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The Young are a recent development. Before there was school they did not exist. The traditional system of apprenticeship did not need to separate for several years those who were learning a trade from the rest of the world. There was no place for this long period called adolescence to unfold. With compulsory education adolescence stopped being a bourgeois privilege and became a universal condition and a way of life. Sheltered from the influence of their parents by the educational institution and from their professors by "the peer group," the young were able to build a world of their own, turning the values of the surrounding society upside down. Cool jeans instead of grown‑up clothing, comic books instead of literature, rock music instead of verbal expression, the "youth culture"‑ this antischool culture‑ has been gaining ground and autonomy since the 1960s, that is, since the mas​sive democratization of the educational system: "Like any closely knit group (American blacks, for example)," Paul Yonnet tell us,

 the youth movement is a partially hidden continent, partially forbidden and incomprehensible as well to any outsider. People begrudge its special system of communication, which is very independent, largely underground, transported by rock culture where feelings are more powerful than words, sensation more powerful than the abstractions of language, atmosphere more powerful than real meanings and rational discourse. All these values are alien to the traditions of Western communication. They draw a thick curtain, offer an impenetrable defense to the half‑hearted attempts of adults to connect. Whether you listen or play, you have got to feel "cool" or positively high. Guitars express themselves better than words, which are old (they have a history) and cannot be trusted.

Here, at least, one thing is clear. Since culture, in its classical form, came into being with words, or language, it is problem​atic for two reasons: it ages people by providing them with a memory longer than their own lives and it isolates them, by condemning them to say "I" to exist, in other words, as distinct individuals. By destroying language, rock music wards off this double malediction: guitars abolish memory; this warm merg​ing feeling replaces conversation, the means used by separate beings to relate to one another; the individual "F' dissolves ecstatically into the collectivity of Youth. 

This step backward would be harmless enough if Youth were not everywhere now. In only two decades discordant beliefs have become the norm, autonomy has become hegemony, and adolescent culture the lifestyle of everyone in society. The young define fashion; the cinema and advertising prefer to speak to audiences between fifteen and twenty years old; thousands of radio stations, independently financed, almost all sing the same tune on the guitar, delighted that the age of conversation is over. It is open season for chasing away any trace of growing old. Yet less than a century ago, in this secure world described so well by Stefan Zweig, "lie who wanted to grow up needed to use as many disguises as possible, to seem older than lie was .... Newspapers advertised products which made a man's beard grow faster," and young doctors, fresh out of medical school, tried to gain a hale weight and "wore mighty beards and gold spectacles even if their eyes did not need them, so that they could make an impression of 'experience." Today, to be young is a categorical imperative for every generation. One neurosis replaces another. People in their forties remain teenagers. As for the Elders, they are not honored because they are knowledgeable (as in traditional. societies), responsible (as in bourgeois societies), or frail (as in civilized societies). In fact they are not honored at all unless they stay young in body and spirit. In other words, this is no longer a matter of a group of adolescents hiding behind their collective identity in an attempt to escape the world, but of the world itself running frantically after adolescence. And this shift, as Fellini observed with some surprise, constitutes that great cultural revolution of  the postmodern era: 

I wonder what could have possibly happened at a particular moment, what kind of evil spell could have fallen upon our generation, to explain how we started, all of a sudden, to look at the young as the messengers of who knows what absolute truth. The young, the young, the young ... you would have thought that they adjust arrived from outer space.... Only some form of collective madness could have made us consider children of fifteen years old as the master guardians of all truths. 

Indeed, what did happen? As curious as it may seem, this madness Fellini speaks of did not rise out of nothing. The ground was prepared and we could say that the long process leading Western societies to convert to the hedonism of consumption has culminated today in the idolatry of juvenile values. The Bourgeois is dead, long live the Adolescent! The bourgeois sacrificed the pleasures of life in order to accumulate wealth and put, to use Stefan Zweig’s formulation, "Moral appearances above the human being" revealing in the process his impatience with both the rigidities of the moral order and the demands of thought. The adolescent, on the other hand, wants above all to have fun, to relax, to escape through leisure activities the rigors of school, and that is why the culture industry finds in the adolescent the kind of human being most closely in tune with its own essence.

This does not mean that adolescence has become the most beautiful age of life. Previously dismissed as people, today the young are dismissed as individuals. Youth, from now on, is a block, a monolith, almost a species unto itself. You can no longer be twenty years old without immediately becoming the spokesperson for an entire generation. "We, the young . . . " Your friends listen, your parents are touched, opinion research centers and the market work together to perpetuate this conformity, so that nobody can ever exclaim: "I am twenty. This is my age, not my being, and 1 will not let anyone lock me into such a deterministic view of myself."

And young people are even less likely to step out of their age group (their "bio‑class," Edgar Morin would say) since adults are coming down to their level, offering them a cure for the absence of an intellectual life. We have already observed this in Education, but it also occurs in Politics, where we see political parties competing with one another for power, "modernizing" their images and messages while accusing each other of being "old fashioned." In journalism too we have recently read about the sponsor of a television and entertainment guide admitting that the magazine owed its success to the "under fifteen year olds surrounded by their mothers" and to the fact that the children were attracted to "our song, advertising, and music columns!'. In Art and Literature we have seen a number of masterpieces in France become available in the "brief and artistic" form of the video. Morality gets packaged into huge concerts held for humanitarian causes broadcast over satellite television, and religion comes to us in world tours organized for John Paul II.

To justify promoting foolishness over thought and the infantilizing of culture, people often insist that the method works. In a period when people act first in their own self-interest‑"Everyone for himself"‑and choose to live in privacy, behind closed doors‑finking charity to rock'n'roll can bring in fabulous sums of money. As for the pope, while the best experts proclaim that God is dead, John Paul II attracts enormous crowds. However, looking more closely, such pragmatism turns out to be totally illusory~ For example: the big concerts organized to relieve conditions in Ethiopia ended up paying for the deportation of the very populations they raised money to feed. The Ethiopian government, we suspect, diverted the funds. Nevertheless, the waste could have been avoided if the organizers and participants in the worldwide Mass had taken their eyes off the stage for a while and turned their attention, ever so slightly, to the dictatorship separating the children who were singing and dancing from those who were starving to death. The success John Paul II enjoys, on the other hand, comes from his style, not from the substance of what he says: he would arouse the same enthusiastic response if he gave women the right to have abortions and decided that priests could abandon vows of celibacy. His show, like that of other superstars, first empties the heads of his spectators of any ideas in order to dazzle them with his performance. He offers no message, but devours them in a great profusion of son et lumière. Although he may think he has only given in to fashion by adopting its form, the pope forges, or makes believe he has forgotten, that this particular form has as its goal to wipe meaning out. When it comes to rock culture, rock charity, and rock religion, the young do not feel the impact of great speeches, rather the speeches themselves are replaced by rhythm and dance.

Standing up and challenging the rest of the world, the young did more than merely defend their tastes and values. In the admiring words of Paul Yonnet, they started to use "brain waves other than those which make language possible. There may be a generational conflict," he continues, "but there is also a conflict between the distinct hemispheres of the brain (nonverbal recognition versus speech), hemispheres that ignored each other for a long time."14 It was a tough battle, but what passes today for communication attests to the fact that the nonverbal hemisphere won out: music videos over conversation. Society has "finally become adolescent." The huge concerts may not have succeeded in getting relief to the victims of famine in Ethiopia, but they did establish an international hymn: "We are the world, we are the children."

The Zombie and the Fanatic

And so as we come to the end, barbarism replaces culture. In the shadow of the great word, intolerance and infantile behavior increase. When it is not cultural identity restricting the choices an individual can make, using threats of high treason to silence expressions of doubt, irony, and reason‑opinions that might separate him from the collectivity‑it is the entertainment industry, the creation of the technological age, that reduces great works of art to drivel. The life of the mind has quietly moved out of the way, making room for the terrible and pathetic encounter of the fanatic and the zombie.
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