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WHEN DOES A  BOY BECOME A  MAN? 
When the time comes that you no longer feel the necessity to prove to me… or to yourself 

that you are a man - you will have become one. 
 

 Last Saturday you and I disagreed on how late you should be allowed to stay out. 
When I refused to extend your curfew, you complained that I was not treating you like an 
adult. This has become your standard answer whenever you can’t have your own way. But 
you really mean is that I don’t go along with your idea of what constitutes adulthood.  

Let me put it this way: I do not pretend you are a grown man because you are a 16-
year-old boy. I am not, as you are, deceived by a few similarities of plumage, diet, and song 
into identifying you as a genuine adult. You may be as big and strong and capable as many 
adults (and you are probably argue better than most!), but only a child would maintain – and 
sincerely believe – that this manhood can be measured by lateness of the hour his father 
permits him to stay out at night. 

Recently I attended an assembly of teenagers that was addressed by a grown man. 
He seemed to believe that the way to get the audience on his was to pretend that he was 
one of them. He jittered and jiggled, and made odd faces, spoke disdainfully about adults, 
and laboured to use a great deal of what he thought was current teenage slang.  

Later, I heard the kids talk with amusement and contempt about his efforts to 
appear as one of them by imitating what he thought was teenage behaviour. It was obvious 
from their comments that the speaker would have commanded more respect and attention if 
he had appeared as a grown man and not as a caricature of a boy. All he did was make more 
obvious the gulf of years that lay between him and his audience.  

The kids could see how silly it was for an adult to pretend he was a boy, but they 
could not see the same thing in reverse. After the assembly I saw teen-age boys swaggering 
down the street with forbidden cigarettes in their mouths, manfully cursing as they 
swaggered. Others roared away in their cars, belligerently demonstrating their “right” to the 
streets. I saw little teenage girls teetering along on spiked heels in tight dresses, with 
extravagantly styled and dyed hair. All this, I am sure, because they believed that they could 
impress the world with their maturity if they imitated behaviour that, to them, appeared to 
be adult.  

All this reminded of me of a fable I used to read aloud when you were little, about 
the donkey who longed to be a lion. The donkey, if you recall, covered himself with a lion’s 
skin, crept in among the lions and lay down quietly among them. When the lions took no 
notice of him, and seemingly accepted him as one of them, the donkey was filled with joy 
and confidence. It seemed to him that he had actually become a lion, and he thought of 
donkeys with contempt. All went well until evening, when the lions began their customary 
evening roaring. The little donkey, completely fooled by his own disguise, lifted his head and 
roared with them. What came out, of course, was a donkey’s bray, whereupon the lions fell 
upon him and devoured him.  

The moral applies equally to boys and men. Human victims of self deception are 
likely to be devoured by the lions of reality. 
 If the extremes of behaviour among teen-agers represented nothing more than a 
little natural daydreaming and imitation, they could be overlooked. But the danger in them -
as in your attitude toward how late you stay out- is that they look like real lion skins, and are 
so employed. 

I can understand why you and your friends are eager to become adults, and to enjoy 
the freedoms, privileges, and even the bad habits that are denied to you as children. What 
you fail to see is that these freedoms and privileges are routine, minor by-products of being 
an adult. They are not, as many of you believe, the components of genuine maturity.  

Look around a typical American town. Ninety per cent of the people who could stay 
up all night are in bed by ten. Ninety per cent of the people who have the legal right to 
smoke wish they were able to give up the habit. Ninety per cent of the people who have the 
right to buy and drink all the liquor they want are sober. Ninety per cent of the grown single 
men and women, who have the opportunity to be as sexually casual as they wish are looking 
for a mate with whom to settle down. What it all adds up to is the fact that the huge majority 
of men and women are mature. And yet children seem to believe that the way to prove 
themselves adult is to imitate the unstable, destructive, irresponsible minority.  

It is possible for children to convince themselves and each other that disobedience, 
late hours, smoking, drinking, sexual experiments, and the rest actually transform them into 
adults. When this happens they often begin to despise their own contemporaries and the 
tasks that are appropriate to their age. They often come to resent not only parental direction 
and control, but to resist and resent school, and avoid normal teenage activities and 
patterns. The boy who believes that a deep voice and bad habits have made him manly 
wants to quit school, get a job, buy a car, and “be a real man.” The girl who has talked and 
acted and dressed her way out of being her age believes that getting married at once will 
result in her being an instant woman. 

Several days ago, our newspaper interviewed a group of teenagers on what they 
thought it meant to be adult. Some of the boys seemed to envision maturity as a time when 
they would be big enough to be irresponsible without having to account to anyone for their 
behaviour. One girl of seventeen wanted to get married right away so she could escape her 
parents, be an adult, and be in a position where “nobody can tell me what to do.” 

I felt sorry for these boys whose goal in life was to be failures as men. I felt sorry for 
the girls who didn’t seem to understand the absence or orders did not mean the absence of 
duties; that the reason no one seems to tell adults what to do is that they do what has to be 
done without being told.  

It is a sad thing when children renounce their own generation and try to sneak into 
maturity as through it were a border to be crossed under cover of darkness. They do not 
become free and equal citizens of the adult world. They become half-formed semi-adults 
who are as out of place in the adult world as they thought they were in the child’s. They are 
the young, untrained, uneducated, unprepared, and inept people who have trouble finding 
and keeping the worst jobs, whose hasty escape-marriages fall apart at the first tremor, 
whose babies often become public charges. They try to flee the restraints of being adults as 
once they fled the restraints of being children. Only now there is nowhere to run. They are 
the donkeys who are so taken in by their lion costumes that they attempt to roar and are 
devoured when, in fact, they bray. 

You complain that I do not treat you like an adult. My reply is, I would rather treat 
you like what you are. And at sixteen, you are a boy and you belong in a boy’s world, 
accepting a boy’s responsibilities, dreaming a boy’s dreams, learning a boy’s freedoms, 
appreciating your boyish years. Being a successful boy is the best guarantee in the world that 
you will be a successful man. 

In a few years, time and experience will make you an adult. When it does, I will treat 
you like an adult. It will be impossible for me to do otherwise. I don’t know when that time 
will come, or when you will discover that it has. But I can give you one clue. When the time 
comes that you no longer feel the necessity to prove to me, to your friends, to the world, or 
to yourself that you are a man – you will have become one.  
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