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Urban Youth Movements in Africa Reading Summary #1

Around the world, youth are a contested group of individuals. Youth are their own beings

with their own thoughts, ideas, and aspirations but are often treated as sophomoric and immature

people. Many youths limbo between being their own autonomous individuals but still being

under the care of their guardians and needing help from older people. So, this population tends to

have less rights and are often ruled by older generations. Though this is the case globally,

African youth have a unique role in society.

The African Union definition of youth is anyone between the ages of 15 and 35 which is

quite different compared to the United States’ definition of anyone under 25. Also, in contrast to

the US population of youth at about 13%, Kenya’s youth, for example, make up about 70% of

the population. Countries that have this ‘youth bulge’ are typically ones that have (relatively

recently) decreased infant mortality, but have not yet decreased pregnancy rates, as seen in a

country such as India. This causes a youth bulge because the population of youth is immensely

higher than other age groups creating a bulge in the graph. This stark difference itself creates an

entirely unique narrative about young people. Because of this large population of youth, many

politicians, journalists, NGOs, and scholars have made youth in Africa a major point of focus,

whether it be condemning them or uplifting them.

While in this awkward stage between childhood and adulthood, youth create a very

specific demographic with a very specific set of struggles. A. M. Honwana describes this period

of ‘prolonged difficult and dynamic transition into adult life’ waithood. Waithood so often

includes joblessness and political exclusion driving youth to create their own paths in life.
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Honwana highlights the creativity and diversity of African youth, describing their propensity to

‘improvise livelihood outside of dominant economic and familial frameworks’, also referred to

as self-stylization. This unique trait of many young people is what makes younger generations so

special. Due to their political and hierarchical disenfranchisement, they create new ways of

existing in the margins of society. This invention of self-sustainability can be negative and can

include smuggling, swindling, trafficking, gang involvement, and exploitative use of their

bodies. But it can also be positive and can include things like repairing electronic devices,

making clothes and jewelry, doing hair and nails, and creating art, music, and dance. All of these

more non-traditional means of survival all stem from bad governance, corruption, and a lack of

freedoms on top of their political marginalization causing people to lose faith in their leaders and

turn to unique ways of survival.

Honwana suggests that this political marginalization along with the economic and social

pressures of youth are the catalyst for youth protest movements. She says that youth activism

comes directly from the negative experiences that youth endure and proceeds to highlight their

achievements. From the youth population swaying votes to remove Abdoulaye Wade in Senegal

to youth protests in Burkina Faso driving out Blaise Campaore, it is clear that the youth know

how to achieve great progress. This is due to their development of new language and slang, the

digital environment accelerating their activism, and their often horizontal communication

between classes and hierarchical structures. Though their tactics have proven effective, it is often

difficult to enact true systemic change because of their said political marginalization.

This political marginalization is not due to their education levels or commitment, but it is

often because of a stagnant generational divide and a propensity to subdue young people’s

problems, ideas, and opinions. So, not only are young people largely ignored, but many political
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narratives paint them as criminals or time bombs of violence. Wangui Kimari et al bring the

physical and mental violence towards youth to the forefront of the conversation. The state has

committed violence to youth through the structural oppression that many people endure. They

have induced a tremendous lack of jobs and then have criminalized poverty, turning their backs

on the needs of millions of people, disproportionately affecting the youth. Criminalizing a

population is a weapon seen globally; it is a tactic used to oppress and marginalize people and

strip them of their rights. Many countries have criminalized their youth and have painted them as

a heterogeneous category of dangerous individuals, or otherwise, time bombs waiting to explode.

There has been anxiety about youth radicalization amongst politicians, NGOs, donors,

journalists, etc. This stems from small groups of more violent individuals who have suffered

from poverty and marginalization that many politicians use as an example of the dangers of the

radicalization of youth. This attack on youth has been fed by the deeply entrenched generational

dynamics within Kenyan politics. The attacks have also been stained by youth bulge studies that

paint youth with a mark of danger and typically focus on war-torn cases. And conversely, many

anthropological sources often romanticize youth struggles and movements and simplify their

complexities.

Ultimately all of the sources in the foreground that discuss youth interactions typically

forget to highlight the spark of joy and childlike hope that the youth bring to the world. In a

video by Redbull, videographers depict how skateboarding has changed the lives of many youth

in Nairobi, Kenya. Passions give youth purpose and drive. Even seemingly small hobbies like

skateboarding can change a person’s life trajectory. Skateboarding has brought community to

otherwise lonely individuals and has fostered an environment for learning, teaching, mentoring,

and motivating and has created avenues for more things like music, photography, education, and
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more. During the video they mention that while they were skateboarding they noticed that on one

side of the railing, there was a boy who was very high, with likely no direction, trying to escape

his current reality, but then on the other side, there was their friend skateboarding with the

motivation and drive to do something with his life even if it was just trying to land a

skateboarding trick. This perfectly exemplifies the impact that skateboarding and many other

forms of expression have on underserved youth.

Overall, I enjoyed this selection of readings, video, and lecture. I definitely can relate to

these discussions of youth because I am a part of this demographic of youth, but also a part of

multiple other marginalized groups in the United States such as Black, queer, middle-class, etc. I

can relate to the political and societal marginalization that youth endure as well as the rage that

comes from being constantly betrayed by the governments that are supposed to support us.

Though my position as a person in the United States is radically different from someone in

Kenya or any of the other 53 countries in Africa, I can understand their plight as someone who is

frustrated by the government in my period of waithood.


