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Dear Admin Colleagues (Justine and her team in particular), Messengers, Academic Body, 
Registrar, Pro-Rectors, Musicians, Technical Staff, Minister, Chancellor, Rector – well the 
whole lot, good afternoon.   
 
Graduands in particular, greetings. 
 
Parents, friends and relatives, even greater congratulations.  You have mastered the art of love, 
that is why your son, your daughter, your niece, your nephew are here today.  Thankyou for 
entrusting your prized assets to us.  We hope we haven’t disappointed you.  We were here to 
share their journey and there is no greater happiness for us than days like these.  
 
But now onto my Oration. 
 
What is morphing, but equally so, bruising young people?   
 
An estimated 100,000 individuals make up this segment of our population in Malta.    
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Let us agree on this point; ‘Young people remain a highly contested group within our society’. 
Our news portals, our media, our pjazza debates, our discussions circumvent on the fact that 
young people are problematic, sticky, knotty and unreliable.  The public discourse centers 
around declarations like; ‘they shouldn’t be voting at the age of 16’, ‘they shouldn’t be driving’, 
‘they shouldn’t be partying’, ‘they shouldn’t be smoking’, ‘they shouldn’t be having sex’.  
 
In other words, young people are considered outlandish with no respect to authority.  I am 
jaded and fed up with these claims, a discourse that has been regurgitated ad infinitum.  What I 
am reminded of at this point is the English philosopher and social theorist Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon or more so the graffiti of the unsigned Banksy, "ONE NATION UNDER CCTV" 
and even Goffman’s concept of ‘total institutions’.  In not so many words, what we seem to be 
doing is that we have created the notion of surveillance on young people, hovering around their 
lifestyle trying to pick on them. This is nothing less than internalized coercion achieved 
through the constant observation of young people rather than allowing for interaction. It is 
almost Foucault’s notion of creating a normalization of sorts, accelerated by the threat of 
restraint.   
 
Before going on, let us agree on one other notion this afternoon; Young people have always 
fallen short of the expectations of adults.  
 
There has always been this risk of instrumentalisation as youth have been understood as simply 
there to engender consumerism, exemplify commodification and to let us morally down, best 
illustrated in Cohen’s influential text, ‘Folk Devils and Moral Panic’ (1972). 
 
In actual fact, Cohen’s work centers around a case study of the Mods and Rockers who in the 
60s pitched battles at seaside resorts.  All of a sudden these innocuous events became a matter 
of foremost public concern - let’s face it like everything that happens on, by or around youth 
till this day.  
 
But you know what? I’m going to perform a 3-point turn.   
 
 
Because the issue at hand is not about youths’ snafus.  The problem we have on the table is the 
result of the ambivalent positioning of a segment of the youth population considered ‘at risk’ 
because of the social productions that relegate them.  
 
From where I stand a cohort of young people are not being allowed Cooley’s ‘looking-glass 
self-concept’. 
 
Let me tell you what I’m about by sharing snippets of life stories I collated as part of a research 
I conducted for the National Youth Agency.  
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This is Zack, a young transsexual; 
 
When still young I wasn’t happy and comfortable with myself. I always felt that I was in the 
wrong body... When I asked for some help from the school counsellor at secondary school he had 
no idea on how to help me.  
 
Now, let’s be clear here.   
 
Zack is not talking about self-created vulnerability, because vulnerability suggests an 
insufficiency.  What I’m reading in-between the lines is power volatility and precariousness.  
 
It is true that young people are not a homogenous group and quoting Furlong, youth should be 
contemplated as “a time of opportunity, or flux and transformation” (Furlong, 2013, p. 25).  
But this is not the case for a significant segment of the youth population.  Context ends up 
segregating them.  Look at what Noel, this young offender, currently serving a sentence at 
CoRRS (formerly known as Y.O.U.R.S.) says; 
 
... my biggest pain is that at times I feel so isolated and alone, forgotten by everyone... 
 
Now this is where my hair stands on end.  
 
The influence of socio-demographic characteristics in the portrayal of youth is always a very 
complex one - granted.  What I find terribly disturbing is the absence and the nullification of 
the voices of young people who are disadvantaged and who believe that life has dealt them a 
weak hand.  In truth, what the stories I collated had in common is that the narratives surfaced 
victimisation, rejection and dismissal.  
 
Listen to what Janet who is barely 20 years old, possibly the age of some of you here and who 
nurses an eating disorder says; 
 

I wanted to die, I wanted to end it all there and then.  
 
She wanted to die – heard that?    
 
Or Mark, who just couldn’t, take it anymore, as he was ‘coming out’.  Look what he has to say; 
 
I felt lonely, depressed and ashamed.... Bullying at a certain point in my adolescence was rife 
and it was creating in me a sense of social anxiety.... 
 
And Simon, who described himself as a low achiever, claims; 
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I feel so lonely. Day-in day-out it feels as if there is nothing in life for me....... 
 
‘Lonely’, ‘depressed’, ‘death’, ‘anxiety’, ‘nothing in life’.  
 
It all reminds me of Wilfred Owen’s "Anthem for Doomed Youth", written in 1917 which 
narrates the horror of war but seems so much aligned to this sense of helplessness and despair 
of the young people I interviewed.  Listen to this bit; 
 
 
What candles may be held to speed them all? 
      Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes 
Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes. 
 
This is indeed disquieting, isn’t it? 
 
We should never allow what Oscar Wilde declares in his famed essay, The Soul of Man under 
Socialism to happen.  He claims: 

 
To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all. 

 
Today I want us to give another meaning to life than that claimed by Wilde. 
 
Naturally, the challenges that young people face is anything but a choice that they make for 
themselves.  In fact, young people seem to suggest disenchantment with social services, NGOs 
and a general lack of understanding by family and community. 
 
We need to understand young people, within their contexts, their frustrations and their 
vexations.  
 
Young people are being short-changed because communities do not always offer them the 
spaces they promise they would. They are often defined by boundaries and values, by criteria 
and norms, with the tensions that such deliberations generate. 
 
Let me bore you this afternoon with some more discomfort; 
 
Look at what Gianella, who is seeing through a jail term, says; 
 
I feel so ashamed being in prison but the truth is that I know I have an addictive personality and 
didn’t get the necessary support at any stage of my life. ... The social work agency left me on my 
own... 
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German sociologist Georg Simmel (1908), depicts a very important notion about the “figure of 
the stranger” an allegory that can be applied to this segment of the population who not by 
choice, but by the social conditions imposed on them, become ‘strangers’.  
 
We all know, we all agree that the longing for social affiliation is a fundamental human need. 
The need for belongingness more so and possibly that is why our Faculty is so committed 
towards taking on the challenge of ‘loneliness’ in our society – so well-articulated in Robert 
Putnam’s (2000), Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community where he 
states that;  
“Social dislocation can easily breed a reactionary form of nostalgia.”  (p.401) 
 
Strong communities are those that hold fast to a code of social justice which is becoming more 
difficult in a world in which, absurdly, we are faced with mounting crises shaped by 
detachments. 
 
Indeed, young people are being tackled with countless struggles and other life challenges 
disenchanted by the system, de-personalisation and a lack of interface between the individual 
and the community, victimised by a language of exclusion.  These young people are being 
cold-shouldered. 
 
Look at what Idris, a migrant says; 
 
It is all because I am a Libyan – it is always the same story - Maltese people hate us.  
 
But where does all this sentiment of odium stem?   
 
What are we doing to young people who have had to deal with these life conditions portrayed 
by feelings of loneliness, anxiety, distress, pain and fear? The damaging impact is multiplied by 
the reactions and behaviours of others - indifference, antipathy, bullying, and not knowing how 
to respond. 
 
Yet, young people in spite of this imposed vulnerability often display a strong desire to deal 
with the consequences of their helplessness and to rebuild their lives.  
 
Young people, feel the need for connection. Being a member of a community is a source of 
identity, stability and support but one that needs to be reciprocal so well embodied in the name 
of the Department I am privileged to lead; the Department of Youth and Community Studies, 
incidentally celebrating its 25 years of service at our eminent Alma Mater. 
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To conclude it is opportune to mention a Robert Kennedy quote; “This world demands the 
qualities of youth: not a time of life but a state of mind [with an] appetite for adventure over the 
life of ease." (Parliamentary Address at the University of Cape Town, ‘The Day of 
Affirmation’, 6th June 1966). 
 
And please allow me the final word to our protagonists this afternoon.   
 
I would love to have got to know you individually and the beautiful stories you carry in your 
hearts and maybe other narratives of pain, ache and discomfort.  Now as you graduate you have 
opened up your souls to graciousness. 
 
At this point, a quote that comes to mind is from that 1965 musical, The Sound of Music when 
Mother Abbess says; 
 
Maria, these walls were not meant to shut out problems.  You have to face them.  You have to 
live the life you were born to live. 
 
A quote embodied by another one from Dante Alighieri’s, The Divine Comedy, when he says; 
 
Consider your origin. You were not formed to live like brutes but to follow virtue and 
knowledge. (Inferno 26) 
 
Please recognise your thoroughness not only to your discipline and profession but to your 
communities. 
 
You are now equipped to take it on.   
 
It is not good enough that you got your degree - it is now pay-back time!   
 
You must contribute to the transformations you want in your communities.  
 
This is what is so special about our 400-year-old Institution.  We are not only about dishing out 
degrees or being subservient to the industry and services.  We should be savouring what lies 
embedded in you.  You are the ones that will lead and the ones to set the agenda.   
 
Be as controversial and contentious and provocative as you feel you need to.  Don’t shy 
away – let yourself be guided by your moral and ethical compass.   
 
We are here to rock the boat.  
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Yes, I admit, I am from the generation that idolised the Sex Pistols. From the generation of that 
naughty glitter ball as we boogied to the Bee Gees, Gloria Gaynor, ABBA, and the Sunshine 
Band, The Village People and Donna Summer.  We shook our hips to progressive rock, New 
Wave and funk & soul.  From the generation of the first Concorde supersonic flight, when the 
Jumbo Jet came into service, the first Earth Day and when the Beatles disbanded and the era 
when gay and lesbian persons and other marginalized people continued their fight for equality. 
 
I am now passing on the stick.   
 
I am annoyed that my generation has failed our communities.  
  
Regrettably,  
 

 we wanted to have a better society where people can live together harmoniously and instead we 
gave you a political dialect that is close to nonsense; 

 we wanted to give you an environment that represents our collective memories but instead we 
gave you concrete and tarmac, tower cranes and devastation;   

 we promised you improved institutions, a smaller Government, a bigger State, a stronger civil 
society and instead we give you worn out structures that are still quibbling with injustice; 

 we wanted to give you inclusion, democracy and instead gave you political correctness with 
hardly any conviction;   
 

 we aspired to have a good economy, that would eventually lift up those at the bottom of the 
heap and instead gave you wealth without telling you how best to use it – and here we are, 
struggling with understanding the economics of happiness. 
 
But I am buoyant because you are a gifted crowd. 
 
You go kick ass. You go do what you got to do.  It is in your hands now, the task of you 
graduands is to shred the miscellanies of that outmoded belief which you note around you. Go 
spread the news – ‘class 2018 is here, and here to change and to deliver the goods.’  Do not be 
taken over by fear or diffidence but face the wrath of society. 
  
Please don’t ever get in my positon of having to share in an Oration the disillusionment in 
one’s own generation. 
 
Make sure that when it is your turn to be on whatever podium you will stand on in your life you 
will be speaking of achievments and not let-downs, of love towards self, others and country and 
not disenchantment.   
 
Helen Keller said; 
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‘...alone we can do so little, together we can do so much...’ 

 
So here we go – here comes my battle cry.   
 
I won’t go as far as the Spartan Army and say; “Everybody aim for that one guy on the left!” – 
that might be slightly too drastic... What I am asking for is that we consider using the 
Mongolian conqueror Genghis Khan’s battle cry, who, let us face it is not our pin up boy either, 
but his battle cry resonates a bit of our Faculty: “Clear eyes, full hearts, can’t lose!” 
  
So this comes from your Dean.  
 
Wear your panoply and stand up to what you believe.  You do what we have not managed to do 
well enough.  You ensure that social wellbeing is not simply measured by dosh but by love.    
 
The proverbial claim that the collective works more than individuality, is true, very true.   
 
 
We are in this together.   
 
We will stand shoulder-to-shoulder even if we are physically away from each other.     
 
I am sure you’re going to kill it. 
 
Thank-you and congratulations once again. 

 


