months
Pivotal Event: Reliance on Caregivers
During the first stage of development, children depend on caregivers to provide stability and structure. Erikson
believed that the successful completion of this stage resulted in an openness to experience new things, despite
apparent danger. Instability, such as sudden changes in family structure would cause cynicism and self doubt. The
presence of both parents, he believed, was crucial in ensuring the proper development of the child during this stage.
 If this is the case, I was certainly failed.
 When I was just a little over a year old, my mother and I moved from my father’s house to a tiny home in the
Milwaukee area. She was about five years out of law school then, working downtown at a firm while sending me to
daycare in the town where my father lived. On her days off we used to watch movies on VHS in our basement,
eating rye bread on the floor and playing dolls.
    When I talked to her about this time recently, she laughed.
    “Don’t you remember what an irresponsible mother I was back then,” she said. “I let you run around that house,
like a wild child, putting my makeup on the Barbies and the walls.”
    But I don’t remember an irresponsible, young mother. I remember our time in that house as magical. 
    My room there was light purple and had a tiny twin bed with pink sheets that my mother and I would sleep in
together, even though she had her own room.
    We would make shadow puppets on the walls. I always made bunny rabbits, but my mother would make deers.
We’d play with our new puppy, lovingly nicknamed “the divorce dog” because my mother swore that she would
never have adopted the dog if she hadn’t been so willing to please me after the separation.
    Sometime while we lived there, my mother met Rick at work. I met him as a toddler, though they didn’t get
married until I was four. 
After we moved, my mother had a terrible time selling the house. When it was finally sold, the new owners painted
the whole house an ugly beige color that I resent to this day.

2. Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt

Basic Virtue: Will
Ages: 18 months - 3 years
Pivotal Event: Free Choice
Erikson said that the major question asked by children going through this stage is, “Am I capable enough to do
things on my own?”
My father had put the outfit my mother had so painstakingly picked out on me wrong. It had a purple Peter Pan
collar and he had put it on backwards and when my mother met us at the school where they were taking pictures, she
was the kind of red-faced, teary-eyed mad that we had both learned by then was no good. It was only pre-
kindergarten, there would be thirteen more years of school pictures to come. 



But, alas there was no time to fix it and as my father led me to the photographer, my mother shook her head as if to
say, See, you are both helpless. 

3. Initiative versus Guilt

Basic Virtue: Purpose
Ages: 3 - 5 years
Pivotal Event: Playtime
According to Erikson, playtime is essential to the formation of early memories and personality traits. Though I
cannot remember most of my early life, I know it shaped me.
I know that the floor of the Gan Ami basement was cold as I ran around barefoot, just a young child. There was a
kiddie pool filled with potato flakes that I ate just once to see what they tasted like. They were salty and soft, more
fun to play with than to eat. My best friend, Becky, liked to sprinkle them in her hair because it looked like snow
when she did. The playset in the basement looked like a bus but it is made out of thin plywood. I got potato flakes
all over it trying to fight an older kid named Alice to drive the bus. 
Though I haven’t seen her in years, Alice used to play Harry Potter with Sophie and me. She always got to be
Hermione and we had to take turns being Luna and a made-up character named Elizabeth. I think she ended up
moving to go to an art school in New York in the seventh grade.
The basement always smelled like challah, and even though it has long since become a Protestant church I’ll bet it
still smells that way today. They used to let us help in the making of the challah, but as little kids, we made such a
mess that they stopped. I used to know the recipe by heart, but I can’t remember it anymore.

4. Industry versus Inferiority

    Basic Virtue: Competence
    Ages: 6 - 11 years
    Pivotal Event: School
Psychological theory proposes that children must be evaluated during this period of time in order to establish their
work ethic. Teachers, like Mrs. Gibson, who would always partner me with these two other boys, Jackson and
Charlie, are crucial to this stage. Competition with peers, Erikson says, is natural to children going through this
internal crisis. But it wasn’t natural to Erik, Charlie, and I. We were together so often, doing extraneous activities
outside of the classroom that we came up with a name for ourselves, NERK (a portmanteau of our names). 
    Later that year, they started sending us to a special classroom called the GTA room —which stands for Gifted,
Talented, and Advanced— that has since been rebranded as the Discovery Room due to unwanted associations with
the video game. It was dark and cramped and looked sort of like a cross between a living room and a science lab. 
    There we learned by ourselves, via Google Classroom lessons Mr.s Gibson had prepared just for us. We only
went back to our ordinary class for gym and homeroom.
Our favorite teacher became Mrs. Smith, who visited every Wednesday with books and candy. When Jackson
moved away in eighth grade she brought the three of us cupcakes for a going away party. 
When we got to high school, Mrs. Smith held special lunches for Charlie and me. We would play cards in room
602.5, which was somehow smaller than the Discovery Room, sandwiched between two thick brick walls decorated
with fairy lights and fake plants.
The district stopped identifying kids as gifted when we were in the seventh grade. Our grade is the last in the
Discovery Room, which is now just a normal classroom with a special name.
I wonder if Charlie still goes to lunch now that it’s only him.

5. Identity versus Role Confusion

Basic Virtue: Fidelity 
Ages: 13-18 years
Pivotal Event: Social Relationships
    Annie, Sophia, and I sit on the shore of Lake Michigan, drinking our frozen boba tea through the neon green
straws that are littered across the beach. 
We should be studying, we have a test tomorrow, after all, but instead we are dipping our feet in the water, waiting
for something extraordinary to happen to us.
    “Quinton just texted,” Sophia says, her face aglow with mischief. “He says that he and Tom are on their way.”
    “Ooh, ooh,” Annie sings. “You know what that means.”
    Annie and Sophia think Tom wants to kiss me and I guess I want him to. I like Tom well enough, but I’d rather it



be Sophia.
 It doesn’t matter if I kiss him or not though, because they are just excited for the possibility of something, anything
happening tonight. I am too, a little bit. It is nights like tonight, full of endless possibilities, that make me feel young,
make me feel alive.
    “Fuck Erik Erikson!” Quinton calls out as he arrives, ripping the pages out of our study guides.
    Later, we’ll make fortune tellers out of the pages, just to spite the man who thought he could tell us what virtues
we need. 
Now, though, we let the waves of the lake crash against our legs, as we run around, brimming with teenage angst and
irresponsibility.
    

6. Intimacy versus Isolation

Basic Virtue: Love
Ages: 18 - 40 years
Pivotal Event: Romantic Relationships
Love is the defining trait of Erikson’s stages. He believed that without it, a person would automatically fail the last
three stages of development. He said that without a long-term monogamous relationship, humans were automatically
subject to depravity.
I’ve only once given in to this belief.
I am fifteen. Ben fiddles with my hair as I press him against the wall of the black box, painting his face with
foundation that is two shades too light.  
It is hot and sticky in the room despite the October chill outside, and the room is abuzz with the excitement of
twenty teenagers as they prepare for the opening of a show that for many will be their last before the school closes.
Ben refuses to stand still, sweating off his foundation as fast as I can put it on. His eyebrows furrow in confusion as
I try to explain how to properly fill them in.
    As the lights dim and people begin to enter the theater, I am helping Ben find his costume, which he lost because
he’s unorganized. By the time we do find it, Ms. Franzoi is reminding us that we only have ten minutes left before the
show starts. 
Ben gets dressed in the bathroom on the first floor while I run around backstage trying to set our props before it’s
too late. When he returns he stands on his tiptoes to give me a small kiss on the forehead.
    “Good luck tonight,” he says.
    Later, in a friend’s crowded basement, he will bring his lips to mine and I won’t like it.
    Maybe, I will think, I am better off alone.
    But it will take another six months and one particularly distressing phone call before we’re over for good.

7. Generativity versus Stagnation

Basic Virtue: Care
Ages: 35 - 65 years
Pivotal Event: Parenthood
Note: This stage encompasses the modern idea of the “midlife crisis”.
Adults must learn to continue to be productive in their later years or face irrelevance. Oftentimes, they find purpose
through their marriages and children.
I used to beg my maternal grandmother for her to tell me stories about our family. I loved to hear about the
misadventures of my mother and aunts. I wanted to feel like I was a part of our history, to feel like it was living
through me. When she died, I mourned the loss of not only a beloved family member but also of all the stories she
never got to tell me.
I was only five or six when she told me about the curse. It has to do with the women, with girls specifically. If you
trace matrilineally, there hasn’t been a boy baby born in my mother’s family in over two hundred years. 
It’s become sort of a running joke in my family now, the curse of the Caruso women is to bear only stubborn little
girls.
When I was thirteen, she gave me a ring. A lucky ring, she said. A ring that her mother gave to her when she was
twelve, and now that I am old enough she is giving to me.
She said that the ring will bring me a good husband, that it brought her my grandfather. That it is a placeholder until a
man gives me a real ring. That because I am the oldest I must make a good legacy.
I wonder if I’m doomed to be just another Caruso woman. To have more little girls that will bear the same burden as



two hundred years of women before them.
And even though I don’t wish for a husband, I’ve worn the ring ever since.

8. Integrity versus Despair

Basic Virtue: Wisdom
Ages: 65 years - death
Pivotal Event: Reflection on Life
My father used to like to tell this story about how after the divorce, I saw God’s hand on his shoulder.
“He just wants you to know that everything is going to be okay,” he claims I said.
    I cannot help but wonder where that wisdom went. 

    

              

   

 


