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Violent youth 
Michel Manciaux 

" T hroughout history, the chief 
causes of premature mortality 
have been infectious diseases 

and violence", wrote William H. 
Foege, Executive Director of the 
Carter Center, in the New England 
journal of medicine in 1987. This brief 
quotation reminds us that, contrary to 
what many of our contemporaries 
think, violence has always existed and 
that, in common with communicable 
diseases, it is a source of suffering, 
trauma, disablement and death: all of 
which could be avoided through a 
well-planned prevention campaign. It 
is far from certain that violence is 
more widespread and more frequent in 
our modem societies than it was in the 
past. There are no figures enabling us 
to judge, and even if we had them any 
real comparison would be difficult, 
since the definition of violence is itself 
highly subjective. 

What is sure is that aggression and 
violence intrude more and more into 

Doily observation and 
statistics confirm that 
adolescents and young adults, 
more than any other age 
group, ore both the instigators 
of violent behaviour and its 
victims. 

our daily lives; the instantaneous and 
worldwide coverage by the media 
makes sure of that. Another certainty, 
which daily observation and statistics 
confirm, is that adolescents and young 
adults more than any other age group 
are at one and the same time the 
instigators of violent behaviour and its 
victims. In the industrialized world, 
and in many Third World countries, 
violent death- which includes suicide, 
murder and accidental death -heads 
the list of causes of death among those 
aged 15 to 24, especially young men. 

What does the future hold for this young refugee from Bosnia-Herzegovina? 

World Health • 46th Yeor, No. 1, Jonumy-Februory 1993 

Hecatomb of the young 
We are justified in blaming this 
hecatomb of the young on young 
people ' s behaviour: experimentation, 
risk-taking, defiance of parental 
authority and of adults in general, and 
defiance of the norms and constraints 
of society, of death itself; but also 
collective behaviour where sudden 
impulse may overcome self-control 
and the instinct of self-preservation. 

But other reasons are very evident 
in today's world: the absence of a 
recognized social status for the young, 
the loosening and even the total 
breakdown of traditional links within 
the family, the community and society 
itself, and uncertainty about the future. 
These factors combine to push a 
growing proportion of youngsters into 
the margins of society. Depression
which is more frequent during 
adolescence than most people realize 
- and aggression often reflect the 
disappearance of such traditional 
support networks as the extended 
family, peer groups, teachers. 
Marginalization, loneliness, the lack 
of a fall back position at times of stress 
can lead to violence and - in its 
terminal form - to suicide. The 
increase in suicide rates among the 
young is an alarming sign of the 
disintegration of the social fabric. 

Violence in young people can turn 
against themselves, and self
aggression is a frequent symptom. 
Furthermore it can join forces with 
delinquent behaviour in a curious 
sequence: crime, guilt feeling, reaction 
of self-punishment; this may often 
explain truly suicidal behaviour at the 
wheel of a stolen car. Indeed, in many 
cases it is hard to trace the borderline 
between accident and suicide. The 
example of the car- like that of 
firearms , freely on sale in some 
countries - shows that aggression and 
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violence can have all the more serious 
results because the instruments for 
expressing those emotions are always 
to hand. 

This discussion of road accidents 
would not be complete without a 
reference to the contributory role of 
alcohol. Many studies carried out in 
the USA have shown that the drivers 
most often implicated in fatal 
accidents are young males, driving at 
night and especially at the weekend, 
after a party where they have had a 
few drinks. Highlighting the fact that 

adolescence is the age of access both 
to motor vehicles and to alcohol, one 
Swiss writer proposes combining two 
youth training campaigns: "Learn to 
drive- and learn to drink." 

Drugs are less frequently a cause 
of traffic accidents than alcohol; the 
violence which drugs generate is more 
often linked to trafficking. But in 
some countries it has reached an 
absolutely catastrophic level and risks 
destabilizing the whole of society; 
almost no region of the world is free 
from it. 
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Doing violence to young people 
Very sure of their own judgement and 
opinions, whether personal, social or 
political, and quick to put their ideals 
into practice, adolescents can readily 
be mobilized for all sorts of causes, 
for better or for worse. In every period 
of history and all over the globe, it is 
the young who have provided the 
soldiers - and therefore the victims -
in racial conflicts and warfare. 
Modem times show us all too many 
examples. 

Youngsters too - in common with 
the elderly - are the principal victims 
of economic and social crises. The 
unemployment rate among young 
people, higher than the national 
average in many countries, is a 
disturbing indicator of the inability of 
those countries to integrate this living 
force - youth - into a harmonious 
social system. This constitutes a 
veritable denial of human rights- the 
right to work, to financial 
independence, to a social status - and 
its individual and social consequences 
are catastrophic. It amounts to doing 
violence to young people. 

For if young people are often 
violent in their individual and 
collective behaviour, isn't this because 
in many ways our societies do 
violence to them? In other words, 
even though there are many palliatives 
for violence in young people in the 
form of education, regulations or even 
repression, the true remedy lies 
somewhere else. At the end of an 
article about violence in young people 
and the possible solutions, the 
executive director of the American 
Council for Crime Prevention 
concluded: "The burden is on us. 
Unless we help our young people . 
develop a sense of stake in their 
communities and their futures, there 
may be neither communities nor 
future." • 
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