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This text deals with one of the neglected topics of contemporary social
pedagogy which extends to developmental psychology and sociology.
This topic is so-called cult of youth which is often mentioned in the
academic literature, but has not been precisely conceptualized. This
text was therefore focused on the definition of basic category, i.e.
youth, and then discussed the relationship to the cult of youth and the
individual elements that helps to form it.

The cult of youth is associated with so called youth culture, which has
been spread and produced by global media. The influence of the media
has been already evident from the 60’s of the 20th century, when we
often talk about American cultural hegemony which presents within its
production the popular culture and youthful lifestyle, which is then
presented in magazines, music media, fashion industry, etc.

For contemporary capitalist society the concept of the cult of youth is a
useful concept as only successful, young and efficient individuals can
consume new and new products (as well as use the services) typical for
this still-rising imaginary phase of human life. Therefore the cult of
youth is the domain of successful people who do not want to lose their
success. Only socially successful can try to be “forever young”.

Forever young,

I wanna be,

Forever young,

Do you really want to live forever?
Forever,

Forever young.

Alphaville, Forever Young

Introduction

The topic of youth is among the most discussed in disciplines such as social edu-
cation, social and developmental psychology, sociology, and social pathology.
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Most treatises concerned with youth observe not only the specificities of adoles-
cence, but also the peer groups and various aspects of contemporary youth, in-
cluding manifestations classified as socially pathological.

Social education often observes the process of socialisation, the specific
norms of and roles acted by contemporary youths, and their typical attributes,
such as popular music, their image, fashion, slang, gestures, rituals, consume-
rism, communications, etc. (Kraus 2008; Prochazka, 2012).

The cult of youth is often discussed in connection with the positive attributes
of youth. However, although regularly referenced in scholarly literature, the cult
of youth has not yet been precisely conceptualised. This theoretical paper seeks
to do exactly that: first, it focuses on defining youth and then it discusses the
phenomenon of the cult of youth and what it consists of.

Youth: attempt at a definition

In social education, the category of youth or youthfulness is indelibly linked with
the figure of Jean Jacques Rousseau. Youth is the antithesis of the adult world
from which it seeks to distance itself; it views the imagined world of adulthood is
corrupt, ruthless and conservative. Youthfulness is then perceived as ‘goodness,
friendship, nature and love’ (see Fischer, 1964: 17).

In this sense, the study of youth is not confined to recent years and decades.
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century, authors who in their theory
and practice dedicated themselves to youth have included A. S. Makarenko,
L. N. Tolstoy, Ch. Biihler, P. F. Lazarsfeld, H. Schelsky, H. Krautz, E. Erikson,
S. N. Eisenstadt, M. Montessori, T. Adorno and R. R. Bell. In the Czech lands,
there has also been a wealth of educational, sociological and psychological re-
search, theories and findings concerning youth.

In most cases, youth has been studied in connection with the educational
process and leisure activities. However, the spotlight has sometimes been on
certain attitudes thought to be widely manifest among young people, including
rebellion, defiance, and critical attitude, or even attraction to phenomena that
are socially pathological, such as drug use, promiscuity, suicidal tendencies, van-
dalism, aggressiveness, alcoholism and crime (Smolik, 2010; Hartl, Hartlova,
2010). Some authors wrote about antisocial and delinquent behaviour, most
often in connection with youth gangs (Hofbauer, 2004; cf. Smolik, 2012).
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Although the definitions of youth have been many, they are often considered
to be ‘a social group made up of people aged about fifteen to twenty-five, who no
longer fulfil the role of children, but are not yet conceded the role of adults by
society. Youth has its characteristic ways of thinking and behaviour, a distinct
system of models, norms and values.” (Priicha, Walterova, Mares, 2001: 125)

In UNESCO documents the upper age limit for a youth is twenty-six years,
in UN materials youths are between fifteen and twenty-four years old (see Kraus,
2009: 361). For Kuchta, Vilkova et al. (2005), youth ends at eighteen.

It should be noted that ‘youth’ is a socio-culturally conditioned notion, and
that a society’s typical pattern of socialisation impinges on its understanding of
youth. Who young people are differs significantly from one society to another,
from one group to the next; indeed youths were first seen as a collective social
phenomenon only several decades ago (Boudon, Bernard, Cherkkaoui, Lécuyer,
2004: 112-113).

To classify youth, a great many alternative perspectives can be applied, which
vary according to discipline used to approach the phenomenon. In social psy-
chology, for instance, youth is associated with categories of pubescence and ado-
lescence. Pubescence is usually defined as the age bracket eleven to fifteen years,
and adolescence begins at fifteen and ends at twenty or twenty-two. The begin-
ning of adolescence is linked to maturity of the reproductive system, and during
adolescence bodily growth is completed. However biological criteria are less
important for determining the end of adolescence; here criteria of psychology
(the achievement of personal autonomy), sociology (the adult role) and educa-
tion (the achievement of education and obtaining of professional qualifications)
are foregrounded (cf. Macek, 2003).

Sociology respects the internal differentiation of youth, viewing it as a socio-
-historical phenomenon. Thus, youth can be defined as referring to any age
group bridging the period between childhood and adulthood, during which
physical, but more importantly psychosocial development is achieved, including
professional training (Buridnek, 1996; cf. Macek, 2003).

It is somewhat difficult to succinctly characterise contemporary youth.
According to the lay public, ‘everyone is as young as they feel’. Here the cult of
youth undoubtedly plays a role, being responsible for the fact that individuals are
counted as ‘youths’, who a few decades earlier would certainly not have belonged
to that category. Ondrejkovi¢ (1997) described such postponing of adulthood as
the ‘pluralisation of the young age’; thus, youth is sometimes thought to end at
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thirty-two. In Poland, the term ‘youthaholism” has been coined to describe ob-
session with youth, and can be considered coterminous with the cult of youth
(see Grotek, 2009).

Cult of youth and its constituent elements

For Hobsbawm (1998), the actor James Dean symbolised the cult of youth, be-
cause he was a typical hero whose life ended in his youth. In Western society,
a youth culture (and potentially the cult of youth) began to appear in the 1950s,
when it had the following crucial characteristics:

e Youth ceased to be the preparatory stage for adulthood, and became in-
stead the final stage of human development.

e Youth is associated with mature market economies, in which youth cul-
ture represents enormous purchase power; moreover, each new generation of
adults socialises itself into a self-aware youth culture and adopts its practices.

¢ Youth is international, and this fact is linked to some of the aspects al-
ready mentioned (globalised contemporary music, fashion styles, etc.) (for more
detail see Hobsbawm, 1998: 334-337).

As a phenomenon, the cult of youth was increasingly seen in the 1960s and
beyond, and was not limited to the young generation itself. In Czechoslovakia
and later in the Czech Republic, it was manifest only in the early 1990s. The cult
of youth is also connected with what has been called the culture of youth, and is
produced and spread by the media, which are now often global (cf. Scruton,
2002). The influence of the media has been increasingly noticeable since the
1960s, when the concept of US cultural hegemony was first discussed. This he-
gemony proposed a popular culture and a youthful life style, which was then
disseminated further in magazines, musical records, etc. (cf. Hobsbawm, 1998).

The culture of youth takes pride in its ability to accommodate everything and
everyone. In other words, it breaks down the walls that prevent people from
achieving a sense of belonging, eroding all barriers, such as education, specia-
lism, scholarly outlook, doctrine, and moral authority (Scruton, 2002: 146).

The cult of youth involves excessive veneration of youth and youthfulness. It
is a cliché of our times that a young (or youthful) person is always flexible, open,
and ready to undertake new tasks (see Eriksen, 2009: 133). This cult is linked to
popular culture, with what is ‘trendy’, such as up-to-date styles and fashion.
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Conversely, it negates all that is past and antiquated, criticising religion, mora-
lity, etc. (cf. Scruton, 2002).

Contemporary culture shows youth to be a goal representing fulfilment, not
as a transient period that must be left behind once the obligations of adulthood
lay claim to the individual (see Scruton, 2002: 143).

The cult of youth is also associated with sex appeal and sexual perform-
ance; lasting relationships are criticised as too limiting. Sexual performance can
even be supported by various pharmacological drugs sold in various forms as
gels, tablets or even chewing gum, under well-known brand names as Viagra,
ArginMax, Clavin etc. Natural aphrodisiacs are also used. The emphasis is on
pleasure and enjoyment. Rebellion, lack of grounding and relativising of values
are typical of the cult of youth. Other trends also become associated with this
cult, such as the postponing of parenthood.

A subset of the cult of youth is the cult of the body, which is manifest in the
pursuit of an ideal appearance, the obsession with fashion, but also in plastic
surgery and excessive fitness regimes, which in turn require the constant pur-
chase of supplements or a fixation on healthy food. Companies selling beauty
products are also intimately involved with the cult of the body, and endeavour to
present their wares in line with the ‘philosophy’ of the cult of youth, alluding
copiously to it in their advertisements.

The cult of the body is represented by slimness, tan (produced in tanning
shops), dieting, surgical and cosmetic treatments (face lifting, skin resurfacing)
and other attributes of imagined perfection. In an individual who feels imperfect
and inferior, inner doubts and uncertainties converge into a single point: the
perception of one’s own body (see Giddens, 1999: 141). Needless to say, imper-
fection is incompatible with the cult of youth.

The obsession to be constantly online can also create feelings of imperfec-
tion, if one feels overwhelmed by the switched-on world. With the development
of smartphones, it is easy to be constantly available and enjoy the benefits of the
Internet; however, such behaviour can become compulsive, prompting proposals
to introduce diagnoses, such as ‘Internet addiction disorder’ or ‘netomania’ (see
Miihlpachr, 2009). A dynamic communication is in any case another attribute of
the cult of youth.

The mass media have played a crucial role in establishing and sustaining the
cult of youth, which is presented not only in TV ads and spots, but also in regu-
lar programming. This is also noticeable in communication style, which often
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adopts catchwords and adolescent slang. Sometimes a complete style (or a multi-
tude of styles) is copied and adopted by the mass media, including gestures, fa-
cial expressions, the image, sexual promiscuity (often redefined as erotic experi-
mentation), irresponsibility, etc. (cf. Macek, 2003; Vagnerova, 2008).

Chaotic consequences

In sum, the cult of youth references the ideal state, which young, successful,
healthy individuals focused on the self are required to embody. Such individuals
also identify with other attributes of youth. Typically, they need to be up-to-date
in fashion, music, choice of (preferably important) friends, and above all, in con-
sumerism.

Heath and Potter (2012) have noted that non-conformism presented in ad-
vertisements is particularly effective in driving consumer spending, because the
identity of a brand can then be established by the process of differentiating these
products from those of others. For that reason most brands seek to become asso-
ciated with the cult of youth.

Seven year olds are served a strongly sexualised popular culture, and find
themselves under the same pressures from the fashion industry as teenagers.
Those in their forties, meanwhile, hear from all sides that they should extend
their youth, are admonished to ‘improve’ their appearance by procedures such as
lifting, hair transplants and cosmetic surgery, and are advised not to become
fixed in their ways (Eriksen, 2009: 133).

Youth culture introduces chaos into established categories, within and wi-
thout families. If both the daughter of eight and the father of forty-two feel
young, it is very difficult indeed to find a functional division of roles (Eriksen,
2009: 134). One consequence of the adoption of the cult of youth may be that the
roles of parents, adults and children become confused.

There are two basic strategies adopted by consumers in order to ‘remain
young’. The first strategy involves sustaining a lifestyle produced by identifying
with the period when one really was young. Such a person then adheres to the
consumption style of his adolescence, as manifest in listening to particular musi-
cal styles, a fashion sense dating to one’s youth that is conservative with respect
to present fashions, and seeking partners in certain time-tested environments:
concerts where particular musical styles prevails, author readings of favourite
writers, or lectures on preferred literary genres, etc.
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A second strategy for attaining a youthful life style involves constant adapta-
tion to the most recent fashions. Such individuals need to closely observe emerg-
ing trends, be it in fashion, music, technology (the iPods, smartphones, tablets),
cosmetics or fitness.

Conclusion

In all cultures, adult life is connected with responsibility, permanence and the
performance of duties. When an individual comes of age, his personality is stable
and fully formed (see Eriksen, 2009: 133). Youth culture declares itself as radical,
unsettling, intolerable, confused and standing against the law (Scruton, 2002).
The cult of youth and its various elements not only create a perspective on
youthfulness; to a certain degree, they also distort the view of other developmen-
tal phases, for example, childhood and old age.

In the case of contemporary capitalism, the cult of youth is an advantageous
concept, because only successful, young and well performing people are in the
position to consume the endless array of new products and services available in
this ever-lengthening imaginary phase of human life. This is one of the reasons
why the cult of youth falls into the domain of the successful, who do not wish to
cease being achievers. Only an individual perceived by society as thriving can
attempt to be ‘forever young’. This paper has presented two basic strategies re-
garding ‘how to be young’. The first is a conservative, or rather conserving, stra-
tegy; the second is based on following new trends.

In conclusion, it should be noted that in most cases the cult of youth is not
connected with ‘real’ young people, but rather with abstract and socially con-
structed attributes linked to youthfulness by the media, and the beauty, fashion,
music and pharmaceutical industries. The cult of youth certainly deserves the
attention not only of social educationists, but also of sociologists and, in worst
cases, psychiatrists.
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Mtodziez i kult mtodosci
Streszczenie

Niniejszy tekst zajmuje si¢ tematem czesto pomijanym przez wspolczesng pedagogike spoteczna.
Chodzi o tak zwany kult mlodosci, o ktérym wspomina si¢ w literaturze przedmiotu, lecz nigdzie
nie jest dokladnie zdefiniowany. W niniejszym tekécie koncentruje si¢ na definicji podstawowej
kategorii, czyli pojeciu mlodziezy, a dalej omawiam stosunek do kultu mlodosci i poszczegolnych
jego elementow.

Z pojeciem mlodosci czy mlodzienczosci w pedagogice spoltecznej kojarza sie czesto poglady
Jana Jakuba Rousseau. Mlodos¢/mlodzienczos¢ stawial on w opozycji do $wiata dorostych, ktéry
byl wedlug niego zepsuty, bezwzgledny i konserwatywny. Mtlodziez byta i jest podmio-
tem domniemanych lub rzeczywistych przejawéw buntu, oporu, krytyki, ewentualnie takze zjawisk
uznawanych za dewiacje spoleczne (np. narkomania, rozwigzlos¢ seksualna, samobojstwa, agresja,
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alkoholizm czy przestepczo$¢). Nalezy takze zwréci¢ uwage na to, ze okreélenie ,,mlodziez warun-
kowane jest kontekstem spolecznym i kulturowym oraz ze istotng role w jego pojmowaniu odgry-
wa réwniez socjalizacja. Mimo tego dokladne okrelenie, czym jest mlodziez wspolczesna, jest
zadaniem trudnym. Z punktu widzenia laikéw ,kazdy jest mlody, o ile si¢ mtodym czuje”. Role
niemniej istotng odgrywa réwniez tak zwany kult mtodosci, ktory ma wplyw na fakt, ze do katego-
rii mtodziezy wlicza sie takze te osoby, ktdrych jeszcze pare dziesigtkow lat temu nie mozna by bylo
do niej zaliczy¢. Typowym bohaterem kultu mlodosci byl James Dean, ktérego zycie skonczylo sie
wraz z jego miodoscia.

W spoleczenstwach Zachodu juz od lat pigédziesigtych XX wieku pojawia sie zjawisko kultu
mlodosci, ktére mozna opisa¢ poprzez trzy aspekty: 1) mtodos¢ przestaje by¢ uwazana za przygo-
towanie do dorostoéci, lecz staje si¢ w pewnym sensie ostatnim etapem petnego rozwoju jednostki;
2) mlodos¢ taczy si¢ z ,,rozwinietymi gospodarkami rynkowymi”, dlatego ze kultura miodziezowa
koncentruje w sobie i reprezentuje olbrzymig sile nabywcza, a takze dlatego, ze kazde nowe poko-
lenie dorostych $wiadomie w trakcie socjalizacji przyjmuje kulture mlodziezows i jej do$wiadcze-
nie; 3) mlodoé¢ wigze sie z takimi jej elementami, jak globalna muzyka, styl ubierania si¢, wybor
okreslonych kosmetykow itp.

Kult mlodosci taczy sie z tak zwang kulturg mlodziezowa, ktérej producentem i dystrybuto-
rem s3 media globalne. Wplyw mediow jest zauwazalny juz od lat sze$¢dziesigtych XX wieku, od
kiedy zaczeto méwi¢ o amerykanskiej kulturowej hegemonii, ktéra prezentuje kulture popularng
i mlodziezowy styl zycia, rozpowszechniany nastepnie w czasopismach, muzyce, w filmach itp.
W kulcie miodosci chodzi o przesadne czczenie mlodoéci, mlodzienczosci. Jezeli bysmy chcieli
uzy¢ stownika wspodtczesnych stereotypéw, znaczyloby to, ze mtody czlowiek jest zawsze elastycz-
ny, otwarty, przygotowany do podejmowania nowych wyzwan. Kult mlodoéci wiaze si¢ takze
z atrakcyjnoécia fizyczng i sprawnoscia seksualng; krytyce poddawane sa stale zwiazki partnerskie,
ktore uwaza si¢ za ograniczajgce. Sprawno$¢ seksualna (np. w formie wzrostu erekgji czy, ogolnie,
potencji seksualnej) jest wspierana poprzez najrozmaitsze $rodki farmakologiczne w formie table-
tek czy zeléw. Akcent kladzie si¢ na osigganie rozkoszy i przyjemnosci.

Dla kultu mlodoéci charakterystyczne sg przejawy buntu, braku stabilizacji i relatywizacja
wartoéci. Z tym lacza si¢ poszczegdlne trendy odnoszace si¢ do tego specyficznego kultu, np. odro-
czenie rodzicielstwa.

Do podzbioréw kultu mlodoséci nalezy takze kult ciata w postaci przywigzania do wizerunku
i przestrzegania trendow modowych, ale takze operacje plastyczne czy czeste wizyty w centrach
fitness, stosowanie suplementdw diety i przywigzanie do zdrowego odzywiania sie.

Bardzo wazna role odgrywaja media, wspottworzace kult mlodosci, ktéry nastepnie prezento-
wany jest w telewizyjnych spotach i reklamach oraz w innych produkcjach telewizyjnych. Znajduje
to odzwierciedlenie miedzy innymi w komunikacji mi¢dzy ludzmi, kiedy slogany czy wyrazy slan-
gu mlodziezowego przenikaja do jezyka osob dorostych. Dorosli wrecz kopiuja mlodziezowy styl
zycia (czy poszczegolne style), np. poprzez przejecie gestykulacji, mimiki, wizerunkdéw, seskualnej
rozwigztosci (ktora definiowana jest jako eksperymenty erotyczne), brak odpowiedzialnosci itp.

Ogodlnie, kult mtodosci jest konceptem, ktéry odsyta do idealnego i wymaganego stanu mto-
dych, zdrowych, osiagajacych sukces i indiwidualistycznie nastawionych jednostek. Typowa cha-
rakterystyka kultu mlodosci jest bycie ,,in” - bycie na biezaco — w modzie, muzyce, wybieraniu
(znaczacych) przyjaciol i przede wszystkim w konsumpcji.
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Mozna wskaza¢ dwie strategie konsumenckie dotyczace zjawiska ,,pozostawania mtodym”.
Pierwsza z nich polega na identyfikacji z atrybutami wtasnej mlodosci, np. z okreslonym rodzajem
muzyki, sposobem ubierania sie (stylem mody wlasciwym dla czaséw wlasnej mtodosci) itp. Druga
strategia jest z kolei nieustajace dostosowywanie si¢ do nowych trendéw — charakterystycznych dla
prawdziwie ,mlodych” - w ubieraniu sie, wyborze muzyki, korzystaniu z nowych technologicz-
nych gadzetéw (iPody, smartphony, tablety), stosowaniu kosmetyki, wellness itp.



