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At 230 years of age, America is a young culture, and unfortunately in many
respects  it  is  acting  like  its  adolescents,  who  have  become accustomed  to
roaming “free.”

Why is everyone so surprised by the crass foolishness and lack of civility of the
Don Imus phenomenon [April, 2007]?  For five generations now, America has
progressively  bought  into  celebrating  an  independent  adolescent  subculture:
glorifying physical youth, permitting ever more crude expressions of protest, and
downplaying the role of adults as guiding elders.  In this context, Don Imus and
Howard Stern and their talk show ilk are what we should expect to get and what
we deserve.  Indeed, Imus and Stern, who are themselves in their  50’s and
60’s, are the perfect exemplars of the phenomenon – they produce their shows
with  a  clutch  of  males  [and/or  fawning,  giggling  females]  gathered  together
around  microphones,  and  being  outrageous  “boys”  in  the  level,  quality  and
nature of their patter.  The members of the audience are virtual onlookers who
are allowed to overhear the “racy,” irreverent, cute and supposedly humorous
banter of these “boys.”  What we get is the behavior and expression of the “boy”
mind from men who have been applauded for their ability to daily regress to this
mental  state  and  worldview  position.   And,  of  course,  these  “boys”  are
themselves  rewarded  economically  and  admired  socially  by  many  protest
oriented adolescents [and the adults who identify with them] who are looking for
someone to express their frustration in feeling stuck in their prolonged position
as “not quite adults – yet.”  Anyone who can recall the nature of expression in
this adolescent boy culture can attest to the fact that it is all about posturing to
appear  more  verbally  abusive,  crude,  and  outrageous  than  the  next  guy.
Adolescent gangs just take this same mentality and convert the verbal protest
into action, with its escalating levels of violence and criminality.

When adults  leave adolescents mostly  alone for  years  to develop their  own
separate  culture  and  when  commerce  and the  media  discover  the  financial
value of the adolescent market, the stage is set for the adolescent take-over of
much of American culture.  If we do not like this situation, the only real answer is
for adults to “take back the street.”

Most  cultures  recognize the  precarious and  vulnerable  nature  of  adolescent
males and move them rather quickly through this life phase to adulthood.  They
do  this  by  limiting  the  time  boys  spend  in  this  phase  and  the  degree  of
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separateness from adult  supervision that  these boys are allowed individually
and especially as a group.  With the advent of universal education in America at
the end of the 19th century and the concentration of children and adolescents in
the separate school environment, and with the subsequent vast extension of
this separate education period from concluding first at age 14, then at age 16,
then at age 18, and with college at age 22, adolescence has developed into its
own virtually independent subculture.  Through this same period parents have
adopted more and more the role of “friend” rather than decisive authority to their
children, a development that has further empowered and fostered adolescent
separateness and independence.  One indicator of this familiarity - adolescents
now commonly calling their parents by their first names – so much for the signs
of respect in Mother/Father, or Mom/Dad, or Sir/Ma’am.  And the emergence in
the  last  generation  of  two  parent  working  families  has  left  children  and
adolescents more and more on their own without adult supervision. Teachers in
the separate school context are isolated and in the minority, and it is common
for adolescents to gain respect by disrespecting and demeaning their teachers –
teachers becoming the adult front line subjects of adolescent protest.

What we get out of having inadvertently allowed this adolescent “revolution” to
occur is comparable to the problems that arise when adolescent elephants are
separated from the matriarchal  herd and relocated to  an area without  adult
elephant supervision.  Left on their own, these adolescent animals fail to form
herds  defined  by  the  usual  matriarchal  structure.   Instead,  they  become
marauding bands which attack other animals and exhibit such extreme and non-
elephant like behavior that eventually they have to be destroyed.  At the same
time, the related adolescent elephants that remain with the original herd under
the constant supervision of  adult  elephants in the matriarchy mature to take
their normal roles as adult elephants in the group.  The solution for the rogue
elephants  is  the  same as  for  human adolescents:  adults  have to  take  their
proper authoritative role and carefully “manage” the development of adolescents
into adulthood.   Adolescents cannot  be allowed to “go wild”  and exclusively
pursue their own limited, egotistical, and non-socially responsible impulses.

Understood properly, Don Imus and company are merely leading a section of
the rogue adolescent media chorus in an American culture that over the last five
generations has made the mistake of progressively abandoning consistent adult
supervision and direction for its ever extending adolescent population.  This is a
new condition in world culture, and it is neither culturally normal, necessary, nor
productive.

It is entirely possible for the adult American community to reassert consistent
control  over  and  guidance  of  its  adolescents  while  still  encouraging  their
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creative and innovative spirit.  I have seen what this alternative looks like among
many home schooled adolescents, who have adults around most of the time,
who relate much more easily and positively to adults, and who are generally
happier and more confident than their  totally peer oriented counterparts who
have been “reared” in the typical school environment.  I am not recommending
home schooling; I am just pointing out what tends to happen when adolescents
grow up  with responsible adults in the lead and not with peer groups defining
their own “lead.”

If America’s adults decide to take back their adolescents, I would expect the
Imus/Stern “factor” to be discarded quickly to the cultural scrap heap where it
belongs, and for civility and respect for the elders of the culture to return to
define  the  nature  of  social  relations  within  the  American  community.   Side
benefits  of  structuring  our  relations  to  reclaim  America’s  rogue  adolescent
culture  should  be  greater  civility  in  our  adult  political  discourse  and  a
surrounding mass media that is more serious, less flagrantly crude and violent,
more domestically constructive, and more decorous and less objectionable to
surrounding world cultures.
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