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Economic freedom is a right that so much of our world’s youth does not have and we are

seeing this generation become distant to their families, their homes, their intelligence, and their

dreams because the infrastructure of their community cannot provide what they need. When we

fail to provide for these youth, we fail to create a better future. The struggles of young men and

women in Ethiopia and Sierra Leone reveal to us that the lives of these young people are truly

shaped by the leaders of our countries and the economic capabilities of our communities. These

readings help us to see the effects of colonialism and capitalism on the lives of these young

Africans and bring our attention to their thoughts and feelings about their lives and futures.

First, I read Daniel Mains writing about Ethiopian men: “Neoliberal times: Progress,

boredom, and shame among young men in urban Ethiopia.” This writing is a bit more

uncommon in this class because it comes from a white, American male anthropologist. His

writing style was very clearly an ethnography of this community which I both liked and disliked.

Either way, I think that it was an intriguing and enlightening look into the lives of these young

Ethiopian men. Mains begins by explaining a bit of the economic context in Ethiopia. He cites

James Ferguson that neoliberal capitalism has hindered Africa from a “temporal development

trajectory” and that so many aspects of this neoliberal capitalism can help to understand

economics and employment, but always must “take into account local and cultural and economic

dynamics” (Mains, 2007). To me, this quote means that our current hegemonic steps and types of

development are not necessarily good for every country. The way that the US and many other

countries have gotten rich is not the only way for a country to jumpstart its economy and
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decrease poverty. Therefore, by forcing this way of ‘development’ onto other countries, we are

often creating new problems because these countries have entirely different histories and cultures

that the US.

In Ethiopia, the definition of youth is essentially “an individual’s inability to take on the

responsibilities associated with adulthood” (Mains, 2007). Mains says that being in a state of

youthood is the “process of becoming something else”, but this poses an issue in a community in

which there is a lack of activity and progress. With rampant economic scarcity, there are so many

youths that simply do not feel like they have a place in society. Mains starts to discuss a common

dilemma so many young Ethiopian, particularly men face: boredom. Often employment is related

to the relationships to the people around you, not just by the labor itself. Community acceptance

is greatly important to these young people and they do so much to not feel shame from their

family and friends. Mains brings the example of artisans that were essentially second-class

citizens and often not viewed as human beings. They were greatly discriminated against and

though this discrimination is now banned, it still pervades their social lives as it is greatly

frowned upon to work in ‘lower work’ in a dishonorable job (Mains, 2007). So many young

people see these jobs as shameful and othering and would rather be jobless than to take these

jobs. They discuss that at many of these jobs, a strong hierarchical imbalance exists and they

must follow orders like a slave in order to make a small amount of money. This was something

that the two sisters in “Sierra Leone: The Search for a Better Life” also discussed; they did not

want to work like slaves in harsh conditions and wanted to live a better life. So, it is clear that

this type of work exists is various places, but many young people do not want to participate

because they know that they deserve better. Mains also explains that there are many types of

hierarchical structures in Ethiopia, but many that are not shameful and are, in fact, good. The
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hierarchy between a parent and child or a man and woman is something that people are expected

to respect, but when there is a hierarchy involving money it is quite different. A young man in

Mains’ work said “In Ethiopia there is work, but most people don't do it. Young people would

rather depend on their parents than take lower work.” and that if they are unable to get good

work that “they would rather just sit and wait.” and “they are afraid of what people will say

about them if they work.” I think that this direct quote explains the dilemma of many young men

in Ethiopia and why so many of them are inactive.

What comes from this lack of honorable work is large sums of young men bored, without

work. Mains says that girls are expected to do a lot of house work since the beginning of their

childhood and always have a purpose in the house. Many girls look forward to their periods of

time during which they can relax and chat with friends. But young boys are not expected to do

housework and therefore spend most of their childhood playing with their friends. While this

seems nice for the boys while they are young, this can leave them feeling purposeless as adults

when they are unable to get a job to provide for their family. While it is very possible that

someone could get a job, get married and still support their children, these young men realize

that marriage is a large financial decision and while kids are not inherently expensive, to give

their children a good life that was better than their childhood is expensive (Main, 2007). I

personally think this is very noble thinking and proves that these young men are not just being

lazy, but they want to make their families proud as well as create a good life and give many

opportunities to their future children.

The biggest thing I took away from this reading is that this activity is not just bad because

of the large number of people not contributing to the economy or their community, but more so

that it is creating empty shells of people. So often this long stretch of unemployment stops young
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people from using their education, their intelligence, and their passions because they are so

stressed that they would rather be thoughtless (Mains, 2007). They would rather be mindless and

dim to prevent themselves from having to think more about their future. And when they are

thinking about their futures, there is a tendency to create far-off visions of themselves

somewhere far away owning lots of things and living like many westerners. They would rather

migrate and start a new life than to be in their own homes and communities. This is extremely

common throughout the world and we see it in the aforementioned documentary about the twins

in Sierra Leone. One of the twin sisters, Husai, is quite adventurous and has tried to travel many

times. She went to Kuwait three times and was deported each time in search of better

opportunities. (One time she attempted to travel she was embarrassed and imprisoned for using

her twin sister's passport.) She ended up unmarried and pregnant, a deeply shameful state to be in

for many women globally. She had no one to turn to and advise her in this situation, but ended up

contacting her twin sister. They spent a while together before they planned to leave together to

find work to support their families. Their mother is extremely adamant about them not leaving

until they are married, but their father encourages them to do what they need to do. The mother

and Husai are also Hassi’s hiccuping disorder during which she has a hiccuping fit and dry

heaves and suffocates and is unaware of her surroundings. It is an extremely uncomfortable

experience that could get her fired or abandoned by others. Despite the lack of their mother’s

approval and Hassi’s disorder, they leave their homes to give themselves a more hopeful future.

The main issue at hand is why did the girls feel that their only option was to leave their

homes? Why could they only find work and happiness in another country and why was it so

difficult for them to get there? The structure of ‘development’ in many African countries does

not offer much help for those that dream of an improved life. The current hegemonic economic
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model pushed upon African countries by Western countries provides opportunities for such a

small percentage of people and the rest are forced to do slave-like labor and subject themselves

to, frankly, inhumane conditions. This creates so many youth that see the problem in their

country and know that they deserve better treatment, but cannot find where they belong and are

meant to thrive. Thus, they are left dreaming of being in a western country, being employed, and

living in a completely different way than they are now. This sentiment is common in so many

countries, so it is clear that ‘development’ or economic prosperity is not a ‘one size fits all’ and

must include the very specific culture and dynamics of each community and country.


