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This essay draws on theories of political philosopher Hanna Pitkin and cultural
studies scholar Stuart Hall to consider youth representation in terms of relationships
between cultural representation and political representation. | argue that the ways
in which youth are represented and misrepresented in cultural discourse and
media affects their political representation. After an opening section focused on
the problem of cultural misrepresentations of youth, the essay explores concepts
of youth and adolescence as they evolved after World War Il. The third section
assesses the impact of cultural constructs of youth on political representation
by reviewing evidence on mainstream media representations of young climate
change activists. The essay’s final section analyzes debates related to minimum
voting age requirements, and what they suggest about understanding the problem
of youth representation.
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Introduction

Political philosopher Hanna Pitkin famously compared the concept of representation to
“a rather complicated, convoluted, three-dimensional structure in the middle of a dark
enclosure” Continuing the metaphor, Pitkin described different political theories about
representation as “flash-bulb photographs of the structure taken from different angles” (1967,
p-10). This metaphor aptly expresses the varied conclusions political scientists reach when they
train different theoretical lenses on representation. Thus a “photo” taken from the “angle” of
how political institutions marginalize youth will yield a different view than a case study
exploring the extent to which younger politicians represent youth interests. Pitkin’s analysis
highlights how the conceptual shapes the real. Political institutions and behaviors aren’t pulled
out of a hat; they emerge from how people “see themselves and their world, and this in turn
depends upon the concepts through which they see” (Pitkin, 1967, p. 1). In her foundational
1967 The Concept of Representation, Pitkin defines and analyzes four conceptual “angles” used
to understand political representation (formalist, symbolic, descriptive and substantive), each
with its “particular and peculiar assumptions and implications” (p. 226). These theoretical
assumptions cast different light on the structure of representation, and lead to
different conclusions.

Nearly 60 years after the publication of The Concept of Representation, Pitkin’s work
remains essential to theoretical understanding of representation. Yet differences in
understandings of representation among the theoretical approaches Pitkin discusses are
relatively minor compared to those between social science scholars and those in the
humanities and cultural studies. Using Pitkin’s definition of representation as “making
present again,” (p. 8) the former ground the concept in “the activity of making citizens’
voices, opinions, and perspectives ‘present’ in public policy making processes” (Dovi, 2018).
Closely linked to problems and processes of liberal democracies, such political definitions
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of representation result in research projects that “trace the normative
basis of liberal representation, sketch the development of these
institutions as manifested in Western democracies, describe and
assess the extent to which their mechanisms work effectively and
evaluate potential threats liberal democracy currently faces”
(Rohrschneider and Thomassen, 2020, p. 4). Yet political science
approaches to representation, tend, as sociologist Eric Selbin writes,
to “not look kindly” on the narratives, visual images, and textual
evidence on which cultural studies relies. Such non-empirical
evidence is “most commonly disparaged with the term ‘mere’ and
referred to as ‘description, ‘journalism, or most damning of all,
‘history’ (Selbin, 2010, p. 30). Certainly factors other than cultural
representation affect youth political representation. But discourse
and popular images of youth, as the essay will discuss, are frequently
associated with immaturity or violence. Disregarding the role of
such cultural representation both overlooks an important facet of
the problem of youth underrepresentation, and risks reifying
cultural ideas about youth as fact.

This paper offers an initial attempt to bridge a gap between
methodologies and emphases of cultural theorists and political
scientists. As a conceptual piece, it does not meet Pitkins call for
“systematic study and clarification” of discourse surrounding the word
representation and “the contexts in which it can be used” (p. 7). It does
seek to broaden those contexts to consider relationships between
cultural and political representations of youth.

To be sure, Hanna Pitkin’s discussion of symbolic representation

«,

considers narratives and visual images. In the chapter “Standing For’:
Symbolic Representation,” Pitkin makes the point that “To say
something symbolizes something else is to say that it calls to mind,
and even beyond that evokes emotions of attitudes appropriate to the
absent thing” Her discussion, however, largely revolves around
political symbols, such as flags, and the use of emotion and symbols
by leaders, often to undercut democratic representation. Thus Pitkin
cites the Nazi lawyer Otto Koellreutter’s analysis of Hitler’s power as
rooted in an ability to treat the people as an “instrument on which the
political leader must play. If he elicts the right tones from this
instrument....he receives thereby the indispensable foundation for his
activity of political leadership” (p. 108). In this conception, political
leaders use symbols to appeal to and gain power. Thus the symbolic
power of a border wall has become a propaganda weapon for Donald
Trump, helping him to gain power to enact anti-immigrant policies,
and build the literal wall.

However, as Stuart Hall explains in Representation, in the
methodology of cultural studies, texts are not simply symbolic tools,
or illustrative examples. Representation, Hall writes,

Can only be properly analyzed in relation to the actual concrete
forms which meaning assumes, in the concrete practices of
signifying, ‘reading’ and interpretation; and these require analysis
of the actual signs, symbols, figures, images, narratives, words and
sounds--the material forms--in which symbolic meaning is

circulated (2013, p. xxv).

Visual and written texts, and discourse itself, are, to the cultural
studies scholar, what election results, statistical models, surveys and
case studies are for the political scientist. Thus cultural theorists,
following Stuart Hall’s seminal work, focus on representation as
portrayal (implicit or explicit), transmitted culturally, and particularly

Frontiers in Political Science

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1591929

via mainstream media, such as Hollywood film. Hall explained this
definition in Representation, first published in 1997.

In part, we give things meaning by how we represent them—the
words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the
images of them we produce, the emotions we associate with them,
the ways we classify and conceptualize them, the values we place
on them (2013, p. xix).

Whereas political scientists reach conclusions based on empirical
data, cultural studies scholars use texts, such as works of literature,
films, or visual art. These cultural materials are shaped into a story.
Hall uses a painting of the Biblical story of Cain’s murder by Abel to
demonstrate this understanding of representation. “The figures in the
painting stand in the place of, and at the same time, stand for, the story
of Cain and Abel”” (p. 16) That story of Cain and Abel then becomes
a larger narrative about human nature and human societies.

The divergent views of political science and cultural studies are
reflected in the two main dictionary definitions of representation as “a
person or organization that speaks, acts, or is present officially for
someone else” and “the way that someone or something is shown or
described” (Representation definition, n.d.; Rehfeld, 2011). In terms
of youth representation, these dual meanings suggest the importance
of understanding not just how political institutions represent youth,
but how cultural meanings ascribed to youth interface with and
impact youth political representation.

This essay focuses on that interface, tackling the question of why
political institutions have a poor track record in representing youth by
considering relationships between cultural representation and political
representation. These two disciplinary approaches to understanding
youth representation largely remain apart, disjoint sets of a
non-intersecting Venn diagram. I argue that bringing political science
and cultural studies together in an interdisciplinary analysis of youth
representation yields important insights. After a first section focused
on theories of cultural representation of youth, the essay moves to
outlining dominant cultural ideas about youth and adolescence as
these concepts evolved in the US post-World War II. Next, I analyze
the ways cultural constructs regarding youth impact political
representation by examining attitudes toward young climate change
activists. In the final discussion portion of the essay, I consider broader
implications of the intersections of cultural and political youth
representation, focusing on the voting age, and the potential of
understanding youth underrepresentation as a civil rights issue.

The problem of youth (mis)
representation

Despite methodological differences, political science and cultural
studies approaches to youth representation have a commonality. Both
disciplines typically see youth as more misrepresented than
represented, emphasize the ways in which young people are
inadequately or inappropriately represented by dominant systems, and
seek to understand the implications of such exclusions. An extensive
body of empirical social science scholarship on youth political
participation has documented the extent of the problem of youth
underrepresentation, reasons for it, and avenues to improve youth
civic engagement and political representation (Kitanova, 2019; Torres
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and Rio, 2013; Stockemer and Sundstrom, 2022; Antkowiak, 2024;
Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement
(CIRCLE), 2025). Studies point to the key role of what Stockemer and
Aksel Sundstrom describe as “a vicious cycle of political alienation” in
the political disempowerment of young people. While scholars differ
on the causes and solutions, that youth are woefully unrepresented in
national governments across the globe is clear. Adults under 35 make
up less than 10% of members of the 120 parliaments surveyed in a
recent study (Stockemer and Sundstrom, 2022). In the United States,
youth fare even worse in political representation. The 119th Congress,
sworn in January 6, 2025, is the third oldest in US history, with only
one member under 30, and 20 over 80. Millennials constitute nearly a
third of the US population, but make up only 15% of the 119th
Congress (Murphy, 2025). Representation of other historically
marginalized groups has increased in recent years, with the current
Congress the most racially and ethnically diverse ever, including a
high of 66 Black federal lawmakers (Hatfield, 2025). But while the
median age of Congress is decreasing slightly, it remains only about
57 years More, the percent of young elected officials in the US
Congress went down nearly 50% from 1981 to 2021 (Stockemer et al.,
2023). This underrepresentation of youth has consequences. As legal
scholar Jonathan Todres argues, the “exclusion of young people
frequently results in children’s interests flying under the radar in the
context of political and legal debates” (Todres et al., 2023, p. 425).

Parallel with such examinations of youth underrepresentation in
political institutions, scholars in cultural studies have examined
representations and misrepresentations of youth in literature, history,
popular culture and mass media (Lesko, 2012; Petrone et al., 2014;
Christenbury et al., 2009). Such cultural studies analyses begin with the
notion that “youth” is a cultural construct, created and contested by and
amid dominant systems and institutions. Cultural understandings of
young people as individuals and youth as a group are “always contingent
on and constituted through social arrangements and systems of
reasoning available within particular historical moments and contexts
(Petrone et al, 2014, p. 509)” Cultural studies employs this
constructivist approach to analyze the ways in which the category youth
is “arbitrary and contested,” and “part of a politics of classification”
(Bessant, 2020, p. 3). Like political systems, cultural constructs of youth
have consequences. Largely, however, cultural images of youth have
been seen from the viewpoint of consequences for youth behavior. In
particular, the role of popular culture and mass media in making youth
subject to rebellious or dangerous behaviors has long been studied, with
many of these concluding that “exposure to violence in the media is
associated with higher levels of antisocial behavior” (Jamieson and
Romer, 2008, p. 233). A 2023 report by the United States Surgeon
General (2023) reviewed multiple studies, and found some benefits to
youth media exposure, but concluded that there are “ample indicators
that social media can have a profound risk of harm to the mental health
and well-being of children and adolescents” (p. 4).

It is not the purpose of this essay to engage in debates about the
impact of media on youth, such as whether Tiktok should be banned.
Those debates, while important, skirt the question of how cultural
representations of youth affect political representation. As Stuart Hall
argued more generally about representation, the meanings a dominant
culture ascribes to marginalized groups “serve the interests of the
wealthiest and most powerful members of a society (Campbell, 2011,
p. 16)” Cultural representation contains, as Hall noted, the” power to
mark, assign and classify;....the power to represent someone or
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something in a certain way” (2013, p. 249). That this power is based
in discourse and symbols makes it no less real (Bastedo, 2012). Edward
Said’s classic study of the peoples and cultures Europeans named “the
Orient” demonstrates this clearly. Stereotyping and misrepresentation
was, as Said wrote, a central means “by which European culture was
able to manage—and even produce the Orient politically,
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively”
(Said, 1977, p. 7). As much as military fortifications, cultural concepts
which represented the complex civilizations of North Africa, the
Middle East, and Asia as inferior, violence prone, and driven by
irrational impulse and fanaticism, buttressed European colonialism.
Through this same process, young people, as members of a
non-dominant political and social group, become subject to false or
stereotyped representations. Such (mis)representation, as Hall writes,
“reduces people to a few, simple, essential characteristics, which are
represented as fixed by nature” (p. 247) Thus the Child Welfare League
of America, in its definition of “adultism,” describes how cultural
concepts contribute to disempowering and disenfranchising youth
through representing them “as objects instead of human beings”
(Westman, p. 46, Delgado, 2002, p. 6). What Hall and ensuing cultural
critics refer to as “signifiers” mark youth in particular ways. For
example, as one study of youth depictions in the media found, young
people have come to be associated with rebellion and violence, and
have “frequently been framed within televised spaces either as
belligerent intruders or as a feral underclass” (Banaji and Cammaerts,
2014). Such depictions of youth as violent have continued, despite a
lack of empirical evidence supporting that view. As noted in a history
of juvenile justice in the US, even as youth had long been associated
with violence, by the 1980s, an image arose of certain youth as
“superpredators,” allegedly responsible for rising rates of violence.

The emphasis on extreme violence and the rise of the
superpredator was based in large measure on fear and repeated
images in popular culture of youth as perpetrators of ongoing
extreme violence...[despite] data that indicate that in the 21*
century, youth crime is on the decline (Short, 2012, p. 7).

This false conception of youth violence, racialized and applied
specifically to Black youth, contributed to “tough on crime” US
policies that included sentencing youth as young as 14 to life without
parole. The punishments included execution until 2005, when the US
Supreme Court, in Roper v. Simmons, ruled the juvenile death penalty
unconstitutional (Equal Justice Initiative, 2017, p. 13).

Understood in such contexts, the problem of youth political
representation can be seen to be connected, at least in part, to the
interests of a status quo that seeks to keep youth disempowered,
and wields power thorough cultural portrayals. This power is
employed not only via specific negative signifiers associated with
youth, such as violence and immaturity, but more broadly, through
the creation of a monolithic concept of youth “as being supposedly
all the same and essentially different from adults” (Alvermann,
2009, p. 19). And while it is now generally accepted that race is a
cultural construct, and not biological reality, “this theoretical
perspective has been used less frequently to dismantle the ways in
which adolescence is represented in both popular discourses and
even in social science research” (Gordon, 2009, p. 6). To use Nancy
Lesko’s term, youth have been “massified,” so that “descriptions of
adolescents in general came to be understood as essential
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characteristics of each and every adolescent” (Lesko, 2012, p. 76).
Though describing women, or racial minorities, in such broad
strokes is usually understood as bias, rooted in stereotypes, a
monolithic conception of “youth” can be excused as based on
developmental to be natural rather

biology, appearing

than cultural.

The development of modern cultural
constructs of youth

Through much of human history, “youth” was not a distinct
cultural concept. Youth, often used synonymously with
adolescent, began to take on specific cultural meanings in the
early twentieth century, with the development of psychology as
an academic discipline and the 1905 publication of G. Stanley
Hall’s two volume Adolescence (Arnett, 2006). Hall and other
psychologists constructed adolescence as “a particularly fragile
state of physical, emotional, moral and intellectual development”
(Austin and Willard, 1998, p. 3), with youth conceived as “torn
by unmanageable passions, impulsive, rebellious, and given to
florid swings of mood” (Esman, 1990, p.22). An association of
youth with rebellion, alienation, and violence came to dominate
American and to an extent global culture in the mid to late
twentieth century. Thus a Google Ngram of books in English
published from 1950 to 2022 shows the relative popularity of
selected phrases associated with youth (Figure 1). The phrase
“alienated youth” is used more commonly than “youth political
participation” or “youth voters” Though associations of youth
with politics have become more salient in recent years, the
concept of youth as alienated remains evident throughout the
decades, with the popularity of the phrase “alienated youth”
peaking in 1970.

Political disengagement is a key element of youth alienation as
understood in the post-World War II era, as social psychologist
Kenneth Keniston discussed in his classic 1960 study of American

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1591929

middle class youth, The Uncommitted: Alienated Youth in
American Society.

Most youths approach the wider world, social problems, political
events and international affairs with a comparable lack of deep
involvement...The vast majority are well informed and
uninvolved. Ultimately, most students feel a strong underlying
sense of powerlessness which dictates this lack of involvement.
Few believe that society could, much less should, be radically
transformed; most consider the world complex beyond their

power to comprehend or influence it (pp. 397-398).

In this framing, youth, while rebellious, as depicted in films such
as Rebel with a Cause, or The Blackboard Jungle, were not involved
citizens (Golub, 2015). Rather, the dominant cultural representations
of youth showed them as “simultaneously malleable and obstinate, a
danger to themselves and to others. Individual adolescents or specific
groups of young people were presented as social problems, and as
either actually or potentially capable of terrible upheaval and trauma
for society” (Griffin, 1993, p. 23). This cultural construct of youth as
dangerous has grown over time, as exemplified in Figure 2, comparing
the frequency of the phrases “youth violence,” “juvenile delinquent,”
and “youth voting”

As literary critic Joyce Rowe argues, the alienation of Salinger’s
teenage protagonist Holden Caulfield is rooted in his status as a
“precocious but socially impotent upper-middle-class adolescent who
is entirely dependent upon institutions that have failed him” (Rowe,
1992, p. 79). The novel, one critic has noted, might have been called
“The Observer in the Rye,” since Holden, despite narrating the novel,
shows little sense of agency (Sasani and Javidnejat, 2015; Graham,
2007). Holden is drawn to childhood, epitomized by the use of the
children’s song “Catcher in the Rye,” and his close relationship with his
sister Phoebe. He sees adults as “phonies,” and adulthood as an
unacceptable choice. This bifurcation of child/adult is in keeping with
generalizations about adolescence as antithetical to adult maturity, a
concept, which, as I discuss later, is used to argue against youth voting.

Google Books Ngram Viewer
Q_ alienated youth,youth voters.youth political engagement

1950-2022 ~  English~  Caselnsensitve  Smoothing

0.00000400%

0.00000350%

0.00000300%

0.00000250%

0.00000200%

0.00000100%

0.00000050%

alienated youth

youth political engagement
youth voters

FIGURE 1
Screenshot of google ngram comparing terms associated with youth.
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Google Books Ngram Viewer
Q juvenile delinquent youth voting.youth violence X ®

1900-2022 +  Engish+  Casednsensitve  Smoothing =

FIGURE 2

Blackboard Jungle constructing youth as violent.

Google ngram comparison of youth violence, juvenile delinquent, and youth voting. Two important cultural documents from the 1950s offer examples
of the ways in which "youth” as a group were represented: J.D Salinger’s 1951 novel, Catcher in the Rye, and the 1955 film The Blackboard Jungle. Both
present teenagers as anti-social “rebels without a cause,” with Catcher in the Rye more illustrative of representations of youth alienation, and The

Linked to this, and evident in the range of Holden’s negative behaviors,
from fighting, to seeking out a prostitute, is the representation of
youth as dangerously antisocial. Nor does Holden Caulfield get out of
this place of adolescent angst and alienation. He is stuck in an
unhappy, dysfunctional and disempowered state, a condition linked
directly to his status as an adolescent.

This cultural concept of mid-twentieth century youth as alienated
and disempowered notably did not accord with political realities. At
the start of 1960, the same year Keniston’s study of alienated and
uncommitted youth was published, four 18-year-old Black men at
North Carolina A& T College, and Black women students at nearby
Bennett College, organized the first sit-in protest of the modern civil
rights era. Two years earlier, Martin Luther King, Jr. praised youth in
soaring terms at a youth march for school integration. Dr. King told
the student activists:

You, the young people of America, have marched for freedom.
Fifty thousand in the fight for a free America... There is a unique
element in this demonstration; it is a young people’s march.
You are proving that the youth of America is freeing itself of the
prejudices of an older and darker time in our history.... Keep
marching and show the pessimists and the weak of spirit that they
are wrong. Keep marching and do not let them silence you. Keep
marching and resist injustice with the firm, non-violent spirit

you demonstrated today (King, 1958).

By April of 1960, students in over 70 Southern cities had led
sit-ins, leading writer Lillian Smith to pen an essay entitled “Only the
Young and the Brave,” and the New York Times to opine, about young
civil rights activists, that Americans should “Heed Their Rising
Voices” (Smith, 1960; Sit-ins in Greensboro, 2021). These real young
people were neither uncommitted nor violent; they were courageous,
responsible citizens seeking to address racial inequality.

The fact that the subjects of The Uncommitted were, like Holden
Caulfield, white and middle to upper class men, explains some of the
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gap between Kenneth Keniston’s findings on youth alienation and the
actual engagement of youth in social protests. But it is also evidence
of the way dominant cultural representations consciously shaped
images and ideas about who youth were, framing them as alienated
and anti-social rather than responsible and politically engaged
(Cohen, 1997). Thus despite the youth activism evident in anti-war,
civil rights, feminist, and gay rights protests, the dominant cultural
construct of youth in the second half of the twentieth century became
one of retreat to what Tom Wolfe labeled the “Me” generation. This
image of the average youth as a “somewhat selfish, extremely hip, and
utterly narcissistic individual who is unconcerned about any issue that
transcends this immediate vision” (Mackey, 1978, p. 360) is
demonstrably untrue of the Black youths who faced fire hoses and
arrest in the 1963 Birmingham children’s crusade, or the youth from
France, to Mexico, to the US, whose uprisings shut down institutions
across the globe in the summer of 1968. Nor is it true of the youth
James Baldwin describes in works such as the 1957 short story
“Sonny’s Blues,” or the 1963 essay “A Talk to Teachers”” In the former,
Baldwin’s teenage Black protagonists are “growing up with a rush” in
an ostensibly democratic but structurally racist society where “their
heads bumped abruptly against the low ceilings of their actual
possibilities (Baldwin, 1957)” In the latter, Baldwin says that were he a
teacher, he would tell students that it is up to them to change American
society “for the sake of the life and health of the country” and to
understand that “the popular culture—as represented, for example, on
television and in comic books and in movies—is based on fantasies”
that “have nothing to do with reality” (Baldwin, 1963). The views of
James Baldwin, Dr. King, Lillian Smith, and youth themselves,
however, were marginalized by the power of dominant politics
and culture.

To the extent youth activism was acknowledged, it was often
depicted as immature rebellion or pathologized as violent juvenile
delinquency. Building on Chimamanda Adiche’s influential 2009 Ted
Talk, “The Danger of a Single Story,” the University of Pittsburgh
educational theorist Leigh Patel has described how the “single story”
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of adolescence became “one of raging hormones, rebelliousness, and
defiance of authority” (p. 36). Importantly, these late twentieth century
cultural constructs of youth did not present them as innocent, but
rather, encoded adolescents as dangerous. As cultural critic Henry
Giroux writes, “Hollywood and other conduits of media culture
capitalized on such fears by constructing youth as both a social threat
and a lucrative market. Redefining teen culture as both separate and
in opposition to adult society, youth became the embodiment of
alienation, anger, and potential danger” (p. 74). These negative cultural
representations of youth benefitted the status quo, describing youth as
alienated and rebellious rather than rational citizens, and
“downplaying the role of systemic inequality and potentially
reinforcing rather than overcoming children and young people’s
subjugation” (Hartung, 2017). From The Catcher in the Rye to films
like The Blackboard Jungle, cultural constructs of youth in the mid to
late twentieth century “located [them] within a range of signifiers that
largely deny their representational status as active citizens. Associated
with coming-of-age rebellion, youth become a metaphor for
trivializing resistance” (Giroux, 2022, p. 71), The mass media’s
representations of youth thus functioned in part to keep protests,
change, and youth political power, at bay.

The impact of Hollywood and other purveyors of popular culture
on images of youth was not confined to the United States. In an
analysis of the worldwide impact of Hollywood films on depictions of
youth, cultural and popular studies writer Adam Golub traces
responses to the 1955 film The Blackboard Jungle in Europe and Asia.
The film takes place in an New York City high school populated by
youth who are at best disrespectful, and at worst dangerous. Students
in the film bring knives to school, rob a newspaper van, attempt to
sexually assault a teacher, and beat up the main adult character, an
army veteran and new English teacher. When MGM released The
Blackboard Jungle, they called it a “Drama of Teen-age Terror,” and
implicitly sent out warnings about youth with lurid advertisements
showing a student cleaning his nails with a switchblade, and warning
“They Turned a School Into a Jungle!” The racial and class subtext of
these advertisements was also evident in the context of the film’s
depiction of a technical high school, with the disruptive students

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1591929

shown to be working class, Black, and Puerto Rican. In one scene, the
lead character English teacher visits a wealthier high school, where
well-behaved white students, dressed in business attire, stand at
attention, singing “The Star Spangled Banner”

Fueled by Hollywood and American popular culture, these
images of youth spread, not only in the United States, but globally.
Banned in Japan for being “harmful to juveniles,” and limited to adult
audiences in England, Brazil, Chile, Columbia, Cuba, and Holland,
the film’s transnational reception is evidence of the ways of which
American concepts of youths as alienated and dangerous delinquents
“circulated meaningfully, multiplied, and had consequence beyond
US borders during the 1950s” (Golub, 2015, pp.2, 3,7). The film’s
publicity posters in France, Italy, and Germany, translated the original
English title as “seeds of violence;” (Figure 3), suggesting youth as
responsible not just for individual acts, but as a group, the root cause
of societal violence.

The Blackboard Jungle also points to the ways particular cultural
representations of youth became dominant through the power of
media. The film’s overall message, communicated by the protagonists,
Glenn Ford’s English teacher and Sidney Poitier’s student, a young
Black man Ford’s character identifies as a leader, is that even the most
problematic youths can be redeemed. Their bad behavior is not
depicted as inherent in adolescence, but rather, a product of their era
and class. They are, as one teacher puts it, the neglected children of
World War II, when fathers were away fighting and mothers employed
in defense factories. But those words in defense of youth are drowned
out by the loud music, violence, and imagery of the film, as well as
its marketing.

Depictions of youth as violent, anti-social deviants made it to the
halls of the US Congress, which in 1954 convened a special committee
to investigate juvenile delinquency. Senator Robert Hendrickson of
New Jersey opened the hearings by calling juvenile delinquency.

“the shame of America” Hendrickson, who previously had called
youth crime and delinquency.

“the fifth horseman of doom,” particularly focused on comic
books. The Senator called psychologist Frederic Wertham, author of
the anti-comic book screed Seduction of the Innocents, to testify.
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Wertham’s comments included the sensational claim that “Hitler was
a beginner compared to the comic-book industry. They get the
children much younger” (Hastings, 2022). Decrying the “rising tide of
juvenile delinquency;” the Senate committee described its charge as.

Seeking honestly and earnestly to determine why so many young
Americans are unable to adjust themselves into the lawful pattern
of American society. We are examining the reason why more and
more of our youngsters steal automobiles, turn to vandalism,
commit holdups, or become narcotic addicts (United States

Congress Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 1954).

Importantly, the Senate names the problem as larger than crime
statistics. The fear is that youth will not “adjust themselves into the
lawful pattern of American society” This statement can be seen as
rooted in resistance to the social change youth were already bringing
through their political activism, activism that would increase
throughout the 1960s. Seventy years after the United States Congress
Senate Committee on the Judiciary (1954) hearings on juvenile
delinquency, similar patterns continue to be seen in the ways cultural
signifiers of youth impact their political representation. In the next
section, I explore the relationship of dominant cultural representations
of youth to depictions of young climate change activists.

Youth representation and depictions
of climate change activists

In Act Your Age! A Cultural Construction of Adolescence, Nancy
Lesko identifies four key concepts associated with representations of
young people. These are: youth as not yet adults who exist in a liminal,
unfinished, “coming of age” state; youth as controlled by their “raging
hormones;” youth as subject to peer pressure, and last, youth seen as
a unified group whose age alone calls forth “volumes of information”
(Lesko, 2012, pp. 2-4). The actual diversity of young people is reduced
to a narrow cultural representation of youth as “troubling teenagers”
who are “emotional, confused, controlled by hormones, unstable”
(p.107). Young people, notes Lesko, are simultaneously “imprisoned
in their time (age) and out of time (abstracted), and they are thereby
denied power over decisions or resources” (p. 106). As Lesko and
other scholars who have analyzed youth cultural representation argue,
it is not accidental that portrayals of youth serve to undercut their
political rights and power (Bessant, 2020; Giroux, 2022; Todres, 2022).
Cultural representations, conveyed by mainstream media, work in
tandem with ideological values and political systems to maintain the
status quo.

Qualitative studies of media representations of young climate
change activists show this dynamic at work. Thus a 2023 study of
Australian media accounts of youth climate change activists
concluded, “Mainstream news media has been shown to frame youth
climate activists as politically illegitimate by focusing on their ages and
lack of authority, indicating their inability to participate in political
systems and processes” (Cowan et al., 2023, p. 77). Two different
analyses of German press treatments of Fridays for the Futures, the
youth-led global movement sparked by then 15-year-old Greta
Thunberg’s protests at the Swedish parliament, reached similar
conclusions. Lena von Zabern and Christopher Tulloch, using
“framing theory” (p. 2) to analyze which aspects of Fridays for the
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Future protests the German press highlighted, concluded that “two out
of every three articles (58/85) undermine the protesters self-agency
through direct or indirect disparagement, or by portraying the
protesters as exploited by adult agenda,” and “marginalize or
de-politicize the protesters’ demands and accusations” (p. 16). German
press depictions, von Zabern and Tulloch found, presented youth as
illegitimate political actors because of their youth, with a substantial
portion of stories fitting what the study authors call the “truancy
frame,” in which youth activism was trivialized, coming out of
“dubious motives,” (p. 12) and labeled irresponsible. An analysis of a
large dataset of Australian media depictions of Fridays for the Future
similarly found youth represented as “inauthentic truants,” (Cowan
etal., 2023, p. 82) whose participation was not motivated by genuine
political concerns, but an immature desire to skip school.

Another German study of the FFF movement concluded that
youth climate activists are “depicted according the ‘pupil-being. In this
cultural construct, youth are, to use Nancy Leskos schema, immature
students who are “coming of age,” rather than responsible and
informed adults “protesting against the failure of the established
environmental governance regime to address climate change”
(Bergmann and Ossewaarde, 2020, p. 272). These cultural
representations encode children and youth as “mere ‘becomings’ and

»

‘beings™ (Todres et al., 2023, p. 417). This concept of youth as coming
of age is also reflected in two German studies which found a narrative
of youth as subject to peer pressure. Media depictions described
Fridays for the Futures participants as blindly following “the
personality cult of Greta Thunberg,” with publications dismissing
youth climate activists as school children obsessed with the latest pop
idol (Bergmann and Ossewaarde, 2020, p. 273, von Zabern and
Tulloch, 2021, p. 13). Instead of describing young climate activists as
intelligent and responsible, “courageous in their concerns” and
politically astute and effective in their “abilities to organize, mobilize,
and inspire action,” (Cowan et al., 2023, p. 78) mainstream media
narratives, from Australia, to Germany, to the United States, lock
youth activists into a limited typology which has been categorized as
“dutiful, disruptive, and dangerous” (Cowan et al., 2023; O’Brien
etal., 2018).

A key dynamic of dominant framings of youth climate activists is
the way they delegitimize protests by citing age (Marquardt, et al,
2024). Hannah Feldman’s analysis of the School Strike for Climate
movement finds that the media’s emphasis on “protestors” age and lack
of perspective or education” works to silence legitimate critiques of
government environmental policy “via a commonly accepted deficit
attitude toward young people’s engagement with polity” (p. 5). In
2020, German police even advised that students under 18 participating
in climate strike walkouts should be reported to authorities and a
recent UN. report found that young people are the victims of a
disproportionate number of attacks on climate activists, including
fatal ones (Daly, 2020; Bahuet and Altorp, 2022). While attitudes
toward youth vary, and in particular swing between concepts of youth
as “pawn and threat, dangerous and defenseless” (Fournier, 2015,
p- 38), studies by Feldman (2020) demonstrate the extent to which
mainstream media and institutional representations of youth rely on
fixed, largely negative characteristics linked to age. Rather than seeing
youth as ‘citizens with agency;” such cultural depictions frame youth
as “in a state of “becoming” future citizens,” who are “training to
be participants in the sphere of formal politics;,” (O’Brien et al., 2018,
p- 42) and not yet suited for responsible adult decision-making.
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Thus, studies of discourse surrounding young climate activists
underscore how youth political representation and power is impacted
by cultural representation (Daly, 2022). These cultural framings
directly or indirectly serve the status quo, and limit youth voices and
the adoption of policies to address global climate change. Dominant
cultural representations of youth as irresponsible, disruptive, truants,
motivated by peers or by other non-political aims, affect policy, in that
the “political agenda of the protesters is completely marginalized” and
“their demands and accusations are either missing or presented as
vague and apolitical” (von Zabern and Tulloch, 2021, p. 12). More,
unlike direct disenfranchisement of youth through voting laws, these
cultural constructions are largely invisible and unquestioned. To the
extent they are made evident, negative characteristics of youth are
seen as a “natural” outgrowth of their age.

Neoliberal capitalism more generally relies on ideological
framings of dissent and dissenters as illegitimate (Chiapello, 2005;
Jacobsson, 2020; Becevi¢ and Dahlstedt, 2022). In the case of youth
climate activists, illegitimacy is conferred in part by cultural
representations based in, as Nancy Lesko says, “massified” concepts of
young people. These dominant cultural representations skew heavily
toward negative depictions of youth. As Henry Giroux’s analysis of
Hollywood films of the 1990s and 2000s concludes, youth, viewed as
“slackers, gangsters, or sell-outs,” are largely defined by mainstream
American popular culture “through the lens of contempt or
criminality” (p. 73). These negative stereotypes of youth also factor in
political systems related to youth voting, and contribute to the severe
underrepresentation of youth in legislative bodies. Cultural constructs
of youth, and the larger bifurcation of child/adult, result in
generalizations about adolescence as antithetical to adult maturity. The
last section considers this, in a discussion of implications of debates
related to the voting age to cultural and political youth representation.

Discussion and implications for youth
representation

As Stuart Hall reminds us, “we give things meaning by how
we represent them—the words we use about them, the stories we tell
about them, the images of them we produce, the emotions we associate
with them, the ways we classify and conceptualize them, the values
we place on them (Hall et al,, 2013, p. xix). What do we learn by
adding Stuart Hall's theories of cultural representation to Hanna
Pitkin’s on political representation? What happens when we consider
the presence of beliefs about youth in Pitkin’s “rather complicated,
convoluted, three-dimensional structure in the middle of a dark
enclosure?” How can shifting analyses of political science and cultural
studies from parallel to intersecting lines of inquiry lead to greater
understanding of the problem of youth representation? What policies
might follow from considering implications of cultural constructs
which reduce diverse groups of young people to a singular “youth,”
represented as immature, “coming of age;,” and not yet ready for the
responsibilities of democratic decision making?

Conceptual “massification;” and consequent stereotyping of young
people is, to be sure, not only a problem of depictions of youth
(Spencer, 2021). For example, the importance of gender as well as age
in the silencing and discrediting of climate change activists has been
documented. A recent empirical study concluded that “gender is
deeply imbricated in any discussion of climate change’ (Kaul and
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Buchanan, 2023, p. 310). Similarly, research on voters in the US 2024
presidential election published in an article tellingly entitled “She
Came, She Saw, He Conquered” concludes that “gender-based appeals
were central to the success of Trump’s 2024 campaign,” and that “sexist
attitudes—whether benevolent, hostile, or both—were consistently
associated with candidate preference in every presidential election
from 2008 onward” (Blankenship and Moadel-Attie, 2024). Continued
stereotypes about gender mean that despite the lowering of structural
barriers to American women’s political participation (though not,
notably, the inclusion of gender parity quotas), a woman has yet to
be elected US president, and women continue to lag behind men in
Congress. Yet women’s underrepresentation pales compares to youth.
There are 125 female members in the US 119th Congress, or just
under 30%. But only 12, or 2.7%, of US House Representatives are
under 35 (Hatfield, 2025; Sanbonmatsu, 2020).

One policy route to address that is to reconsider minimum voting
age requirements. Today, those limits are usually set at 18, with about
25 countries, and some US states and municipalities offering limited
access to the franchise for 17 and 16 year olds (Jenkins, 2024; Mariko,
2023). Yet as with conceptions of youth as rebellious, or more prone
to violence, youth voting policies have changed and evolved, with the
adoption of an 18 year old vote, now the norm in 90% of cases,
coinciding with a worldwide youth protest movement (UNICEE n.d.)
in the late 1960s and 1970s. In 1969, two years before the United States
adopted the 26™ Amendment, giving 18 year olds the right to vote, the
US Supreme Court, in Des Moines (1969), ruled in favor of 13-year-
old Mary Beth Tinker and other students who had been suspended
from school for wearing black armbands in protest of the Vietnam
War. The majority defended student political speech, memorably
declaring that youth do not “shed their constitutional rights to
freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate” However,
the dissent by Justice Hugo Black was also notable.

And T repeat that, if the time has come when pupils of state-
supported schools, kindergartens, grammar schools, or high
schools, can defy and flout orders of school officials to keep their
minds on their own schoolwork, it is the beginning of a new
revolutionary era of permissiveness in this country fostered by the
judiciary. The next logical step, it appears to me, would be to hold
unconstitutional laws that bar pupils under 21 or 18 from voting,
or from being elected members of the boards of education
(p. 518).

While Justice Black was not a good predictor of the future, his
dissent is good as capturing cultural representations of youth. They are
pupils who should “keep their minds on their own schoolwork;” and
are associated with revolutionary and permissive values. A lowered
voting age is presented as a danger to the social order. Though the US
did subsequently lower the voting age from 21 to 18, negative attitudes
toward youth and fears about youth voting persist, and inform
justifications for the current standard of a minimum 18 year old
voting age (Circle at Tufts, 2023; Hinze, 2024; Bessant, 2020; Todres
etal., 2023; Wall, 2022). Debates over the voting age thus raise larger
questions about the relationship between cultural representation of
youth and political representation.

In particular, the preceding analysis of youth cultural
representation leads to a central observation about the problem of
youth political representation-its not about youth, but adult
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perceptions of them. Thus the 18 year old voting age relies on a deficit
model for cultural framings of youth and their tendencies and “innate”
capacities (Sandin, et al., 2023). These negative representations of
youth work against their inclusion and participation in democratic
decision making. As Jakob Hinzes analysis of young people and
elections concludes, the “voting age excludes young people from
developing a sense of political efficacy through voting. To the contrary,
it sends an unmistakable signal to them that their judgment does not
matter” (p. 86). As longitudinal studies of voting behavior have found,
voting is a habit, important to developing lifelong civic engagement
(Wagner et al., 2012; Franklin et al., 2004). And while data is limited
on impacts of a lower voting minimum age, studies that have been
done on 16 year old voting in Latin America and Austria find positive
benefits for how youth view democracy and their sense of political
efficacy (Hinze, 2024; Eichhorn and Bergh, 2020; Michelsen, 2020).
While such studies and others demonstrate the validity of arguments
for lowering the voting age to 16 or even more (Todres and Kilkelly,
2022; Bessant, 2020; Hinze, 2024), my point here is broader. Cultural
representations of youth as immature, irresponsible, apathetic, and not
yet ready for full citizenship also impact the ability of youth to have
their voices heard in policy debates.

This is evident in the previous section’s discussion of media
accounts of young climate activists. They present a deficit model in
which youth are seen as immature, and acting on emotion (Bessant,
2020; Tapia-Echanove et al., 2025). Youth climate activists challenge
this, pointing the need to act with urgency to address ongoing and
worsening climate disasters. As then 15-year-old Greta Thunberg
bluntly told the European Parliament in 2019, “You are not mature
enough to tell it like it is. Even that burden you leave to us children”
(Thunberg, 2019). This challenge to depictions of young people as less
mature also arose in a 2018 contest in Massachusetts's 7 Congressional
district. Incumbent Representative Michael Capuano (age 66) ran a
campaign based on his maturity, and success in being a “pragmatic
idealist,” focused on smaller, slower, policy steps in both actions to
address climate change, and racial injustice. But his then 44-year-old
opponent, Boston City Councilor Ayanna Pressley, won the race with
2009;
Congresswoman Ayanna Pressley, 2019) Pressley, in 2019, introduced

a slogan “Change cannot wait” (Vazquez Toness,
a Congressional amendment which would lower the federal voting age
to 16. In her remarks, the Massachusetts representative said, citing the
presence of youth “at the forefront of social and legislative movements,”
that “some have questioned the maturity of our youth. I do not”
Rejecting dominant cultural representations of youth, Pressley framed
the question of a lower voting age as “ensuring that those who have a
stake in our democracy will also have a say in our democracy”
Pressley, along with other advocates of a lowered voting age, define the
issue as one of unfair exclusion of youth, a group representing 20% of
the US population, arguing that the rationale for excluding youth on
the basis of age relies on stereotype and generalization, and denies
young people a voice in major policy debates and decisions (Todres,
2022; Youth Population Profile detailed by age, sex, and Race/
Ethnicity, n.d.).

At the conclusion of his study of voting age debates, Jakob Hinze
asks, “what purpose does the voting age serve, after all?” (p. 86) One
clear result, if not purpose, of a relatively high minimum voting age
is that it limits the involvement of youth in decision making
processes and affects public policy. Henry Giroux puts the
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consequence of this exclusion in stark terms: “American society at
present exudes both a deep rooted hostility and chilling indifference
toward youth, reinforcing the dismal conditions that young people
are increasingly living under” (p. 72). Just as Greta Thunberg turned
the tables on stereotypical representations of youth, naming adults
as the immature ones for their refusal to act on climate change,
researchers who question the minimum voting age point to the ways
in which adult biases and negative cultural representations of youth
lurk behind arguments for keeping the status quo. As Jonathan
Todres, Charlene Choi and Joseph Wright, respectively professors
of law, medicine, and education, note, voting age limits are part of a
larger exclusion of youth in which “their rights to express
themselves, protest, and demonstrate are subject to greater state
restrictions than adults face” (2023, p. 455). This arguably makes
minimum voting age limits a civil rights issue, in that such limits are
rooted in stereotyped and generalized representations of children
and youth.

What does all this mean in terms of addressing the problem of
youth representation? Certainly a range of issues, including inadequate
civic engagement education, barriers in voting systems, and limited
candidate options, impact youth voter turnout and representation
(Stockemer and Sundstrém, 2022; Todres and Kilkelly, 2022; Wagner
et al., 2012). But as Jonathan Todres concludes, “scaling up youth
participation. ...will require that we confront challenges on the part
of adults that have led to systematic exclusion of young people from
decision making processes” (2023, p. 449). The stories adults tell about
youth, via cultural discourse, images, and texts bear on the problem
of youth representation. Greater understanding the impact of cultural
representation on youth political representation will not solve the
problem of youth underrerpresentation. But including cultural studies
approaches to the “flash-bulb photographs of the structure” (Pitkin,
p- 10) of youth representation surely increases our ability to
understand it.
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