
It’s not time to make a change. Just relax, take it easy. 
You’re still young, that’s your fault, 
There’s so much you have to know. 
Find a girl, settle down, If you want you can marry. 
Look at me, I am old, but I’m happy. 

I was once like you are now, and I know that it’s not easy, 
To be calm when you’ve found something going on. 
But take your time, think a lot, Why, think of everything you’ve got. 
For you will still be here tomorrow, but your dreams may not.

(“Father and Son”, Cat Stevens, Tea for the Tillerman, A&M)

I start this article with a wonderful song on being 
young and dreaming of change. When I was 
younger I thought the song was written by Howard 
Williamson who used to sing it on each and every 
seminar for international exchanges supported by 
the Council of Europe. Quite soon I found out that 
the song was written by Cat Stevens, today known 
as Yusuf Islam.

“You have to be realistic.” Many young people 
have been bombarded with this (non-) argument. 
Actually, not only young people get to hear the 
argument but anyone who dares to imagine that 
there may be more just alternatives to today’s 
social system is asked to be realistic. There is 
no alternative. Even political debates that pre-
eminently should tackle the subject of another 
world do not go beyond the bounds of “reality”. 
Ideas that do not fi t within the restricted horizon 
of maintaining the social project are shoved aside 
as unrealistic. People who defend ideas that go 

beyond that horizon are looked at with pity, as 
long as they express their ideas in a relatively 
harmless way. This changes the moment one 
starts to shout a little bit louder or to form a group 
around “extreme” ideas. A popular strategy to 
cope with extreme ideas is what Herbert Marcuse 
(1969) has named repressive tolerance. That is the 
technique to give dissonant voices a certain forum 
in society, grinding down too sharp edges. In doing 
so, deviant ideas about the organisation of society 
are assimilated into the dominant discourse and 
dissonant voices are politically recuperated within 
“realistic” views of the desired social order. The 
initial revolutionary ideas are welcomed as ideas 
for cultural renewal. Implications that would go in 
the direction of social confl ict are averted. Ideas 
that cannot be recuperated fi nd no response. 
If needed, they are obstinately persecuted and 
violently repressed. This can in turn initiate a 
spiral of violence, so the strategy of repressive 
tolerance is always the preferred option.
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In itself there is nothing wrong with a society 
aiming for stability. As long as this does not mean 
that the confrontation of divergent ideas on the 
desired social order is paralysed or too strictly 
canalised. The risk here is that the voice of people 
who enjoy the least benefi ts within the existing 
social order is not heard. They are further away 
from dominant ideas and mainstream ideals. 
They have to shout really loud to be heard. 
They don’t have easy access to the channels 
that amplify one’s voice. This concerns not only 
questions about the inequality between young 
people and adults, but also – and perhaps even 
more important – about the inequality between 
poor and rich or in more general terms, ethnic, 
disability or gender differences between the 
“established and the outsiders” (Elias and 
Scotson 1965). In a way one could say that young 
people are “doubly disempowered” if they grow 
up in poverty, if their parents were migrants or 
if they are disabled. Sometimes disempowered 
groups create innovative instruments and 
techniques to question “reality” or to shape their 
own realities (often in the areas of the informal 
economy or housing). Societies are not always 
willing to support those initiatives. Those who are 
established in society fi nd it quite nice that the 
outsiders want to emancipate themselves, but not 
if they do it on their own terms. Other groups play 
with different forms of social action, exploring 
the frontiers of what is acceptable (Indignados 
in Spain, the Occupy movement on a global 
scale, squatters’ movements on a local scale). 
Other groups that do not have cultural, social or 
fi nancial resources opt for violent action (riots in 
Greece or England). Often this is because their 
voice has not reached an organised level, many 
members of this group therefore are focused on 
individual opportunities, more than on getting 
things moving on a more structural level. 

It is clear that a living democracy needs to engage 
in a lively social debate. This debate can’t neglect 
the existing balances of power in a society. This 
requires maximum transparency as it concerns 

the underpinning values of our social order. A 
democratic society needs a permanent and honest 
debate on the question of which realities are in 
whose interests and the grounds on which some 
ideas or ideals are confi rmed as “realistic” while 
others are not.

To a certain degree these values and grounds are 
already fi rmly established. A genuine democracy 
is supposed to respect the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. But it must be clear that these 
rights are not absolute rights that can simply be 
claimed by each individual person. These rights 
act as a lever. The confi rmation of these rights 
does not mean that they are realised. It means that 
we expect the government to take the necessary 
steps in order to realise those collective rights. 
The question of course is what kind of social order 
gives people the necessary space to work towards 
the collective realisation of these rights. This is 
the perennial search for democracy. It’s nothing 
new. We need to learn to live with debates and 
dilemmas in order to reconcile the two inherently 
contradictory values that underpin a democratic 
society: freedom and equality. As Tocqueville 
(1835) argued, the principle of equality can either 
lead to misery or to prosperity, it all depends on 
our choices. But one thing is sure, giving up on 
the deliberate quest for equality will inevitably 
lead to misery. 

Now we come to the point where it’s really 
cooking, for this democratic struggle seems 
to have come to an end at the dawn of the 21st 
century. As Fukuyama (1989, p.4) argued after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall: “What we may be 
witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, 
or the passing of a particular period of post-war 
history, but the end of history as such: that is, the 
end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and 
the universalization of Western liberal democracy 
as the fi nal form of human government.” There’s 
only one way left to experience democracy, so 
why debate and discuss any longer?
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The desocialisation of liberal democracies has 
also restricted the role of youth work. In many 
countries, youth work is centred on apolitical play 
and recreation. In other countries youth work is 
extremely instrumentalised and is required to 
contribute to employability and prevention, all 
in the service of becoming the most competitive 
market economy in the world. A society that goes 
to extremes may expect extreme ideas to fi nd their 
way to extremist frameworks. This goes especially 
for young people who fail to fi nd their place in 
this competitive market; a  failure that must be 
individual.

In apolitical societies, such as our Western liberal 
democracies, political education becomes one 
of the core missions of youth work. This mission 
should not be restricted to citizenship training, 
although that may be the task that governments 
want youth workers to fulfi l (Giesecke 1972). Youth 
workers should be well aware that they cannot be 
objective and neutral to the existing social system. 
“Washing one’s hands of the confl ict between the 
powerful and the powerless means to side with the 
powerful, not to be neutral” (Freire 1985, p. 122). 

Three decades of neoliberalism have affected youth 
work more than we might think. In the 1980s youth 
clubs participated in protest marches of young 
people for employment. Youth organisations 
organised demonstrations against racism or 
nuclear weapons. Also youth workers increasingly 
seem to defi ne their social engagement in terms of 

helping individual young people to scratch out a 
living, not join the ranks of those not in education, 
employment or training (NEETs). Inspiration 
to reconnect youth work with society can surely 
be found in history (Coussée 2010a; 2010b), but 
should also be grounded in today’s practice of 
working with socially excluded young people. 
Political education can be local and modest. 
Youth workers play a crucial role in engaging 
politicians in local practices and engaging young 
people in local debates on neighbourhood 
redevelopment, playground renovation, traffi c 
plans, re-employment programmes, etc. Lots of 
young people are not addressed. Their capacities, 
knowledge and energy remain unused. Many 
groups of young people are seen as problems, not 
as resources, even by youth workers (De Block 
2012). Through youth work we reconnect young 
people to the social debate and we revive that 
democratic debate. We do not resign ourselves to 
the treatment of the symptoms, but help develop 
sustained solutions. This can lead to tensions 
with local governments that provide subsidies. 
That’s good, tensions keep us moving. Handling 
these tensions in a constructive manner is one of 
the main fi elds of expertise of well-trained youth 
workers. Although it is hugely overlooked in most 
of our youth work training programmes that focus 
on other, equally important fi elds such as creativity 
and animation techniques, developmental 
psychology and motivational conversations, youth 
work is probably the most diffi cult job in the world 
(Coussée and Williamson 2011).

I’m your 
man !


