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A Witness and a Question 

I began listening to Xi Van Fleet not as a political exercise but as a human one. She is not 

speaking as an analyst. She is speaking as someone whose adolescence was formed inside one 

of the most radical social experiments of the twentieth century. Born in 1950, she grew up in a 

China where tradition had already been declared dangerous, where religion had been pushed 

aside, and where the primary source of identity had shifted from family and heritage to 

ideological alignment. School was not first about the pursuit of truth. It was about formation. 

Children memorized the sayings of Mao. They sang revolutionary songs. They learned that 

belonging came from standing on the correct side of history. 

Then, when she entered the most neurologically and psychologically powerful season of her 

life, the Cultural Revolution began. Young students were told that they were the pure ones, the 

future, the moral authority. They were given red armbands and a name, the Red Guards. They 

gathered by the millions and were personally affirmed by Mao himself. Their teachers were no 
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longer their guides. Their parents were no longer their primary source of wisdom. Tradition was 

no longer a gift. It was an obstacle that had to be destroyed. 

For an adolescent brain, this was intoxicating. The longing for belonging was met. The hunger 

for purpose was satisfied. The desire to matter was fulfilled. Their individuation was not a 

gradual differentiation within relationship. It was a call to sever the past in order to become the 

future. And then, when the chaos they helped unleash threatened the stability of the nation, 

they were no longer needed. The army restored order. The Red Guards were dissolved. Millions 

of those who had been told that they were the future were sent away to remote rural areas. 

They lost their education. They lost their opportunities. They lost the identity that had been 

given to them. 

History calls them the lost generation. The movement that gave them identity took away their 

future. 

What Mao Understood and What We Now Know 

Mao did not know the language of neuroscience. He did not know about synaptic pruning, 

dopaminergic reward systems, or prefrontal cortical maturation. But instinctively he 

understood the most powerful force in any society. He understood the adolescent brain. He 

understood that there is a season in human development in which belonging carries more 

weight than safety, in which moral clarity is more compelling than complexity, and in which a 

young person is ready to give their entire life to a cause that promises meaning. 

We now understand this scientifically. Between the ages of roughly thirteen and twenty-five 

the brain undergoes massive reconstruction. It produces an overabundance of synaptic 

connections and then begins to prune them, strengthening the pathways that are used and 

eliminating those that are not. Experience becomes structure. The environment wires the brain. 

At the same time the limbic system is highly activated. Reward sensitivity is elevated. Peer 

approval carries extraordinary neurological power. The prefrontal cortex, the region 

responsible for long-term planning, reflection, and impulse regulation, is still being myelinated 

and gradually brought online. 

This is the design that allows a young person to give themselves to faith, to love, to sacrifice, to 

a vocation, to a cause larger than the self. But it also means that whatever captures their 

allegiance in this window becomes biologically embedded. The adolescent brain is not just 

learning what to think. It is becoming someone. 
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The Crisis of the Anxious Generation 

Now we place that developmental reality beside the data from our own culture. Since the early 

2010s rates of anxiety and major depression among teenagers have roughly doubled. Self-harm 

severe enough to require emergency medical care has nearly tripled among young adolescent 

girls. Suicide among children as young as ten to fourteen has risen at a rate that should stop any 

society in its tracks. Sleep has declined. Face-to-face interaction has diminished. Sustained 

attention has been fractured. This is not a small shift. 

It is a developmental earthquake. Our young are not weak. They are being formed in an 

environment that is not producing resilience. A brain that requires embodied belonging is being 

raised in a disembodied world. 

When Formation Moves Away from the Family 

And into that environment come comprehensive systems of meaning. In many educational and 

social settings today, young people are not only being taught academic content. They are being 

given interpretive frameworks that tell them who they are, how to understand their bodies, 

how to interpret their history, and where their moral standing lies. These frameworks are not 

experienced as abstract theories. They are experienced as belonging. When moral worth is tied 

to one’s location in a hierarchy of power, a young person is not simply learning sociology. They 

are learning their identity. When biological reality is presented as secondary to internally 

declared identity, the adolescent is not merely encountering a philosophical claim. They are 

being asked to ground their sense of self in a framework while the neurological systems 

required for long-term integration are still under construction. When inherited faith is 

presented primarily as a source of harm rather than as a living tradition to be explored, the 

young person experiences not an intellectual critique but a distancing from the deepest sources 

of meaning in their family. 

There is also a growing dissonance between developmental readiness and the content many 

children are being exposed to. When the world of adult sexuality enters the consciousness of a 

child before the brain and body are ready to integrate it, the result is not liberation but 

confusion. The developmental sequence that once allowed for the gradual integration of body, 

relationship, and meaning is disrupted. In my clinical work I sit with parents and children who 

love one another and yet find themselves unable to speak across an identity boundary that 

feels absolute. Not because of abuse, but because belonging has been relocated. Disagreement 

is experienced as annihilation. Individuation has become severance. 

This is not simply a political conflict. It is an attachment crisis. 
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Why Distress Makes Capture Easier 

A generation that is anxious, depressed, sleep-deprived, and socially fragmented does not stop 

searching for identity. It searches more urgently. Pain intensifies the need for belonging. 

Isolation intensifies the need for recognition. Confusion intensifies the appeal of moral 

certainty. The adolescent brain will give itself to something. And systems that offer immediate 

affirmation, clear categories, and a sense of purpose become neurologically and psychologically 

irresistible. 

The Question Before Us 

We are not living in Maoist China. Our freedoms and our institutions are profoundly different. 

But the developmental mechanism is the same in every culture and every era. Adolescents 

attach to whatever gives them belonging, meaning, and moral significance. Who, or what, is 

forming them? 

A Call to Formation, Not Fear 

And this is where I refuse despair. Because the adolescent brain is not broken. It is the most 

powerful engine for renewal in any civilization. It is designed for transcendence. Now that we 

understand the neuroscience, the developmental psychology, and the cultural moment, we are 

not helpless observers. We are responsible stewards. The answer is not to capture our young 

for a competing ideology. The answer is to form them in environments so rooted in truth, so 

embodied in love, and so enduring in relationship that they do not have to choose between 

identity and belonging. 

We must rebuild families, faith communities, and educational environments in which a young 

person can explore difficult questions without severing relationship, can examine history 

without despising their origins, and can inhabit their body as a gift rather than as a problem to 

be solved. Because the adolescent brain will give itself to something. Our task is to ensure that 

what it gives itself to is worthy of the majesty of its design. 

What Xi Van Fleet offers us is not a political argument but a generational memory. She stands 

as a witness to what happens when the deepest developmental longings of the young are 

captured and redirected away from family, history, and embodied belonging. Her story is not 

ours, and our children are not being sent into rural exile. But we would be naïve not to 

recognize that there are forms of exile that are not geographic. There is an exile of 

disconnection, an exile of confusion, an exile in which a young person becomes a stranger to 

their own body, their own history, and sometimes even to their own family. History does not 

ask us to repeat itself. It asks us to pay attention. And because we can see, because we can 
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understand, and because we can love, we are not bound to the same outcome. We listen, we 

learn, and we will choose differently. 

The Future 

The future of our culture will not be determined first by elections or institutions. It will be 

determined by whatever captures the allegiance of the adolescent heart. And that means the 

most important work before us is not control. It is formation. 

 


