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“In an ideal society, I would be heard.” 

Cristina, 16 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Modern nation-states tie their political processes to the actions of citizens and therefore 

view developing the good citizen as important. Youth have historically been the key to this social 

experiment. Children’s education came to occupy center stage in the early 1900s as social 

theorists advocated the idea that without good citizens, democracy could not be constructed  

(Dewey, 1916).  Modernism placed children at the center of political debates because they were 

the future of society, yet children and adolescents were considered citizens in the making, not 

embedded with a right to a public voice (Kulynych, 2001).  Indeed some have vehemently 

opposed a role in the public arena, claiming that the privacy of their world should be protected 

from the public sphere while they are young (Bethke Elshtain, 1995).  

Modernity, however, is giving way to new economic and cultural structures that are 

changing our notions of childhood and youth in general, and that in turn may influence how we 

conceive of youth’s place in politics (See Cannella & Kincheloe, 2002; Kaufman Hevener, & 

Rizzini, 2002; James&Prout, 1997).  Postmodernity has a different temporality, which questions 

the very notion of predictable development paths, notions that drove the idea that early 

socialization produces future citizens. Technological advances have radically changed how 

information is presented and distributed, and as such have changed the boundaries of childhood 

(Postman, 1994).  Youth as a social category and consumer concept may be a product of 

globalization (Maira & Soep, 2005). The place of youth and our concerns about them have also 

undergone drastic changes. Youth are seeing as unruly and uncaring (Grossberg, 2001). Caring 
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and educating the young for the future of the nation does not hold the centrality that it did in 

modernism.  

This age of postmodernity and globalization is characterized by a declining ability of 

nation-states to bind economies, cultures and, to a certain degree, politics.   In addition, 

innovations in transportation have increased contact among people of different backgrounds. The 

organization and meaning of politics are changing. The nation-state is not the exclusive organizer 

of our economies, politics, or selves, especially for immigrant children. Some argue that cities 

are the critical links in a new global economy and, consequently, the space for meaningful 

politics may have shifted away from national politics (Sassen, 1991). Others predicted this would 

encourage the formation of the “global citizen.” Notions of racial and ethnic identities—so 

integral to the political process itself—are also in flux. More youths, for example, now embrace 

multiple identities.   

      The meaning and the promise of political participation has also eroded. For instance, 

the United States has the lowest voter registration and turnout of all the affluent countries in the 

world. In the United States, concern about the declining involvement in civic life has led some to 

predict the end of democracy (Putnam, 2001).  This, in turn, has given rise to a new 

preoccupation with civic engagement.  Given historical concerns that placed the future of 

democracies in the development of youth, it is not surprising that many of these new studies have 

focused on youth and their civic education (Buckingham, 1999; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998).  

Most, however, have found low levels of civic engagement among youth.  

     Despite these general findings, there are some youth who care deeply about their 

communities and whose activism has been recently increasing.  I wanted to study those who 

were involved.  I was interested in finding out how activist youth defined themselves, why and 
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how they became engaged in politics, and whether there were commonalities in their experiences 

that could inform projects aimed at increasing youth activism. Finally, rather than theorizing 

about young people in the public sphere, I wanted to hear how young activists envisioned politics 

and their place in it in this global, postmodern world.   In this paper, I present some preliminary 

thoughts on this project, which was centered in Chicago. The project is continuing with youth in 

Mexico City and Rio de Janeiro. 

 

THE PROJECT 

In 2004, I began interviewing youths in the Chicago area who were actively involved in 

their communities. The project began with a series of meetings with directors and organizers of 

community organizations that work to engage youth. The intent was to be broad and inclusive of 

different communities throughout the city as well as different forms of civic engagement. The 

main criterion used to identify these groups was that they be organizations that had projects 

conceived and run by youths themselves. These included Southwest Youth Collaborative and 

some of their partnering organizations (Tepochcalli, Interfaith Leadership Project, and 

Multicultural Youth Project), Video Machete, Chicago Young Authors, Girls Best Friend, and 

the Mikvah Challenge. The Southwest Youth Collaborative was involved in a citywide school 

reform project, led and designed by students. Video Machete was a group of youth working on a 

video exploring the impact of the Patriot Act on immigrant communities. Chicago Young 

Authors was a youth-led program that encouraged the use of the written word in voicing young 

people’s ideas. The all-girl board of Girl’s Best Friend Foundation Project, Sisters Empowering 

Sisters, gave grants to projects conceived and run by girls. The Mikvah Challenge encouraged 

youth to work on electoral campaigns and created a project that gave grants to school-based 
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my thoughts, and allowed me to meet people from all over the state, from rich suburbs and 

poorer school districts.” 

The youth community organizations provide a place for activism and a site to develop 

skills. In their respective projects, the youths encountered enthusiastic and supportive community 

organizers who taught them important political skills, including surveying, lobbying, and writing 

press releases. Most important for many of the youths, the organizations introduced them to other 

young people from across the city. 

Early political victories also encouraged optimism about social activism. A group of three 

youths from Cicero’s Interfaith Leadership Project had convinced a local businessman to donate 

a building to their organization. They were now excited about all the programming they were 

going to be able to provide other youths.  Those involved in the Barack Obama campaign for 

Senate were ecstatic about his victory. “This showed me that someday I can be a Senator too,” 

said one volunteer. For the group from Brighton Park, their involvement in a local campaign that 

resulted in the election of an alderman who was not responsive to their needs only seemed to 

make them want to work harder. “We helped get him elected,” one student said, “and he turned 

his back on us. Now we have to find a better person.”  

Religion, although identified by most as a family practice, does not seem to play a 

significant role in their political involvement. The exceptions included two Muslim youths, 

Esshan and Jo, who felt that their value system was encoded in religious text, and Cristina who 

had gone through the initiation rites of Santeria, Afro-Caribbean religion. For her, religion was a 

centering experience that allowed her to reach out to others. 

   Schools and community organizations in this study seem to play supportive roles to 

those noted by other scholars (Andolina, Jenkins, Zukin, & Keeter, 2001). In schools youths 
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learn about topics and hone skills, particularly in debate teams and classes (Jennings & Niemi, 

1974).  But schools are also contested zones.  Youths in this study often defined schools as the 

place where they lose their voice and the place that does not prepare them for the future.  In 

contrast, community organizations are where they meet other committed youths and where they 

learn political skills. Through community-based activities, they begin to feel empowered as 

youths and as informed citizens. Community organizations provide stimulating political 

environments in which budding activism can find a more collective expression.  Students in this 

study met youths from other communities, which encouraged them to be more open and 

forthcoming in accepting others who are different from them. Other researchers have found that 

community organizations become safe-zones where youth feel that they can be themselves 

(Halpern, Barker, & Mollard, 2000).  

 

IDENTITY AND POLITICS 

 

Politics is often played out as a group process.  Social identities frequently demarcate 

political groups, especially when one’s social identity has been the source of exclusion from a 

political voice. Historically, only white, male property owners were considered part of the 

political community. During the last 200 years, struggles to expand this have succeeded in 

bringing the vote to African Americans and women, and lowering the voting age to 18.  The rise 

of “identity politics” often found its source in these movements to broaden notions and practices 

of citizenship. I was interested in exploring with activist youths their awareness of social 

identities and any links to particular political concerns and to their sense of political 

communities, especially given that adolescence is a time when individuals begin to develop 
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social identities.  Specifically, I was interested in whether globalization has changed some of 

these practices, and whether new preoccupations in postmodernity change the ways young 

people view their struggle to find a voice. 

 

Awareness of Social Identities 

    Notions of age-related categories are malleable and change throughout time and in 

particular social settings (Erikson, 1963).  Nevertheless, age does demarcate many specific kinds 

of developmental and social categories. Developmentally, adolescence has been characterized as 

a period of growth (Erikson, 1968).  The development of social identities may very well be 

influenced by multiple factors, but is critical to the becoming understanding the self in relation to 

others (Hart, 1997).  Politically, young people have often been viewed as engines of change.  The 

vote, however, is not extended to anyone under 18 in the United States. Do young people 

perceive themselves as a group because of their age? What other social points of references do 

they have? What implications can this have for political mobilization and awareness?  

         All of the young people interviewed had a special awareness of their status as 

youth, and furthermore some thought that because of this they bring special sensibilities to the 

political process. They believe they have power when they are working with a youth 

organization and with other youths. Carneil, a young African American male, says of his 

experience, “What I have learned in Mikvah Challenge is that youth have a voice and the power 

to effect change. Youth make up a constituent, when we shop, buy clothes or when they go to the 

corner store they pay taxes and some have jobs…when youth come together and have a vision, a 

good leader, they can definitely change a lot of things.” In Carneil’s view, youth can make a 

difference when they act together in the voice of youths.  
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In part because they see themselves as inexperienced owing to age, the youth in this study 

are highly motivated and committed to learning both in school and outside of school. They watch 

the news and read newspapers and often discuss politics with friends and family. They are high 

achievers, with many reporting high grades in school or at least in classes they liked. Often they 

believed an individual could make a difference. However, they also said that by themselves they 

could only be heard, but if they had a powerful group of other young people behind them, they 

could actually accomplish something. 

     In addition to age awareness, race and ethnicity demarcate a sense of group and self 

and may serve as the bases for group identity and for political engagement. This awareness was 

very marked in African American and Latino youths in the study. As Maceo from Video 

Machete described it, "When I was younger, race was not relevant. I did not know what color I 

was. I knew we ate different foods at home, that you rolled the r’s in our last name. Until I 

started hearing words, racial slurs, and started to understand what they were. …and why some 

people in class got yelled at more than others.” In addition, multiracial youth find that they are 

constantly battling racism from multiple communities and unable to find a voice that allows their 

complexities to emerge.  

Latino youths in the study used multiple terms for their ethnic and national identities. 

Social scientists have debated how and when Latinos either choose national origin or panethnic 

identities (Oboler, 1985). The Latino youths interviewed typically defined themselves first by 

their national origin and second as Latinos. Jessica from Mikvah Challenge defined herself as, 

“Mexican even though I was born in the United States. It is a way of carrying on my parents and 

grandparents’ heritage. I want to keep it going." Jennifer, from the Southwest Youth 

Collaborative said, “I am Puerto Rican. I don’t deny it, but I don’t rub it in people’s face. We are 
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all humans, and we all have needs.” But for one Latino youth, Luis, also from the Southwest 

Youth Collaborative, Mexican did not sound right. “I grew up over here, and I am totally 

different than they are. I would call myself Latino.” For others, Latino is used strategically as a 

way of uniting and not offending others. An example of this was expressed by Gisela from 

Interfaith Leadership Project in Cicero, “What unites us is our native language, Spanish.” This 

was a conscious choice in order not to leave anyone out.  Latino becomes a cultural referent as it 

is also deployed strategically as an ethno-political category (Padilla, 1985). 

For many, identifying as American is problematic. Mayra, from Tepochcalli, said, “I 

came to the United States at [age] 3, I don’t want to be American, because when I think of 

America I think of the American dream, and this is unattainable…it’s just a dream. America has 

failed minorities.” For some youths, identifying with their parents’ national origin was not 

always a progressive strategy. Terri, who was born in Cambodia, found that as a Cambodian she 

was expected to play certain roles she found demeaning to women. As such she said, “I don’t see 

myself as part of the Cambodian community, but I do think of myself as part of a youth 

community, really a member of the activist youth community.” 

For white youths, their affinity to black culture was an entry into beginning to understand 

privilege and a burgeoning awareness of inequalities, as well as the deep divides in their own 

world. David remembers that he started listening to hip-hop. “A lot of hip hop is involved with 

the African American community. All my friends were white, I started thinking, well, it 

shouldn’t just be like that.”  

The girls from Girls Best Friend Foundation’s project, Sisters Empowering Sisters, had a 

very interesting take on their identities.  While gender was important to them, it was coupled by 

a desire to be viewed in the present, not as little women or women in the making. “We are girls, 
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search for voice develops strategies that overlap traditional politics and newer forms of political 

struggles. They are at the crossroads of modernism and postmodernity. 

 

POLITICAL CONCERNS: THE LOCAL AND THE GLOBAL 

 

  Globalization promised to make the world a smaller place and as such for activists 

promised that their struggles could be easily conceived and acted out in a more unified fashion. 

What do the political practices of young people in Chicago tell us about how global or local their 

politics may be? Although the youth expressed a range of concerns, several were prominent in 

their interviews.  Interestingly, the top concerns were about education and grounded in a very 

local setting.  These included lack of resources, curriculum, and not having a voice in school 

affairs. To some of the youths, educational services and resources were the most critical 

problems affecting them. Some mentioned funding. Another mentioned how overpopulated her 

school was and how little teachers could get done because of the number of students. One 

blamed the No Child Left Behind act for school closings, which in turn has led to overcrowding 

in some schools.  Others said that the lack of college counselors limited their and other students’ 

ability to plan for their future education. Dante said he felt sorry for his teacher, who used her 

own salary to buy school supplies for her students. He felt that she should get a higher salary.  

Other youths pointed to the lack of equitable distribution as the culprit for unequal 

education. As Carneil said, “Suburbs receive more per pupil than inner city kids.” This was 

inherently unfair and one student felt it was undemocratic.  Within the city, where there are great 

disparities even between public schools, Terri, of the Multicultural Youth Project, said, “We 

have a two-tiered system of education; one in the magnets [selective schools within the public 
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school system] and another for regular schools. And only a few can get into the magnets.” Her 

group had met with board officials and was producing a video to show these disparities. Even 

within magnet schools, there are differences. Sabura, a Lincoln Park High School student, spoke 

of the difference in treatment of the International Baccalaureate students and those in the regular 

program. “I asked a teacher to let us read a book that was being taught to the IB students,” 

Sabura said, “and she said that we could not read that book, only the IB students could read it. It 

is so unfair.”  

For many of the students, not having a voice in the decisions that affect them was the 

most serious problem in education. Jennifer, who lives on the southwest side of the city, put it 

this way, “Everyone talks about educational changes, but they are adults. We are the ones who 

are in school, and we are the ones affected by decisions, so they should count on us…It would 

make us more responsible for what is going on in our schools.”  

Students from Farragut High School in Little Village had been involved in a walk-out 

protesting school conditions. Mayra believed that when in school, she lost rights. “You know we 

have rights outside of school because we are citizens, but once we get inside the school, they 

take half of our rights away. Our privacy is gone and so is our right to protest.”  

     Globalization has also increased the mobility of labor and people, with increasing 

numbers of youth who are either first- or second-generation immigrants. Immigration itself is a 

transnational, global issue that broadens people’s perspectives beyond a particular nation-state.   

      Although most Latino youths interviewed were directly affected by immigration 

policies since they were either immigrants or children of immigrants, youth in general are aware 

of the plight of classmates who are undocumented. The Dream Act was mentioned in particular 

by many of these youths. Many immigrant rights organizations have advocated for the passage of 
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the Dream Act, which seeks to guarantee higher education to any student who graduates from a 

U.S. high school, regardless of immigration status. As one of the youths from the Interfaith 

Leadership Project stated, “The Dream Act after all is a way to make sure that undocumented 

students receive a chance to be educated. Don’t we want everyone to stay in school?”  

Concerns about immigration policy extend beyond their impact on youths. Particularly 

after 9/11, many youths felt that Muslim Americans were unfairly targeted by immigration 

officials. For others, 9/11 had become an excuse for the federal government to target all 

immigrant communities. It also fostered existing racism against immigrant communities. For 

Luis, from Southwest Youth Collaborative, “it is racism to deny someone a job because he is 

Mexican and has no papers. But this has been happening more and more.” The group working 

with Video Machete spent the summer of 2003 on a project looking at the impact of the Patriot 

Act on their communities. A student from another project said, “You know immigration is a 

global issue, and this way we can work on something that affects the community and the world.” 

Terri who had been a refugee at the age of 5 and spent several years at a camp before coming to 

the United States said, “ I don’t understand the concept that one person can tell another that they 

are illegal.” 

     The invasion of Afghanistan and the Iraq War also was a prominent topic during the 

time of the interviews. Although only one of the youth defined herself as an antiwar activist and 

was a member of an antiwar organization, many others were critical of the war and questioned 

the logic of it. Others were concerned about its impact on youth, and still others believed that the 

United States was imposing its will on others.  

  Lindsay, who was also member of Chicagoans against the War, explained her position. 

“Some wars are inevitable. WW II was one. But this war was unnecessary. I supported going 
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into Afghanistan because I believed that they were helping Osama bin Laden, but what does 

Hussein have to do with 9/11—nothing.” For Dante, who had helped organize a protest against 

the war at his school, there was something inherently illogical about the war, “He [Bush] sent out 

tanks that used up a lot of oil for gasoline, just to get more. This wastes a lot. I don’t think it is 

right to sacrifice a lot of lives just to get a substance to save the country. You know we could get 

solar powered cars.” Lilian from Video Machete had helped organize a walk-out in her school 

and said, “You know this whole war is a grudge. Instead of killing people, Bush should have sat 

down with Hussein and worked things out. He needs to listen to the UN that said not to go to 

war. Now there is a war, death and the economy is falling.” For another youth, “The war has 

brought military recruitment down, and the Defense Department is pressuring recruiters. They go 

out into poor communities with promises of education and training. Instead of helping them get 

into a university, they are telling them to go to the military.”  

Luis felt ambivalent about the war, but felt that the troops needed to be supported—his 

two closest friends were in Iraq. However, Samantha, from Girls Best Friend, who had two 

brothers in the army, said, “I’m one of those people who do not believe in this war. I don’t think 

lives should be sacrificed. I don’t know, I just feel like it’s not being received well and that in the 

end they may not be benefiting Iraqis because so many of their people are being killed. The 

world can work with not everybody being like America…who are we to say what is free to them. 

I do understand that Saddam Hussein did inflict pain and suffering, but I am saying so many 

lives don’t have to be sacrificed. Maybe there were other ways to bring about changes.”  

        These youths have global points of references in that they are aware of the plight of 

youths in other countries, and for some who have had the opportunity to travel, their experiences 

abroad confirmed that they were also different from most youths. There is awareness that they 
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live in the most powerful country in the world, and there is a sense of responsibility this begets to 

ensure that the United States does not abuse its power or ruin the environment. As Samantha 

said, “I think I’m different from other youth in other countries in that I was raised here in 

America where…it seems that we were taught to be a superior country.” Luis, from Southwest 

Youth Collaborative, says, “I think we don’t understand poverty as it is experienced in other 

parts of the world, like in Mexico, but I am like them in that we are all Mexican. And I know 

what it is like to move from place to place.” Jo from Southwest Youth Collaborative also sees 

commonalities and differences between U.S. youths and those in other countries. “Youth from all 

around the world have one commonality: wanting to love and be loved. And that while there are 

similarities amongst all youth in the world ... there are marked differences in a variety of areas, 

from the speed in which kids are forced to grow up to educational and political opportunities.”  

One main difference mentioned between their political culture and that of many other countries 

was that they lived in a society that permits dissent, even if it is often muted.  

Earlier comparative studies of youth politics found that the borders of nation-states 

informed their political life (Coles, 1986). For these youths, their politics transcend national 

borders. In particular, there is an awareness of the changing place of the United States in the 

world and the need to change this direction from one that readily uses its military might to one 

more caring about the poor. Nevertheless, for the majority of youths, their politics, even when 

globally tied, unfold in very local settings—schools and neighborhoods. Their sights are set on 

institutions that affect their daily lives. This stands in contrast to other studies of youth in 

international solidarity movements (Pollock, 2005). Class may play a role in where youths locate 

their activism (Connell, 1971; Hirsch, 1971; Jennings & Niemi, 1981).  Unlike middle-class 

youths who may attend better schools and who are not members of discriminated groups, 
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working-class youths from the Chicago area often must politically organize to receive even basic 

services in their schools. 

 

ENGAGING: STYLES AND UNDERSTANDINGS OF POLITICS 

Altruism and Pragmatism  

Historically, youth activism has been linked with idealism, altruism, and rebellion 

(Luzzatto, 1997). The youth activists of the 1960s, a common point of reference for activists 

today, thought of political change in utopian ways. Throughout the interviews, although several 

forms of political understanding emerged, references to altruistic motivations were scarce. One 

student did mention that, “I got involved because I like helping people.” Generally, the students 

held more practical views of politics and activism, as a way to obtain very specific outcomes. 

Daisy, from Brighton Park, said, “I got involved in the Youth Council of Brighton Park, and I 

also worked local elections because we wanted an alderman who would help us get a youth 

center.” Another youth felt strongly that if she was going to complain, she needed to get 

involved.  

Most of the youths saw politics as a process. “Politics is a process, people are competing 

with each other over ideals and values, on who is a citizen and how they should live and how 

they can succeed.” A few saw politics as something outside their reach—a government and 

politicians that have power to control and have an impact on their lives. “Government mostly 

represents people who are doing well in society. They do not represent people who are suffering 

and dying to get better.  

Even though some of the youths do not see themselves as part of government, they would 

like to think they can influence governmental decisions. In discussing formal politics, Dante, the 
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youngest person interviewed, believed that elections could hold politicians accountable. 

Although few of the youth were enthusiastic about conventional politics in general, Jessica, from 

Mikvah Challenge, had a different perspective. “I never saw politics as bad. My family voted. 

And there were good guys and not so good guys.”  

Many see government as embedded in the rule of law and as something that must take 

into account social changes. They believe that politics should include a democratic process that 

brings people together to discuss and debate, given that individuals have many opinions that 

should be counted. Voting, particularly for African American teenagers, is seen as a legacy right. 

It may not make a difference, but to not vote is self-defeating. For Latinos, the vote was 

something everyone should have regardless of legal status. Another youth saw that it was his 

duty to keep elected officials accountable, “especially if we helped elect them.”  

                                 

Entitlement: Rights and Responsibilities 

Conceptually, many believe that the broader political community should be more 

inclusive of everyone, especially immigrants who are left out of the political process. Those from 

immigrant communities felt strongly that everyone who contributes to society should be allowed 

to vote regardless of their legal status.  

Regarding inclusion of youth in formal political communities, the youths were divided. 

Some viewed their fellow classmates as uninformed and not caring. Because being informed was 

such an important aspect of their political culture, they thought that others less informed should 

not be allowed to participate. However, for some the question of age was not as critical. They 

believed that by 16, most youth can make informed decisions. If you are able to drive, why not 
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vote? For Jessica, the issue was straightforward, “Since governmental decisions affect everyone, 

then everyone should be involved somehow, including children.” 

 With political entitlement comes a person’s notion of rights and responsibilities, which 

contributes to the definition of a citizen. Youths were asked what rights they believed they had. 

Their answers were overwhelmingly notions of rights embedded in law. Across the board, all felt 

strongly that they had the right to express themselves. “I have the right to be heard and 

respected,” Cristina says, “And I can protest, I can ask questions, challenge authority—that does 

not mean beating up on people—but I can always have a dissenting opinion that is mine and I 

can always assert myself.” Carneil believed that, “I am gifted with a voice. And the reason I have 

a voice is to use it...And I am not limited to where I can use it. However, I have to figure out 

when to use it most effectively.” Citing the U.S. Constitution, many added that they had all the 

rights given to all Americans. 

         The youths also believed that they had the right to participate in government 

decisions.  They had the right to contest and protest to hold politicians accountable. Some also 

felt strongly that they had a right to defend themselves against false accusations. And that they 

had the right to the truth about what goes on in government.  

Their activism has made them aware of the ways that these rights can be practiced, 

indeed even successfully. For instance, Carneil’s experience in Springfield, the state capital, in 

confronting Rep. Michael Madigan, the speaker of the Illinois State Assembly, made him 

understand that if armed with data and oratory skills, he could stand up and present his case. The 

youths also discussed other forms of rights not embedded in U.S. law, but  it is interesting to note 

that the only social right mentioned by some of the youths was the right to what one called “a 

fine education.” 
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      Many of the students did believe that their rights were limited. "You have the right to 

say whatever as long as it does not physically hurt someone, even if it hurts emotionally.” They 

had the right to protest, but they needed to be respectful. Dante related a story of a school walk-

out he had helped organize. He was critical of one “kid who went crazy and kicked a reporter. 

That was stupid.”  Dante felt that he did not have the right to say bad words in anger. “The 

Patriot Act has certainly limited many of my rights.” And another youth added, “Rights are 

abstract. When it comes to organizing in schools, for instance, I can’t do that without risk of 

getting kicked out.” They also thought that many of their rights were limited because of their 

age, especially their right to vote. Some felt very strongly that the voting age should be lowered 

to allow youth to have a voice in electoral politics.  

Some believed that although they may have rights in the public sphere, so long as they 

were living at home, their rights were conditioned by their parents. One youth who helped 

organize a school walk-out was warned by his mother not to walk out himself because it was 

disrespectful to the teachers. “I have the right to organize a protest, but then I have to listen to 

my mother.”    Teachers also had authority over them. But as mentioned by a few of the youths, 

authority had to be gained, not imposed. Although acknowledging certain limitations on their 

rights, they clearly believed that they were entitled to a series of personal rights. These included 

how they could dress, how they talk, the right to introduce themselves to others without masking 

who they are, and the right to choose their friends.  

Because this study will be replicated in other countries as well, youths’ understanding of 

their rights was an area of great interest. Overwhelmingly most of the youths view their rights as 

embedded in U.S. law, particularly freedom of speech and expression.  This may very well be 
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particular of U.S. political culture. Although a few mentioned collective rights such as education 

and health care, the right to protest and act politically were on the top of their list.  

These young activists also have a deep sense of political, social, and personal 

responsibilities attached to their notions of rights. Not surprisingly many of the youths saw their 

main responsibilities as related to their political activism. Samantha said, “I want to be a light 

unto this world.” Carneil added, “I feel like I am a born leader and it is my responsibility to lead, 

instead of following.” Several youths specified that it was not just to get involved in politics, but 

rather to make change. Cristina felt she had the “responsibility to share my ideas with others, and 

to promote arts in different places so that others could have the same opportunities I have had in 

cultural programs to learn how to express themselves.” 

Political responsibilities include being informed about the world to be better able to act 

on their beliefs. Samantha, for instance, stated, “I have the responsibility to make sure that I’m 

not misinformed because there’s such a mass flood of information that the truth gets lost and you 

just believe anything and you’ll be misinformed and making decisions on the wrong thing that 

can really hurt you.” 

For many youths, their responsibilities also included personal commitments like obeying 

their parents, helping out in the house, performing well in school, and keeping safe. Cristina 

added, “And if I am reckless, not involve others in my recklessness.” Henry felt extremely 

responsible to his family. “My family has gone through some very difficult stages, and it’s my 

responsibility to be there to support them.” Esshan felt personally responsible to her younger 

sister. Some of the youth summoned it up by saying that they needed to be the best that they 

could be. As Jennifer said, “I have the responsibility to respect myself and others.” 
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         Theirs is an activism that is thoughtful and respectful of others. This stands in contrast to 

suggestions that adolescent political behavior may be oppositional in nature. Their desire to be 

respectful also included the need to be informed. It was not so much that information influenced 

their activism, but rather that they believed that their activism should be information driven. This 

was closely tied to their respect of others political points of view. It can be said that tolerance of 

others and their beliefs was a salient characteristic of almost all the youths interviewed. In a way, 

their sense of rights as well as their style of politics are embedded in a democratic tradition of 

debate and dissent.  For this group of youth, their political culture or the way of conducting 

themselves politically was an important shared characteristic.   

       With a few exceptions, particularly the Mikvah Challenge participants, many of the 

young people have opted not to engage in conventional politics. Nonetheless, their activism, 

which ranged from making films, to participating in meaningful philanthropy, to organizing 

educational advocacy groups, is the type of political activity that creates engaged citizens 

(Sherrod, 2006). Researchers have argued that to capture youth activism, we must look beyond 

conventional politics (Cohen, 2005). Clearly, this group is involved in a variety of activities 

outside electoral politics. They are aware of their activism and of the impact they hope to attain 

through their actions. It is a politically conscious act of engagement, even if it is not in the formal 

arena. As diverse as their forms of political engagement may be, they are more pragmatic than 

utopian. Some authors have suggested that this too is a product of postmodernity (Handler, 

1992). 
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THEIR IDEAL SOCIETY 

The sum of the youths’ political views can be discerned from their hopes for the future 

and their visions of what a good government could be. Each had very specific views of good 

government, but their responses align broadly with a call for a more inclusive government, a 

helpful government, an honest government, and a more globally responsible government. 

Finally, they wanted a government that took them into account. 

Latino youth in particular thought a good government should be more inclusive of 

immigrants. Mayra said, “You know the United States has forgotten that it was immigrants and 

slaves that built its greatness. Immigrants need to be included. After all, they are the ones who 

work the hardest.” Omar thought that “Ideally we would put a lot more faith in working class 

people, not just rich ones. It should be about people. Therefore, it should be more diverse. In 

sum, a democratic government would include everyone.” 

These youth activists believed that government had a role to play in providing services, 

particularly to needy communities. “Government should be a means for protecting and taking 

care of people,” Said Noelle.   “I would like to see health care for everybody and a good 

education,” said Maeco. “In my ideal world, I would like a society built on principles in which 

people had the ability to live with dignity, to have certain control over their lives, not to be 

powerless, where there was a better distribution of wealth, and government was there to make 

sure that some people are not falling under, like medical insurance of some kind.” 

There is also a sense that a powerful country has responsibilities to weaker ones. For 

instance, Omar from Tepochcalli said, “I would like to see the United States help other countries, 

not go to war with them. To help them build up their economies so they would not be poor.” 
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Jennifer said, “I would try to get all these different types of people to come together and realize 

that we are the same, we are linked in this world.” 

They also want a world in which they are taken into account. Jessica expressed the 

following, “I want a world in which people had faith in students because we are the ones getting 

education.” Cristina, the young poet, said, “In my ideal world, my stories would affect people, 

because people will listen more to people who look like me. In an ideal society, I would be 

heard.” 

        In summary,  these youth activists are not pursuing utopian projects like youth of the 

New Left in the 1960s (Keniston,  1968). Perhaps it is their class backgrounds that ground them 

in a more “real politic,” or maybe it is the failings of twentieth-century utopian projects that 

demand more realistic expectations from the political process itself. Whatever the reason, the 

twenty-first century seems to raise a more sobered youth activist, in part formed at home and 

focused on local issues yet aware of their global implications (Esteva & Prakash, 1998). They are 

aware of the global implications of their country’s politics and seek a less aggressive government 

that is socially responsible toward poorer countries. They are looking for a government that is 

responsive to the needs of the poor and unrepresented, and they are looking for a voice for 

themselves and their communities in politics. They are exacting an agency in the present. In the 

process, they are developing a political culture of tolerance for others and of agency for young 

people. In sum, they seek a more democratic political project, one that includes a place for them 

in the public (Bennett, 2003; Rutherford, 1998). As such, the youth share some of the concerns 

of modernist politics, even as they engage in arenas and in forms of defining themselves that 

situate them in postmodernity.  
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