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INTRODUCTION

AFRICAN CHILDHOODS:
EDUCATION, DEVELOPMENT,
PEACEBUILDING, AND THE
YOUNGEST CONTINENT

Marisa O. Ensor

Introduction

With 70% of its people under the age of 30, and approximately 147 million chil-
dren under the age of five (UNICEF 2008, 49), Africa' is the world’s youngest
continent. Informed understandings of the implications of this so-called African
“youth bulge” have been hampered by the shortage of detailed research on
the issue. Inquiry into the lives and social circumstances of children and youth
around the world has increased significantly in recent decades, spearheaded by
the emergence of a “social science of childhood™ in the 1980s and the widespread
ratification of the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. This evolv-
ing focus of investigation on children issues, however, has been largely confined
to the Global North. The limited corpus of reliable research on Africa’s youngest
citizens has tended to adopt a negative outlook. Given Africa’s turbulent reali-
ties, this pessimistic viewpoint is not entirely unwarranted, but, as the chapters
in this book illustrate, it fails to acknowledge encouraging current trends toward
brighter possibilities.

Chiet among Africa’s many challenges is the low rate of child survival.
Although sub-Saharan Africa has experienced a remarkable 14% reduction of
the under-five mortality rate since 1990, it “remains the most difficult place in
the world for a child to survive until age five” (UNICEF 2008, 4). In 2006, the
latest year for which firm estimates are available, the under-five mortality rate
for Africa south of the Sahara was 160 per 1,000 live births—in other words,
approximately one in every six children died before reaching their fifth birth-
day. Many die soon after birth from AIDS contracted from their mother during
pregnancy. Others are orphaned and left to fend for themselves or, in the absence



2 MARISA O. ENSOR

of responsible adults, become the heads of their households. Across the conti-
nent, the HIV/AIDS pandemic has created a crisis of unprecedented proportions
affecting all, old and young (de Waal and Argenti 2002; see also Cheney, this
volume). Additionally, Africa is the furthest behind on most of the child-related
Millennium Development Goals, as I discuss in more detail in the Conclusion.

Older children also represent a sizeable demographic group in Africa; close to
half the population ranges between the ages of 15 and 24. Under the Charter for
the African Youth, this age group is categorized as “youth.” Three in every five
African youth are unemployed. Three quarters of them live below the U.S.dollar
(USD) $1-a-day income poverty measure. Even those with access to schooling
have to contend with a saturated job market, while jobs in agriculture, domestic
work, and self~employment are often underpaid and unreflective of educational
attainment. Economic disaffection impacts young people’s capacity to see them-
selves as a critical force for a productive economy and a cohesive society and, in
turn, fuels political disaffection and reduces their potential for active citizenship
and democratic governance (State of the Union Africa 2010, 27). Accounts of
marginal and impecunious youth, their lives marred by frustration and disillu-
sionment over their limited prospects, have become common. Largely perceived
as a potential force for social disruption, upheaval, and even terrorism, Africa’s
youth have been the focus of numerous new policies and programs that target
their livelihoods, civic participation, and health. Rwanda has recently provided
for two youth seats in its Chamber of Deputies, and national youth policies
have been passed in Ghana (2007), Nigeria (2007), and Kenya (2008), promoting
employment, social protection schemes and youth funds, and some progress has
already been recorded (State of the Union Africa 2010, 27).

Some of the challenges and opportunities facing Africa’s youngest citizens
are not particular to them. All over the world, recent social studies of children
and youth point to a growing concern about the ramifications of globalization,
transnational migration and displacement, and general global social and eco-
nomic restructuring for the lives and futures of young people (Coe et al. 2011;
Ensor and Gozdziak 2010; Hart 2008). At the same time, issues of difference and
diversity in Africa emerge from the richly multiethnic, multicultural, multilin-
gual, and multireligious character of society. They also arise from differences
in age, gender, socioeconomic background, (dis)ability, place of birth and/or
residence, and, for the millions of young Africans displaced by wars and other
humanitarian emergencies, their status as economic migrants, asylum seekers,
refugees, or internally displaced persons.

In spite of this enormous diversity, youth in Africa have been uncritically
characterized in overgeneralized and highly negative terms—"disenfranchised
and disempowered.” “discontented and disorderly.” They were reduced to the
status of an underclass and categorized as a “lost generation™ in earlier accounts
(Kaplan 1994: Cruise O’Brian 1996; Richards 1996; Abdullah et al. 1997). Some
more recent exceptions notwithstanding (e.g.. De Boeck and Honwana 2005;
Christiansen et al. 2006), African youngsters have continued to be mainly con-
strued as either vulnerable victims of the frequent humanitarian crises that plague
their homelands. or as violent, militarized youth and “troubled™ gang members.
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The positive contributions of Africa’s youngest generations to processes of con-
flict resolution, peacebuilding, survival, and participatory human development
on their continent remain largely unexplored.

The Link between Education, Development,
and Peacebuilding in Africa

Contemporary world realities in Africa and elsewhere demonstrate how the issues
of education, development, and peacebuilding are interrelated, mutually consti-
tutive, and pressingly relevant. The education system is a fundamental vehicle of
socialization through which the dominant ideas, knowledge forms, social orga-
nization, norms, values, social practices, and societal relations are maintained
and reproduced (Bernstein 1996; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). Historically
inclined education scholars remind us of the fundamental connections linking
education and state and nation building in Africa. With political independence,
African national governments gave substantial support to the establishment of
national universities perceived as important symbols of statehood. State support
for universities thus evolved with the emergence of the African nation-state.
“National education was [therefore| a massive engine of integration, assimilating
the local to the national and the particular to the general. In short,. .. education
was pressed into service by the state as an essential vehicle of national develop-
ment” (Green 1997, 134-35).

The link between education and development is not a new one. Education
was incorporated in the development agenda during the 1950s and 1960s when
development practitioners espousing modernization and human capital frame-
works recognized a positive link between education and economic growth
(Schultz 1971; Inkeles and Smith 1974). Often associated with enhanced human
capital and material prosperity, education has become prominent in approaches
to and critiques of development, and a variety of perspectives and frameworks
are currently available. Among other benefits, education is assumed to pro-
mote competitiveness and productivity; reduce inequality, poverty and disease;
mitigate conflict and crisis; and promote human capability and achieve social
justice. Espousing a broader understanding of education’s role in national devel-
opment, the African/Africanist educational scholars Dei et al. (2006) have pro-
moted a view that “education should not be about producing a labour force to
serve the requirements of global capital. Instead, it ought to be about provid-
ing skills and knowledges to members of a community so that they are able to
understand each other and their connections with wider communities” (Dei et
al. 2006, 14).

As was the case with the connection between education and development,
interrogations of education’s relation to conflict have also become more com-
mon. Situations of political instability and violent conflict have been associated
with the declining enrollment patterns observed in many development coun-
tries, including those in Africa, since at least since the 1980s (Berstecher and
Carr-Hill 1990). The content and process of education may actually contrib-
ute to precipitating the outbreak and development of violent response through
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unequal educational access and negative teaching (Nkurunziza 2010, 61). In
particular, “an education system that reinforces social fissures can represent a
dangerous source of conflict” (UNESCO IBE 2002; quoted in Rutayisire et al.
2004, 320). South Sudanese refugees, for instance, often highlight the imposi-
tion of Arabic-Islamic school curricula as a primary indicator of the repression
and persecution to which they were subjected by the Khartoum government and
a key driver motivating their exodus into exile (Ensor forthcoming). Education
and schooling may have also contributed to the conflict in Rwanda. Aspects
of schooling that are seen as having exacerbated divisions and contributed to
violent conflict include discriminatory practices such as the use of ethnically
defined pupil identification files, differential access to national examinations,
violent forms of punishment, and biased content regarding civics and histori-
cal subjects (Rutayisire et al. 2004, 332; see also Godwyll and Magadla, this
volume). A similar pattern has been identified for Liberia, where segregationist
education policies reinforced Americo-Liberian hegemony at the expense of
indigenous Liberians, leading the country to civil war (Godwyll and Magadla,
this volume).

On the other hand, as Burundian President Pierre Nkurinziza has argued,
education can also serve as a means of conflict resolution, thus contributing to
peacebuilding. “Educational provision is a key peace dividend and can be an
important incentive to disarm” (Nkurinziza 2010, 62). Improved educational
provision can send a clearly discernible signal from the government that the
state is committed to the well-being of its citizens. Moreover, improved edu-
cation services and curricular content can serve as effective means of rectify-
ing long-standing group inequalities and of delegitimizing violence as a tool of
conflict resolution. Upgraded educational provision and teaching can contribute
to the long-term peaceful management of relationships between groups in soci-
ety, thereby reducing the risks of conflict erupting again in the future (ibid.).
The critical importance of education in processes of postconflict reconstruction
and reconciliation is recognized by affected communities themselves. In postwar
Sierra Leone (Graybill and Lanegran 2004) and South Sudan (Ensor forthcom-
ing), for instance, education for their children was reported as families™ first
priority, together with basic needs such as shelter and health care.

International attention has progressively shifted away from a negative con-
cern with insufficient or unsustainable development or violent conflict solely as
obstacles to ensuring access to basic education for all to a positive awareness of the
creative roles that young pupils can play as agentive participants in these interre-
lated processes, not just passive recipients of others’ provisions. The work of some
of the contributors to this volume exemplifies this recent trend in the African
context. Our focus, rather than being dictated a priori by academic demands or
personal preferences, has been determined by the priorities of African children
and youth themselves who, together with their adult counterparts, consistently
list education, peace, and prosperity as their most hoped-for objectives for them-
selves, their families, and their communities. A brief overview of some of the
most salient issues shaping these areas will help to contextualize and situate the
chapters that follow.
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Education in Africa

In the wake of the political independence of many African countries, “[there
was| high optimism in the possibilities for promoting economic growth and
development through national resources. During this period, education appeared
to be the most promising domain for investment in the future” (Assie-Lumumba
2000, 89-90). In 1961, a UNESCO-organized conference of African States on
the Development of Education was held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The provi-
sion of universal, compulsory, and free education for a minimum of six years by
1980, and a 6% increase of the budget directed to improving the overall quality
of the education system, were among the main recommendations arising from
the conference (Deutschen Stiftung fuer Internationale Entwicklung 1976, 27;
cited in Folson 2006, 137).

A decade later, it became evident that the large majority of African coun-
tries would not be able to fulfill the goals set in Addis Ababa. Furthermore,
an overemphasis on national integration led postindependence and postcolonial
education in Africa to deny heterogeneity in local populations, as difference was
perceived in opposition to unity (Dei et al. 2006, 7). The heads of states came
to a collective agreement that the overall results of their educational policies
had fallen short of their initial expectations. A 1974 World Bank report sug-
gested that formal education systems had failed to meet the needs of the countries
in the Global South. Self~employment and prioritization of rural development
were recommended as more viable alternatives. Nonformal and vocational edu-
cation were to replace the academic curricula of schools as part of the structural-
adjustment reforms of the World Bank for Africa (World Bank 1974). However,
the argument for replacing formal education with vocational training failed to
convince most African national education authorities. “[S]till holding on to the
notion of education as a key to development, and desperate for solutions to the
educational dilemma, educational planners and policy makers, strongly sup-
ported by government policy and backed with international financial assistance,
concentrated their efforts on primary schools” (Folson 2006, 138).

Other approaches advocate a form of African-generated development that
links local and global trends (Abagi 2005, 306) and prepares African children
for full citizenship in the “global village.”* In many African countries the chal-
lenge may not be limited to facilitating more schooling for their children; it also
requires establishing incentive structures to justify the effort. Pushing families to
make considerable investments as they struggle to provide an education for their
children when suitable employment is unlikely to become available after gradu-
ation would only serve to further pauperizing the underprivileged (Folson 2006;
see also Hoechner, this volume).

Relatedly, Dei et al. (2006, 11) argue that “[tlhe current approach to school-
ing in Africa can be viewed as part of the problem rather than a solution to the
continent’s numerous problems.” Affected by what they call the “marketization
of education,” class divisions in Africa may have actually intensified in societ-
ies where unaffordable schooling costs combine with a view of education as an
indispensable tool for social mobility (ibid, 10). African policy makers indeed face
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the challenge of finding an acceptable fit between education and commensurate
jobs to sustain a justifiable faith in the positive correlation between education and
development (Folson 2006, 147-48).

Children and Social Development in Africa

Postcolonial social policies in Africa and other less developed parts of the world
have been premised on the assumption that there is an interdependence between
education and social development. The idea that investment in human capi-
tal increases the knowledge base and productivity of a given society, which, in
turn, accelerates social development, was popularized by Schultz in the 1960s.
Schulez’s work illustrated education’s significant role in contributing to growth
in national income by improving the skills and productive capabilities of the
labor force. Although still relevant in understanding the dynamics of social
development, critics of this approach have expressed concern with its mono-focal
preoccupation with the material aspects of social development, and its neglect
of the multiplicity of interacting variables that either accelerate or hinder social
progress in very fundamental ways (Egbo 2005, 144—45; see also Willinski, this
volume).

As Benedicta Egbo postulates with regard to African women, “[s]ince educa-
tion is inextricably linked to development, the exclusion on one section of the
population can only impede progress”™ (2005, 155). As Africa struggles at the
margins of the world economys, its future development strategies can only benefit
from prioritizing the education of all of its children. Unsuitable development
policies. however, have often created an “overdependency on foreign handouts,
loans, food, ideas, and expertise™ and have resulted in a dependent and “assisten-
cial state of mind and cultural climate™ (Wossen-Taffesse 2006, 120-21). While
some countries are clearly faring better than others, the literature has tended
to homogenize the experiences of African states in terms of their development
efforts, largely focusing on shortcomings and failures. Such broad-stroke attempts
may produce a general picture of the common difficulties facing the continent,
but they do not address the significant differences in local contexts and root
causes that account for divergent outcomes.

While it has been noted that globalization and its associated dispersion of
power call for further critical reflection on the role of children’s rights as agents
of development and catalysts for societal change, young people’s own perspectives
are not always considered. Lack of attention to children’s realities is particularly
evident in labor economics, which has shown little interest in the potential ben-
efits of children’s participation in the economic sphere. or the conditions under
which children’s work may advance their social and physiological development
(Derby, Chapter 1. this volume). Constructions prevalent in the Global North
of childhood as a time of education and play
are implicitly not deemed part of the workforce

that is, a time in which children
are largely responsible for this

situation (Boyden and Levison 2000).
The lack of specificity regarding children’s experiences as workers and con-
tributors to their households’ livelihoods can have significant implications. A
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focus on paid labor, for example, with little attention to intrahousehold dynam-
ics, and can lead to inaccurate suppositions about children’s own views, the actual
work—remunerated or otherwise—they perform, and its consequences for the
other dimensions of young people’s lives. It is important to consider the possibility
that children’s work can be beneficial to their own development as well as to
their houscholds, or that household work can more severely impact educational
attainment than work performed in the labor market (Levison 2000), pointing
at gender, age, setting, and other differentials that negate the validity of blanket
assumptions. Indeed, many school-aged girls and boys in Africa are expected to
work and assume social responsibilities at an early age (Reynolds 1990; Colonna,
this volume; Watkins, this volume). This serves both as a needed contribution to
their households’ survival and a positive form of socialization, and also creates
multidimensional and multilayered relations of power and authority between
children and adults. For older adolescents, successful participation in the eco-
nomic arena may lead to their empowerment, and constitute a necessary condi-
tion for proper entry into moral adulthood.

Overall, development in Africa has remained a contested process in the post-
colonial period and continues to be a pressing matter affecting the lives of the
youngest members of the African family. African governments and members of
the international community have voiced their commitment to improving chil-
dren’s realities in the continent. But such declarations alone will not succeed in
bringing about sustainable positive change if they do not confront the structural
and i1deological barriers that militate against young people’s full participation in
the gerontocratic structures that dominate many African societies.

African Children, Conflict, and Peacebuilding

The centrality of children in Africa’s social organization and economic and
political development cannot be overestimated, even if the roles young people
have played have at times been conflicted and contradictory. African societies
emerging from postcolonial civil conflict have often viewed their children as
the primary vehicles for the hope of a better future (Diouf 2003). Young people
in Uganda, hailed as the “pillars of the nation™ (Cheney 2007), represent the
promise of restored national identity, and ideas of nationhood and childhood
are seen as mutually constitutive. In South Sudan, children are described as
“the reason for human existence.” Among the Dinka, one of the major ethnic
groups in this newly independent country,” children are seen as a manifesta-
tion of the power of God. Youngsters have been traditionally valued for their
role in extending families and lineages, for the future material benefits they are
expected to provide their households, and for their contributions to preserv-
ing time-honored ways of life and valued cultural identities (Madut Jok 2005,
149-50). During times of conflict, however, child protection concerns in these
two countries, as in many others in the continent, have encompassed both the
imperative to protect the young and the need to protect civilians from mili-
tarized youth. Children’s and youths’ role in both conflict and peacebuilding,
from powerless targets of violence to empowered citizens resisting victimization
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and the conditions that lead to confrontation, has been quite diverse and always
significant.

Following the principle of the “evolving capacities of the child” enshrined by
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, there is a tendency to ascribe
more agentive capacity to those categorized as youths than to those defined as
children. Furthermore, when children are classified as youths, there 1s a tendency
to shift the conceptualization from victims of conflict to potential agents of vio-
lence. “Youth combatants, for example, navigate no simple path of modernity
in their contestation of gerontocratic powers” (Christiansen et al. 2006, 21), as
is the case with many survivors of conflict in Sierra Leone (Lahai this volume),
Eritrea (Hepner, this volume), South Sudan (Epstein, this volume), Rwanda and
Liberia (Godwyll and Magadla, this volume), Uganda, (Hanebrink and Smith,
this volume), and elsewhere in Africa.

These conflicts, and the protracted socioeconomic downturns that frequently
heralded and always followed them, often affected children worst. Even in coun-
tries where the changes have been positive, as in the toppling of a dictator and
the move toward participatory democracy, the substantive and material impacts
of dramatic change on young people has been considerable.

Yet these epochs of dramatic socio-political change hold the possible seeds of lib-
eration and the (re)affirmation of human rights broadly and children’s rights more
specifically. Africa, as with many other parts of the world, grapples with issues of
national sovereignty and localized cultures in relation to universal human and child
rights protocols and instruments. These momentous changes and states of flux in
Africa mean that African scholars and practitioners. . . have to deal with these issues
in very decided ways. Africa is pregnant with possibilities waiting to be born as
some of [its] countries re-shape their destinies and re-write their histories. (Sewpaul
and Matthias 2011)

Conflict and peacebuilding in Africa are complicated phenomena that cannot
be fully understood without interrogating the historical, structural, and cultural
factors within African countries and the global economic and political systems
in which they are enmeshed. As the previous discussion has illustrated, now
more than ever, Africa’s prosperity hinges on how well her 54 countries educate
and train their children and thus their women and men. At the same time, the
dvnamic link between education, development. and peacebuilding is increas-
ingly acknowledged, but not sufficiently understood. The discussion presented
in the chapters that follow is an assessment of that dynamic relationship.

Rationale and Organization of this Book

From its inception, the rationale for producing this book has been to offer an
evidence-based corrective to the unduly bleak and one-sided picture of African
children’s realties that too often pervades Western assumptions about life in the
Global South in general, and especially in Africa. Paraphrasing Hobbes (1651),
African children are often said to face a short, difficult, and brutish existence.
Press coverage often stereotypes the sub-Saharan region as a repository of collapse
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and death. In news reports of civil conflict, pandemics and famine, African chil-
dren are too often depicted exclusively in negative terms—orphaned and aban-
doned, crushed by endemic calamity and hardship, brutalized by warlords, or
themselves becoming dangerous members of rebel militias. As the chapters that
follow illustrate, the ethnographic record does not support this narrow perspec-
tive. Moreover, Western views of children as helpless victims contrast sharply
with the African doxa that has traditionally portrayed young people as strong
and resilient, surviving and thriving even under ditficult conditions (Gibbs 1994;
Honwana 1998; Reynolds 1996). Anchoring our work on this approach, we seek
to illuminate the lives of African children by offering a more balanced under-
standing of childhood that draws on a broader analytical view and deeper appre-
ciation of children’s position in African society.

More specifically, this book presents an up-to-date analysis of the multple
roles that Africa’s youngest generations play in the processes they themselves
identify as most directly affecting their lives—schooling and education,
survival and development, conflict and peacebuilding—from the perspective
of the young people themselves. A common thread that unifies the various
contributions is the understanding that conceptualizations of childhood and the
roles performed by young people in Africa, as elsewhere, vary not only accord-
ing to age but also gender, ethnicity, religion, class, geography, and particular
circumstances, and need to be examined at the intersection of local, regional,
and global forces.

Our work also serves as a comparative lens highlighting the points of conver-
gence and divergence among various African settings. The majority of the chap-
ters in this book are based on ethnographic research across the African continent
with chapters focusing on the situation of children in particular countries—
Eritrea, Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone,
South Sudan, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Uganda—and at the same time discussing
issues of pan-African relevance. The volume draws on the work of 20 scholars
and practitioners representing the fields of cultural and applied anthropology,
human rights, international development, education, peace and conflict studies,
childhood studies, humanitarian assistance, and public health. While empirically
grounded in the realities of specific geographical settings, the lessons offered by
the various chapters speak to conditions in other African societies and, by quali-
fied extension, the rest of the developing world.

Overall, this book seeks to illuminate the range of children and youth responses
to the tumultuous realities facing contemporary Africa, inviting deeper reflec-
tion and a reconsideration of young people’s resilience and agency. The chapters
that follow explore the unique ways in which children and youth in Africa con-
front the extraordinary challenges that frame their everyday lives, and manage
to survive and thrive in the midst of dramatic global sociopolitical and economic
changes. While acknowledging the profound challenges associated with grow-
ing up in an environment of uncertainty and deprivation, African Childhoods
sheds light on African children’s often constructive engagement with a variety of
societal conditions, adverse or otherwise, and their ability to positively influence
their own lives and those of others.



