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Introduction
The awareness of young people in Europe who are of black
minority ethnic origin about development issues in their
regions of family origin, their links with and potential
contribution to development must be seen within a wider
context. This context must include questions of migration
and globalisation, integration in so-called multicultural
societies, institutional racism (especially within the
education sector), popular culture, and the perceptions and
media representations of ‘otherness’. We cannot see
awareness raising among young Africans, Asians, Latin
Americans, etc, now settled and living in the north, as simply
a matter of providing them with information, or with
opportunities to be part of linking schemes. We must also
consider young people’s agency and agendas. This article
considers the issue of development awareness and
connections between African youth living in the UK and
their regions of parental origin in Africa.

The question of identity
The issue of identity is complex
and an in depth consideration is
beyond the scope of this article.
Nonetheless, it is important to
clarify what we mean by African
youth in the context of recent
debates about cultural identity. As
Professor Stuart Hall (1990) notes,
‘identity is not as transparent or
unproblematic as we think.
Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already
accomplished fact... we should think, instead, of identity as a
‘production’ which is never complete, always in process...’ 

Hall explains that there are at least two different ways of
thinking about cultural identity. 

The first position defines ‘cultural identity’ in terms of
one, shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’,
hiding inside the many other, more superficial or
artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared
history and ancestry hold in common. Within the terms of
this definition, our cultural identities reflect the common
historical experiences and shared cultural codes which
provide us, as ‘one people’, with stable, unchanging and
continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the
shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history.
This ‘oneness’, underlying all the other, more superficial

differences, is the truth, the essence... of the black
experience. (Ibid.)

According to Hall, this conception of cultural identity
played a critical role in all the post-colonial struggles.
Notably, it lay at the heart of the Pan-African political
project. It remains important to activists and artists today.

However, Hall argues that there is a second, related but
different view of cultural identity.

This second position recognises that, as well as the many
points of similarity, there are also critical points of deep
and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really
are’; or rather – since history has intervened – ‘what we
have become’. ... Cultural identities come from
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is
historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far
from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they
are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and
power. (Ibid.)

Professor Hall was here referring
to the issue of representation and
Caribbean identities, but his
remarks are relevant for young
people of African descent living in
Britain. Furthermore, we suggest
that the first view of cultural
identity – the essentialist view –
which suggests that identities are
determined largely by one’s point
of origin and any deviation from

the core, the essence, is to be frowned upon, is one that
many African parents bringing up their offspring away from
home will implicitly subscribe to. In other words, it is the
root and not the route that is important. We would speculate
that their offspring implicitly subscribe to the second view of
identity, which emphasises a range of influences on their
identity. 

Arguably either view, taken to extreme, has dangers. An
extremist essentialist view runs the risk of taking us into talk
of racial purity, ethnic cleansing, and so on. A radically anti-
essentialist view suggests that ‘anything goes’; identity is an
off-the-shelf artefact you simply pick’n’mix. We need a
pragmatic view that recognises the validity and reality of
both positions (in their more moderate forms). The key task
is to find a bridge between young and old and to provide a
frame of reference for people that places their relationship
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The key task is to provide a
frame of reference for people that

places their relationship with
Africa in some sort of positive,

meaningful and useful relationship
with their everyday existence.
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with Africa in some sort of positive, meaningful and useful
relationship with their everyday existence. We need not be
neutral in the debate: the more young people of African
descent who identify themselves positively with Africa, other
Africans and the struggle for development the better. But it
is a matter of building consent through persuasion and
awareness raising. There can be no justification (or justice)
in ramming their ‘Africanness’ down young people’s throat,
or even defining it for them. Rather, value exists in placing
before them a choice that we hope they find attractive, a
choice that invites them to recognise that very important part
of their heritage and a means of developing their full
potential to the mutual benefit of themselves and of Africa.

Mounting tensions
African parents are often alarmed at what they see as the
poor educational standards in schools, the lack of discipline
tolerated in society, and the diverse range of cultural
influences impinging on young people. For many young
people, the main issue may be survival and credibility on the
streets. They may describe themselves differently depending
on context and circumstances. At a family wedding they may
have no trouble identifying themselves as Nigerian or
Ghanaian. On the street, it may be more prudent to use the
term ‘black’; to strategically deploy a gait and some slang
(for boys in particular), if this makes life easier. Young
Africans growing up in Britain live in an environment that
essentially denigrates virtually anything to do with Africa.
Little wonder that young people often feel ashamed, or at
best indifferent, about being African. 

Of course, age and stage of personal development may be
factors at play. Impressionable teenagers may be more
susceptible to peer pressure and more inclined to conform to
a stereotyped image of what is cool and acceptable. Having
outgrown that phase and with greater awareness about the
world and its complex history, people in their early twenties
may be interested in making a stronger connection with
Africa.

Evidence of the problem: young Africans and
the education system
To what extent are African parents’ concerns about their
children’s education supported by evidence? One of the main
difficulties in answering this question is the varying
terminology used to describe African pupils. According to
an Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) study, ‘the
issue of ‘black under-achievement’ has been complicated by
the problems of categorising different ethnic groups within
the broadly defined ‘black’ group. Recent practice has
moved away from subsuming all ethnic minority groups
under the heading ‘black’.... The use of the term ‘black’ may
obscure significant differences in experience and
achievement between pupils with family origins in the
Caribbean and those of African ethnic background.’
(Gillborn and Gipps 1996). 

Where the distinction has been made, African pupils’
achievement levels do not seem to bear out parents’ worst

concerns. The Ofsted report reproduces results from the
London borough of Lambeth which has the largest number
of Black African pupils aged 5-15. African pupils achieved
an average exam score almost identical to white pupils
(Ibid.). 

On the other hand, when it comes to things such as
permanent and temporary exclusions from school, there is
cause for concern. According to the Ofsted report, Black
young people are proportionately more likely to be excluded
than members of other ethnic groups. While the figure for
Black Caribbean young people is the worst (almost six times
the exclusion for whites) nearly three times as many Black
African pupils are excluded as are white pupils. Exclusion
can have a detrimental effect on a young person’s
educational prospects: two out of three pupils who are
permanently excluded never return to another mainstream
school. The figures for secondary schools may be even
worse: of those permanently excluded in 1993-94, four out
of five failed to return to a mainstream school (ibid.).

The point to all this is not to damn the schools that
African pupils attend (many schools do exceptionally well at
bringing out the best in pupils of African and Caribbean
origin), but to emphasise the difficult circumstances that
create context for the job that African parents have of
bringing up their young people. A number of responses have
emerged to address these problems.

Response one: youth centres
A network of youth clubs and centres seek to mitigate the
worst effects of institutional racism, poverty, social exclusion
and disadvantage by providing young people with advice on
matters such as careers, drugs, sexual health, legal rights and
housing. Many also provide a space for young people to
hang out. In general, these multiracial facilities are provided
on an open access basis for all who choose to drop in. The
key point to note here is that if African youth have specific
needs they are unlikely to be addressed by centres that do
not make an explicit distinction between people of direct
African origin from those of Caribbean descent. Indeed,
there appears to be no consensus as to whether such
distinctions would be helpful or divisive. 

Response two: youth provision by informal
African organisations
A large number of informal African organisations either
make some provision for young people in the range of
activities undertaken or have plans to do so. Generally, these
services take the form of language classes, although
variations include cookery classes where young people can
learn how to prepare traditional dishes. These supplementary
classes appear to reflect African parents’ concerns about
conveying some of the home culture to their children. The
question is, on whose terms? Ebika bya Baganda (an ethnic
association of Baganda people from Uganda) appears to be
unique in seeking to open a dialogue with young people to
establish the terms of any cultural exchange. 
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Ebika bya Baganda’s dialogue with young
Ugandans
Ebika bya Baganda set about addressing widespread concern
about the gap that seems to be widening between older UK-
resident Ugandans and their off-spring, by hosting a ‘youth
discussion about culture clash’ on Sunday 25 May 1997.
This parent-free discussion in separate gender groups was
part of a wider social and cultural event during which older
folk were also engaged in their own series of discussions. It
culminated in a plenary session in which the young people’s
deliberations could be fed back to parents.

The responses
These are some of the responses that emerged from the male
group, who ranged in age from mid-teens to 22, most of
whom had either been born in the UK or had arrived here at
a very young age. 

• Participants noted the general atmosphere of negative
information about Africa.

• They exhibited varying levels of familiarity with
Kiganda culture, although a general sense of distance
from the culture came across. The most familiar aspect
of Kiganda culture seemed to be the food. A few
participants seemed totally unfamiliar with Kiganda
dress customs (the Kanzu and Basuuti). Far from
ramming Kiganda culture down their throats, the parents
of these young men, in general, had failed to
communicate key aspects of their culture to them, or to
bring it alive in any meaningful or engaging way. The
result among this particular group was a general lack of
curiosity about the culture. 

• Wide geographical dispersal has resulted in isolation.
Ebika bya Baganda, and other cultural organisations
play a vital role in helping to break that sense of
isolation.

• Some of the older participants noted that during the
1980s, under a strong US influence, many young people
had been embarrassed to confess being African.
However, things had changed in the 1990s and fashion
in hair and music reflected the fact that Africa was back
in vogue making identification with the continent less
problematic.

• Participants were fairly neutral about learning Luganda
(the language of the Baganda people). However, they
mostly expressed doubts about whether they would have
time to attend a class. The clear implication is that for
people in their teens and post-teens, other commitments
are likely to take priority. 

• No one expressed a strong desire or expectation that
they would end up living in Uganda. Some had only
visited once in their life and it sounded like a family
holiday anywhere rather than a visit ‘home’ with a
special emotive pull. Most were very conscious of not
completely fitting in in Uganda. However, they were not

necessarily saying that Britain was home either. A
number of participants expected that they may end up
living somewhere else other than either Uganda or
Britain. In other words, they do not really have a ‘home’
in the sense of having a fixed place to which they could
always return. Several were able to articulate a
sophisticated awareness of the complexity of their
identity.

• HIV/AIDS was discussed in the context of its strongly
negative association with Uganda and one person
suggested that it was in fact yet another reason not to
live in Uganda.

• A particularly significant insight emerged in
conversation with some of the participants after the
workshop. Not only had they enjoyed the session, they
saw it as a welcome opportunity to interact with other
Ugandans in similar positions to theirs. Furthermore,
they expressed the desire to do it again and to involve
young people from other African countries.

This discussion prompts a number of issues that are of
relevance to other African organisations: 

• Countering Africa’s negative image in the media and in
general public discourse is an important task. In what
ways can we help to present a more balanced view of
contemporary Africa that steers clear both of the
romantic construction of Africa as a place of perfect
harmony before the arrival of the white man, a place
where we can all trace our origins to kings and queens
(no one descended from the serfs) and the dark
apocalyptic doom-and-gloom depictions of a continent
in terminal and inexorable decline?

• How can parents bring to life their culture in a rich,
engaging manner that will fuel young people’s curiosity
and interest and encourage them to explore it for
themselves?

• Parents need to be aware that young people’s interest in
Africa will wax and wane in line with what is
fashionable on the streets. 

• Some of the young people expressed a desire to have a
forum to discuss issues of pertinence to them. Such a
forum could operate as a channel of collective
communication between parents and young people.

Conclusions
Clearly, the task that African migrants and more settled
communities have set themselves in raising the awareness of
young Africans about Africa is a complex but important one.
As Professor Stuart Hall has argued, 

Unless the younger (minority ethnic) generation have
access to these cultural repertories [resources of their
own heritage] and can understand and practise them, to
some extent at least, from the inside out, they will lack the
resources – cultural and capital – of their own ‘heritage’,



as a base from which to engage other traditions. They will
in effect be culturally ‘monolingual’ if not silenced –
literally, deprived of the capacity to speak – in a world
which requires us all to be or become culturally bi- if not
multi-lingual. (Hall, 1999)

Such cultural bi- or multi-lingualism is a much-needed
accompaniment to globalisation, particularly of the cultural
industries, to which young people are especially exposed and
susceptible. The communities to which young people belong
are well-placed to take on the task of widening young
people’s ‘cultural lingual’ abilities, but they need help in
doing so. African organisations need a better understanding
of what they are seeking to do and to realise the complexity
of the task, and the capacity and resources to succeed. The
good news, as the example of Ebika bya Baganda
demonstrates, is that some African organisations have a
sophisticated and well-developed understanding of the
approach required to engage in dialogue and reflection with
young people. In the first instance what is required is a
framework of collaboration and exchange involving different
organisations in which each one can teach one. Development
awareness and increased support for overseas development
by young people of any ethnic origin in an environment of
cultural monolingualism is a forlorn hope.
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