
Critical Criminology 11: 237–260, 2002.
© 2003 Kluwer Law International. Printed in the Netherlands.

237

THE THEORY OF DIFFERENTIAL OPPRESSION:
A DEVELOPMENTAL-ECOLOGICAL EXPLANATION OF
ADOLESCENT PROBLEM BEHAVIOR

BEVERLY KINGSTON and BOB REGOLI
University of Colorado

JOHN D. HEWITT
Grand Valley State University

Abstract. The developmental-ecological perspective provides a means for understanding
how the oppression of children occurs within multiple social contexts that interrelate to
produce harmful outcomes for children. Because children lack power due to their age,
size, and lack of resources, they are easy targets for adult oppression. Children are exposed
to different levels and types of oppression that vary depending on their age, level of
development, socioeconomic class, race, and the beliefs and perceptions of their parents.
According to the theory of differential oppression, oppression leads to adaptive reactions by
children: passive acceptance, exercise of illegitimate coercive power, manipulation of one’s
peers, and retaliation. Reducing the oppressive acts of adults and alleviating the damaging
circumstances that characterize the social environment of children is critical to reducing the
prevalence of juvenile delinquency and other problem behaviors.

Consistent with the developmental-ecological perspective, child development
takes place within a set of embedded contexts that include both micro- and
macro-level systems and their interaction. The social context of individual
interactions and experiences determines the degree to which individuals
can develop their abilities and realize their potential (Brofenbrenner 1979).
Healthy child development requires that the social context provide opportu-
nities to fulfill physical, intellectual, psychological, and social developmental
needs. Unfortunately for many children, rather than being supportive and
nurturing, the social context by which they are surrounded is oppressive
and damaging. The developmental-ecological perspective provides a means
for understanding how the oppression of children is likely to occur within
multiple social contexts that may interact to produce harmful outcomes for
children. These contexts include both micro-level relationships with family
and friends and macro-level structural elements, such as race, class, neigh-
borhood, and age, which expose individuals to more or less oppression of
different types.

According to Regoli and Hewitt’s theory of differential oppression, all
children are oppressed (2001, 2003). The amount of oppression children
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experience falls on a continuum, ranging from simple demands for obedi-
ence to rules designed for the convenience of adults to the physical, sexual,
and emotional abuse of children. They contend children’s problem beha-
viors, including crime and delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, and mental
disorders can be understood as adaptive reactions to oppressive social situa-
tions created by adults. This article defines the major components of the
theory of differential oppression, which provides a conceptual framework
for understanding the social psychological consequences of the oppression
of children.

Because of their social and legal status, children have little power to
influence their social world. Compared to adults, children have almost no
choice regarding whom they associate with and have limited resources avail-
able to influence others or to support themselves independently of adults.
Therefore, they have the least access to resources that could allow them
to negotiate changes in their environment (Finkelhor 1997). Compared to
parents, teachers, and other adult authority figures, children are relatively
powerless and expected to – often required to – submit to the power and
authority of adults. When this power is exercised to prevent children from
attaining access to valued material and psychological resources, to deny
children participation and self-determination, and to impede children from
developing a sense of competence and self-efficacy, it becomes oppression.

One consequence of oppression and control is that people are transformed
into objects, which are acted upon by those in power, as opposed to subjects,
who act upon and transform their world. Friere (1990: 51) noted that the
greater the exercise of control by oppressors, the more the oppressed become
inanimate things or objects, rather than people. Objectification allows the
dominant group to control the dialogue about the relationship between the
two groups, to establish the rules governing the relationship, and even to
create the rules for changing the rules. Oppression thus restrains, restricts,
and prevents people from experiencing the essential attributes of human life
– such as sentience, mobility, awareness, growth, autonomy, and will.

The images adults commonly use to describe children support the premise
that adults oppress children. Friere describes how oppressors often create
images of oppressed groups as dependent and threatening to the social order:

For the oppressors it is always the oppressed (whom they obviously
never call “the oppressed” but – depending on whether they are fellow
countrymen or not – “those people” or the “blind and envious masses”
or “savages” or “natives” or “subversives”) who are disaffected, who are
“violent,” “barbaric,” “wicked,” or “ferocious” when they react to the
violence of the oppressors (1990: 41).
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The following images of children as the oppressed could be substituted
into the preceding quote: “teenage hoodlums,” “problem children,” “super-
predators,” or “delinquents” who are “disrespectful,” “barbaric,” “violent” or
simply “alienated” when they react to their oppressors.

According to labeling theory, the identity a person takes on is shaped by
the way others identify and react to her or him (Cooley 1902; Becker 1963),
and these images and labels are likely to have detrimental consequences for
children. Therefore, simply viewing children through these lenses may both
create and reinforce problematic behaviors. Indeed, children often accept the
socially constructed notion that they are inferior, incompetent, and irrespon-
sible. In addition, adults’ perceptions of children as inferior, subordinate, and
troublemakers allow adults to rationalize their oppressive acts. However, the
theory of differential oppression asserts that the oppression children experi-
ence is much more than a simple label of deviance or delinquency; rather it is
the cumulative result of a lifetime of oppression beginning in the womb.

Certainly the relationship between adults and children is not always
oppressive. Adults can, and many do much of time, treat children as subjects
by providing environments full of warm affectionate contact, freedom,
respect, an absence of threats, and teaching by example rather than by
preaching. Unfortunately, given the high rates of substance abuse, violence,
teenage pregnancy, and suicide children experience, many children grow up
under oppressive conditions that fail to support their developmental needs
(Hamburg 1992). The theory of differential oppression contends that the
problem behaviors children experience are a consequence of the way they
are treated by adults in their lives. It is organized around the following four
principles:

1. Because children lack power due to their age, size, and lack of resources,
they are easy targets for adult oppression.

2. Adult oppression of children occurs in multiple social contexts and falls
on a continuum ranging from benign neglect to malignant abuse.

3. Oppression leads to adaptive reactions by children. The oppression of
children produces at least four adaptations: passive acceptance; exer-
cise of illegitimate coercive power; manipulation of one’s peers; and
retaliation.

4. Children’s adaptations to oppression create and reinforce adults’ view
of children as inferior, subordinate beings and as troublemakers. This
view enables adults to justify their role as oppressor and further reinforces
children’s powerlessness.

The psychological, emotional, or physical consequences that a child suffers
depend on the duration, frequency, intensity, and priority of the oppression,
and on the child’s stage of development (Sutherland 1947).
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Forms of Oppression

The term oppression is a summation of the abusive, neglectful, and
disrespectful relations many children confront (Miller 1984). Oppression of
children by adults occurs in multiple social contexts and falls on a continuum
ranging from benign neglect to malignant abuse; it occurs whenever adults
act in ways that belittle or trivialize children as being something less than
authentic and feeling human beings. Children are exposed to different levels
and types of oppression that vary depending on their age, level of develop-
ment, and beliefs and perceptions of their parents. While there are occasions
when adults exercise power over children out of sincere concern for the
child’s welfare, this paper is concerned with the times when the adult’s use of
power over children is about the needs and interests of the adult, rather than
the child. In fact, much of the oppression children suffer stems from their
parent’s inability to meet their needs, either because adults are uninformed
about what the needs of children are at various stages of development or
because they are not capable of responding to those needs. Oppressive struc-
tural forces, such as poverty, social isolation, and residing in a disadvantaged
neighborhood also negatively influence parenting practices. However, the
underlying source of adult oppression also may be found in the mistreatment
they received as children (Miller 1984) and continue to experience as adults
(Colvin 2000). Therefore, the oppression adults inflict on children is likely a
part of a chain of coercion and abuse that is transmitted from one generation
to another.

Individual Child Maltreatment

The most severe and damaging oppression adults inflict upon children is
officially defined as maltreatment. The major forms of child maltreatment
include physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, and emotional abuse. Limited
information is available on the actual prevalence of maltreatment because
a substantial but unknown proportion of child maltreatment cases are never
brought to the attention of State and local Child Protective Services or are
not disclosed on self-report surveys (Sedlak and Broadhurst 1996; Pepinsky
2002). In 1999, about 3 million cases of child abuse or neglect were reported
to the various state protective services. Sixty percent of these cases were
referred for investigation, and slightly less than one-third of the investi-
gated cases resulted in a disposition of either substantiated or indicated
child maltreatment. About 60 percent of the estimated 826,000 victims
suffered neglect, while 21 percent suggested physical abuse, and slightly over
11 percent were sexually abused (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services 2001). Official data are reinforced by the findings from a self-report
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study based on a national sample of 3,346 adults in which 63 percent of
parents reported they had used at least one form of psychological aggression
on their children in the previous year (Vissing et al. 1991).

The dependent status of children puts them at the greatest risk for victimi-
zation from family members (Finkelhor 1997) and is more common among
the youngest children. In fact, victimization can begin while in the womb (the
ultimate dependent state), where the developing fetus can be victimized by a
mother who drinks alcohol, smokes cigarettes, eats poorly, and/or fails to seek
prenatal care. These behaviors have all been linked to negative developmental
outcomes for children (Karr-Morse and Wiley 1997). Child maltreatment is
highest during the first years of life when children have the least power to
assert themselves and are in need of the most attention from their caregivers.
In 1999, the highest reported child victimization rates were for children under
four years old (13.9 per 1000). Child-abuse homicide rates have been found
to be highest among children under age 2 (McClain et al. 1993), and the risk
of homicide is greater during the first day of life than for any other similar
age span (Alder and Polk 2001). Miller (1984: 6) states:

An enormous amount can be done to a child in the first two years:
he or she can be molded, dominated, taught good habits, scolded, and
punished – without any repercussions for the person raising the child
and without the child taking revenge.

In addition to increasing the likelihood of victimization, the age of a child
also influences the likelihood of disclosure or reporting of the victimization.
Self-disclosure of abuse on a survey by children under age 6 is highly improb-
able (Finkelhor and Baron 1986), and the younger the child, the less likely
she or he will be to have the ability or opportunity to reveal this informa-
tion. Consequently, rates of child maltreatment are likely to underreport its
prevalence.

Certain parenting styles are more likely than others to oppress children.
Some parents oppress children as they attempt to impose and maintain adult
conceptions of social order. Such parents may view their children as exten-
sions of themselves, rather than as individuals (Taylor 1980), and therefore,
feel free to impose their will on their children. In any case, the children are
required to obey rules designed to reinforce adult notions of right and wrong
behavior. In an attempt to exert greater control over their children, parents
and other adults often use coercion or force. According to Gelles and Straus
(1985), the American cultural norms regarding violence in families prescribe
that it is acceptable to hit a child if he or she is doing something wrong
and “won’t listen to reason.” Such coercion may become excessive, lead to
physical harm and long-term psychological damage, and are a mechanism
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for transmitting an ageist ideology that diminishes the value of children in
relation to adults across society.

Other parents oppress children through neglectful parenting that fails to
meet their children’s physical, emotional, and educational needs. Examples
of physical neglect include the refusal of or delay in seeking health care,
abandonment, expulsion from the home or refusal to allow a runaway to
return home, and inadequate supervision. Emotional neglect includes inatten-
tion to the child’s needs for affection, refusal of or failure to provide needed
psychological care, and spouse abuse in the child’s presence. The allow-
ance of chronic truancy, failure to enroll a child of mandatory school age
in school, and failure to attend to special educational needs are all examples
of educational neglect. Generally, neglect occurs anytime a caretaker permits
the child to experience suffering or fails to provide one of the basic ingredi-
ents essential for developing into a physically, intellectually, emotionally and
psychologically healthy person. A study conducted in 1993 found that almost
two million children were endangered by neglect in the United States (Sedlak
and Broadhurst 1996). Single incidents of neglect may have no harmful
effects or, in some cases, they can result in death. Chronic patterns of neglect
may result in developmental delays or emotional disabilities. According to
Munkel (1996: 115), “Neglected children suffer hurts in their bodies, their
minds, their emotions, and their spirits.”

Colvin (2000) explains that adults expose children to varying levels of
coercive controls to gain their compliance. Coercive controls may involve
physical punishments or the withdrawal of love and support. They are most
typically applied to parental disciplining patterns, but also apply to any
authority-subordinate relationship. Since children by virtue of their status as
children are always subordinate to adults, some combination of these inter-
action patterns is likely to characterize all adult-child relationships. Colvin
explains that the controls vary along two dimensions – their degree of coer-
cion and their consistency in application. The controls can be either coercive
or non-coercive, and they can be applied in a way that is either consistent or
erratic, producing four types of control experiences.

The first type, consistent and non-coercive, can be described as “fair
but firm” and involves rewards and positive feedback for prosocial behavior
(Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber 1986). This style of parenting is associated
with the best developmental outcomes for children. The second type, erratic
and non-coercive controls, describes a lax, overly permissive manner of
relating, and seems to correlate with the neglectful parenting style described
in the preceding paragraph. The third type of control experience is described
as consistent and coercive. Coercive controls are imparted on a consistent
schedule, creating a highly punitive relationship between the controller and
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the subordinate. The fourth type, erratic and coercive, provides a highly
punitive reaction to misconduct that is highly inconsistent. Often these
punishments are harsh, but not aimed at correcting behavior and may include
yelling, teasing, humiliation, and threats of physical violence. Patterson
(1995) argues that inconsistent but frequent punitive forms of discipline in
families create a coercive pattern of relating that is reflected in all family inter-
actions. Each of these control experiences varies in the amount of oppression
they inflict upon the child, which lead to different social psychological and
behavioral outcomes.

Oppressive Structural Conditions

Oppressive structural forces such as poverty, social isolation, and residing in a
disadvantaged neighborhood are likely to negatively influence parenting prac-
tices and increase child maltreatment (Garbarino and Kostelny 1992; Gelles
1992; Pelton 1981). For example, in a multi-level study of neighborhood
characteristics and child maltreatment, Coulton et al. (1999) report that living
in impoverished neighborhoods significantly increased the potential of child
abuse, even after controlling for individual risk factors. In their examination
of more than 1,400 registered child abuse cases, Gillham et al. (1998) found
that neighborhood factors such as unemployment rates, single-parent-density,
and the availability of free school meals for children were strongly associated
with child abuse and neglect. They further noted that high male unemploy-
ment rates were the most significant predictors of child abuse and neglect,
accounting for approximately two-thirds of the total variance in registered
maltreatment. Other studies demonstrate the increased probability of child
maltreatment in poor families, compared with financially better off families
(Pelton 1981; Wauchope and Straus 1990). Poverty and economic stress are
likely to increase parents’ tendency to use coercive discipline, erratically
monitor their children’s behavior, and ignore children’s dependency needs
(Larzelere and Patterson 1990; Conger et al. 1992; McLeod and Shanahan
1993). These parenting behaviors are likely to stem from an overabundance
of negative life events and conditions that affect adults living in poverty.

The social-psychological processes that lead to coercive parent-child rela-
tionships are influenced by structural factors such as poverty, harsh working
conditions, and unemployment. Colvin (2000) explains that economic pres-
sures cause strain, which he understands as coercion and may be experienced
as direct or indirect. Interpersonal or direct coercion typically involves the use
of fear to control others in an interpersonal relationship. Indirect or imper-
sonal coercion refers to structural arrangements that seem, and often are,
beyond individual control, such as high unemployment rates and poverty.
Impersonal coercive forces can increase levels of interpersonal coercion.
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For example, an individual may be working in a coercive work environ-
ment (interpersonal coercion) but feel unable to leave the job because other
economic opportunities are unavailable (impersonal coercion). Situations
dominated by interpersonal coercion are likely to produce high levels of
anger and frustration for the person in the subordinate position. If the person
loses confidence to change the coercive circumstances in which he or she is
trapped, these feelings may be magnified. According to Colvin (2000: 26),
“the coercion and lack of social support that a person has encountered in
the past create an individual who is unresponsive to the needs and desires of
others and is more likely to use coercion in his or her relations with others.”
Consequently, the amount of coercion parents’ experience in the workplace
and in other aspects of their lives often corresponds to the amount of coercive
discipline they impose on their children in the home.

The combination of working in a coercive workplace and living in poverty
or experiencing the impersonal coercive force of unemployment and the
accompanying economic pressure may lead to high levels of stress, frustra-
tion, and anger in parents. The daily pressures and deprivations in the home
and work environment forces attention away from parent-child relationships.
Parents may be frustrated from the daily stressors of their lives and not have
sufficient time or energy to meet the needs of their children. Depressed and
overwhelmed parents with their own unmet needs have difficulty providing
a family environment promoting the emotional closeness and positive rein-
forcement children need (Halpern 1990). Conger et al. (1997) found evidence
that low income produces economic pressures leading to conflict between
parents over financial matters, which increased the severity of the mother’s
parenting and diminished self-confidence and achievement in adolescents. In
some cases, parents’ reduced tolerance for stress can lead to uncontrolled
aggression and an inability to manage acute crises. Parents living in poverty
have more mental health problems, exhibit more coercive and punitive beha-
viors, and have more negative life events, which in turn increase punitive,
harsh, and inconsistent parenting behaviors (Duncan et al. 1994; Mcleod and
Shanahan 1993).

Because the neighborhood can be viewed as the ecological niche where
families function, its conditions may compound or counteract the deficien-
cies and vulnerabilities of parents. According to Garbarino (1981), residential
segregation based on socioeconomic factors presents a serious threat to family
well-being because it produces concentrations of high-need, low-resource
families, that are exposed to social impoverishment and weak systems of
social support. The main difference between poor families who do and those
who do not maltreat their children lies in the degrees of social cohesion
and mutual caring found in their communities (Garbarino and Crouter 1978;
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Garbarino and Kostelny 1992). Social support may provide help with child-
care, access to resources in times of crisis, and allow concerned outsiders
to monitor what happens within the family (Garbarino 1977). Therefore, a
family with a strong, supportive social network has an increased ability to
cope with stress.

Further, research by Furstenberg (1993) shows being enmeshed in a wider
network of friends, neighbors, and kin can also provide vital support to
parents with poor parenting skills. Sampson (1992) hypothesizes that there is
a contextual influence existing when a high number of single parent families
reside together in one community. He contends these families are more likely
to experience social isolation, less likely to band together to solve prob-
lems on behalf of their children, and less able to provide supervision during
out-of-school time activities. Out of fear of the dangers often existing in
disadvantaged neighborhoods, even the best of parents may become preoccu-
pied with keeping their children safe and take restrictive measures in the name
of safety that are actually detrimental to their child’s development (Garbarino
1992). For example, this may entail keeping young children indoors for phys-
ical protection, thus preventing them from engaging in social interactions and
any positive activities that take place in the neighborhood.

Poverty and Childhood Development

In addition to its influence on parenting practices, children living in poverty
are more likely to experience oppression than children living in more affluent
conditions. Because rates of childhood poverty disproportionately affect
children from minority ethnic groups (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2002),
they are more likely to experience more oppressive living conditions than
non-Latino White children. This oppression can be viewed developmentally,
and is likely to be cumulative as children continue to grow and develop in
destitute conditions (Deutsch 1973). During the early years, socioeconomic
disadvantage oppresses children by impairing their physical health status at
birth and providing less access to resources that may moderate the negative
consequences of those problems. Babies born in poverty are more likely to
suffer from infant mortality, premature birth, low birth weight, and increased
severity of illness at birth (McLoyd 1998). Poor infants are over-represented
in samples of premature babies due to their mother’s inadequate nutrition
and substandard, delayed, or total lack of prenatal care. A disproportionate
number of premature infants are also born to adolescent mothers, 50 percent
of whom receive no prenatal care (Crooks 1995). In addition, prenatal
exposure to drugs and alcohol also increases the likelihood the baby will
experience health problems at birth and beyond (Hawley and Disney 1992;
Korenman et al. 1995).
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The fact that the poorest health services are found in lower-income,
minority, and often-transient areas likely decreases the mother’s ability to
access adequate prenatal and infant health care services (Brofenbrenner et al.
1984). Low birth weight and other indicators of impaired child development
are predictive of developmental problems among youth and adults (Wallace
and Wallace 1990). A number of studies have reported significant effects
of poverty on children’s cognitive and verbal skills even after controlling
for maternal IQ and maternal education (Liaw and Brooks-Gunn 1994;
Smith et al. 1997). However, premature children who are born into poverty
but who function well in terms of this cognitive and behavioral compet-
ence, health status, and growth status are shown to have significantly more
protective buffers in their home environments than do their lower functioning
equivalents (Bradley et al. 1989).

Unfortunately for many children living in poverty, their home environ-
ments exacerbate rather than ameliorate developmental problems. For young
children, who spend the majority of their time within the confines of the
home and who need exposure to stimulating resources to master specific
developmental tasks, the quality of their home environment is critical. In fact,
research shows that the preschool years are a period of elevated vulnerability
to the influences of poverty (Duncan et al. 1998). Sadly, this is when children
are at the highest risk for being poor (Brofenbrenner 1996). For healthy
development, young children need exposure to stimulating materials and
experiences (toys in their home that teach colors, shapes, and sizes). In addi-
tion, the presence of resources in a neighborhood such as parks, libraries, and
children’s programs provide opportunities for enriching experiences outside
the home.

Children living in poverty are less likely to have access to these stimu-
lating materials or experiences. Often their homes are unsafe, lacking heat
and adequate plumbing. In addition, they have increased exposure to chemical
toxins such as lead, which are associated with cognitive deficits, lower school
achievement, and long-term impairment of neurological function (Needleman
et al. 1990). Rather than receiving cognitively stimulating experiences, young
children living in disadvantaged neighborhoods may rarely leave their home.
Environmental and work related conditions often limit their access to the
outdoors. For example, the children of night shift workers may spend their
days in darkened apartments while their parent rests. Poor children are more
likely than non-poor children to live in housing located in commercial and
industrial areas, which often lack safe outdoor places for children to play and
limit opportunities for social interaction and cognitive development (Dubrow
and Garbarino 1989; Homel and Burns 1987).

Poverty and economic disadvantage also have oppressive influences on
school age and adolescent children. During middle childhood and adoles-
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cence, children come into increasingly direct contact with their neighbor-
hoods through involvement in school, youth serving organizations, and
informal neighborhood groups. For young people, the physical features of
their neighborhood establish the boundaries of their social universe. Some
neighborhoods offer youth a variety of supervised instruction and struc-
tured activities, while others send the majority of the children out on the
street (Williams and Kornblum 1985). Youth in wealthy neighborhoods have
opportunities that poor children are not offered, like summer camp, music
lessons, sports training, home computers, and special tutoring. Adolescents
in dilapidated inner-city neighborhoods instead have higher exposure to
physical danger, criminal activity, and drug use (Burton 1991).

Impoverished Schools and Neighborhoods

Due to the restricted tax base in poor distressed neighborhoods, limited public
resources are available to support the education, recreation, and health needs
of youth and their families (Wilson 1987). This has a tremendous impact on
the quality of schools in these areas, which are financed primarily by local
tax dollars. Depending upon the local tax base, per pupil funding ranges from
approximately $3500 to above $15,000 (Kozol 1991). Many of the schools
serving poor children are rundown, overcrowded, lack teaching supplies and
textbooks, and employ less qualified teachers than more affluent neighbor-
hood schools. Students in these schools receive a lower quality of education
and perform significantly less well than more affluent children on achieve-
ment test scores, grade retentions, course failures, high school graduation
rate, high school dropout rate, and completed years of schooling (Conger et
al. 1997; Patterson et al. 1990).

The social relationships and normative structures that exist within impov-
erished neighborhoods also contribute to the oppression of youth. In addition
to the physical dimensions of schools and the neighborhood, the types of
contact and quality of interactions with teachers and other adults are major
contributors to the course of youth development. Teachers tend to perceive
poor students less positively and to have lower achievement expectations
for them than for non-poor children, mostly on the basis of non-academic
considerations. Teachers of poor students are also more likely to perceive the
school and classroom climate less positively (Alexander et al. 1987). Teachers
who hold such views provide children with fewer learning opportunities and
less positive attention. As a result of these differential expectations and their
accompanying actions, differences in academic achievement between poor
and non-poor children may surface or become greater (Alexander et al. 1987;
Gouldner 1978).

The relationships between youth and adults in impoverished neighbor-
hoods are unlikely to support positive youth development. The social isolation
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fostered by urban poverty not only deprives youth of resources but also
of cultural learning from mainstream social networks (Wilson 1991). Since
most adults residing within impoverished neighborhoods have inadequate
education and menial employment at best, they provide poor role models for
achieving success through the conventional means of education and work.
Because youth are not oblivious to their community environments, those
living in poverty and the pernicious environmental conditions that coin-
cide with it are able to recognize the limitations of their circumstances.
As they think about their future options, they can assess the likelihood
of attaining success through the legitimate means of going to college or
getting a good job. The fact that youth living in these environments cognit-
ively understand that their schools and community infrastructures are grossly
inadequate and that the adult role models in their lives have minimal educa-
tion and are often unemployed, may erode their sense of self-efficacy and
hope for the future. Considerable research on self-efficacy demonstrates that
an individual’s beliefs about his or her future success influence behavior
(Henderson and Dweck 1990; Skinner 1995). Therefore, children growing up
in impoverished environments who feel hopeless about their future may act
out these beliefs in ways that are counterproductive to their healthy growth
and development.

Because successful adaptation at each stage of youth development is influ-
enced by earlier developmental histories, long-term exposure to oppressive
living conditions typically results in worse developmental outcomes for
children (Duncan et al. 1994; Korenman et al. 1995; Smith et al. 1997; Pagani
et al. 1997). Black and Puerto Rican children are more likely than non-
Latino White children to experience persistent poverty and to live in areas
of concentrated poverty (Duncan and Rodgers 1988; Jargowsky 1994). High-
risk contexts such as poverty, chronic stress, and child maltreatment may have
lasting effects when they damage or impair crucial adaptive systems such
as adult-child attachment, intelligence, and self-regulation of emotions and
behavior (Masten and Coatsworth 1998).

Persistent poverty is consistently found to have more adverse effects than
transitory poverty on children’s cognitive development and school achieve-
ment (Duncan et al. 1994; Korenman et al. 1995; Smith et al. 1997; Pagani
et al. 1997). Children living for long periods in impoverished conditions
experience more negative life events and adverse conditions that may place
demands on their coping resources well beyond what they can handle.
Consequently, exposure to chronic adversity exacts a toll on children’s
mental, physical, and emotional health. This may trigger a cycle of lifelong
deficiencies encompassing many contexts of their lives:

Children who enter school with few resources, cognitive difficulties, and
self-regulatory problems often have academic problems, get into trouble
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with teachers, are more likely to be rejected by peers and are at risk for
disengaging from normative school and peer contexts, which sets them
up for considerable difficulties . . . (Masten and Coatsworth 1998: 216).

Since many social problems are significantly clustered and correlated with
concentrated poverty (Coulton et al. 1995; Sampson 1992), cumulative
oppression and its ensuing pathways to long-term developmental prob-
lems are much more frequent for children who endure lifelong exposure to
impoverished social environments.

Adaptations to Oppression

As noted earlier, the oppression of children leads to adaptive reactions by
children. These adaptations minimally include passive acceptance, exercise
of illegitimate coercive power, manipulation of one’s peers, and retaliation.
Each of these adaptations involves a degree of conscious resistance or fighting
back by children as they attempt to negotiate or self-maintain their status.

Passive Acceptance

As most people adapt via conformity to strain produced by a disjuncture
between culturally defined goals emphasizing success and institutionalized
means available to achieve that success (Merton 1957), most children adapt
to oppression through passive acceptance of their subordinate and inferior
status. This acceptance, or conformity, produces subsequent obedience to
their oppressors – an obedience built upon fear, which derives from implied
threats and intimidation. Due to the higher status generally afforded to males
and the low levels of female involvement in delinquency, conformity seems
to be a more common adaptation among females (Steffensmeier 1993, 1996;
Hannon and Dufour 1998). Since children are inundated by adult domina-
tion, they quickly learn that obedience is expected. Such adaptations among
children are similar to the passive acceptance of the slave role and adaptations
of prison inmates. Such acquiescence or passive acceptance may be only a
façade, however, presenting to the oppressor the appearance of conformity.
Children outwardly appear to accept their inferior positions, but develop a
repressed hatred for their oppressors, adapting to the structures of domination
in which they are immersed. Once a situation of violence and oppression has
been established, it engenders an entire way of life and behavior for those
caught up in it – oppressors and oppressed alike. Both are submerged in
this situation and both bear marks of oppression. The oppressed are likely
to believe they have no purpose in life except those the oppressor prescribes
for them.
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Passive children do not fully explore personal autonomy. This repres-
sion results in negative self-perceptions that may manifest itself in a wide
range of problem behaviors including alcoholism, drug addiction, eating
disorders, low self-esteem, and psychiatric disorders (Gecas and Schwalbe
1986; Tosone 1998). But, passive acceptance by some children may be more
than mere expedience; it may be a weapon for fighting back. Payment may be
demanded for compliance to an inferior status, taking the form of monetary
payment (allowance) or occasional privileges and treats (movies, food, or
expensive clothes) for continuing conformity. Resistance through passive
acceptance may also involve “accidental” failure by a child to complete
homework assignments, frequent requests for bathroom passes to get out of
class, “forgetting” to be home on time, or feigning illness to avoid school or
family responsibilities.

Exercise of Illegitimate Coercive Power

A second adaptation is the exercise of illegitimate coercive power. Many
adolescents are attracted to delinquency because it helps them establish a
sense of autonomy and control. This anticipatory delinquency is a yearning
for adult status (see Matza 1964; Katz 1988). Delinquent acts can immedi-
ately and demonstratively make things happen and provide the child with a
sense of restored potency denied him or her by adults and parents. Sexual
misbehavior, illicit use of drugs or alcohol, and violations of the criminal
law derive greater symbolic importance for the child to the extent they
demonstrate resistance to adult attempts to exert control over his or her
behavior.

The thrill that accompanies vandalism, joyriding, and shoplifting, for
example, is not simply a product of the rush of the act, but a consequence
of knowing that you are controlling the event. That is, you selected the time,
the place, and the act. It was not accidental, nor was it done as a result of
others’ expectations. Eating disorders, especially among female adolescents,
are another way of demonstrating a sense of autonomy and control. When a
young girl perceives she has little or no control over her own life, that her
parents determine all important activities and goals, she may then choose to
exert absolute control over what food is taken into or kept in her body (until
she is force-fed).

Manipulation of One’s Peers

A third adaptation is the manipulation of one’s peers. This is an attempt by
the child to become empowered. Through manipulation of others within the
peer group, a child who has experienced oppression at the hands of adults
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may acquire a sense of strength and control or a degree of empowerment not
otherwise felt. Marwell (1966: 41) suggests “at any given point of time this
potential [for social power] lies primarily in the opinions of the actor held by
those with whom one interacts. If one is thought strong, one, by and large, is
strong, or at least, may use ‘strength’ to manipulate others.” The school bully
is an example, so is the child who spreads gossip about others in hopes of
gaining status and prestige in the eyes of others. Establishing a reputation as
being truly bad, and being willing to back the reputation up with a readiness
to hurt others in immediate and extreme ways enables a youth to manipulate
both situations and people (Katz 1988).

Bullying younger or smaller children at school may be a form of displace-
ment of a child’s anger at a parent or teacher. According to recent estimates,
nearly 2 million children are bullied at least once a week (Nansel et al. 2001).
While the link between oppression and bullying has only recently been the
focus of empirical research, one study involving more than 1,700 fifth and
sixth-grade students and their parents reports that bullies tended to come from
families characterized as being conflicted, with little cohesion, poorly orga-
nized, and with problematic child-rearing and disciplinary practices (Stevens
et al. 2002).

Boys who experience adult oppression and resent their imposed inferior
status may attempt to gain a sense of power by controlling girls through verbal
manipulation. The sexual labeling of girls through the use of such degrading
terms reinforces the subordinate status of girls relative to boys (Schur 1984)
and contributes to the double oppression of adolescent girls as both children
and female. Girls also verbally manipulate peers, especially female peers, in
an attempt to establish social hierarchies, eliminate competition for atten-
tion, release tensions without violence, or define group membership and
friendships (Fleisher 1998).

Unfortunately, the mere involvement of a child with his or her peers leads
many adults to view the involvement as problematic in itself. Adults may
then react by exercising even greater control over the child’s interaction with
others.

Retaliation

The fourth adaptation is retaliation, which may include delinquent acts
ranging from property crimes to violent offenses. It is the least common of
the adaptations to oppression, and it is often also the most serious. Children
may engage in retaliation at the people or the institutions they believe are
the source of their oppression. Teachers are often the objects of assaults by
students, with an average of about 14,000 serious violent crimes committed
against teachers each year (Kaufman et al. 2001). School vandalism some-
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times occurs because a student is angry with a teacher or principal (Ianni
1989).

Some children severely oppressed by parents may retaliate by striking
directly at their parents, assaulting or killing them (Post 1982; Mones 1985;
Paulson et al. 1990; Flowers 2002). Parents who are excessively demanding
or verbally or physically abusive are instrumental in producing a retaliatory or
assertively defensive aggressive response by the child. Reprisals by children
may even produce an effective challenge against abusive parents. As Straus
et al. (1980: 121) note:

[P]arents of older children often say they don’t hit them any more
because “they’re too big now.” This is often said in the sense of retali-
ation being dangerous, rather than because they think it is wrong to hit
children of that age.

Brezina (1999: 426) analyzed data from the Youth in Transition survey
obtained from interviews and questionnaires administered to more than 2,200
10th graders in 87 schools and found that, although 72 percent of the respond-
ents indicated that their parents never or only rarely slap them, “a substantial
number of respondents report frequent or even constant slapping by their
parents.” While most students reported they had never hit either of their
parents, 11 percent said they had hit at least one of their parents one or more
times in the previous three years. Brezina found that parents who slap their
children generate aggressive responses from their children, and that the retali-
atory use of aggression by children tended to reduce subsequent slapping by
parents. However, the reduction in parental abuse through retaliation appears
limited:

Evidently, aggressive attacks or counterattacks by children are of only
limited success in deterring the use of physical punishment by parents
. . . . [S]uch responses may be less effective in countering more severe
forms of parental aggression, such as beatings that involve the use of
belts or other weapons (Brezina 1999: 435–436).

Finally, some children may retaliate against their parents by turning
inward–by becoming chronically depressed and contemplating or commit-
ting suicide (Chandy et al. 1996; Plass 1993). According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (Grunbaum et al. 2001), nearly 20 percent of
students surveyed had seriously considered attempting suicide at some time
during the 12 months preceding the survey, 15 percent had made a specific
plan to attempt suicide, nine percent had actually attempted suicide, and 2.6
percent made a suicide attempt resulting in an injury, poisoning, or overdose
requiring medical attention. During the early 1990s, nearly 2,200 children
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between the ages of 10 and 19 committed successful suicides annually in
the United States. While the specific motives for most adolescent suicides
are unknown, anecdotal data suggests retaliation against a parent or other
significant adult is not uncommon.

Conclusions

Adolescent problem behaviors are adaptive reactions to oppressive acts and
situations. These micro and macro forces range from individual maltreatment,
such as physical or sexual abuse, neglect, and corporal punishment to struc-
tural conditions found in poverty, social isolation, coercive workplaces, and
deficient neighborhoods. Micro and macro forces also interact to produce
greater or lesser likelihood of individual children experiencing oppression.
While maltreatment of children cuts across class, race, ethnic, residential,
income, and education lines, evidence suggests that where children are
socially situated may have strong independent effects. If, as we believe,
children’s problem behaviors are adaptive reactions to oppressive acts by
adults, which may vary depending upon the social situation of adults, a partial
solution to the problem may lie in reducing the debilitating and damaging
circumstances that characterize the social environment of too many children
in society today.

As this paper demonstrates, adults who oppress children are somewhat
more likely to experience high levels of strain, oppression, and coercion
themselves. However, the exact nature of the relationship between micro
and macro forces is not terribly clear. Adult perceptions of children and the
rules they create and enforce to control and oppress children may better be
viewed as exogenous variables that are then mediated by macro forces such
as neighborhood, class, and race.

While the macro-level research cited earlier establishes a strong relation-
ship between a number of structural factors and child maltreatment, the data
are largely aggregate in nature. Some studies have found no significant effects
of sex, race, and poverty on child maltreatment, or the observed effects reflect
either bias in official reporting systems, sampling, community selection, or
class and cultural bias produced by social control agencies (Ards 1992; Biller
and Solomon 1986; Maden and Wrench 1977; MacLean and Milovanovic
1990; Morton 1999). Still other studies suggest that effects based upon neigh-
borhood characteristics may suffer from the ecological fallacy (Ernst 2000;
Sedlak 1997). For example, Bulmer (1986) argues that associations between
neighborhoods and individual characteristics are not necessarily proof that
relationships exist, and aggregated data may not explain which neighborhood
factors specifically influence individuals.
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Impoverished neighborhoods do exist, however, and there are clear struc-
tural differences in the socially situated lives of children and their adult
caretakers. It is equally clear that social forces, such as long-term poverty
and unemployment, have transformed many American families in ways that
reduce their capacity to support children. To break this cycle of coercion
and oppression Cullen (1994) suggests that societies must increase legiti-
mate sources of social support. He contends that social support fosters
healthy human development, protects at-risk youth and families, and makes
communities safer from the risk of crime. Currie (1998: 81) recommends
four research-based crime prevention priorities that emphasize and enhance
legitimate sources of social support: (1) preventing child abuse and neglect
(2) enhancing children’s intellectual and social development (3) providing
support and guidance to vulnerable adolescents, and (4) working intensively
with juvenile offenders.

Mihalic et al. (2002) identified 11 model programs that address the four
priorities identified by Currie. Taken together, these programs serve children
and their families from birth to 19 years of age by preventing violence
and treating youth already displaying violent behaviors. The programs are
divided into two domains – those focusing on creating a more socially
supportive environment (i.e., changing the family, school, and community
environment), and those focusing directly on the individual (i.e., mentoring,
cognitive-behavioral, and community supervision aftercare). Some of the
environmentally focused programs emphasize changing the home environ-
ment through home visiting, parent training, and family therapy programs,
which aim to change the individual behavior of the child by altering the
social environment of the family. Individually focused programs emphasize
teaching youth self-control and social skills that enable them to competently
interact with others and resolve problems without force or violence. These
skills are typically taught through programs utilizing behavioral or cognitive
behavioral techniques.

Currie (1998: 98) adds that, with respect to violence prevention programs,
“the best of them do work, and they work remarkably well given how limited
and under-funded they usually are. But it is a mistake to regard them as a
cure for problems that are rooted in much deeper structural ills of Amer-
ican society.” Although social programs provide benefits to children and their
families, they cannot overcome the effects of widespread poverty, community
disorganization, and economic insecurity.

Few, if any, of the programs just discussed however, attack the root
problem of changing adult perceptions of children reinforcing beliefs that
children are inferior to adults and must submit to adult legal and social
control over their lives. The micro forces that operate to allow individual
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decisions to demean a child, to beat a child for violating adult rules, or to
neglect a child’s health, education, or general welfare require changing how
adults perceive children in the first place. Ameliorating structural deficien-
cies found in society will not necessarily change what adults believe about
the nature of children and proper relationships between adults and children.
We do not assume that changing how children are defined and situated will
positively alter structural deficiencies that independently oppress children.
We do, however, believe that it is a critical first step.

Changing adult perceptions of children is similar to approaches taken
to change racist and sexist beliefs. These approaches may include legis-
lation (ranging from no spanking laws to strengthening legal protections
against abuse and neglect), education (ranging from appropriate future parent
training to broadly teaching both children and adults about the valuing of
children as persons and citizens), and promoting social pressure to accept
children as autonomous persons (Regoli et al. 2003; Gill 1991). Prohibiting
all physically assaultive behaviors (including spanking, whipping, slapping,
twisting of ears, and washing mouths with soap) and emotionally assaultive
behaviors (including ageist statements, threats of abandonment, and simple
intimidation) by punitive parents, teachers, and adults generally will be a
beginning. Reduction in racism and sexism has been slow, but change is
evident. Reducing adult oppression of children will likely be an even slower
process.
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