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Introduction: 
Cultural Politics of Childhood and Youth 

Chandrabali Dutta 
Hiralal Mazumdar Memorial College for Women, Kolkata, India 

Childhood and youth have long occupied a central place in sociological inquiry, 
yet the last three decades have radically transformed how these life stages are 
theorized, represented, and governed. The emergence of the “new social 
studies of childhood” marked a decisive epistemic shift, challenging the long-
standing assumption that children are merely passive recipients of 
socialization (James and Prout 1997). Similarly, youth studies have moved 
beyond linear developmental paradigms to embrace more complex 
frameworks of identity, culture, political economy, and representation 
(Bucholtz 2002; Patrick and Furlong 2016). Against this backdrop, the cultural 
politics of childhood and youth has emerged as a vibrant interdisciplinary field 
interrogating how power, inequality, and cultural meaning shape the 
experiences, identities, and representations of young people across diverse 
social locations. 

“Cultural politics” refers to the processes through which culture becomes a 
site of contestation—where meanings are made, identities crafted, and 
inequalities reproduced or challenged (Hall 1996). When applied to children 
and youth, cultural politics underscores how childhood and youth are neither 
biologically predetermined nor universally shared but are embedded within 
historically specific regimes of power. Childhood, as scholars argue, is a 
“structurally subordinated” category (Qvortrup 2009), produced through 
adult–child power dynamics, state policies, media representations, global 
capitalism, and socio-cultural norms. Youth, similarly, is shaped by shifting 
forms of governance, labor precarity, identity politics, and the cultural 
industries that frame young people simultaneously as threats, consumers, and 
symbols of national hope (Giroux 2010). 

Understanding cultural politics requires engaging with global conditions—
migration, neoliberal restructuring, digital cultures, and consumption—and 
their localized manifestations in particular childhoods and youth identities. 
This introduction positions cultural politics as a lens through which to examine 
how childhood(s) and youth-hood(s) are produced, negotiated, and contested 
across intersecting axes of class, gender, race, caste, sexuality, disability, and 
language. Drawing on sociological, anthropological, psychological, and 
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childhood studies literature, it elaborates five major conceptual threads: (1) the 
social construction of childhood and youth; (2) cultural politics and 
representation; (3) intersectionality and lived experience; (4) globalization, 
precarity, and technological transformations; and (5) agency, resistance, and 
everyday practices. In doing so, it situates the thematic concerns of the broader 
volume while offering a theoretically grounded entry into the sociological study 
of children and young people in contemporary societies. 

1. Childhood and youth as social constructions 

One of the foundational premises of the sociology of childhood is that 
childhood is “socially constructed”—that is, produced through cultural norms, 
institutional arrangements, and power relations (Jenks 2005). The idea that 
there is no single childhood but multiple childhoods shaped by class, 
geography, race, gender, and history has become central to contemporary 
scholarship (Balagopalan 2014). Children of elite urban families, for example, 
experience childhood as a period of intensive cultivation and future-oriented 
investment, while subaltern children may experience it through labor, care 
responsibilities, displacement, or social exclusion. 

Similarly, youth is no longer viewed merely as a transitional stage between 
dependency and adulthood. Instead, it is increasingly conceptualized as a 
“culturally mediated” life stage, marked by identity construction, 
experimentation, and negotiation of structural constraints (Furlong and 
Cartmel 2007). The instability of economic opportunities, rising education 
costs, and precarious labor markets have elongated and complicated youth 
trajectories worldwide. In many contexts of the Global South, youth-hood is 
tied to migration, informal labor, political participation, and cultural creativity, 
making it a key site of socio-political contestation (Jeffrey and Dyson 2013). 

Both childhood and youth, therefore, are situated categories—constructed 
through discourses, institutions, and cultural practices that reflect broader 
societal hierarchies and ideologies. 

2. Cultural politics and representation 

Cultural politics foregrounds the ways in which representations of children and 
youth shape and are shaped by political and cultural power. Stuart Hall’s (1997) 
work on representation highlights how meaning-making processes define what 
is thinkable, visible, and legitimate. In the context of children and youth, 
representations often oscillate between idealization and demonization. 
Children may be framed as innocent, vulnerable, and in need of protection, 
while youth may be depicted as rebellious, risky, or deviant (Lesko 2012). These 
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representations are neither neutral nor universal; they are deeply embedded in 
ideological constructions of nationhood, modernity, family, and gender. 

For example, media portrayals of street children often emphasize danger, 
deviance, or moral decline, obscuring the structural conditions—poverty, 
displacement, state neglect—that shape their lives (Aptekar 1994). 
Representations of migrant or refugee children frequently rely on 
humanitarian narratives that highlight suffering while ignoring agency and 
resilience (Orgad 2011). Similarly, global cultural industries—from Disney to 
digital gaming platforms—shape normative ideals of childhood and youth 
through consumerism, gendered imagery, and neoliberal values of self-
improvement and individual responsibility (Banet-Weiser 2018). 

Youth cultures such as hip-hop, dancehall, or tattoo practices become sites 
where young people negotiate identity and participate in meaning-making. 
These cultural forms may challenge social norms, express marginalization, 
articulate political critiques, or simply create spaces for belonging and 
creativity (Forman and Neal 2012). Thus, cultural politics draws attention to 
how young people are represented, how they represent themselves, and how 
these representations intersect with structures of power. 

3. Intersectionality and lived experience 

Intersectionality provides another crucial analytical lens for understanding 
cultural politics. Building on the work of Crenshaw (1991), sociologists 
increasingly emphasize that categories such as childhood or youth cannot be 
understood independently of race, caste, class, gender, sexuality, religion, 
ability, and nationality. For many children and young people, these intersecting 
identities shape access to education, mobility, care, safety, visibility, and 
recognition. 

For instance, subaltern childhoods in India—such as those among Dalit, 
Adivasi, or minority religious communities—are shaped by historically 
entrenched forms of discrimination and exclusion (Balagopalan 2014). 
Gendered norms often constrain girls’ mobility, education, or bodily autonomy 
differently than boys’. Children with disabilities experience layered forms of 
invisibility and institutional neglect, despite global discourses of inclusion 
(Shakespeare 2018). Young people from marginalized linguistic communities, 
such as speakers of Creole languages in Haiti or sign languages in deaf culture, 
confront the devaluation of their linguistic identities within dominant 
educational structures (De Meulder 2015). 

Intersectionality thus reveals how cultural politics is lived in everyday 
encounters—schooling, friendships, family expectations, labor demands, 
street life, migration, and digital participation. It underscores that youth and 
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childhood cannot be universalized; they must be studied in relation to 
differential forms of power and positionality. 

4. Globalization, technology, and new cultural conditions 

The processes of globalization, economic restructuring, transnational mobility, 
expansion of media technologies, and diffusion of neoliberal values have 
reshaped childhood and youth in profound ways. Neoliberal globalization 
promotes individual responsibility, entrepreneurialism, and market-driven 
identities, reshaping how young people imagine their futures and organize 
their lives. For many youths, economic precarity and unemployment produce 
aspirations without corresponding opportunities, generating frustration, 
migration, or new forms of cultural expression (Jeffrey 2010). 

Digital technologies have further transformed the cultural landscapes of 
childhood and youth. Children engage with online learning, gaming, social 
media, and digital entertainment from an early age, blurring boundaries 
between education, leisure, and identity formation. Youth identity 
construction increasingly takes place on platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, 
or YouTube, where visibility, performance, and algorithmic cultures shape self-
presentation (boyd 2014). Digital spaces also amplify risks—surveillance, 
cyberbullying, data extraction—while offering new avenues for creativity, 
community-building, and activism (Livingstone and Third 2017). 

At the same time, technological access remains deeply unequal, shaped by 
class, geography, gender, and disability. Subaltern youth or children living in 
street situations often encounter digital spaces unevenly or in constrained 
ways, reinforcing existing inequalities. Thus, the cultural politics of technology 
is central to understanding the modern conditions of childhood and youth. 

5. Agency, resistance, and everyday practices 

A key contribution of contemporary childhood and youth studies is the 
recognition of children and young people as social actors with agency. Agency 
does not necessarily mean autonomy; instead, it refers to the ways young 
people navigate, negotiate, and sometimes resist social structures in their 
everyday lives (Robinson and Nolin 2018). Children use play, creativity, 
language, and relationships to make sense of and shape their worlds. Youth 
engage in subcultures, artistic forms, digital communities, political 
movements, and intimate friendships as ways of asserting identity and 
belonging. 

Even in conditions of constraint—poverty, displacement, disability, digital 
surveillance—young people find ways to exercise agency, whether through 
micro-resistances, humour, cultural expression, or everyday negotiations with 
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adults and institutions (Honwana 2012). Street-connected children, for 
instance, develop survival strategies, solidarities, and spatial practices that 
challenge dominant narratives of victimhood. Young women in conservative 
settings may use fashion, tattoos, or online anonymity to explore identity and 
freedom. Deaf youth construct linguistic and cultural identities through sign 
languages and shared cultural practices that resist dominant auditory norms. 

Agency is thus embedded in context and mediated by power. Understanding 
it requires examining how young people inhabit cultural and structural 
conditions, rather than romanticizing childhood or youth as inherently free or 
experimental. 

6. Structure of the book 

The chapters in this volume underscore the multiplicity of childhoods and 
youth identities across cultural contexts. For childhood researchers, the book 
is significant not only because it foregrounds several marginalized and diverse 
experiences but also because it emphasizes agency, resistance, and the 
complex interplay of cultural politics. It pushes scholars to move beyond 
universalized notions of childhood and youth, encouraging intersectional, 
decolonial, and context-sensitive approaches. By situating children and young 
people within broader sociocultural, political, and historical frameworks, the 
volume expands the field’s methodological and theoretical horizons, making it 
a valuable resource for anyone engaged in the study of childhood and youth. 

The volume also pushes researchers to engage more closely with the lived 
realities of marginalized groups, whose voices are often erased or distorted in 
dominant frameworks, and to question developmental narratives that privilege 
Eurocentric models and universal categories. By integrating case studies from 
India, Haiti, the Caribbean, and beyond, it calls for context-sensitive and plural 
approaches that foreground local knowledge, cultural practices, and everyday 
negotiations with power. Methodologically, it opens new avenues by 
encouraging creative, participatory, and interdisciplinary strategies capable of 
capturing the nuanced ways in which young people resist, adapt, and 
reimagine their worlds. Ultimately, the book redefines childhood and youth as 
dynamic terrains where power, inequality, and resistance converge, reminding 
us that everyday practices—whether in family life, education, peer relations, or 
cultural expression—carry deep political significance. By foregrounding these 
insights, the volume not only strengthens the field of childhood and youth 
studies but also points toward a more critical, inclusive, and socially responsive 
research agenda for the future. 

In conclusion, this edited volume makes a significant contribution to the field 
of childhood and youth studies by widening its conceptual, methodological, 
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and political horizons. It not only enriches ongoing debates but also sets the 
stage for future research by placing intersectionality, decolonial critique, and 
cultural politics at the center of inquiry. By situating childhood and youth 
within broader structures of inequality, it challenges the assumption that these 
life stages are neutral or universally defined, instead revealing them as 
historically, socially, and politically contingent. A notable strength of the 
volume lies in its interdisciplinarity, as it draws together insights from 
sociology, education, and psychology to provide a more holistic understanding 
of young lives. Sociology contributes the critical tools to interrogate how 
structures of power—such as class, caste, race, and gender—shape childhoods 
and youth identities, while education offers perspectives on pedagogy, 
representation, and institutional practices that reproduce or resist inequality. 
Psychology, meanwhile, enriches the discussion by examining how family 
environments, developmental contexts, and care practices leave lasting 
imprints on identity and well-being. This blending of disciplines demonstrates 
that no single framework can adequately capture the complexities of childhood 
and youth, and that interdisciplinary approaches are essential for a deeper and 
more inclusive scholarship. 

7. Challenges and future directions 

As global inequalities intensify, the study of cultural politics becomes even 
more urgent. Climate change, political conflict, forced migration, digital 
capitalism, and rising authoritarianism disproportionately affect young 
people. New forms of surveillance—state, corporate, algorithmic—reshape 
young people’s freedoms and vulnerabilities. At the same time, youth-led 
movements for climate justice, anti-racism, gender rights, and disability 
inclusion highlight how young people are shaping political futures. 

Future scholarship must continue to center marginalized childhoods and 
youth identities—street-connected children, disabled youth, linguistic 
minorities, subaltern communities, queer youth—whose experiences reveal 
the fault lines of cultural politics most clearly. The challenge is to develop 
intersectional, decolonial, and collaborative methodologies that take young 
people seriously as knowledge producers and social actors. 
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