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CHAPTER 1

Crime, Justice, and the Condemnation 
and Exploitation of the Young

A crescendo of  anxious voices lamented the proliferation of  the 
poor and unproductive in the towns and villages of  England. Mor-
alists constantly complained about the swarms of  idle and dissi-
pated young people who were not being contained within the sys-
tem of  household discipline — the system on which, most people 
believed, social stability depended. Stability in the state, Tudor 
preachers never tired of  reminding their congregations, rested on 
stability in the family. (Underdown 1992: 11–12)

The Development of Youth Justice 
and the Erosion of Child Protection

Whether Canadians like to admit it or not, Canada’s war on crime, like 
the war on crime in many other countries, and in other eras (as described 
above), has, in an important sense, become a war against youth. With pro-
posals to reintroduce the death penalty for young killers or implement man-
datory boot camps for all young offenders, Canadian society is embarking 
on a crusade to increase punishment for children, ostensibly, in the hopes 
of  curbing crime.
 The focal point for this law-amd-order campaign was the Young Offenders 
Act (1982), which was replaced by the Youth Criminal Justice Act (2003). The 
Young Offenders Act was struck to give youth the same rights and freedoms as 
their adult counterparts. It replaced the Juvenile Delinquents Act (jda) of  1908, 
which was based on the principle of  parens patriae, that the state is the ulti-
mate guardian of  the child. The jda gave the state the right to override the 
civil liberties of  the child and the family and to intervene forcibly in family 
life. This welfare approach to childhood essentially gave juvenile authorities 
wide discretionary powers in the informal policing of  juveniles.
 In response, the Young Offenders Act (yoa) was ordained to re-establish the 
legal rights of  youth. The Act was intended to ensure several things: that 
accused youth would be adequately represented in court; that their parents 
or guardians would be informed of  their arrest and would be directed to 
appear in court; that accused youth would be informed of  their rights and 
every effort made to ensure that they are able to make informed decisions 



Still Blaming Children

10

about their legal options; and that the names and other references of  the 
accused would be kept in confi dence, safe from public scrutiny. Most im-
portantly, however, the yoa was supposed to ensure that young offenders, 
whenever possible, would be directed away from the formal legal process 
and toward alternative measures, including community-based programs of  
reparation and mediation. So, in the fi nal analysis, the principles of  the yoa 
were declared, in general, to protect the civil liberties of  young people and 
specifi cally, to provide them with non-judicial options.
 The 1984 implementation of  the Young Offenders Act, however, did not 
ameliorate the concerns of  critics, who argued that the youth justice system 
continued to avoid the issue of  what they perceived to be an increase in 
crime rates for Canadian youth. They argued that it was too lenient, that 
youth were not deterred because of  the soft punishments allotted under the 
Act, and that it allowed for the release of  dangerous adolescent offenders 
into society. The harshest critics, usually found within groups that followed 
a “law-amd-order” ideology, such as police organizations and victim’s rights 
groups, argued that the Act lacked punitive measures and placed undue 
emphasis on the rights of  the offender while ignoring the rights of  the vic-
tims of  crime. Ex-police offi cer turned author Carsten Stroud (1993), in 
his book Contempt of  Court: The Betrayal of  Justice in Canada, underscores the 
position taken by these critics with his claim that police cynically refer to 
the Young Offenders Act as the Youth Protection Act. Less punitive-minded 
critics believed that the problems with the Act had roots, not so much in the 
legislation itself, but in its administration. They charged the provinces with 
failing to implement some of  the Act’s more treatment-oriented provisions. 
Provincial administrators countered by arguing that the yoa was a compli-
cated piece of  legislation and diffi cult to make work (Tanner 1996).
 Numerous amendments were proposed to deal with the criticisms aimed 
at both administration and content of  the yoa (Bell 2002). Bill C-106 was 
introduced in the House of  Commons on April 30, 1986, and passed by the 
Senate on June 26, 1986. This fi rst amendment to the Young Offenders Act 
focused mainly on technical and procedural aspects of  the law (Winterdyk 
2000). A further amendment, Bill C-12, which came into force in of  1992, 
increased maximum sentences for murder from three to fi ve years, outlined 
continuation of  custody provisions and clarifi ed rules for transferring youth 
to adult court (Winterdyk 2000: 447).
 Bill C-37, put forward in 1994 and declared in force on the fi rst of  
December 1995, represented another attempt by the federal government to 
balance the demands of  competing groups for changes to the Young Offenders 
Act. It increased the maximum sentences for murder to ten years, created 
a presumption of  transfer to adult court for sixteen to seventeen year olds 
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charged with serious offences and allowed written victim impact statements 
in youth court. In total, there were nine relatively punitive recommenda-
tions put forward by Bill C-37, which formed the basis for Bill C-68.

The Youth Criminal Justice Act
Bill C-68, introduced in the House of  Commons on March 11, 1999, came 
into force as the Youth Criminal Justice Act in April 2003. The new Act at-
tempts to address concerns put forward from both those who argue for 
more punitive actions and those who argue for the need for special consid-
erations for youth who come into confl ict with the law. Public safety and se-
curity are now at the core of  youth justice. To ensure public safety, the new 
Act includes the possibility for strong punitive measures to be employed 
against youth who are considered dangerous, violent or habitual offenders. 
Ontario’s Ministry of  the Attorney General made over a hundred recom-
mendations to the federal government on ways to make young offenders 
more accountable for violent acts, including to automatically try and sen-
tence sixteen and seventeen year olds as adults when they are charged with 
a serious, presumptive offence such as murder, attempted murder or man-
slaughter (Ministry of  the Attorney General 2000). According to Justice 
Canada the primary features of  the new Youth Criminal Justice Act address 
the following issues: strong community sentencing measures for youth in 
confl ict with the law; diversion by both police and prosecution; and new, in-
tensive rehabilitation custody and supervision sentences, including custody 
in adult prisons, available for offenders convicted of  presumptive offences. 
According to section 2 of  the Youth Criminal Justice Act, presumptive offences 
are offences committed by a young offender over the age of  fourteen and 
include fi rst and second degree murder, manslaughter, aggravated sexual 
assault and violent offences equivalent to those for which an adult would 
be liable to imprisonment for more than two years. The new sentences also 
apply to youth with mental illnesses, psychological disorders and emotional 
disturbances, thus allowing youth justice court judges to direct treatment 
and programming but also to deal with offenders designated as dangers to 
public safety.
 The new Act incorporates several other features: 1) the option for youth 
with patterns of  repeat offending to receive adult sentences at the age of  
fourteen years and older; 2) the publication of  names of  youth convicted 
of  a crime who receive adult sentences; 3) the provision for a sentence of  
up to two years in jail for a parent who willfully fails to supervise his or her 
children when the parent has an undertaking with the court (Department 
of  Justice Canada 1999 .
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The Repercussions of a More Punitive Form of Youth Justice
Youth justice reform in Canada, over several years culminating in the Youth 
Criminal Justice Act, has served to erode the protection/welfare philosophy 
towards children and youth and has replaced it with a societal safety, just-
desserts agenda (Hogeveen and Smandych 2001). The historical develop-
ment of  a Canadian youth criminal justice system appears to represent a 
transfer from the notion that children were essentially “adults in training,” 
to a belief  that children were in need of  protection and welfare, to an at-
tempt to balance the needs of  youth with the rights of  society in regard to 
public safety. It is arguable that recent youth crime legislation refl ects an 
increasingly tough attitude that youth should be held accountable for their 
deeds and that parents should be punished for the delinquent or criminal 
actions of  their offspring. As a result, “the focus of  policies to curb youth 
crime seems to be increasingly on families and individuals rather than so-
ciety as a whole (Alvi 2000: 38). Further, Giroux (2003a) has alerted us to 
the reality that the politics of  individualization — the notion that crime 
lives within individuals — is accompanied by state policy that valorizes and 
privileges “privatization, deregulation, consumption, and safety” (xix). It 
is interesting in this context that increasingly punitive youth justice laws 
accompany increasing corporate sovereignty and increasing campaigns by 
corporations to target youth as the new super-consumers.
 The generalized law-amd-order mindset in Canada, and many other 
countries, that is typifi ed by the Youth Criminal Justice Act, especially the pro-
visions that are intended to protect the public, seems to stand in contra-
distinction to the overall principles of  earlier incarnations of  youth justice 
in Canada. Those early provisions held that prevention and rehabilitation 
were constructive, that young people needed their judicial rights protected 
and that punishment and public condemnation were ultimately destructive 
to the young offender and to society. Interestingly, the Young Offenders Act and 
the Youth Criminal Justice Act, in their original conceptions, were both based 
on progressive, compassionate provisions that embodied like intentions: 1) 
to foster the use of  community-based, non-carceral alternatives to formal 
punishment; 2) to provide short-term maximum sentences for even the most 
dangerous offenders; 3) to minimize labelling through the insurance of  ano-
nymity through publication bans; 4) to provide civil rights of  the young 
offender through adequate legal and parental representation in court.
 Fiscal and political realities have dictated that the progressive provisions 
of  Canadian youth justice have become supplanted by orthodox law-amd-
order policies, which are driven by lack of  funding and an obsession with 
public protection. The changes brought about by the new law insure that 
“soft,” non-serious offenders are cut adrift because of  lack of  alternatives 
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and more serious offenders are dealt with in a more draconian fashion than 
before, through longer sentences and transfers to adult facilities. Programs 
and organization systems that were supposed to replace the formal justice 
system under the ycja have been poorly realized, and police and court of-
fi cials have been left with little alternative but to use the formal legal code in 
ministering to young offenders, especially repeat and serious offenders. The 
state’s inability to support the spirit and intent of  the alternative measures 
provision of  the ycja has given right-wing political movements ample fod-
der for their “we told you so” agenda. With the rise in the number of  “street 
kids” (which is certainly a social/political problem and not a criminologi-
cal phenomenon) and with a profusion of  highly publicized violent crimes 
committed by youth, the “war on young offenders” is a cause celebre that 
politicians seem unable to resist. And, as we will come to see, the discourse 
of  “gangs” permeates the contemporary public consciousness.

Still Blaming Children
If  we were in the beginning stages of  a “moral panic” that indicted children 
and adolescents, especially the marginalized and disadvantaged, for their 
dangerousness and their growing disrespect of  adults (as I argued in Blaming 
Children), I contend that the fi n de siecle moral panic has grown into a much 
more subtle and powerful social movement against kids. The end result of  
the condemnation of  young people is the continuing scapegoating of  youth 
for political purposes, and, in keeping with the irony of  punishment, the 
alienation of  a more uncompromising, more disaffi liated youth population. 
Increasing punishment, while denying access to civic and political involve-
ment, greatly increases the likelihood of  alienation and ultimately of  young 
people’s antisocial behaviour. Despite the political rhetoric to the contrary, 
we do not collectively consider children our most valuable resource. In fact, 
we consider them one of  our most dangerous threats.
 Our collective disintegrating wish to protect children in our society is 
the focus of  this book. I explain the nature and the extent of  the moral panic 
about youth criminogenesis by discussing the role of  the media and its affi li-
ations with information/political systems, with its readers/viewers and with 
corporate Canada. The current political pastime of  “blaming children” for 
all social evils is placed in the context of  changing international, national 
and local agendas. I contend that public panics are predictable in that they 
have little to do with a criminogenic reality, but much to do with the eco-
nomic and political context in which they arise. Furthermore, crime panics 
are targeted at vulnerable and marginal people. In fact, a critical analysis of  
media coverage brings us to a particular political moral position: the public 
perception of  seriousness of  crime is largely a matter of  misjudgements and 
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fear about race, geography and family constitution. I argue further that the 
panic that vilifi es children is a coordinated, calculated attempt to nourish 
the ideology that supports a society stratifi ed on the bases of  race, class and 
gender and that the war on kids is part of  the state-business mechanism that 
continually reproduces an oppressive social and economic order through 
both labour and consumer exploitation (Giroux 2003a; Hall, et al 1978, 
Iyengar and Kinde 1987, Herman and Chomsky 1988).
 Ironically, this country is prepared to ignore the reality that:

• there is little real increase in serious youth crime;
• that participation rates in criminal activities are relatively stable;
• that youth crime is comprised mostly of  petty, unthinking acts;
 • that the increase in offi cial rates of  youth criminal behaviour is largely 

the result of  increased arrest rates;
• the courts have adopted a zero-tolerance mentality;
• that society is largely unable to provide effective alternatives to punish-

ment; and
• that, most importantly, the things for which youth are arrested and in-

carcerated are matters of  health much more than they are matters of  
criminality, drug abuse being the most obvious example.

 I do not mean to imply that there are no habitual young offenders, 
some of  whom are dangerous. However, not only does the general public 
perceive that youth crime is on the rise, but conventional analysts, including 
some progressive, critical ones defend the political move to a more puni-
tive youth crime policy on the basis of  a more dangerous, criminogenic 
youth population. Despite the analytical polemics, most Canadian cities are 
confronted by high-risk youth, many of  whom are “on the street” and vul-
nerable to exploitation by adults. Such youth often retaliate aggressively. 
Habitual and potentially dangerous offenders are a small minority, but only 
their activities seem to inform the moral panic debates. And of  course, their 
own victimization and disadvantage disappear in the accounts of  their dan-
gerousness.
 As political movements come to terms with their “terror of  adoles-
cents,” the debates seem to coalesce around the suffering of  those who are 
victims of  violent crime. The fear of  crime, which seems to be forever in-
creasing, is a powerfully personal and politically emotional tool. Ironically, 
the fear of  kids in Canada has been fuelled by two phenomena that are 
largely the result of  business as usual.
 First, part of  the problem has been the increased visibility of  young 
people in public places. As industry “rationalizes” production by reducing 
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employment costs, youth unemployment rises, to as high as 30 percent in 
some regions. Simply put, more youth have increasingly more idle time, 
and the work that is available is poorly paid, bereft of  benefi ts and offers 
little in terms of  meaningful apprenticeship. The typical employee at a fast 
food outlet is an adolescent, the typical wage is at or just above minimum 
wage, the work is typically hard and quite dangerous, and the typical ben-
efi ts package is non-existent. Furthermore, centralized shopping centres 
built with profi ts rather than community solidarity in mind, have become 
gathering placed for unemployed adolescents. While their presence is not 
discouraged by private interests, large numbers of  youth in places such as 
shopping malls fuel the panic that kids are loitering with intent. As I argue 
in the following chapter, the reality for children and youth in a global world 
is labour exploitation and consumer “abuse.” The irony is that youth are 
badly needed in bourgeoning capitalism, but they are condemned either 
through omission or by commission.
  Second, most people gain their images and opinions about the nature 
and extent of  crime through the media. In Canada, much of  our vicarious 
experience with youth crime is fi ltered through Canadian and American 
television. American news, much of  which teeters on the brink of  fi ction, 
is highly sensational, selective to time and place, and focuses primarily on 
dangerous individuals. I argue that such depictions are not based on reality 
but rather on the wants of  a presumed audience. The news industry argues 
that their function is to present news accounts that are based on an objective 
reality. More likely, however, the industry constructs the news to appeal to 
the demands of  a frightened audience and a political-economic system that 
casts blame. Especially in a post–9/11 era, news is more controlled than in 
the past and the freedom of  speech that journalists traditionally depended 
upon to be good journalists is much more tenuous (Chomsky 2002).
 What we are left with is a gulf  between reality and perception. The 
reality is that youth are mostly disenfranchised from the democratic process 
at all levels of  governance, they are disadvantaged in the labour market 
and they have few services available to them, unlike their adult counter-
parts. When they do break the law, they are most likely to victimize other 
disadvantaged youth. Although youth crime has not increased signifi cantly 
in recent years, the prosecution of  youth crime has. That reality stands in 
stark contrast to the singular collective perception that kids are out of  con-
trol, that they are more dangerous now than ever and that youth crime is 
expanding at an alarming rate. How do we explain the existence of  a belief  
system that moralizes about and condemns children in the face of  con-
tradictory evidence? Are we, as a society, so uncertain about our ability to 
raise children that we constantly question the culture of  youth? Are we, in 
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an adult-created and based world, so unfamiliar with adolescent social con-
ventions that we are frightened by the unfamiliar? Or, are there structural 
forces at work that construct, communicate and perpetuate a belief  system 
that benefi ts those who have access to power and indicts those who live on 
the margins of  society? Fear is a great motivator. Society’s growing fear of  
kids, its moral panic about their criminogenesis, has signifi cant power to 
marginalize and disenfranchise young people.

Moral Panics and Power
One of  the important considerations in understanding moral panics as 
historical and socio-political phenomena is that they are not unique and 
evolutionary, but that they occur regularly and predictably throughout his-
tory. Much of  the moral panic literature, common in critical criminological 
research of  the late sixties and early seventies, used historical analyses to 
study the phenomenon of  putative crime waves and the origins of  public 
panics about crime (Hall et al. 1978; Cohen 1980). The research concen-
trated on how atypical or rare events at particular historical junctures came 
to raise the collective ire to the point where the public demanded law re-
form. In addition, the literature concentrated on how offi cial and popular 
culture accounts of  criminality were based on over-generalized, inaccurate 
and stereotypical descriptions of  criminals and their associations, and how 
the public panics that resulted were mostly directed at working class or mar-
ginalized people. Much of  the research, in addition, concentrated on moral 
panics over youth crime, especially in relation to alienated, organized, gang-
based delinquents.
 Stanley Cohen’s (1980) infl uential work developed the concept of  mor-
al panic to study and make sense of  British society’s alarm and attack on 
youth in the 1960s and early 1970s. His analysis of  the construction of  the 
“Mods and Rockers” illustrated how this political/linguistic device, based 
on social stereotyping, came to circumscribe youth misconduct. He also il-
lustrated how the media, through their abilities to use evocative language 
and imagery, alerted the public to a potentially criminogenic youth, coined 
by Cohen as “folk devils.” Cohen discovered that once the folk devil was 
identifi ed by the mainstream media, the context for understanding youth 
crime was established. For example, the judiciary and the police overre-
acted to those identifi ed as gang members and came to view the Mods and 
Rockers as a conspiratorial, well-organized force. The media as well were 
inordinately preoccupied with understanding the youth malefactor as a 
gang member and dangerous youth as organized conspiracies of  defi ance.
 Equally important as the critical analysis of  the media and political 
motives, however, was Cohen’s specifi cation of  the connection between the 
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particular moral panic he described and the social, political and economic 
atmosphere of  1960s England:

The sixties began the confi rmation of  a new era in adult-youth 
relations…. What everyone had grimly prophesied had come 
true: high wages, the emergence of  a commercial youth culture 
`pandering’ to young people’s needs… the permissive society, the 
coddling by the Welfare State.… The Mods and Rockers symbol-
ized something far more important than what they actually did. 
They touched the delicate and ambivalent nerves through which 
post-war social change in Britain was experienced. No one wanted 
depression or austerity.… Resentment and jealousy were easily di-
rected at the young because of  their increased spending power and 
sexual freedom. (1980: 192)

 Hall et al. (1978) lent a more Marxist interpretation to the historical 
understanding of  moral panics by suggesting that panics serve a decidedly 
elitist purpose. Their study of  mugging in England in the 1970s suggested 
that the public and political alarm over street crime was created by the rul-
ing elite to divert attention away from the crisis in British capitalism. As in 
other capitalist countries, increasing unemployment was being deliberately 
used by business and government to re-establish general profi t levels and 
fi ght infl ation. In essence, high profi ts and high employment are anathema 
and infl ationary. The British industrial state was in fi scal and social distress. 
To defl ect attention away from the real causes of  the fi scal crisis, accord-
ing to Hall et al. (1978), authorities exaggerated the threat posed by street 
crime.
 The work of  Hall and his co-authors is particularly instructive in that 
it studies the connections between ideological production, the mass media 
and those in positions of  power. Without this type of  critical perspective, 
we are left with the presumption that the media act alone, isolated from 
economy and politics, and that their mistaken mandate is the result of  poor 
journalism and the requirement to compete in the supply and demand 
world of  news. Just as I argue in this book, Hall et al. contend that one of  
the primary functions of  the news is to give political signifi cance to events. 
In fact, the media both draw on and re-create consensus. This contention 
becomes apparent when we realize that the “media represent the primary, 
and often the only source of  information about many important events 
and topics” (1978: 56). Furthermore, “the media defi ne for the majority of  
the population what signifi cant events are taking place, but, also, they offer 
powerful interpretations of  how to understand these events” (1978: 57). 
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(For more current debates, see Roberts and Foehr 2004; Fleras and Kunz 
2001.) One of  the important ways in which the news media maintain their 
power is by claiming journalistic objectivity as a priori. The ostensible task 
of  news media is to sift fact from fi ction, and they do this by drawing on 
expert opinion. As we will come to see later in this book, expert opinion is 
an extremely common journalistic device and such opinion is generally as 
wide and varied as it is numerous.
 The discourse of  news media is, fi rst and foremost, ideological, that is, 
the language is morality-laden and belongs to privileged, powerful people. 
There is a structured relationship between the media and the ideas of  the 
powerful sectors of  the society. The creation, control and proliferation of  
journalistic discourse is constrained by defi nitions of  right and wrong that 
are governed by powerful people, even if  such people do not hold with such 
defi nitions. Capitalist power is able reproduce a morality that implies that 
certain people are better and more valuable than others on the basis of  
their place in the economic system. Such discourse serves to reproduce the 
relations of  production (the socio-economic system that allows some to live 
in mansions while requiring others to live on the streets) by organizing the 
way we think of  crime and punishment in relation to poverty and wealth. 
Crime, as it is constructed and framed in public discourse, functions to le-
gitimate and maintain class differences in all sectors of  the society. I show 
later on in this book, as well, that rarely do media accounts that equate 
crime with privation do so without discussing related issues of  visible mi-
nority group membership (and immigration) along with the problems that 
single motherhood poses to traditional family values.
 Many of  the panics that typifi ed the sixties and seventies appear today 
in similar form, if  not content. In moral panics, public perceptions of  the 
degree and form of  violent crime are largely inaccurate and exaggerated 
(Kappeler, Blumberg and Potter 1993; Painter 1993; Jenkins 1992). While 
traditional research on moral panics dealt with “mainstream” deviances — 
drug use, witchcraft, for example — current research tends to concentrate 
on what might be labelled shocking or lurid deviances: ritual abuse, serial 
killers, paedophilia and child abuse. While not to diminish the seriousness 
of  these crimes, it is important to note that, with the exception of  child 
abuse, most of  these phenomena are quite rare. And as typifi ed by past 
moral panics, the rare occurrences nourish a general alarm over individual 
safety.
 There is, on the other hand, a rapidly expanding body of  literature 
that focuses on youth gangs, studying either the origins and activities of  
such gangs or the public reactions to them. This rather orthodox, narrow-
focused literature tends to endorse public panic discourse and, distressingly, 
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discourse about the racialized nature of  crime. By ignoring the moral out-
rage that greets all youth, not just identifi able gang members, it uses race 
and gang membership to underscore the presumed violent and organized 
nature of  youth crime. This is not to suggest that the moral panic surround-
ing youth crime is subtle or hidden. On the contrary, the attack on youth 
has been vocal, concerted and politicized, fostered by the portrayal of  id-
iosyncratic examples of  youth crime as typical. The existing public debates 
on youth crime, while largely uninformed, have the potency and the scien-
tifi c legitimacy to direct public opinion and to effect social control policy 
that stigmatizes and controls those who are most disadvantaged and most 
victimized.
 The primary effect of  media and offi cial accounts of  youth crime is to 
decontextualize such acts for public consumption. Although the media may 
not directly control public opinion, they are certainly able to contain the na-
ture of  discourse by establishing parameters of  discussion and by giving the 
appearance of  consensus on public issues. The portraits of  youth criminals 
that public crime accountants paint are largely of  nihilistic, pathological 
criminals who act alone or as members of  gangs, criminals who are devoid 
of  a moral base. The decontextualization of  youth crime, however, misses a 
fundamental consideration in understanding crime: most repeat young of-
fenders and their families are victims of  socio-economic conditions beyond 
their control, and they are more than likely to be repeatedly victimized as 
clients of  the systems of  law, social welfare and education.
 The powerful benefi t from a particular “truth” about young offenders. 
Media images push public discussions away from understandings of  youth 
crime that include the effects of  privation, disenfranchisement and margin-
alization, and toward misunderstanding youth crime as individual immoral-
ity and pathology. Those in power in a corporate or state context are largely 
responsible for creating conditions that are detrimental to those without 
power. The attack on government defi cits and the unrelenting drive to cut 
taxes, which seem currently to drive considerable public policy initiatives, 
are detrimental to the least advantaged but advantageous to the already 
privileged. For example, state policy rarely attacks unfair or non-progressive 
taxation, ostensibly for fear of  alienating business and driving it elsewhere, 
especially in the context of  free trade zones, like nafta. The recourse then 
is to attack social support programs, employment initiatives and education. 
The system of  profi t is absolved from responsibility for making the lives 
of  the disenfranchised poor more precarious, for destroying social support 
networks. The law, in its function as moral arbiter, has a signifi cant input 
into the way that the public views connections between crime and economy. 
Accounts of  youth crime and justice that are fostered in the media focus 



Still Blaming Children

20

almost exclusively on individual conduct and rarely on the criminogenic 
effect of  the partnership between corporate capitalism and the state. The 
following section illustrates how a moral panic about children and crime 
arises in a modern political-economic context and how and why the media 
fosters images of  criminalized children.

The Media and the Politics of Morality
Moral panics are characterized by their affi liations with politics, with sys-
tems of  information and with institutions of  social control, including the 
legal system. The operation of  the moral panic is both symbolic and practi-
cal, and functions within the confi nes of  an already existing orthodox state 
machinery that is closely tied to the mechanisms of  production. And, most 
importantly for this chapter, moral panics are constituted within a discourse 
that has a profound effect on public opinion and on justifying punishment 
as a legitimate, moral form of  social control. In the end, moral panics both 
drive public policy and are driven by policy decisions that, in part, respond 
to the “democratic will.”

The Symbolic Crusade
Most youth-focused moral panics argue either to protect children or to con-
demn them. Constant warnings that children are in danger lead to lobbies 
against child abuse, child pornography, prostitution, paedophilia, serial kill-
ers, smoking and drunk driving. On the other hand, those who believe that 
all children are potentially dangerous have lobbied for the reform of  the 
Young Offenders Act, implementation of  dangerous offender legislation, the 
public security provisions of  the Youth Criminal Justice Act and increased use 
of  custodial dispositions for young offenders. Pessimism about and distrust 
of  children are apparent in many news articles. Our ambivalence between 
protecting and condemning children is embodied in our cultural approach 
to child rearing, which advocates both affection/protection and physical 
punishment. Further, it is ironic that we tend to punish those who are both 
most dear to us, our children, and those who are farthest removed from us, 
the hardened criminal — the former inside our homes, the latter by incar-
ceration.
 The growing focus on criminogenic children and delinquent youth 
tends to divert public debate away from the political actions of  the pow-
erful that create social stresses for the less powerful (e.g., unemployment, 
welfare cuts, dangerous work environments, poorly paid and part-time la-
bour). In addition, child-focused panics seem to set the limits of  social toler-
ance and seek to change the moral and legal environment to refl ect those 
limits. While harm to children is the threshold of  tolerance, child-centred, 
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symbolic lobbies refl ect the belief  that children are also unpredictable and 
volatile as a subculture. The attendant rhetoric invokes images of  gangs 
and connections between nihilistic behaviour and music/dress (grunge as a 
typical example). The youth subculture is, in general, portrayed as aimless 
and calculating. The anti-youth lobby is a potent symbolic mechanism for 
framing youth crime — and ultimately all conduct — in ambivalent yet 
moralistic terms.

The Interdependence of Panics
Moral panics tend to emerge in groups and foster one another. The current 
movements in Canada directed against gun control, the drug trade, gang 
violence, car theft and dangerous offenders all make reference to youth in-
volvement. Highly sensational incidents are interpreted as part of  an overall 
social menace, and subsequent events are contextualized in this gestalt of  
fear and framed in fear-provoking language. The success of  one panic lends 
credibility to another, and the result is a generalized lobby for increased 
social control at all levels. For example, when issues of  youth crime and 
violence predominate on the airwaves, there are usually concurrent discus-
sions of  teen sexuality, youth prostitution and unwed motherhood. Issues 
of  youth exploitation and disadvantage, then, become linked, by temporal 
association, to issues of  youth menace and dangerousness, resulting in a 
generalized “problem of  youth.” The lumping together of  adolescent issues 
transforms a problem that originates with the structure of  society to one 
that appears to originate with youth themselves. The state and the adult 
world are absolved from responsibility for the exploitation of  children and 
the social disadvantages that delinquent children represent.

The Role of the Mass Media
The North American newspaper and television industries seem to be con-
tinually moving toward monopolization by a few major media corpora-
tions. In effect, there is very little competition for the moral attention of  
Canadians and Americans. When I wrote the fi rst edition of  this book, 
Conrad Black, who at that time owned forty or more newspapers around 
the world, had purchased the four major daily newspapers in the province 
of  Saskatchewan. And, in typical corporate rationalization, the company 
immediately laid off  one quarter of  the newspaper employees in the prov-
ince. Since then, the Hollinger empire has sold its assets to another major 
Canadian newspaper conglomerate, CanWest Global, which owns 50 per-
cent of  the National Post, twenty-six other daily newspapers in Canada and 
television stations in the cities in which these newspaper are located. Can-
West, along with other multi-national companies, including Rogers Media, 
Shaw Communications and Bell Canada, manage signifi cant control of  
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Canadian airwaves, and as dynamic and aggressive corporations, they have 
a tremendous infl uence on the editorial slant of  major social phenomena. 
They do this, in part, as a result of  horizontal convergence with other me-
dia forms. This “cross media ownership” entails the corporate integration 
of  information, entertainment and retail companies. As Brownlee shows, 
from 1999 onward in Canada, “all but one of  the major English-Canada 
newspapers was the property of  a TV or communications giant,” and the 
unimpeachable reality is that “Canada’s largest media corporations are 
heavily interlocked with other dominant Canadian corporations” (Brown-
lee 2005: 44).
 The fundamental problem in all this is that journalistic integrity and 
balanced public commentary suffer. As the Southern Ontario Newspaper 
Guild asked: “How can there be credible democratic discourse in Canada 
or any country when the major public information channels, television and 
newspapers are owned or controlled by a handful of  individuals account-
able only to themselves?” (Southern Ontario Newspaper Guild 2005)
 The Communications, Energy and Paperworkers of  Canada (cep) 
have recently launched an effort to return journalistic integrity to Cana-
dian news media. Their policy package includes “public editor’s contracts, 
media advisory councils, limits on ownership within each medium, and a 
ban on cross-ownership between legitimate private interests and the public 
interest” (Southern Ontario Newspaper Guild 2005: 1). The thrust of  this 
lobby is to subject media owners, managers and journalists to formal public 
scrutiny and collective and personal accountability. This is an interesting 
and important grassroots movement that, unfortunately, may whither and 
die in a global context of  neo-liberalism and unbridled free enterprise.
 Herman and Chomsky (1988) argued several years ago that media of  
all kinds are becoming increasingly concentrated in the hands of  fewer and 
fewer large corporations. As the media come to be more and more con-
nected to the corporate world, the deregulated market provides opportuni-
ties for corporate takeovers of  small companies. Further, the fundamental 
focus on profi t — redefi ned as allegiance to stockholders — takes priority 
over objective, fair and factual journalism. Concurrent with the devastating 
effect on the newspaper labour market, as the analysis in this book illus-
trates, the newspaper industry’s passion for profi t results in the production 
of  sensationalist, often uncontested, news accounts that appear fi ctitious 
and largely removed from the social and economic context in which they 
occur, but which are highly marketable. I discuss media presentations at 
length in a subsequent section, but I wish to iterate at this point that the 
primary functions of  media portraits of  crime include: (a) the creation of  a 
world of  insiders and outsiders, acceptability and unacceptability in order 



23

Crime, Justice, and the Condemnation and Exploitation of the Young

to facilitate public demand and consumption; (b) the connecting of  images 
of  deviance and crime with social characteristics; and (c) the decontextual-
ization of  crime in anecdotal evidence, which is presented as omnipresent, 
non-complex truth.

The Interdependence of Institutions
Moral crusades are often typifi ed by the collaboration of  institutions of  
social control. On the issue of  youth permissiveness, it is important to re-
alize that institutions such as medicine, education, social welfare, religion 
and government are all involved in the work of  understanding and control-
ling youth crime. It is not surprising, then, that public accounts of  specifi c 
youth crimes, or of  the youth crime epidemic generally, draw on experts 
from these institutions to lend credibility to their claims and to persuade 
audiences that the concern for growing youth crime is legitimate and wide-
spread. And, politicians are quick to adopt a punitive stance toward youth, 
especially on behalf  of  conservative business and community leaders. As we 
will see, the interdependent and multi-institutional nature of  moral panics 
is an important focus for the critical researcher in uncovering the claims to 
moral legitimacy that are made in public discourse and to revealing the ac-
tors who benefi t from such claims.

Conclusion
As a sociological work, this book takes as its mission to place the moral 
panic against youth in an explanatory framework. The area of  youth crime 
and justice has been inundated with a multitude of  critical and consensus 
theories that have attempted to understand why youth choose to break the 
law or how a society is responsible for creating the conditions under which 
young people will end up at odds with that society. Conventional, consensus 
theories of  youth crime especially predominate in the research and aca-
demic worlds. As they focus on the individual or cultural origins of  crime 
and the ways to “correct” the offender, they support and foster the public’s 
growing belief  that youth are more disrespectful now than in the past, are 
more anti-social, especially towards adults, and ultimately are more dan-
gerous. The policy implication of  this “paradigm of  panic” is to increase 
crime control and incarceration. And, this is no more evident than in the 
Canadian government’s crime bill — one of  the fi ve platforms of  Stephen 
Harper’s new conservative government — which is based on increased re-
active policing, standardized and harsh sentencing, and increased use of  
incarceration for youth and adults. In contrast, and hopefully as an antidote 
to regressive and consequently oppressive, justice strategies, the orientation 
of  this book is both critical and social constructionist. The critical position 
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draws on the debates surrounding the concept of  the moral panic in the late 
sixties and early seventies. The corpus of  that work attempted to unpack the 
hidden agenda behind the creation of  a mythology of  delinquency. In this 
book, I accept the challenge of  that mythology, as well. I discuss the advan-
tages that accrue to the infl uential players in this public debate, how they 
construct and produce images of  deviance that absolve them from respon-
sibility for social conditions and indict others who are less powerful, and 
how constructed images of  good and evil infi ltrate the public consciousness 
to the degree that young people are excluded from the common good. This 
book is essentially a study of  ideology, of  a collective belief  system that 
constricts the way we see the world, especially with respect to issues of  good 
and evil. Ultimately, such a belief  system ties the morality of  good and evil 
to socio-economic characteristics.
 The social constructionist approach presumes that knowledge (social or 
natural facts) is largely created, most often for a political purpose. Even the 
most objective-based knowledge is relative to time and place, and profes-
sionals/experts who are charged with understanding criminality are pow-
erful constructors of  portraits of  crime. Discourse, knowledge and power 
are inextricably connected in a paradigm that awakens us to the need to 
deconstruct offi cial and public opinions. Those who make claims to truth, 
and who often get their perceptions of  reality translated into public opinion 
and public policy, are most often in positions of  political and economic 
power. They have considerable ability to persuade the public that a condi-
tion exists and that it presents a threat to public security. I argue throughout 
this book that the ongoing moral panic surrounding youth crime is a typical 
example of  a constructed social problem: the objective threat is much less 
than the collective public sentiment would hold to be true. In addition, and 
most importantly, the powerful, economically advantaged members of  our 
society gain considerable advantage by fostering a moral panic surrounding 
youth crime and dangerousness.
 Overall, the sociological sensitivity to young offenders is important in 
unpacking the forces that would at once blame children for social ills and 
at the same time denounce anyone who would endanger children. I believe 
that this contradictory and unnerving posture towards Canada’s youth can 
only be understood within a political-economic framework that poses the 
following question: If  children are our most cherished resource, why then 
do we denounce and fear adolescence and ultimately discard children for 
political and moral ends?
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