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Decolonization:
A Framework to Understand

and Trangress Adultism

Abstract
There is growing body of scholarship that examines adultism through various 
methodologies and in a variety of settings, including labor, education, and so-
ciety. In addition, studies of adultism increasingly recognize how this from of 
power intersects or is parallel with other forms of oppression. This research is 
generative for illuminating the various way in which adultism and other forms 
of power operate or contribute to limiting or exclusionary practices that young 
people face. However, how can we move away from discourses of liberal inclu-
sivity toward social transformation? Why do the causes, effects, or outcomes 
of adultism from a critical perspective often fall short? What can decolonial 
thought offer to understandings of adultism? This essay proposes a de/coloni-
zation framework to advance understandings of adultism and center liberation. 
I argue that adultism and colonization are not separate but birthed in relation to 
one another. Furthermore, discourses on adultism that fail to seriously engage 
with de/colonization risk perpetuating the oppression that they attempt to chal-
lenge, trouble, or address.

Adultism: An Introduction
 One definition of adultism is “the systematic exploitation, abuse, and mis-
treatment of young people by adults” (Kivel & Creighton, 1996, p. 73). DeJong 
and Love (2015) employ a similar definition of adultism but expand on it by dis-
cussing “adult supremacy,” which comprises “a set of beliefs, attitudes, policies, 
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and practices that construct adults as developed, mature, intelligent, and experi-
enced, based solely on their age and ensures that adults control the resources and 
make the decisions in society” (p. 490). Writing about adultism, Bell (1995) con-
tends that, “except for prisoners and a few other institutionalized groups, young 
people are more controlled than any other group in society.” As adults decide 
what is “wrong” and “right” for youth from the time they are born, Bell argues 
that most young people are told “what to eat, what to wear, and when to go to bed, 
when they can talk, that they will go to school, which friends are okay, and when 
they are to be in the house,” and that “the opinions of most young people are not 
valued; they are punished at the will or whim of adults; their emotions are con-
sidered ‘immature’” (Bell, 1995). Such understandings of adultism are useful for 
calling attention to the ways in which power shapes or informs social structures 
and relations between young people and adults. 
 There is growing body of research that examines adultism in a variety of 
settings, including labor, education, and society (Fletcher, 2015; Pensoneau-Con-
way, 2017; Bertrand, Brooks, & Domínguez, 2020; Corney et al., 2022; Suther-
land et al., 2023). In addition, studies of adultism increasingly recognize how it 
intersects or is parallel with other forms of oppression (McClellan, 2020; Hall, 
2021; Sutherland et al., 2023). For example, Sutherland et al. (2023), conceptual-
ize adultism as a structural and scalar phenomenon that is analogous to racism or 
sexism; the authors regard adultism as integral to the structuring of policy, culture, 
and economy, and conceive how it is spatially reproduced, reasserted, and resisted. 
Finally, there is scholarship that considers the ways in which the participation or 
activism of young people and adults who work together can interrupt, challenge, 
or trouble adultism (Bertrand, Brooks, & Domínguez, 2020; Liou & Literat, 2020; 
Oto, 2023). Thus, recent literature on adultism demonstrates how it operates in 
different spaces, it relates to domination across power, and it can be confronted to 
work towards social change. 
 In the literature on challenging adultism, one approach to initiate social 
change is through a reformist approach, which advocates for youth participation, 
partnership, or inclusion with adults in institutional settings. For example, Ber-
trand, Brooks, and Domínguez (2020) focus on the ways in which educational 
researchers and practitioners can challenge adultism that constrains youth’s sanc-
tioned participation in decision-making sites in education. They interrogate adult-
ism at interpersonal, institutional, and curricular levels, and argue that researchers 
and practitioners have a responsibility to challenge adultism as this can open pos-
sibilities in which youth and adults collaborate to advance equity. A major finding 
is the “need for adults to decenter their adultist perspective to create a space for 
young people” (p. 20). Although liberal inclusivity advances may be important to 
implement reformist change, this approach preserves existing communal values, 
often through moderate to slow measures that maintain the existing colonizing 
social ideas and procedures (Maldonado Torres et al., 2023). Consequently, how 
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effective will considerations of decentering adultism or making space for young 
people be if the larger social/institutional structure and colonizing logic that main-
tains and perpetuates it is left uncontested or intact? 
 Despite that contemporary scholarship and understandings of adultism are 
generative, a component that is missing in this work is critical engagement with 
colonization/coloniality and decolonization/decoloniality, particularly as it relates 
to place, context, ideology, and practice. As a result, adultism as an analytical 
lens is often divorced from colonialism/coloniality, which negates the socio-his-
torical relationship that not only creates but also binds them. This is important 
because studies about adultism that fail to connect to colonialism/coloniality—by 
which adulthood and other age-based categories are created—thereby erases their 
racialization. Although literature on adultism may consider it parallel, similar, 
or intersecting with other forms of oppression, like racism or sexism, this per-
spective assumes that these axes of power are separate and ahistorical, obscuring 
the matrix of simultaneous, interrelated, and overlapping relations and structures 
that Western imperialism and modernity/coloniality produces. Hence, without a 
serious commitment to decolonization, the purpose, strategies, or solutions of 
challenging adultism, at best, achieves liberal inclusivity, which is not only made 
possible by, but also reifies, the narratives, logics, epistemologies, and violence 
of modernism/colonialism (Glenn, 2015). In other words, discourses on adultism 
that do not actively engage with de/colonization, wittingly or unwittingly, run the 
interconnected risk of: (1) addressing one form of power at the expense of anoth-
er; (2) perpetuating or reaffirming the system which produced the oppression; and 
(3) rendering fraught solutions, rather than the liberation of marginalized popula-
tions, specifically young people of color.
 Thus, this essay seeks to advance a de/colonial framework to understand, 
engage, and theorize adultism to move beyond liberal inclusivity or ahistorical 
notions of oppression toward the liberation of marginalized populations and col-
lective transformation. The fundamental premises are: (1) decolonial thought is a 
generative framework by which to understand and transgress adultism; (2) adult-
ism is the systematic exploitation, abuse, and mistreatment of young people by 
adults that is created and reaffirmed by modernity/coloniality; and (3) decoloni-
zation or decoloniality is the goal by which to achieve liberation and collective 
transformation. Specifically, colonialism serves as a basis why which to under-
stand adultism, and decolonization becomes the objective to challenge, disrupt, or 
transgress it toward liberation. The first part of the article describes key concepts, 
themes, and theories that are central to decolonial thought. The essay continues 
by engaging the imbricate nature of adultism and colonialism. In the sections that 
follow, I focus on the colonizing oppression of young people in a contemporary 
context and conclude by looking towards decolonizing forms of youth activism 
and organizing. 
 A de/colonial framework to understand and transgress adultism is critical 
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for several reasons. For example, professionals who work with young people, in-
cluding educators, psychologists, family therapists, or others, may not only take 
the implications of age and power for granted but also see them detached from 
colonizing processes. By examining the role of young people during colonial-
ism throughout the Americas can underscore how they were central in shaping 
understandings of labor, race, gender, age, and power in modernity/coloniality. 
Furthermore, placing attention to politics of age and colonization can elucidate 
how they relate to empire as well as modern/colonial subjectivity. Since the op-
pression of youth is a technology of colonialism (DeJong & Love, 2015), the 
patterns that emerged in understandings of racialization are connected to religious 
and political beliefs and experiences that were rooted in how colonial childhood 
and generations followed. This points to how central adultism and colonialism 
were to imperialism and to shaping the contemporary context. 

Decolonial Thought
 The term “decolonial” has been central in critical conversations and spaces 
that have long trajectories in many parts of the planet, but particularly in the geo-
graphical area of the Americas. Two scholarly frameworks serve as points of de-
parture: (1) theories of coloniality/modernity emergent in Latin America that are 
used widely to examine colonial power through formations of race, class, gender, 
and sexuality; and (2) decolonial feminisms, which draws upon women of color 
thought in the U.S. that responds through scholarship, coalition, and creative ac-
tion to the impact and simultaneity of oppressive systems (Lee-Oliver & Bañales, 
2023). Decolonial scholars focus on colonialism/coloniality and decolonization/
decoloniality, which have gained increasing traction in academic spaces, activist 
movements, and social media. Furthermore, scholars of colonialism often chal-
lenge and expand discourses of decolonization by centering material concerns, 
including advocating for land sovereignty and reparations (Agozino, 2021; Mc-
Donnell & Regenvanu, 2022).
 Scholars of decolonial thought trace modernity and the emergence of colo-
nialism as far back as 1492 when the invasion/invention of America begins (Dus-
sel & MacEoin, 1991; Dussel, 1995). Unlike Eurocentric Marxist perspectives 
which locate modernity in the Industrial Revolution and in philosophies of the 
Enlightenment, decolonial thinkers trace the development of modern civiliza-
tion in its “underside,” which describes the colonial encounter of the Americas: 
the colonized, exploited, marginalized that are pushed or excluded to the fringes 
(Dussel, 1995; Alcoff & Mendieta, 2000; Maldonado-Torres, 2008). Furthermore, 
modernity cannot be understood without its “dark side” of coloniality as they 
are constitutive of one another and exist simultaneously (Mignolo, 1995; 2011). 
Hence, modernity/coloniality “are two sides of the same coin and not as two sep-
arate frames of mind: you cannot be modern without being colonial; and if you 
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are on the colonial side of the spectrum you have to transact with modernity—you 
cannot ignore it” (Mignolo, 2005, p. 6). However, colonialism denotes a political 
and economic relation of domination over the sovereignty of a nation or people, 
while coloniality refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerge because 
of colonization and continue in the contemporary, well beyond the strict limits of 
colonial administration (Maldonado-Torres, 2007). 
 Decolonial scholars also consider that colonialism and coloniality are an in-
tegral component of racism and capitalism. Encapsulated in the concept of the 
coloniality of power (Quijano, 2000), it describes a new model of domination in 
the Americas established by two central axes: the idea of “race” and structure of 
labor control. The project of colonizing the Americas became a model of power 
that would be inseparable from systems of domination (like capitalism) structured 
around the idea of race. As such, colonization and an its long-standing patterns of 
power that emerged came to define economy (labor exploitation, land appropria-
tion, control of natural resources), authority (army, institutions, administration), 
culture (family, control of gender and sexuality), and knowledge and inter-sub-
jective relations (epistemology, education, and formation of identity) (Mignolo, 
2007; Maldonado-Torres, 2007). 
 In addition, decolonial feminist scholars, who draw from U.S. Third World 
women of color thought, centralize heteropatriarchy in the coloniality of pow-
er (Lugones, 2007; Maile, Tuck, & Morrill, 2013; Médez, 2015; Alarcón et al., 
2020; Lee-Oliver & Bañales, 2023; Bañales forthcoming). For example, pointing 
to pre-colonial nongendered cosmologies and gynecratic egalitarianism, Lugones 
(2007) introduces a new understanding of gender constituted through modernity/
coloniality by arguing that colonization imposed a new gender system. Central 
components of decolonial feminisms includes affirming that gender is a construct 
of modernity/coloniality, expanding the narrow treatment of gender in theories 
and analyses about decolonization, and centralizing resistance, plurality, and co-
alition to defy the logics of categorial, hierarchical, and dichotomous colonial 
power (Sandoval, 2000; Lugones, 2007, 2010; Pérez, 2010; Rodrigues, 2022). 
Furthermore, contemporary decolonial feminist scholarship addresses racial cap-
italist heteropatriarchy through a variety of critical topics, such as ableism, trans-
gender embodiment, nonbinary epistemologies, and coalitionary action (DiPietro, 
2020; Lee-Oliver & Bañales, 2023; Salas-Santa Cruz, 2023). 
 Methodologically, decolonial thinkers look outside the colonial centers of 
power and focus on the “others of empire” to reclaim the epistemic traditions 
(or saberes/conocimiento) of the colonized (Walsh, 2007; Mignolo, 2009; Anz-
aldúa, 2015; Medina & Whitla, 2019). An example of this are women of color 
and decolonial feminisms which have contributed to establishing a literary meth-
od that bridges the personal with the political, theoretical, creative, and spiritual. 
The method includes critical scholarship, poetry, prose, political analysis, fiction, 
storytelling, autobiography, self-reflection, and other forms of creative writing 
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and practice that often examined one’s own life (see Hull et al., 1982; Moraga 
& Anzaldúa, 1983; Davis, 1990; Pérez, 2007, 2010, and 2019; Lee-Oliver & 
Bañales, 2023). In addition, women of color and decolonial feminist methodolo-
gies includes multi-issued and solidarity coalition building approaches to politics, 
organizing, and action (Lugones, 1987; Sandoval, 2000; Pérez, 2010; Fujiwara & 
Roshanravan, 2018; Mohanty & Carty, 2018; Alarcón et al., 2020; Bañales, 2023; 
Bravo & Figueroa-Vásquez, 2023; Lee-Oliver & Bañales, 2023; Maese, 2023). 
For instance, women of color in the U.S. worked in solidarity and linked strug-
gles across transnational colonial borders by recognizing the similarities of their 
racialized, economic, gendered, and sexualized oppression among themselves and 
with women in the Third World (See Sandoval, 2000; Lugones, 2003; Bacchetta, 
2010). In the context of the Americas, specifically settler colonial societies like 
the U.S., a decolonial framework is appropriate for understanding the relationship 
between adultism and colonialism. 

Colonialism and Adultism:
Co-constructed in Relation

 Colonialism is not only a past historical event but an ongoing structure 
(Glenn, 2015) that has adultism at its core. As colonization applies to indigenous 
peoples, the term involves “the conquest and expropriation of territories; massive 
loss of life through war, forced labor, and disease; erasure or marginalizations of 
cultures and languages; and the redefinition of a process of violent conquest as 
‘inevitable’ because of supposed differences in levels of ‘civilization’” (Mallon, 
2012, p. 1). Settler colonialism required the forced and violent removal of indig-
enous people with the goal of seizing and establishing property rights over land 
and resources, including using militarized genocide. In addition, settlers occupied 
land and established an exclusionary private property regime and coercive labor 
systems, such as chattel slavery (Glenn, 2015). Theoretical conceptions of coloni-
zation also include the racial, class, gender, and sexual hierarchies that European 
modernity created and reinforced as it colonized, enslaved, and disappeared pop-
ulations through the planet (Maldonado-Torres, 2007). 
 It is the modern/colonial context that creates adulthood. Etymologically 
speaking, the word “adult” first appeared in the Oxford English Dictionary in 
1656 and “adulthood” not until 1870 (Jordan, 1976, p. 4; Merser, 1987, p. 56; 
Côté, 2000, p. 13). Although “adults” existed in the colonial era, the idea of adult-
hood did not until much later after “manhood” or “womanhood” became less 
common (Jordan, 1976; Merser, 1987). In colonial times, social roles were un-
derstood as being a “static” or “fixed” phenomenon, but as modernity evolved, 
the idea of the “human” signified the process of “becoming” (Jordan, 1976, p. 
2), when society understood people as changing and capable of recreating them-
selves. As Jordan (1976) states, “[w]e have moved, over the years, from condition 
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to process. In our culture, adulthood as a condition used to be simply assumed; 
as a process, it now seems to demand explanation” (p. 11). By the 20th century, 
the concept of adulthood popularized in American culture, and it emerges by a 
process of exclusion that came from prior definitions of other stages in the life 
cycle. The temporal category of “adult” is not produced in isolation but is defined 
relationally with other age-based categories, such as childhood and adolescence 
(Wyn & White, 1997; Côté, 2000). 
 While adulthood did not become common until the 20th century, discourses 
of colonialism were central to modern formulations of childhood. For example, 
DeJong and Love (2015) identify five discourses of colonialism that constitute 
modern constructions of childhood. These are: (1) child/adult dualism parallels 
the colonizer/colonized and other binary opposites, such as evil/good, inferior/
superior, and savage/civilized; (2) individuals with souls to be saved parallels the 
colonizer as civilized savior of the colonized, child-like primitive and heathen; (3) 
Western Man as discoverer of nature and truth parallels how colonized people, 
like children, are considered a blank slate to shape and instill moral codes; (4) lin-
ear time and assigned value to growth and progress parallels childhood/colonized 
as preparation and development for adulthood/colonizer; and (5) childhood as 
dependent or dependency parallels the colonized as helpless, ignorant, and back-
wards while positioning the colonizer as advanced and in power and control. 
 Colonial discourses of childhood—and therefore inadvertent notions of 
adulthood—communicate and extend a modernist logic across empire building. 
When examining Dutch colonization of the East Indies and its implications to 
Europe, Stoler (1995) underscores how European concepts and discourses were 
mobile and circularly transportable between the colonies and metropole. This in-
cluded age-based understandings, categories, and identity constructs that intersect 
with race and class as they traveled through a “circuitous imperial route,” for 
“becoming adult and bourgeois meant distinguishing oneself from that which was 
uncivilized, lower-class, and non-European” (p. 151). From this perspective, col-
onists not only transported age-based prescriptions through imperialism but also 
reflected a power that structured the colonial context of the colonizer and colo-
nized (Memmi, 1997). Thus, childhood is a modern social construct (Ariès, 1962) 
that is central to the coloniality of power (Quijano, 2000), by which an always 
already racialized adultism emerges intimately tied to labor, gender, and violence.
 Although child labor in Europe had a long tradition that ideologically ex-
tended to the Americas, this did not parallel but took new forms with colonial-
ism. In the Americas, labor came in a context that included murder, enslavement, 
and constant breaking up of families or clans. This involved not only racial and 
gendered bloodshed, but also inter-generational violence which included using 
young people in various ways as tools of conquest (de las Casas, 1992). Alongside 
the genocide of Indigenous people in the Americas, the enslavement of Africans 
exemplifies the development of the colonial project through young people. For 
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instance, European boys constituted forty percent on crews as pages, cabin boys, 
and apprentices (Hecht, 2002, p.9), and research on the Transatlantic Slavery Da-
tabase has revealed that by the late nineteenth century nearly half of the enslaved 
people forced out of Africa were children (Duane, 2010, p. 14). Since children 
accounted for a significant proportion of the enslaved population that was trans-
ported in the late eighteenth century across the Atlantic, practical and economic 
concerns shaped the standard method of categorizing slaves according to age-
based categories. There was no concrete way to determine the exact age of the 
enslaved since age records were not standard, but height was usually the measure 
to gauge who was considered a child, adolescent, or adult. Many planters had a 
clear preference for adult African males, but there is evidence that young peo-
ple were also prioritized and sold in sizeable proportions. For example, in one 
ship of captives sold in Jamaica, thirty percent were boys and girls, many not 
more than eight or nine years of age (Diptee, 2007, p. 50-51). Although some 
planters specifically requested young slaves, they were hesitant of those that they 
deemed too young. Nevertheless, if the price was low enough, enslaved young 
Africans were purchased despite wariness. Often in plantations, when they did 
not contribute to the alarming mortality rates, enslaved children began working 
at the age of five or six, and served as full hands in the fields by the age of twelve 
(Marten, 2007, 3). Although many enslaved children were made to perform agri-
cultural tasks on plantations, some were also geared towards domestic or skilled 
labor (Diptee, 2007).
 The idea of children working—in factories, mines, and agricultural areas in 
Europe or as slaves in the Americas—was possible because young people were 
seen as a cheap and easily exploitable source of labor (Cunningham, 1990; Diptee, 
2007). However, despite imperial-colonial connections, such as colonial attitudes 
about the exploitation of child (enslaved) labor that reflected a long-standing Brit-
ish tradition of utilizing children to work, there were of course fundamental dif-
ferences. One major difference is that most child laborers in the Americas were 
enslaved/colonized, while those in Europe generally were not. That is, children in 
Europe, regardless of harsh labor conditions, were generally regarded as subjects 
of the crown, while enslaved children were considered property of the crown, like 
their colonized adult counterparts. Both enslaved children and adults had no legal 
protection or rights to wages, and enslaved families were legally under the control 
of white plantation owners and their social and economic interests (Diptee, 2007, 
p. 53-54). Colonized children rarely had access to education or literacy. In the late 
eighteen hundreds and early nineteen hundreds, many enslaved children experi-
enced similar levels of unhygienic surroundings, poverty, and material deprivation 
like other poor free (non-slave) children. In contrast to free offspring, however, 
enslaved children, like their parents, had little control of their lives. For example, 
the infancy of a slave child in Brazil depended on whether the owner wished 
to use, rent, or sell the mother as a wet nurse to a third party (Kuznesof, 2007). 
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Slavery’s continuous violence threatened the integrity of families, challenging the 
relationship between mothers and their children. 
 When colonizing did not happen in an explicitly violent manner, the project 
of conquest happened through young people in other ways. For example, coloniz-
ers epistemologically targeted young people to enact and develop the coloniality 
of power. Since “civilizing” indigenous youth meant lessening the constant threat 
of warfare, colonists would come to see cultivating the Indian child as necessary 
for conquering the New World (Duane, 2010, pp. 22-27). In New Spain, where 
religion and warfare were principal activities, converting indigenous young peo-
ple was instrumental to further colonialism. Unlike the Spanish settlers who were 
considered violent, immoral, and unjust, early missionaries had the objective of 
converting Indians to the Catholic faith and to transmit knowledge and useful 
skills. One of the ways they accomplished this was by employing children who 
were taught in specific ways. Following King Charles’ recommendation of con-
verting the children of the Aztec nobility to set examples for the rest of the popu-
lation, the Franciscans taught religion, music, reading, and writing in Spanish and 
Náhuatl to the sons of the nobility. In turn, indigenous youth served as translators 
of sermons, serving as teachers and preachers to parents, elders, and to others 
in the region. At the college of the Holy Cross in Mexico City, seventy Indian 
boarding students, from twelve to seventeen years of age, received instruction in 
Latin grammar, logic, rhetoric, and aspects of philosophy and theology, music, 
and herbal and therapeutic medicine (de Estrada, 2007, pp. 18-21). 
 Because understandings and experiences of European children in the Ameri-
cas differed with those of the colonized young, traditional concepts of childhood 
and children also served to further conquest. Children were familiar and malleable 
enough to place new meaning on them in the colonial context to make sense of 
the latter. When colonists in early America sought to make sense of intercultural 
contact and conflict, they turned to the child to help them articulate their feelings 
of vulnerability, while also displacing that powerlessness away from white adults 
who did not want to reveal their sense of loss of control. The child, like slave, wife, 
and servant were understood in Europe as symbols of servitude. Children, however, 
particularly the very young, represented the most dependent on those who had more 
power. Because of insecurity and for their purposes of control and power, colonists 
called and conceived those they deemed subordinate as “children,” since this asso-
ciated them with dependence, subservience, and inferiority in being (Duane, 2010). 
 By depending on old meanings of childhood, colonists utilized infantilizing 
metaphors to portray the colonized and enslaved as children. The comparison was 
based on an imaginary European normality that suggested that European children 
and colonized adults were generally on the same developmental level (Studer, 
2021). The colonized perpetually have been “compared and equated with chil-
dren, a representation that conveniently provided a moral justification of imperial 
polices of tutelage, discipline and specific paternalistic and materialistic strategies 
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of custodial control” (Stoler, 1995, pp. 150-151). To offer an example, the vice-
royalty of Peru and other authorities commonly characterized native Andeans as 
childish and childlike (Dean, 2002, p. 21). Regarding Africans in the New World, 
“Colonial whites maintained that the enslaved were an inherently lazy, dishonest, 
and immoral racial group and that they could only be productive if guided by 
whites who would have the power of the law and the whip” (Diptee, 2007, p. 59). 
Many whites viewed slaves as children regardless of age that needed to be clothed, 
nursed, fed, and looked after (King, 1995, p. xvii). Proslavery writings similarly 
portrayed all enslaved as children in need of care, and popular culture at times 
also kept (white) women out of political spheres by aligning them with children 
too (Duane, 2010, p. 5). The notions that Indians were better off under European 
tutelage and that Negroes were naturally of a childlike character prevailed into 
the twentieth century. As such, colonies were described as childlike or in need of 
paternal guidance that were unable to reach European levels of reason and moder-
nity on their own (Studer, 2021).
 Many of the comparisons of the colonized with children were gendered and 
applied with varying degrees. For instance, in French colonialism in Northwest 
Africa during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, colonial authors described 
Muslim women as childlike and compared their intellectual capacities, reasoning, 
and behavior to those of children (Studer, 2021). In addition, the infantilizing 
metaphor of the colonized became scientific reality in the mid-19th century when 
craniology became popular by scientists. Gould (1993) provides several cases: 
Paul Broca sought measures to prove the inferiority of Blacks and women, argu-
ing that the brain was larger in adult males in “distinguished” men and in superior 
races than in the elderly and in women; a German anthropologist argued that the 
Negro brain had a spinal cord like that of children and women and came close to 
the type of brain found in higher apes; a renowned German anatomist wrote that 
the Negro brain was like that of children and females; and a scientist compared the 
brain of adult Blacks with that of a white fetus seven months old (pp. 73-112). Al-
though white women were also compared to children as inferior, it’s important to 
note that white feminists in the late 19th century asserted their own “maturity” by 
depending upon a contrast with other adults who remained more childlike (Rollo, 
2018). Moreover, in contrast to the independent, educated, and modern “Western 
woman” in control of her body and sexuality, there is a homogenous view that the 
“Third World Woman” is a traditionalist and oppressed (Mohanty,1988; de Car-
valho & Senkevics, 2017). 
 Although the hierarchy existing between adult and child is older than Europe-
an colonialism, when combined with the infantilization of racialized populations 
it brings a new set of ways to understand this relation of power. The child/adult 
binary is a central feature of colonial racialization and early modern philosophi-
cal and scientific construction of whiteness and white superiority (Rollo, 2018). 
Furthermore, colonial domination is partly maintained “through the socialization 



Xamuel Bañales 17

of settler children who learn to accept their subordinate position, and learn not to 
question or challenge the beliefs, attitudes, policies, and practices of colonialism” 
(DeJong & Love, 2015, p. 495). Indians, Blacks, and to some degree white wom-
en, were depicted in deficit or excess to male whiteness, which was the standard in 
delineating the boundaries of a “proper” adult. Those who survived genocide and 
slavery and grew older, in many ways, could never “grow up” since they did not 
have the luxury of enjoying the same privileges as white adults. So long as white 
children moved away from “savagery,” the puritan concept and its disciplinarian 
ways became normalized: the heteropatriarchal order of colonial authority was 
reaffirmed. What this revealed was a racialized childhood of which whites could 
emerge as potential adults and the infantilization of the colonized in perpetual 
servitude and primitiveness. A racializing adultism is fundamental to colonialism, 
and this logic, culture, and structure of coloniality continues in current times. 

The Coloniality of Youth
 The colonizing oppression of young people persists in the contemporary. One 
of the ways that the coloniality of youth is evident was in the numerous, negative, 
and national discourses about gang and juvenile crime by both conservatives and 
liberals at the end of the 20th century. John J. Dilulio—then a Princeton professor 
in politics and public affairs—published the influential article “The Coming of 
the Super-Predator” in 1995 (Dilulio, 1995). This article predicted a “new wave” 
of youth “criminals” that would soon terrorize the nation by 2000. The increase 
in urban populations of Black and Latino youth was the cause, and these “su-
per-predators” would soon brutalize, rape, and murder fellow (white) citizens for 
no apparent reason. This theory gained popular attention at the time when, in the 
name of “protecting” Western interests in ensuring the constant “flow of oil,” the 
U.S. engaged in one of the largest military operations since the post-World War 
II era against Iraq known as the Gulf War (McAlister, 2001). In the State of the 
Union Address given on January 23, 1996, then President Clinton shared his plan 
to take back the streets from crime, gangs, and drugs by forming community 
partnerships with local police forces. He made reference to The Crime Bill of 
1994, which provided funds for 100,000 new police in communities, and stated 
that he was “directing the FBI and other investigative agencies to target gangs that 
involve juveniles in violent crime, and to seek authority to prosecute as adults 
teenagers who maim and kill like adults” (Clinton, 1996). 
 William Bennett—another Princeton professor and former director of the 
Office of National Drug Control Policy under President Bush Sr. and President 
Reagan’s former Secretary of Education—along with Dilulio and John. P. Walters 
continued with the super-predator thesis in their 1996 book Body Count (Bennett, 
Dilulio, & Walters, 1996). The book was published in an election year in which 
these influential political commentators further developed the popular theory of 
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super-predator youth (of color), which served as the scapegoat that alleviated the 
nation’s racial and economic anxieties both nationally and abroad during the Clin-
ton’s presidential term. Articulating the description of this term, the authors of 
Body Count write: 

America is now home to thickening ranks of juvenile ‘super-predators’—radi-
cally impulsive, brutally remorseless youngsters, including ever more preteenage 
boys, who murder, assault, rape, rob, burglarize, deal deadly drugs, join gun-tot-
ing gangs, and create serious communal disorders. They do not fear the stigma 
of arrest, the pains of imprisonments, or the pangs of conscience. They perceive 
hardly any relationship between doing right (or wrong) now and being rewarded 
(or punished) for it later. To these mean-street youngster, the word ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ have no fixed moral meaning. (p. 27)

The “super-predator” term encoded youth of color as “different” to the law-abid-
ing (middle-class white) adults, and the theory behind this term identified young 
people of color as fearless, dangerous, and violently out of control. According to 
the authors, the surge of youth violence was a result of “moral poverty,” which 
included the failure of parents and the local community of not providing young 
people appropriate training to become hard working, law abiding, moral citizens. 
 The super-predator theory spoke nothing of the crisis of adulthood and perva-
sive racism in which displaced anxieties were placed upon youth of color. Based 
on the 1997 U.S. Census Bureau data, Males (1999) provides an explanation for 
the development of the super-predator theory by highlighting the racial demo-
graphic transition in which the younger (of color) populations (35 percent were 
under 18) did not reflect the 80 percent of America’s adults over 40 years old who 
were whites of European origin. Since the U.S. experienced higher birth rates in 
communities of color during the late 1970s and early 1980s, politicians and in-
tellectuals used racist logic to have people believe that “the country could expect 
a dramatic increase in crime in the next ten years, when those poor, inner-city 
children entered their teen years” (Tovares, 2002, p. 68). 
 Media representations in the late 1980s and 1990s also characterized this 
generation in a negative manner, such as being apathetic, apolitical, and ignorant 
on the one hand, and deviant, violent, or criminal on the other. For example, Gi-
roux (1997) argues that Hollywood film productions demonize both urban white 
and Black youth. In several films, white youth are or depicted through the lens of 
stupidity and amusement or presented and framed “through the degrading textural 
registers of pathological violence, a deadening moral vacuum, and a paralyzing 
indifference to the present and future” (Giroux, 1997, p. 44). However, what con-
nects these two types of negative representations of young whites is their con-
trast to other 1990s Hollywood representations of Black youth, which are largely 
shaped largely by classist racial tropes. Pointing to films produced by Black film-
makers, Giroux contends that their narrow representations of Black male youth 
reinforced the dominant neoconservative understanding of blackness as the “oth-



Xamuel Bañales 19

er” and a social problem. In many ways, popular culture in the U.S. at the turn of 
the 21st century demonstrated the workings of coloniality and adultism in which 
the racial order founded on the designation of childhood and adolescence/youth 
as a site of naturalized criminality, violence, and servitude to which Black, Indig-
enous, and People of Color are relegated (Rollo, 2018). 
 In addition to negative discourses and media representations, the coloniality 
of youth is also evident in the juridical attacks of young people. One example was 
Proposition 21 in California, which was known as the “Juvenile Crime Initiative” 
on the March 2000 ballot. According to the 2000 California Primary Election Bal-
lot Measure Summary, Proposition 21 would increase “punishment for gang-re-
lated felonies, home-invasion robbery, carjacking, witness intimidation and drive-
by shooting, and [would create] crime of gang recruitment activities” (California 
Secretary of State). Despite that data had shown that anti-gang measures, such as 
the 1988 “Street Terrorism Enforcement And Prevention Act” (known as STEP 
Act) had little to no real effect in reducing violence (Klein, 1995), and that juve-
nile crime statistics had recently dropped at the state and national levels, Propo-
sition 21 passed by 62 percent majority. Like other ballot measures in Califor-
nia during the 1990s that were orchestrated with racist agendas (HoSang, 2010), 
along with the increase of the prison industrial complex (González, 2009 [2000]), 
led many to strongly believe that Proposition 21 would disproportionately affect 
and further criminalize low-income youth of color. 
 Challenging this reiteration of the coloniality of youth, Proposition 21 
sparked a unique decolonizing social movement before the state’s political land-
scape that came to be called as “the new youth movement” (Martínez, 2000). 
This movement included a statewide coalition of majority youth groups that came 
together and launched a grassroots, militant street-protest campaign all over Cali-
fornia against the proposition (Tilton, 2010). This coalition was unique as it recog-
nized the importance of many intersecting categories of difference—such as race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, and religion—strategically linked through age. 
Young people from various communities and backgrounds took part in creating 
an integrated identity politics by forming a racially and culturally heterogeneous 
political movement against Proposition 21 organized strategically under the cat-
egory of “youth.” Although the anti-youth law passed in California, people were 
transformed in the movement and through the activist and consciousness-rais-
ing process. Furthermore, this movement served to further decolonize identity, 
knowledge, and power (Bañales, 2012).

Conclusion: Decolonizing Youth Activism
 The idea of decolonization was birthed with colonization itself but did not 
become a project until the twentieth century. Although opposition to colonization 
manifested before, it is in the 20th century that the decolonial turn is substantiated. 
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Announced by the groundbreaking scholarship of W.E.B Du Bois in the early 
1900s, the decolonial turn is concretized through interrelated (particularly post 
World War II) global assertions that intellectuals like Aimé Césaire and Frantz 
Fanon articulated, and the manifestation of social and political transformation 
(Maldonado-Torres, 2006, 2007, and 2011B). The collapse of the European Age 
in the first two World Wars, along with the wave of decolonization in Africa, Asia, 
the Caribbean, and other territories, in the 20th century led to critical reflection 
of oppressed people across the globe (Prashad, 2007; Mignolo, 2011). While an-
ti-colonial and decolonial politics, intellectual thought, and artistic expression 
previously existed, it is in the mid-20th century that the amount of self-awareness 
and coalitional efforts that challenge colonization and imperialism intensifies, 
such that it impacted traditional epistemic fields like anthropology (Gough, 1968, 
Hymes, 1972; Lewis, 1973; Asad, 1973). The decolonizing turn, although hav-
ing roots in the 18th century independence movements, and solidified during the 
mid-20th century, does not mean that the goal is to “go back” in space and time, 
or that colonization exists now in the same way as before. In contrast to Jürgen 
Habermas’ conception of the unfinished project of the Enlightenment/modernity, 
another way to understand decolonization is as an unfinished project (Maldona-
do-Torres. 2011A). 
 Youth activism was central to enacting the decolonial turn of the 20th century 
(Bañales, 2012). As Sylvia Wynter suggests, the 1960s social movements could 
be understood as the possible beginning of a new opening of the epochal shift that 
began the process of resignifying symbolic representations and reordering epis-
teme (Wynter, 1995). The decade of the 1960s was unique because “it marked the 
first time that youth as youth played a central role in the shaping of oppositional 
movements aimed at those in power….Young people had never before taken to the 
streets by the thousand to dramatically challenge those institutions responsible for 
the perpetuation of racial inequality at home and military intervention abroad” 
(Muñoz, 1989 [2007], p. 1). One example of this activism took place On February 
1st, 1960, when four Black college students challenged the racist Jim Crow system 
in the U.S. South head-on by sitting at the lunch counter designated for whites 
only at the Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. This direct action initiated 
what would later be known as the “sit-ins,” and by the fall of 1960, over seventy 
thousand people had participated in this form of protest in over one hundred com-
munities (Levy, 2019, p. 17). 
 Like the young activist of the 1960s who demanded for revolutionary change 
across the planet, youth continue to be the catalyst for social change, immersed 
in decolonizing action in variety of ways, including on the ground at the grass-
roots level and through social media (Liou & Literat, 2020). For instance, young 
people: organized marches, vigils, sit-ins, and occupations for Black Lives Matter 
(Bort & Aleah, 2020); raised awareness, expressed their voices, and enacted activ-
ism to stop Asian hate, protect sacred lands, or make change in Native American 
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and Indigenous communities (Bañales, 2014; Channel Kindness, 2021; Menjivar, 
2021; Drake, 2022); ushered a new era of political activism—from the DREAM 
Act, to DACA, to deportations and policing—that influenced elections, shaped 
policies, and sparked national conversations about exclusion and belonging (Artea-
ga, 2020); spearheaded feminist movements worldwide, calling attention to social 
injustices like gender-based violence (Restless Development, 2023); led the charge 
against climate disaster, including rising sea levels in the Pacific (Burton, 2019; 
Weik, 2023); worked for social transformation and breaking boundaries by cen-
tering Queer, Trans, and gender-nonconforming identities and experiences (Dup-
ere, 2017); and engaged in ongoing struggles for the liberation of Palestine (Park, 
2023). Often, the organizing of young people draws upon a “pedagogy of solidar-
ity” (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2012) that is unapologetically committed to decolo-
nizing goals to activate youth-led spaces, anti-oppressive youth-adult partnerships, 
and activisms done in coalition amongst youth and adults (Liou & Literat, 2020; 
Oto, 2023). As decolonizing youth activism demonstrates, interrogating adultism 
simultaneously requires challenging the European/Euro-American modern/colonial 
capitalist/patriarchal world system (Grosfoguel, Maldonado-Torres, & Saldívar, 
2005) or the heterosexual colonial/modern gender system (Lugones, 2007). 
 To conclude, this essay brings into conversation adultism and theories of de/
colonization and de/coloniality. The purpose was to: (1) propose decolonization/
decoloniality as a framework by which to understand, theorize, and transgress 
adultism; (2) bring awareness to the imbricated relationship between adultism and 
colonialism/coloniality; and (3) point to decolonizing youth activism to further 
achieve liberation and social transformation. If we are dedicated to anti-youth op-
pression or dismantling adultism, a commitment to decolonization/decoloniality 
is essential. While decolonization may refer to historical movements of cultural 
reclamation or land sovereignty, decoloniality relates to liberation in the contem-
porary. In many forms, to decolonize is to “undo” or “unlearn” the logic of colo-
nization of the past as it continues to the present, even if colonial domination in a 
historical sense may not be overt. Furthermore, decolonization and decoloniality 
are not only about resisting oppression but also about affirming, insisting, and 
creating from a multiplicity of spaces and modalities that challenge and transgress 
colonizing values, relationships, attitudes, institutions, and society. As much as 
colonization/coloniality is negation, destruction, violence, and hate, decoloniza-
tion/decoloniality is affirmation, creation, healing, and love. 
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