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Sex, Gender, and Youth
Throughout the history of humanity, we have seen cultures assign roles in society based

on gender. All cultures have a different view of sex, gender, and what they imply in society,

many of which can be very harmful to the expression and existence of various people. Gendered

roles do not have to be harmful, but colonization has brought harmful gender standards across

the world and has greatly influenced patriarchal ideals. Through our readings this week we can

see the harm that these gender roles continue to cause for men, women, and all gender queer

people as we look at pieces from various African countries that discuss these issues.

Gender is widely known as a social construct, while sex is related to physical biology.

This means that many societies create their own definition for the meaning and role of each

gender. Though every culture has their own differences in what it means to be each gender,

colonization has brought its own opinions to their settlements. Cassandra Roxburgh writes of

people in history that were neither man or woman, that were transgender, or had gay marriages,

proving than queerness existed in cultures before colonization set to destory them (Roxburgh,

2022). Colonists set out to destroy and ‘fix’ things that did not align with their view on the

world, as seen by the destruction of cultures globally; this destruction includes gender.

Mohammed Elnaiem discusses the pre-colonial queer societies that colonists did not understand

and therefore scorned (Elnaiem, 2021). It is not to say that harmful gender roles did not exist

before colonization, but its impacts have been amplified.

There are cultures in which gender roles are not necessarily harmful or destructive. In

Niger, it is standard that a man must provide financially and protect and take care of his family;

further, a woman must protect and take care of the children and the house. The assigning of
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responsibilities is not the problem, it is when the roles are forced and have to combat with

current capitalist precepts. “The Scorpion’s Sting: Youth, Marriage and the Struggle for Social

Maturity in Niger” explains the issue of these roles in Niger. Adeline Masquelier explains that to

become a man in Niger, one must get married and it is considered to be unacceptable to be an

unmarried young adult. Though it is considered a mandatory right of passage, it is extremely

expensive for the man and his family because they have to pay the dowry as well as provide

many other gifts (Masquelier, 2005). The problem is that Niger’s economy is suffering, so many

young adults are jobless meaning they cannot afford marriage. This prevents them from

becoming a man and being seen as a valid member of society (Masquelier, 2005). Many elders

and parents say that marriage is “the most important thing [to do]” and that modern young men

have become disrespectful and good-for-nothing because they aren’t employed, but these

circumstances cannot be blamed on these young men (Masquelier, 2005). Niger is one of the

poorest countries in the world and more than half of the population lives on less than $90 USD

per year (Masquelier, 2005). So, young men are being treated like kids without authority or

social standing because of the economic state of their country. Even the comical short video by

Kastropee depicts the demands that a woman and her family might have to fulfill the marriage

dowry and the frustration of the man when he realizes that this is simply unattainable.

Young men all throughout Africa are also struggling with becoming a true man in the

eyes of the world. The episode of “MTV Shuga What Makes a Man” was a wonderful depiction

of a father and young boys and their relationship with manhood in South Africa. We follow

Ayanda Makayi on his mission to speak to others about “What makes a man?” He grapples with

his decisions to leave his small hometown, indulge in fast, city life, and his relationships with

women and his newborn son. So many young men have struggled with similar troubles and I also
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find this in my community. Makayi grew up without a father (or other close adult men) and so do

millions of Americans, especially African Americans. This leaves young men without a role

model to look up to, which can create men that mistreat women. Makayi talks to his mother and

two young men about gender-based violence, revealing that this is an ongoing fight to be fought

by all genders that has affected various aspects of society.

The topic of sexism and gender-based violence cannot be ignored in the modern world.

Though many countries have relatively equal laws and have given equal rights to women, there

remains residual misogyny that continues to harm women today. Awino Okech dives into the

inequality women, particularly young women face throughout Africa and how they are trying to

combat this. She starts by recalling that the unresponsiveness of regimes has catalyzed the need

for direct action from civil society, creating an avenue for so many young people to step up and

voice their concerns which has created connection between youth-hood and protest (Okech,

2020). Youth are now associated with dissent and opposing the hegemony and status quo, but

this mostly only applies to young men who are then assumed to be violent and rowdy and then,

in turn, masculinizes youth-hood (Okech, 2020). This then invalidates the protest work of many

women, especially pertaining to GBV protest. When women have used nudity as protest, they are

shunned, sent death threats, and have to flee their homes because the hyper-sexualization of the

female body has diluted this method of protest (Okech, 2020). Then we see the various online

protests against rape and against violence towards women in Kenya. Okech speaks of two

hashtags, one that calls for support for a young woman that was raped and thrown into a pit

latrine and one that called for support for a woman that was slapped by a government official for

speaking up. Online discourse can be very powerful and successful, but in these two cases we see

that the more successful campaign was for a woman that seemed more tame, innocent, and had
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‘proper femininity’, but the other was less successful because so many men (and some women)

agreed that she deserved the slap because she “need[ed] to be slapped back to [her] senses”

(Okech, 2020). This demonstrates the continued oppression of women even when there are laws

for more women in parliament or more awareness about GBV; the misogyny is deeply rooted and

must be addressed holistically.

Each of these stories tell a different part of how sex and gender continue to impact

societies today. A lot of these instances I also see around me in the USA. There is so much

hypocrisy when it comes to gender. We have various laws or policies in our government as well

as private institutions that demand equality for all, but fail to truly bring us that equality. They

tell us that there is no legislation that prevents equality, but we are at a point where we must

address more than the law, we must address our culture and our perspective. There is hope that

these laws will raise a new generation of young people that support equality as a given, but until

then we must continue to fight for the inequality that we witness for the rights and wellbeing of

all genders.


