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This paper analyzes the process of youth political activism and development by drawing on ethnographic 
research of Asian and Pacific Islander youth activists in the United States. Young people reveal that collective action 
begins with a critical analysis of their lived experiences with inequalities. Their actions also involved oppositional 
consciousness that were nurtured in social-justice oriented community organizations. Following youth‟s successful 
efforts for school reform, I show how oppositional consciousness is realized and what activism looks like in 
practice. 
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Introduction 

This paper analyzes the process of youth political activism and development by drawing 
on ethnographic research of a diverse group of immigrant and second-generation Asian and 
Pacific Islander youth activists in the United States. In contrast to dominant studies of immigrant 
assimilation in the United States, I examine how youth are transforming the nature of democratic 
participation in a multiracial society. Youth exhibit a strong sense of racial identities that are also 
tied to political pan-ethnic identities in different political moments. As active political 
participants, youth reveal that democracy is a social practice in which members of different 
positions and backgrounds engage in altering unequal power relations for the common interest of 
all its members. 

The central questions of this project include: How do young people come to acquire a 
sense of political agency? What are the social conditions that allow youth to partake in collective 
action for social justice? What is the relationship between racial and ethnic identities and 
collective action? What are the implications of racial minority youth‟s activism for current and 
future direction of a multiracial democratic society? 

The young people of this study are part a pan-ethnic community-based youth organizing 
collaborative called Asian and Pacific Islander Youth Advocacy and Leadership (AYPAL) that 
draws together second-generation and immigrant youth (ages 14 to 18) who are Cambodian, 
Chinese, Filipino, Korean, Laotian, Mien, Samoan, Tongan, and Vietnamese in an urban city in 
California. These young people embody the diverse immigrant population found in the post 1965 
immigration era in the United States. They represent over nine Asian and Pacific Islander ethnic 
groups, have different family immigration histories, cultural traditions, and languages, yet they 
find common ground, common purpose, and a sense of belonging in a community of social 
change practices where they battle social inequalities that have real, material effects on them as 
urban, working-class, and minority youth. 

three-and-a-half year ethnography I conducted of the young 
activists of AYPAL in the in early 2000s. My research evolved from my experience as a 
volunteer staff member. As a volunteer, I quickly became integrated into the everyday practices 
and functioning of the organization. Participant observation activities included preparing youth 
for their peer meetings and political workshops, attending and participating in political rallies 



and protests, community forums, and meetings with elected officials, making school and home 
visits, and engaging in various social events. I conducted in-depth, semi-structured, one-on-one 
interviews with 18 youth and eight adult coordinators. These interviews were approximately one 
to one-and-a-half hours in length and were tape-recorded and transcribed. I also conducted nine 
youth focus group interviews, involving approximately 70 young people. In sum, over the three-
and a-half years of my participation in the organization, I came into contact with more than 1,000 
young people who participated in the organization‟s activities.  

Considering that immigrant and second-generation Asian and Latino children under 18 
years of age represent the fastest growing population in the United States today, it is imperative 
that we pay attention to how these young people are vital contributors to U.S. political and 
democratic life (Rumbaut & Portes 2001). Yet to date, most studies of immigrant and second-
generation youth have focused on their educational success or failure, employment rate, 
socioeconomic status of their families, language retention, and marriage patterns and fail to 
examine youth political practices (Rumbaut & Portes 2001; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco 
2001; Zhou 1997).  

This research project fills this gap and offers an alternative to studies of immigrant 
assimilation and acculturation patterns. It examines how second-generation Asian and Pacific 
Islander youth are transforming the nature of democratic participation. In building and acting 
upon collective sense of political agency for social justice, young people are building a “new 
political bloc,” a civil society that is counter-hegemonic to neoliberal discourses and paradigms 
of individualism and immigrant success.1 As such, they offer new, as well as re-workings of old, 
strategies for community organizing and multiracial coalition building among communities of 
color in the United States. 
 

From Resistance to Political Activism  
In educational anthropology, the topic of youth resistance has generated rich 

ethnographic studies of young people in varied social locations. 

Foley 1990; MacLeod 1995; Willis 1977)
(Amit-Talai and Wulff 1995; 

Clarke et al. 1997; Hebdige 1979; Skeleton and Valentine 1998). O

As

On a different note, 



(1996) 
refers to conscientizacao, a shift in awareness by an individual of the social, economic, and 
political conditions that structure his/her personal experiences of injustice. As Freire notes, with 

conscientizacao, people “perceive oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit, 
but as a limiting situation which they can transform” (1996: 31). Chela Sandoval (2000) builds 
on a theory of oppositional consciousness by drawing upon U.S. third world feminism and a 
“methodology of the oppressed” to understand resistance in the new global postmodern world. 
For Sandoval, oppositional consciousness or what she refers to as “differential opposition” is not 
fixed nor static, but rather a tactic that weaves and travels through different modes of power, 
ideology, and social and psychological aspects of citizen-subjects to disrupt inequities. Like 
Freire, Sandoval gives weight to oppressed people in recognizing their subordinate position and 
navigating the “

Mansbridge reveals, oppositional 
consciousness does not necessarily lead to collective action, it can be a cause for action as well 
as a result of collective action: “Oppositional consciousness functions as an intermediate factor, 
or variable, that is caused by and also causes some of the important dynamics of social 
movements” (2001: 16).  

Oppositional consciousness and collective action, albeit important are often insufficient 
for political mobilizations. As social movement scholars note (McAdams 1982; Tarrow 1998; 
McAdam et. al 2001), organizational resources (or indigenous organizations) and political 
opportunities are essential components. 

In my participation in AYPAL, I have come 
to realize young people‟s oppositional consciousness and collective actions are nurtured in a 
political community where social change practices are taught and learned. 



 

In the following, I analyze what leads young people into action by delineating the 
components of youth political development in a process of complaints to action. In this process, 
young people openly identify problems in their lives and organize to change these conditions 
through collective action. In such activities, young people also exhibit and develop oppositional 
consciousness. 

as they link their everyday experiences of injustice to a structural analysis of social 
inequality 

 

 

 

From Complaints to Action: Youth Political Activism 

Complaints: Identifying problems 
About 40 young people were gathered behind darkened glass windows in a neighborhood 

community center that opened onto the busy corner of a large street for a youth-led community 
meeting. The air was thick with excitement as scattered groups of Cambodian, Chinese, and 

teenage boys and girls gossiped about their peers, played video games 
on the internet, and ate burgers and fries from nearby fast food joints as they waited for the 
meeting to start. Meanwhile, four youth leaders were busily setting up for a workshop on the 
criminalization of hip-hop to warm up their peers on a discussion about the problems they 
encounter in their communities. Matt,2 a senior at nearby high school, dressed in his usual attire 
of baggy jeans and white T-shirt that came down past his hips explained the purpose of the 
workshop: “The reason we are doing this workshop on hip-hop is because lots of people in our 
community like hip-hop and hip-hop culture is sometimes seen negatively and the people who 
participate in it get stereotyped.” As a break-dancer and member of Floor Tactix, a crew that 
performs in hip-hop shows throughout the city, Matt was familiar with images associating 
participants of hip-hop culture to gangsters and violence. Then Sammy, also a member of Floor 
Tactix and one of co-facilitators of the workshop, went over some definitions. He asked: “Does 
anyone know what criminalization means?” When there was no response, he quickly answered 
his own question: “It is when a group of people or a culture is designated as criminals. It‟s like a 
stereotype, making a generalization about all people of a certain group.”  

To further investigate the notion of criminalization, the large group broke into six small 
circles and youth were asked to role-play situations where they themselves or others were 
unfairly stereotyped or treated.  This began a lively discussion and enactment of young people‟s 
experiences of harassment by school and security staff on campus and by police officers outside 
of school hours. They spoke of racist teachers, unprepared teachers, or classes with no teachers, 
and of their unfair grading policies. They also pointed to a lack of textbooks, unclean bathrooms 
with “too much bacteria,” and cracking classroom walls. As one student aptly claimed, “Our 
schools are cheap.”   



As Freire explains, social action to dismantle structures of inequality begins with one‟s 
understanding of his or her subordinate position and the causes of one‟s powerlessness. 
 

Collective Action: The campaign for school reform 

During the spring of 2001, AYPAL youth started informing their fellow students at 
schools about the complaint process and urged them to fill out complaint forms to address their 
concerns. Although youth were excited and felt empowered to make the district accountable for 
various forms of discrimination they have personally experienced and/or have heard about from 
their fellow peers, they found at first that it was difficult to get other students actually to file 
complaints.  They faced the obstacles of student apathy and reluctance to challenge power. 
Chenda, a high school junior relayed to her peers at an AYPAL meeting an incident reported to 
her by a friend of being stuck in study hall along with 20 other students for half the school day 
after they were caught in a tardy sweep. They sat at their desks and did nothing the whole time 
while a security officer kept watch, Chenda recalled. She encouraged her friend to file a 
complaint form questioning the fairness of the tardy policy and the loss of instruction time.  Yet 
to Chenda‟s frustration, her friend responded: “That‟s not going to do any good.” Although 
fellow students liked to talk about their problems at school, many dismissed the notion that they 
could produce any real changes in school policies. Students who had more serious complaints 
about sexual harassment and civil rights violations by teachers and staff feared retribution for 



filing their forms. Some felt uncomfortable at the thought of even writing their names on the 
grievance forms.    

Facing these difficulties, AYPAL youth strategized as a collective about how to get their 
fellow students to take a stand. It was imperative that students understand the seriousness of their 
own complaints, youth believed. And it was critical that they understand that there is strength in 
numbers. A large number of complaint forms will force the superintendent to take notice, they 
knew.  The right to file a complaint could have no effect until students exercised that right. So 
youth worked extraordinarily hard to collect complaint forms. They teamed up during lunch hour 
and after school to approach fellow students together. They also made presentations to school 
clubs and classes and to other community youth organizations that attracted students from 
district. 

In the process of urging their peers into action, youth spoke to the power of collective 
action. Matt said: 

Well, also like we are helping other students to speak out because…everyone have 
complaints about something. And they don‟t know how to complain about something 
besides to somebody like their parents or something like that. Like we [gave them]… the 
complaint form you know, and let them handle it you know, so we can make a difference 
in our school lives. 

Others like Kat and Nick spoke to the value of working together as a team. Kat commented what 
she liked most was that “everyone is all working together, like teamwork and you know, that 
encouraged me to like stand up for myself and speak up for the youth and what they need help 
on.” 

Over the course of five months, at six high schools and eight junior high schools, 
AYPAL youth collected 487 complaints forms from their peers. Fellow students filed a large 
number of complaints about decrepit school facilities including dirty bathrooms, broken 
windows in classrooms, peeling paint, and missing ceiling tiles. The issue of locked bathrooms 
during passing period was a repeated complaint. Students also described teachers who “give A‟s 
to students who are quiet” and “grades based on your ethnicity,” and classrooms where “only 
Blacks get bad grades.” More serious complaints of harassment by specific teachers and school 
security personnel were also filed.  Several employees attracted numerous complaints; one 
teacher received a total of 18.  A male teacher was cited for making sexual comments to female 
students and for entering the girls‟ bathrooms on several occasions. A teacher who received six 
complaints was cited for “cussing at students” and for failing a student for being absent during an 
exam when he actually completed the test in class. A security officer was accused of rounding up 
students into tardy sweep before the bell rang, smoking marijuana on campus, and on one 
occasion, physically grabbing and dragging a student to class. Other complaints addressed school 
policies on suspension, tardiness, and student identification.  

AYPAL youth presented their findings to members of the school board and set up a 
special meeting with the superintendent at the end of the school year. At a private meeting in 
June 2001, the superintendent agreed to institute most of the changes youth demanded before the 
beginning of the next school year. But young people were not satisfied with his verbal 
commitment; they believed it was important to keep the superintendent publicly accountable for 
his promises.  In August 2001, during a televised press conference, the superintendent complied. 
“Our students are learning about democracy,” he said.  “We want them to be active members of 
society.  We must meet the needs of our students. Students have rights, these rights are the basics 



of what a youngster should receive. Students have to have a voice.” The superintendent 
announced plans to require all teachers to pass out grading polices in the beginning of the school 
year, to inform students of their rights to make formal complaints, provide an anonymous 
complaint box at each school so that complaints can be collected, and unlock school bathrooms 
during passing periods.  

In this youth organizing campaign, young people exercised their democratic rights to 
participate in and won a voice in the laws and rules that govern them, challenging the institution 
that affects them most—schools. 

 

What differentiates the young people who 
participated in leading the campaign for school reform than those of their peers? In the following 
section, I elaborate on the elements that moved them from complaints to action including a 
development of young people‟s oppositional consciousness 

 

Oppositional Consciousness in a Political Community 

I remember the first time I met Johnny because I was immediately struck by his articulate 
comments during a workshop on identifying the components of a community organizing 
campaign. In the workshop, youth were divided into five teams and given a list of social 
problems such as the “sweatshop scenario”—in which they were presented with a “corporation 
that makes fancy dresses for weddings and proms and charge $200 a dress while they pay their 
workers in Cambodia about a dollar for one dress.” In such scenarios, youth learned the 
components of a campaign as they defined what the issue was, what their demand would be, who 
to direct their demands (target), and what form of power their demand addressed. Johnny‟s group 
wrestled with the issue of dirty bathrooms in schools and he quickly connected the problem to 
the undervaluation of funding in public schools, “Just look at what they are spending on the 
military!” he shouted, drawing on the disparities of U.S. educational and military budget. 
Although seemingly confident and easy to quip with a sharp critical analysis, Johnny admitted 
that such consciousness was learned in his participation in AYPAL. Driving Alex and Johnny 
home one day, Johnny shared that when he first started coming to AYPAL meetings, he did not 
understand the political and social critique offered by his peers and adult mentors. “I didn‟t get 
it.” Now he does. “What I‟m really learning from AYPAL is that you can complain about a lot of 
stuff, but the important thing is that you have to do something about it. And you know, we can 
do something about it.”  

Johnny here speaks of his transformative experiences and the gradual development of his 
oppositional consciousness. Oppositional consciousness took on different forms for young 
people in AYPAL—for a few it came naturally, for most it was learned, and there was a handful 
that showed very little of it. But for the majority of AYPAL youth I worked with, oppositional 
consciousness was often tied to their participation in a political organization that fostered 
activism, opportunities for collective action, and belief in collective action to affect change. For 



Carmelita, the seeds of her oppositional consciousness or what she refers to as her “political 
awakening” can be traced to seventh grade when she read Mumia Abul-Jamal‟s Death Blossom: 

Reflections from a Prisoner of Conscience and participated in an after-school community 
leadership program. She said: 

 
[In the program] they taught us about how there is hella poor folks and a little bit of rich 
folks but they have all this control…And that‟s when I really started to be independent, as 
far as educating myself.  Because they ain‟t teaching this shit in school, so I started 
reading. 
 
The development of Carmelita‟ oppositional consciousness was planted by an 

understanding of her subordinate class position as a structural inequality. But this first began 
when she identified her status. She said:  “I was writing something one day for school and my 
sister told me that we were poor and for some reason I didn‟t know that, and I was like, wait you 
know, you‟re right. And so that‟s when I started getting involved.” Carmelita described her 
awareness that “things ain‟t right” as sudden: “I don‟t know how it [or] what clicked in my mind, 
but I was like, „Fuck! Something‟s wrong!‟” She credits AYPAL in further developing her 
oppositional consciousness and “activist lifestyle.” 

I feel so much different from other kids because I know more.  I know about how the 
government is rigged. I never thought about how the government always gives money to 
the corporations and military and stuff.  I mean who thinks about that stuff? But you join 
the program, and all the sudden; I‟m like man, that really is true because if we are really 
low-income then why don‟t they try to help us out? I kind of thought about it, and now I 
know it is true. 
 
Johnny, Carmelita, and Sandy point to an important link in activism—social change 

efforts do not occur in a vacuum. Rather, activism unfolds within what cultural historian George 
Lipsitz (1988) has described as “networks of opposition.” In social-justice oriented community 
organizations such as AYPAL, young people learn that negative experiences in their lives are not 
isolated personal encounters; they unearth the structural conditions of inequalities that allow 
them to translate their individual experiences to a critical analysis of social inequality. In other 
words, they develop an oppositional consciousness. AYPAL adult leaders build young people‟s 
oppositional consciousness by engaging them in political workshops that address topics such as 
capitalism, sexism, racism, and colonization. They learn the principles of community organizing 
and mechanics of how to run an organizing campaign and translate these guidelines into practice, 
as in the unfair treatment campaign.  

It is in these political communities, that young people find opportunities for collective 
action which may also inform oppositional consciousness. Such was the case for Lai in which 
critical consciousness was coupled with collective action. She said: “



 As Mansbridge 
notes: “when political opportunities open and sufficient resources, including social networks, are 
in place, oppositional consciousness then acts as a cause, helping to bring an effective social 
movement into being [emphasis mine]” (2001: 16). 

What is important about young people‟s oppositional consciousness and organizing 
efforts is their belief that collective action can and does lead to change. To repeat Johnny‟s 
words earlier, “the important thing is that you have to do something about it. And you know, we 
can do something about it.” Like Johnny, Sandy also spoke of this collective political agency.  

 
It makes me like look at things differently „cause I never really thought about stuff like, 
oh, if I could change like recreation centers, or if I could actually change, you know, 
somebody getting deported, I‟m like, whoa, it feels like that‟s not something I can do.  
And then being in the program with so many people that, you know, and we have like 
good site coordinators [adult mentors], yeah.  You kind of realize that you could make a 
difference… [at] rallies or meetings with people in power, I mean, you could make a 
difference.   
 

 Young people also find they can produce concrete changes in 
collective action as in the unfair treatment campaign. As Julie, a veteran AYPAL participant said 
of the campaigns:

In sum, young people‟s activism against educational inequalities was grounded in 
their personal lived experiences. Their actions also 

 

Conclusion 



AYPAL youth point to community-based organizations in supporting their efforts in 
changing the conditions of inequalities in their lives. They underscore the importance of 
fostering critical institutional spaces for young people—in schools and in communities—that 
nurture oppositional consciousness and provide networks and opportunities for collective action. 
Importantly, young people‟s activism is working to bring about small and not so small changes 
in their schools and communities. As HoSang (2001) argues, issue-based youth organizing works 
to produce change at the political-ideological level as their actions disrupt dominant or 
hegemonic political discourses of marginalized youth as the “problem.” Although youth 
organizing campaigns may seem piecemeal compared to large-scale social movements, their 
activism is part of a growing youth movement. A plethora of examples of youth-led efforts for 

Elizabeth Martinez‟s (2000) claim that youth activism in the U.S. is the “new 
civil rights movement.” The young people in this article are a small part of this burgeoning 
movement and they are actively partaking in 

. 
 

  
 

Notes

 See Antonio Gramsci for discussion of political bloc. 
2 All names of young people described in this article are pseudonyms. 







 

 


