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1

INTRODUCTION: THE SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCTION OF  
ADOLESCENCE IN 
CONTEMPORANEITY

Marcelo S. Isidório

I present to the academic community the book The Social Construction of 
Adolescence in Contemporaneity, specially organized for the journal Sociological 
Studies of Children and Youth—SSCY.

This edition, with nine chapters, presents contributions of researchers from 
Brazil, Singapore, India, and the Faroe Islands.

These contributions establish reflections on the constructions of adolescence 
through music, literature, school, military service, political engagement, corpore-
ity, in addition to questions related to preconceived questions about this phase of 
life established in institutions.

I consider it essential to start this book by discussing the concept of “ado-
lescence,” as it is not a field present in sociology. Thus, I go through a “decon-
struction” of this institutionalized view of adolescence (something marked by 
biological and psychological changes), and I begin to build a conceptual perspec-
tive that motivated the organization of this book.

In this sense, it is essential to expand the ability to think about this category, 
which is generally homogenized by common sense, which as a rule associates a 
sudden change in behavior as being inherent to all subjects of a given age group, 
without distinction, as coming from a status biological maturity that becomes 
exponential and do not consider the sociocultural locus in which these subjects 
are inserted as a contributing determinant that will allow reaching social maturity.

But, what characterizes adolescence?
Unless an arbitrary civil registry is established, both adolescence and the 

moment of its entry and exit raise endless questions. The definitions are multiple 
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2	 MARCELO S. ISIDÓRIO

according to the times and societies, as well as the criteria for access to social 
maturity (Le Breton, 2017, p. 20).

As can be seen in the excerpt above, talking about adolescence is complex 
because it is multifactorial. In addition to a biological and/or psychological per-
spective that serve as the basis for a considerable number of arguments on the 
subject, adolescence is influenced by sociocultural aspects that guide the way in 
which individuals who go through this phase are seen and see society in which 
they are inserted.

The expression adolescence comes from the Latin adolescens, present partici-
ple of adolescere, which means to grow, it appears significantly in the sixteenth 
century when a feeling of difference between ages begins to emerge in privileged 
social environments (Le Breton, 2017).

The distinction between child and adult made adolescence come to be per-
ceived as a separate period of human development. It has its origin in the his-
tory of the transformations that societies have gone through. According to Ariès 
(1986), until the eighteenth century, the passage from child to adult occurred 
directly without going through the condition of adolescence. Only from the nine-
teenth century onwards did adolescence come to be considered as a distinct phase.

Around 1890, interest in adolescence began to consolidate, which became a 
literary theme, a concern of moralists and politicians, and of research that sought 
to know what youth thought (Ariès, 1986). Childhood and adolescence are no 
longer considered a non-differentiated period of maturation to be scientifically 
defined, creating expectations of development, such as the age to speak, walk, 
draw. Before, childhood lasted until the need for physical care, around seven years 
of age, after which the child started to work with adults. Learning took place 
in contact with and helped by the elderly. It was not until the sixteenth century 
that wealthy families had the financial resources to protect and educate their chil-
dren. Rich as they were, their children no longer needed to work at this age. In 
the poorer classes, child labor remained. At the end of the eighteenth century, 
the invention of adolescence accompanied the emergence of the modern fam-
ily within the privileged classes. In the working classes, the child’s immersion in 
agricultural work, and later industrial work, occurs to the detriment of schooling.

Le Breton (2017) points out that,

buried under workdays of up to 14 hours a day, from the age of six onwards, childhood has no 
time for metamorphoses and awakenings. The status of an adult, capable of even longer and 
more strenuous journeys, is imperative. (p. 8)

According to Le Breton (2017), only at the end of the nineteenth century and espe-
cially in the twentieth century, the spread of schooling, urbanization, the possibility 
of living with peers, propitiate the emergence of adolescence as a feeling and culture.

From the French Revolution, young people are perceived as potential citizens. 
French society, based on a rereading of Rousseau, discovers adolescence as a 
universe in crisis, marked by the emergence of puberty and physiological changes, 
requiring more intense attention in matters of protection and education. Thus, 
compulsory school takes the place of education, protection and guardianship of 
young people, under the “coercion” of teachers (Le Breton, 2017):
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Insofar as it designates the phenomenon of growth, the notion of adolescence refers, at first, to 
medicine, because of puberty and psychology, the particularities of the young person’s psyche 
and especially the famous “crisis.” (p. 20)

The first researches that took adolescence as an object of scientific discourse 
constituted a kind of hegemonic discourse, which fixed images and representa-
tions on which certain contemporary analyzes still rest. These images place 
adolescence as something pathological that is part of the normal evolution of 
this stage of life (Knobel, 1989), as well as biological conceptions that place in 
puberty the reasons for the “instability” of this stage of human development 
(Anjos & Duarte, 1993).

In terms of human development, adolescence is often associated with physical 
changes resulting from puberty, which are responses to hormonal changes that 
young people undergo during their growth, which produce the metamorphosis of 
the child’s body into an adult, enabling it to reproduce. These changes produce 
anxiety and concern for those who experience them and for those around them, 
since the adolescent body is more “sexualized” toward reproductive preparation. 
In this sense, these pubertal changes are associated with psychological and social 
transformations, especially experienced by young people and their families (Coll, 
Palácios, & Marchesi, 1995).

As an example, the scientific tradition, specifically from Erikson (1976), 
favored the social representation according to which adolescence is a period of 
transition between childhood and adulthood, that is, a period marked by instabil-
ity, crisis, and turbulence whose main characteristic is manifested by the loss of 
childhood and the entry into the adult world.

In South America, the work of Aberastury and Knobel (1989) stands out; 
their works have become a reference for professionals in different areas, including 
education. They introduced the notion of “normal adolescence syndrome” char-
acterized by a symptomatology that includes:

1) search for oneself  and identity; 2) group tendency; 3) need to intellectualize; 4) religious 
crises, which can range from the most intransigent atheism to the most fervent mysticism;  
5) temporal displacement, in which thought acquires the characteristics of primary thought; 
6) manifest sexual evolution, from autoeroticism to adult genital heterosexuality; 7) claiming 
social attitude with asocial tendencies of different intensities; 8) successive contradictions in 
all manifestations of conduct, dominated by action, which constitutes the most typical form  
of conceptual expression of this period of life; 9) a progressive separation from parents; and  
10) constant mood and mood fluctuations. (Knobel, 1989, p. 29)

From the perspective of promoting public policies, we have the World Health 
Organization (WHO), which defines adolescence as the period of life that begins 
at the age of 10 years and ends at the age of 19 years. According to WHO (2001), 
adolescence is divided into three phases: Pre-adolescence – from 10 to 14 years; 
Adolescence – from 15 to 19 years; and Youth – from 19 to 24 years. Although 
Sociology divides this stage of life into just two (Childhood and Youth), the 
WHO concept represents a dominant adult-centric view among the subjects who 
deal with this “age group” and for which many actions and research in the various 
fields of knowledge are based.
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In Brazil, we have the Child and Adolescent Statute (ECA), which considers 
adolescence, the age group between 12 and 18 years of age, being a reference, 
since 1990, for the creation of laws and programs that ensure (or try to ensure) 
the rights of this population in our country.

Continuing to carry out research on adolescence assuming its understanding 
in terms of a stage of life, inherently marked by the idea of crisis, means persisting 
in disregarding the historical and cultural character of this phase of human devel-
opment. It also means insisting on maintaining an investigative modus operandi 
that naturalizes the ways of treating this object, restricting the power of analysis.

It is not a question of neglecting the biological changes that occur in adoles-
cence, but of thinking about the relationship between the biological and social 
aspects present in human development, which in this case are the incorporation of 
the biological by the social, that is, the way in which the biological is transformed 
in the adolescent’s body is directly related to the social context of which it is a part.

According to Ferreira Salles (1998), this social insertion defines the way of 
being an adolescent, as well as their conduct, aspirations, and responsibilities. 
However, research, theories, and ideas conveyed by the media impose a lifestyle, 
a way of dressing and footwear that is generalized throughout society and con-
tributes to creating a format in which society sees adolescents. Adolescence is 
socially understood as an intermediate stage between childhood and adulthood 
and as a transitional period in which responsibilities are smaller. Furthermore, he 
is characterized by the lack of definition of his social role, which makes him to be 
treated in an ambivalent way: as a child and as an adult.

Adolescence is characterized as a tangle of factors of an individual nature, 
as it is associated with biological maturity, and of a historical and social nature, 
as it is related to the specific conditions of the culture in which the adolescent is 
inserted. In modern society, teenagers, like children, find themselves in specific 
social conditions that accentuate their dependence on adults. “Children and ado-
lescents can only be understood in the context of the society in which they are 
inserted, as individuals and society are intertwined” (Salles, 2005, p. 34).

That is, adolescence is a sociocultural construction and, therefore, it must take 
into account the specific cultural aspects of the place where this subject occupies, 
lives, and develops.

There are still two elements to be considered: (1) there is a personal transition –  
from immaturity to sexual, cognitive, functional maturity – from a less desirable 
stage to a more socially desirable stage expected by teachers; and (2) we have a 
category position that stands out when we talk about lifestyles, clothing, prac-
tices, and ideas. Thus, both adolescents, pre-adolescents, and subjects from other 
generations give characteristics to the sociological phenomenon.

In this regard, Le Breton (2017) points out that in some cultures (e.g., indigenous) 
rites of passage between childhood and social maturity eliminate the issue of adoles-
cent transition. In fact, adolescence, in these cultures, does not last longer than the 
time of a ritual. At the end of it, the child becomes a man or woman of his commu-
nity, according to the specific cultural impregnations as in the passage below:

In some Brazilian indigenous tribes, the rites do not delimit the insertion of the child in the 
adolescent world, but serve as a bridge to adult life, as we can observe from the reports on the 



Introduction	 5

initiatory rites that we present below: The Festa da Moqueado (when the Tembé roast game to 
serve the guests) is a rite of passage for girls towards puberty, when they menstruate for the first 
time. The party is held once a year, lasts a week and the boys participate in it, from which they 
become warriors. The couples dance the Kae Kae and, at the end of the dance, if  one young 
man is interested in the other, they can get married, the girl goes to the boy’s house, forming a 
new couple in the village, without more formalities. (Travassos & Ceccarelli, 2016, pp. 101, 102)

In other societies, divided into social classes, into particular groups from dif-
ferent cultures, the passage from childhood to adulthood is no longer marked by 
these rites, leaving adolescence with a long intermediate phase (Le Breton, 2017).

Thus, understanding the complex totality of this phase of development seems 
impossible if  it is not observed that this is both a product and a process achieved 
by the child in each stage of his social development situation (Tuleski & Eidt, 
2016), that is, human development, which we are part of from birth to old age, is 
characterized by being a dialectical and non-linear continuum.

What does it mean to highlight the social nature of man and thus his human 
development as a result of the appropriation of cultural signs. “For Vygotsky, 
human development reveals itself  as the interweaving of two poles: the biologi-
cal and the cultural, therefore demanding a dialectical understanding of both” 
(Martins, 2016, p. 33).

According to Vygotsky (1996), what moves the course of human development 
are the contradictions that are installed between biological and cultural processes. 
These contradictions are provoked by social life according to the appropriation 
of cultural signs.

Regarding the periodization of human development, for Vygotsky (1996), we 
must renounce any intention of classifying ages by symptoms and start doing 
it based on the internal essence of the studied process. That is, in the existing 
dialectic of movement between biological development and the social conditions 
involved in it, since being a process, development is movement and thus presents 
internal contradictions that make it move.

This methodological precept assumes a unique importance for the analysis of 
development, showing, firstly, that development does not result from either the 
subject pole or the object pole (social conditions of life), but from the nature and 
quality of the mediations interposed between both (Martins, 2016, p. 21).

In this perspective, in this book, we assume the term adolescence as a unidi-
mensional condition of the human being. A process by which the child moves 
from childhood to youth permeated by a set of cultural meanings that will pro-
vide him with a very specific world view. Thus, adolescence addressed here does 
not only consider chronological time as a reference but also considers the appro-
priation of cultural elements by different subjects as a way of being in society.

Good reading!
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CHAPTER 1

BLACK YOUTH AGENCY IN  
HIP-HOP CULTURE

Ione da Silva Jovino, Anete Abramowicz and  
Beatriz Fernandes Ferreira Portela

ABSTRACT

This chapter discusses how young Black people produce social agency through the 
sphere of culture, based on hip-hop. Divided into two parts, it surveys theses and 
dissertations produced in Brazilian universities on the subject in the last ten years. 
In a second moment, it proposes a research methodology that takes young peo-
ple as narrators of their social experiences, emphasizing how they think about the 
school space. The work is an exploratory study and seeks the interposition between 
formal schooling and the cultural practices of hip-hoppers. It intends to affirm hip-
hop as a power, an affirmative form of an ethic of life, a way of life, and a way of 
escaping the established places for poor, Black young people from the suburbs. It 
is also intended to show how hip-hop, a marginal culture, has triggered a game of 
cultural positions within the school and displaced provisions of power.

Keywords: Black youth; agency; hip-hop; cultural practices; cartography; 
Black youth culture

HIP-HOP CULTURE IN MOVEMENT
As a social movement, hip-hop is generally considered to have emerged from the dis-
content of poor New York youth with their social situation. In the beginning, young 
people fought for their rights with brutal violence: depredations were constant, as 
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were confrontations with the police. Through hip-hop, some young people would 
have exchanged armed confrontation for artistic confrontation (Andrade, 1996).

DJ Afrika Bambaataa would be responsible for this exchange. According to 
Jovino (2005), the Jamaican DJ allegedly created the term “hip-hop” in 1968, 
when he taught young Black Americans new ways of making music and fighting 
for civil rights, suggesting that they swap gang fights for breakdancing, originat-
ing what today is called battle or breakdance battle. The three most important 
manifestations of hip-hop are rap (music), breakdance or breaking (dance), and 
graffiti (painting).

Rap, rhythm, and poetry, as a musical style or form, emerged in the 1970s in 
the United States under the influence of New York City DJs of Jamaican origin, 
including Afrika Bambaataa, Kool Herc, and Grandmaster Flash. During the 
hip-hop parties, these DJs introduced the dancers, playing the role of masters of 
ceremony. Often, dancers were given microphones so that they could improvise 
verses during the performance of the songs. The music and the musician that we 
know today as rap and MC were born (Jovino, 2005).

In Brazil, especially São Paulo, the content of rap lyrics intertwines the daily 
life of the poor and Black youth, to describe with poetry what would be devoid 
of it. The rappers choose their way to interact with the city by creating a language 
that has social functions – to inform, denounce, raise awareness, care, fight, and to 
tear language apart. Thus, forging a multilingualism that escapes from the major 
language that, at the same time, homogenizes: it creates a standard to be followed; 
and excludes: it disregards those who do not follow the standard (Jovino, 2005).

According to some studies, the origins of graffiti date back to May 1968, in 
Paris, with records of inscriptions on walls, which emerge as a support for social 
claims. It also refers to the Bronx neighborhood in New York City in the late 1970s, 
when young people started writing their names, nicknames, or tags on the city walls, 
initially done with a marker, and later with spray paint. The tags were followed by 
various phrases and marks and signs were left on the walls of New York.1

In São Paulo, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, graffiti became visible and took 
over the urban space. In a short time, the city was filled with a diversity of poems 
and images, multiplying (Santos, 2009). It is worthy of note that the first genera-
tion of graffiti artists valued in Brazil and other large metropolises were not those 
linked to the hip-hop movement. In São Paulo, the first generations of graffiti art-
ists would have emerged from Jardins and Vila Madalena neighborhoods, where 
some graffiti artists kept ateliers. The hip-hop graffiti artists would be the third 
generation, according to Santos (2009), who would have added techniques to the 
movement’s ideals. Everyday life of people in the neighborhoods reshaped the 
graffiti drawings, initially taking over doors of stores, workshops, supermarkets, 
and other spaces. “Young people, influenced by Hip-hop, also begin to graffiti 
walls and overpasses, among other spaces in the city. This generation dissemi-
nates graffiti all over the public space” (Santos, 2009, p. 43).

The history of breakdance or breaking is very similar to the history of the 
emergence of rap; in fact, they go together.2 In the 1970s, in the Bronx neighbor-
hood of New York City, dance battles emerged with the mission of pacifying 
the occupation of urban territories by juvenile gangs. The violence would give 
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