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Most of us are youth workers
because we care about young people.
Personally we want to both be effective
and have good relationships with young
people. We are satisfied when things
go well. We feel bad when our
relationships sour. Sometimes we
scratch our heads in dismay when,
despite our best efforts and concern,
we find ourselves in conflict with young
people we work with. We sense that
some larger dynamics are at work that
we can'’t quite see.

To be successful in our work with
young people, we must understand a
particular condition of youth: that
young people are often mistreated and
disrespected simply because they are
young. The word aduftism refers to
behaviors and attitudes based on the
assumption that adults are better than
young people are, and entitled to act
upon young people without their
agreement. This mistreatment is
reinforced by social institutions, laws,
customs, and attitudes.

If you think about it, you will realize
that except for prisoners and a few
other institutionalized groups, young
people are more controlled than any
other group in society. As

children, most young people are told
what to eat, what to wear, when to go
to bed, when they can talk, that they
will go to school, which friends are
okay, and when they are to be in the
house. Even as they grow older, the
opinions of most young people are not
valued; they are punished at the will or
whim of adults; their emotions are
considered “immature.” In addition,
adults reserve the right to punish,
threaten, hit, take away “privileges,”
and ostracize young people when such
actions are deemed to be instrumental
in controlling or disciplining them.

If this were a description of the way
a group of adults was treated, we
would all agree that their oppression
was almost total. However, for the
most part, the adult world considers
this treatment of young people as
acceptable because we were treated in
much the same way, and internalized
the idea that “that’s the way you treat
kids.” For this reason we need to hold
adultism up to a strong light.

The Heart of It

The essence of adultism is
disrespect of the young. Our society,
for the most part, considers young
people to be less important than and
inferior to adults. It does not take
young people seriously and does not
include them as decision-makers in the
broader life of their communities.
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Adults have enormous importance mistreatment that has any or all of the

in the lives of almost every young following affects on young people:
person. This fact may make it difficult e an undermining of self-

to understand what I am calling confidence and self-esteem:;
adultism.

_ ¢ an increasing sense of
Not everything the adult world does worthlessness;

in relation to young people is adu/tist.
It is certainly true that children and
young people need love, guidance,
rules, discipline, teaching, role
modeling, nurturance, protection.

an increasing feeling of
powerlessness;

s a consistent experience of not
being taken seriously;

Childhood and adolescence are a = adiminishing ability to funetion
steady series of developmental stages, well in the world;

each of which has a different set of = a growing negative self-concept;
needs, issues, and difficulties. For - increasing destructive acting
example, a three year old needs a out;

different amount of sleep than a 15
year old; or, what works to physically
restrain a seven year old will not work
with an 18 year old; or, how you
explain conception and birth to an

increasing self-destructive acting
“in" (getting sick frequently,
developing health conditions,
attempting suicide, depression,

inquisitive toddler will be quite different etc.);
from how you explain these to a e feeling unloved or unwanted.
sexually active teenager. Certainly these serious conditions
Differing cultural, ethnic, gender, do not entirely stem from adu/tism.
class, or religious approaches to these  Other factors like sexism, racism,
developmental stages can further poverty, physical or mental disability,
complicate the identification of and so on, may also contribute to these
adultism. For example, what is results. But systematic disrespect and

considered "weak" in one gender, may = Mmistreatment over years simply
be considered "strong" in another; or,  because of being young are major
belching may considered rude in one  sources of trouble.

culture and an expression of

appreciation in another; or, childhood Evidence That Adultism Exists

sex play may be condoned in one Other "isms" like racism and sexism

culture and condemned in another. are well established and accepted as
The point is that no one act or realities. They each have a huge body

policy or custom or belief is in itself of literature and research documenting

necessarily agu/tist. Something can be  the effects and history of the

labeled aduftist if it involves a oppression. There are novels, movies,

consistent pattern of disrespect and media presentations, political

organizations, and social movements
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devoted to illuminating and or
eliminating the existence of the “ism”.

The concept of adultism, the
systematic mistreatment and disrespect
of young people, is relatively new and
has not been widely accepted as a
reality. There is certainly much
research and literature on children and
youth, but very little that concludes
that young people are an oppressed
group in our society, with parallels to
other such groups. Part of my effort in
this article is to draw forth enough
examples, primarily from the United
States, to point to the reality of
adultism.

Common Statements

Consider how the following
comments are essentially disrespectful.
What are the assumptions behind each
of them? Do you remember having
heard any of these as a younger
person?

e “You're so smart for fifteen!”

« “When are you going to

grow up?”

e "Don't touch that, you'll

break it!”

e “Aslong as you are in my
house, you’ll do it!

e “You're being childish.”

e “You're so stupid (or clumsy,
inconsiderate, etc.)!”

» "“Go to your room!”

e “Don't ever yell at your
mother like that!” (yelling)

» "She doesn't understand
anything.” (about a baby)

e “You are too old for that!” or
“You're not old enough!”

e "Oh, it's only puppy love.”

e “What do you know? You
haven't experienced
anything!”

e "It's just a stage. You'll
outgrow it.”

Common Occurrences

Physical and Sexual Abuse

There are numerous examples of
disrespect toward young people. Of
course, there is the obvious oppressive
treatment: physical and sexual abuse
of young people. Official reports of
child abuse reached 2.7 million in 1993.

Other Punishment and Threats

-There is also a whole range of
nonphysical punishments or threats:
being routinely criticized, yelled at,
invalidated, insulted, intimidated, or
made to feel guilty with the effect of
undermining a child's self-respect;
being arbitrarily or unfairly “grounded”
or denied “privileges.” If young people
protest against their mistreatment, they
are often subjected to more
punishment.

Denied Control

Young people are denied control
and often even influence over most of
the decisions that affect their bodies,
their space, and their possessions. For
example, most adults seem to think
they can pick up little children or kiss
them or pull their cheeks or touch their
hair without asking or without its being

- mutual. Adults can often be seen

grabbing things out of children’s hands
without asking.
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