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INTRODUCTION  
TO  BEGIN  WITH  SOME  GENERALISED  OBSERVATIONS,  when  talk  is  of  the  future,  children  
and  youth  never  seem  to  be  far  off.  Apparently,  for  a  good  reason.  For  how  can  we  
imagine  the  future  without  them?  In  common  public  discourses,  it  is  often  said  that  
“children   are   our   future”,   but   for   generations,   doubts   have   been   expressed   about  
whether  “today’s  youth”  will  be  able  and  willing  to  creatively  shape  the  future.  This  
doubt   is   indicative  of  what   society   expects   from  children  and  young  people:  while  
they  may  be  seen  as  carriers  of  political  and  economic  achievements  and  the  existing  
social  order,  they  are,  after  all,  the  symbol  of  new  horizons,  change,  and  of  a  brighter  
and  better  future.  However,  such  expectations  are  also  often  bound  up  with  worries  
concerning   the   future   prospects   of   children   and   young   people.   Perhaps   this   has  
always   been   so   (Lindenau   2009:   9f).   But   the   pace   at   which   social,   economic   and  
political   changes   are   currently   taking   place   in   the   world,   while   bringing   new  
advances   and   opportunities,   also   brings   feelings   of   insecurity   and   fear   of   an  
uncertain  future.    

This  field  of  tension  between  uncertainty  and  hope  with  respect  to  young  people  
and   the   future   is   possibly   a   cross-‐‑cultural   phenomenon.   However,   it   is   perhaps  
nowhere   as   palpable   as   in   Africa.   There,   the   special   significance   of   children   and  
youth  is  clear  for  demographic  reasons.  Around  two  thirds  of  the  population  of  the  
“young   continent”,   as   it   is   often   called   in   political   and   academic   discourses,   are  
under  35  years  old  and  thus  count  as  children  and  youth,  according  to  the  definition  
of   the  African  Union   (AU  n.d.;  AU  2006:  3).  Hence,  nowhere   is   the   future  younger  
than  on  the  African  continent.  In  turn,  nowhere  else  do  young  people  face  a  future  so  
ambivalent   and   uncertain.   Armed   conflict,   terrorism,   political   instability   and  
nepotism,   HIV/AIDS,   the   challenges   of   climate   change   and   economic   decline   are  
widespread  in  many  countries  (Zack-‐‑Williams,  Frost  &  Thomson  2002).  All  produce  
obstacles  which  seem  to  rule  the  present  and  future  lives  of  many  –  and  particularly  
young   –   Africans   for   whom   “uncertainty   has   become   a   dominant   trope   of   life”  
(Cooper  &  Pratten  2015:  1).  Thus,  many  studies  of  children  and  youth  in  Africa  tend  
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to   reproduce   notions   of   hopelessness,   decline   and   a   bleak   future   (Cruise   O’Brien  
1996;  Honwana  2014).    

On   the   other   hand,   today’s   children   and   youth   are   perceived   as   the   hope   for  
Africa’s  future,  a  generation  which  is  seen  as  having  the  potential  to  overcome  social,  
political   and   moral   decline   and   break   new   ground   in   order   to   find   a   place   in   (a  
better)   society   (Diouf   2003;   Masquelier   2005).   Emerging   middle   classes   in   African  
cities,   increasing  political  engagement   in   totalitarian  states,  and  spaces  of  economic  
and   cultural   creativity   in   urban   spheres   serve   as   examples   of   this   (Spronk   2012;  
Kirschner  2010;  Perullo  2005).  

While   analyses   of  African   children   and   youth   as   a   generation   of   either   hope   or  
decline  have  added   important   insights,  such  studies  often  speak  of,  and  for,  young  
people  without   taking   their   explicit   engagement  with   the   future   into   account.  We  
believe  that   in  order  to  paint  a  more  differentiated  picture  of  childhood,  youth  and  
future   in  Africa,  we  need   to   study   the  young  generation   from   its  own  perspective;  
the   ideas,   expectations  and  concrete  practices  of  young  people  with   regard   to   their  
future.   Children   and   young   people   not   only   have   a   role   to   play   in   the   near   and  
distant   future,   they   also   formulate   their   expectations   in   the   present,   and   thus  
contribute  to  shaping  the  future  (see  e.g.  Prince  2005  for  young  Hip  Hop  activists  in  
Kenya  and  Shahine  2011  for  the  rising  political  engagement  of  youth  during  the  so-‐‑
called  Arab  Spring).   In  stressing   in  particular  how  the   future   is   shaped  and   fought  
for   by   young   Africans   in   contemporary   contexts,   we   take   up   Jennifer   Cole’s   and  
Deborah   Durham’s   remark   that   the   future   is   always   projected   –   in   the   sense   of  
“throwing  forward”,  as  well  as  in  the  sense  of  having  a  life  “project”  (2008:  21).  With  
our  particular  view  of  children  and  young  people  as  designers  and  negotiators  of  the  
future,   we   further   follow   Michaela   Pelican’s   and   Jan   Patrick   Heiss’s   interest   in  
“making   a   future”   and   how   it   is   “confronted   and   constructed   through  
action”  (2014:  7).  

This  perspective  does  justice  to  a  point  which  is  essential  in  the  context  of  future:  
change.  Individual  and  collective  images  and  ideas  of  how  the  future  will  be  are  not  
static,   but   are   always   embedded   in   political   and   economic   conditions   and   social  
relations  that  are  dynamic  and  can  also  be  influenced  by  the  actors  themselves.  This  
does  not  mean  that  the  future  has  to  be  different  from  the  present  or  the  past  per  se;  
and  negotiating  the  future  does  not  necessarily  mean  breaking  with  existing  orders  
or  relations,  for  example  between  the  generations.  Rather,  continuity  is  important  on  
many   levels.   We   understand   continuity   and   change   as   an   expression   of   dynamic  
negotiation  processes,  and  it  is  these  processes  which  seem  to  us  to  be  central  to  an  
understanding  of  childhood,  youth  and  future.    

All  contributions  to  this  volume  engage  with  such  dynamics.  Senni  Jyrkiäinen  and  
Victoria  Bisset  discuss   the   significance  of  modern   ideas  of   love   in   times  of   internet  
use   among   educated   young   people   in   urban   Egypt;   Sabrina   Maurus   (southern  
Ethiopia)  and  Wolfram  Laube  (northern  Ghana)  look  at  how  schoolchildren’s  images  
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of   the   future   are   affected   by   state   policies   and   global   discourses   of   childhood   and  
development,   while   Silke   Oldenburg   examines   university   students’   hopes   of  
participation   in  a  modern   future   in   the  context  of   the  unresolved  armed  conflict   in  
the  east  of   the  Democratic  Republic  of  Congo.  While   the  authors   focus  on  different  
age   groups   (from   about   ten-‐‑year-‐‑old   children   to   young   adults   in   their   twenties   or  
even  thirties),  they  all  show  that  the  ways  in  which  the  future  is  imagined,  and  how  
young  people  attempt  to  realize  it,  are  embedded  in  various  dynamic  social  relations,  
particularly  between  and  within  generations  (see  Cole  2010;  Masquelier  2010;  Weiss  
2009).  Hence,  the  course  of  young  people’s  attempts  to  shape  the  future  is  not  linear  
and   one-‐‑dimensional,   but   a   dynamic   search   for   and   negotiation   of   promising  
opportunities  to  achieve  their  goals.  

Considering  this,  childhood  and  youth  are  not  reduced  to  a  symbol  of  either  hope  
or  decline,  as  referred  to  above,  nor  are  they  understood  as  a  synthesis  between  these  
poles  and  placed  in  a  “both-‐‑and”  category,  as  suggested  by  many  recent  prominent  
studies.  In  addition  to  authors  who  describe  young  people  in  Africa  in  dichotomous  
terms,   as  vanguard   or   vandals   (Abbink  &  van  Kessel   2005),  promise   or   peril   (Muhula  
2007),  makers  and  breakers  (Honwana  &  De  Boeck  2005)  or  hooligans  and  heroes  (Perullo  
2005),   we   understand   childhood   and   youth   rather   as   relational   categories   which  
contain  different  meanings   in  different   relational   constellations   (Durham  2004):   the  
way   children   and   young   people   negotiate   and   shape   their   ideas   of   the   future  will  
differ,   depending   on   whether   they   are   interacting   with   their   peers   or   with   their  
parents,   whether   they   are   doing   it   at   school   or   at   home,   in   private   or   in   public  
spheres.    

Therefore,  and  in  view  of  the  fact  that  meanings  change  in  the  course  of  time,  we  
refer   to   childhood   and   youth   as   specific   and   dynamic   life   phases   as   suggested   by  
Prout   and   James   (1997:   8).   The   relationality   and  dynamics   of   childhood  and  youth  
make   it   difficult   to   establish   generic,   unambiguous   categorizations.   From   an  
anthropological   perspective,   what   are   often   assumed   to   be   universal   phases   of  
biological  and  psychological  development,  or  globally  applicable  legal  norms,  do  not  
provide   adequate   classification   criteria.   In   order   to   acknowledge   the   specific   and  
dynamic   social,   cultural   and   historical   dimensions   as   well   as   the   changing  
anthropological   perspectives,   we   apply   a   rather   broad   definition   of   childhood,  
children  and  youth/s.  Hence,  we  refer  to  young  persons  who  have  not  reached  social  
maturity   in   their   society   and   whose   access   to   resources,   whose   experiences,  
representations,  practices  and  objectives  relate  to  their  specific  positioning  and  self-‐‑
ascertainment   within   (different   and   sometimes   overlapping)   social   orders  
(Montgomery  2009:  53;  Pache  Huber  &  Ossipow  2012:  27).    

In  this,  the  need  to  differentiate  between  children  and  youth  becomes  apparent.  As  
a   widespread   practice,   childhood   is   characterized   by   social,   legal   and   economic  
dependence  on  adults,  and  under  many  circumstances,  children  are  not  expected  to  
observe   social   norms   and   obligations,   religious   and   ethical   values,   or   to   take   over  
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economic   and   legal   responsibility,   in   the   same   way   as   adults.   Youths   and   young  
adults   may   also   be   dependent   and   involved   in   social   learning   processes,   but   in  
comparison  to  children  they  often  have  more  responsibilities  and  obligations,  a  more  
nuanced   consciousness   of   their   own   social,   political   and   economic   ambitions   and  
usually  a  greater  degree  of  autonomy  and  ability  to  act.  However,  these  differences  
are   neither   universal   nor   do   they   create   fixed   and   non-‐‑overlapping   categories   of  
children  and  youth.  Rather,  they  are  also  dependent  on  and  subject  of  negotiation  in  
the   realm   of   categories   like   gender,   class   and   religion,   to   name   a   few   (Ungruhe  
2015:  37f).  

Our   anthropological   interest   is   directed   towards   young  people’s   socio-‐‑culturally  
and   temporal   informed   images,   imagination   and  making   of   the   future,   as   well   as  
their  causes  and  consequences.  In  this,  we  are  less  interested  in  young  people’s  short  
term   perspectives   but   in   perceptions,   negotiations   and   constructions   of   their   life  
trajectories   directed   towards   their   future   lives   as   adults.  Additionally,   this   volume  
focuses   particularly   on   the   influence   of   education,   as   this   is   prominent   in   all   the  
contributions.   With   education   we   refer   to   a   Western-‐‑type   education   in   shaping  
young  people’s  (engagements  with  their)  futures.1  

Certainly,  there  are  other  important  dimensions  such  as  the  prospects  of  religion  
(e.g.  Pentecostal  churches  and  Islamic  reform  movements;  see  Bochow  2008:  338-‐‑340;  
Masquelier   2007;   2010)   or  migration   (internally   or   transnational;   see  Rodet  &  Razy  
2016)  which  shape  young  people’s  approaches  to  and  perspectives  of  the  future.  By  
stressing  on  Western-‐‑type  education  as  a   lens  to  understand  children’s  and  youth’s  
images,   imagination   and   making   of   the   future,   however,   we   show   how   their  
understanding   and   negotiation   towards   it   is   a   dynamic   (and   often   conflicting)  
process  fueled  by  existing  local  conceptions  (e.g.  continuity  and  reproduction  of  the  
social  order)  and  globally  circulating  ideas  of  the  future  (e.g.  progress  and  individual  
success).  While   the   articles   in   this   volume   approach   this   in   different  ways   and   on  
various  levels  and  shed  light  on  children  and  youth  at  different  stages  of  their  lives,  
on  male  and  female  perspectives,  on  rural  and  urban  livelihoods,  and  with  reference  
to   various   topics   across   different   regions   of   the   continent,   we   will   identify   and  
outline  commonalities  in  this  regard  beyond  the  specific  local  and  regional  aspects.  

IMAGINATION  AND  IMAGES  OF  FUTURE  
What   do   we   mean   when   we   put   emphasis   on   young   people’s   imagination?  

Imagination   as   a   concept   has   been   approached   from   different   disciplinary   angles,  

                                                        
1  By   taking  Western-‐‑type  education  as  point  of  departure   for  young  peoples’   engagements  with   the  
future   we   do   not   refer   to   the   notion   of   a   single   global   school   culture   which   has   allegedly   shaped  
uniformed   images   and   visions   among   children   and   youth   in   the  world   (see  Anderson-‐‑Levitt   2003).  
Rather,  we  focus  on  the  influences  that  Western-‐‑type  education  entails  (such  as  a  belief  in  individual  
success  and  progress)  and  how  these  are  appropriated  in  local  African  settings.  
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while   the   respective   meanings   may   differ   considerably.2   Jean-‐‑Paul   Sartre   (1948)  
describes  imagination  as  the  human  capacity  to  withdraw  from  everyday  life,  while  
others  see  it  as  a  creative  practice  and  related  to  the  realms  of  art  and  aesthetics  (Kant  
1964:   138,   following   McLean   2007:   5).   Maurice   Godelier   (2015)   assumes   that  
imagination  (“l’imaginaire”)  is  an  activity  to  represent  realities  which  do  not  exist,  did  
not  exist  and  will  maybe  never  exist  and  thus  relates  it  to  the  domain  of  the  unreal.  
Yet,  the  unreal  can  become  real  for  those  who  believe  in  it.  

Anthropological   studies   show   how   imagination   is   related   to   several   of   such  
“unreal”   domains,   e.g.   to   the   nation   (Anderson   1983),   to   tradition   (Hobsbawm   &  
Ranger  1983)  and  even  to  ethnography  (Hastrup  1995)  or  –  as  in  this  issue  –  to  future.  
Imagination   towards   the   future   is   both   source   and   object   of   images   of   the   future:  
imagination  needs   images  and   images  are  also   the   result  of   imagination.  While  we  
refer  to  images  as  mental  representations  of  objects  or  ideas  (Förster,  under  review),  
we   understand   imagination   as   a   human   capacity   and   as   a   socially   embedded  
individual  practice  –  a  practice  which  is  influenced  by  collectively  shared  images  and  
itself   producing   those   images   (Appadurai   1996;   Förster,   under   review).   Hence,  
imagination  towards  the  future  may  contribute  to  form  social  reality.  More  than  just  
idiosyncratic   flight,   fantasy,   pastime   or   sheer   individual   ambition,   we   regard  
imagination  towards  the  future  as  social  negotiation  of  the  possible.    

However,   among   today’s   young   generation   in   African   settings,   hopes   for   the  
future  seem  to  be  increasingly  individualized  –  not  least  due  to  increasing  processes  
of   globalization   and   the   circulation   of   images   of   individual   progress   and   success.  
This   is   also   reflected   in   the   studies   of   this   volume.   When   Laube   speaks   of  
“aspirations”,   Maurus   of   “visions”   and   Jyrkiäinen   and   Bisset   of   “expectations”  
(while  only  Oldenburg  refers  to  “imagination”)  they  address  this  notion  of  personal  
achievements   among   young   people.   Nevertheless,   as   these   studies   also   show,  
aspiring,   expecting   or   imagining   individual   progress   and   success   may   relate   to  
shifting   meanings   of   subjectivity.   Still,   existing   forms   of   a   rather   collective   and  
cyclical   notion   of   life   do   not   disappear   but   interact   with   new   conceptions   of  
individual   and   linear   understandings.   Regarding   the   future,   this   points   to   the  
conflicting  perceptions  of  time  which  these  understandings  involve.  

Aleida   Assmann   (2013)   reminds   us   that   images   of   (as   well   as   imagination  
towards)   the   future   can   also   be   seen   as   constituents   of   overarching   time   orders   or  
“cultural   time   regimes”.   She   understands   such   orders   as   meaning   a   “complex   of  
cultural  assumptions,  values  and  decisions,  which  guide  human  intentions,  actions,  
feelings   and   construals,   without   any   conscious   reflection   on   the   part   of   the  
individual”  (Assmann  2013:  19).3  Here,  Assmann  underlines  the  structuring  power  of  

                                                        
2  For  overviews  on  the  debates  on  imagination  see  Kearney  (1998),  McLean  (2007)  and  Förster  (under  
review).  
3  Assmann  locates  the  beginning  of  the  culturalization  of  physical  time  in  Europe  towards  the  end  of  
the   Enlightenment,  when   abstract   terms   such   as   “history”   and   “future”   are   used   for   the   first   time.  
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such  time  orders.  At  the  same  time,  it  is  no  longer  possible  to  talk  of  homogeneous,  
“indigenous”,   cyclical   time   concepts   as   they   used   to   be   described   by   early  
anthropologists  (Evans-‐‑Pritchard  1939;  Bohannan  1953).4  While  children’s  and  young  
people’s   images   of   the   future   as   presented   in   the   contributions   to   this   volume   are  
rather   embedded   in   various,   interlocking   cultural   time   regimes   (Wallman   1992)   in  
which   the   connotation   and   meaning   of   “future”   varies   accordingly,   this   may  
influence  their  imagination  and  actions  towards  the  future.  It  can  be  assumed  that  in  
the  life  of  many  young  people  in  Africa  there  is  a  co-‐‑evalness  (or  co-‐‑temporality)  and  
intertwining   of   “cyclical”   concepts   of   time   (without   any   strong   future   orientation)  
and   “linear”   concepts   (with   a   strong   future   orientation),   even   if   these   one-‐‑
dimensional  and  unidirectional  models  are  over-‐‑simplified  (Wallman  1992:  11).5  The  
influence  of  the  modern  (“linear”)  time  regime  in  societies  with  e.g.  cyclical  concepts  
must   be   seen   in   connection   with   the   implementation   of   colonial   power   and   the  
raising   paradigm   of   modernization   and   Western   belief   in   progress   after   World  
War  II.  

With  the  implementation  and  spread  of  formal  education  in  Africa,  reinforced  by  
global  measures   to  meet   the  Millennium  Development  Goal   2   (“Achieve   universal  
primary   education”)   proclaimed   by   the   United   Nations,6   a   medium   was   created  
through  which  almost  all  children  and  young  people  in  Africa  today  come,  more  or  
less,   into   contact  with  modern   time   regimes.   The   contributions   to   this   issue   show  
how  deeply  Western  formal  education  has  influenced  African  societies.    

From  Maurus  we  learn  that  children  of  agro-‐‑pastoralists  in  southern  Ethiopia,  who  
have  never  been  to  school,  imagine  their  personal  future  corresponding  to  the  social  
roles   and   everyday   practices   of   the   previous   generations,   and   the   children   neither  
question  nor  denigrate   the  agro-‐‑pastoral  way  of   life   in  which   they  are  growing  up.  
Their  visions  of  future  are  based  on  a  cyclical  time  model  which  aims  at  preserving  
the   existing   social   and   cultural   order.   For   the   Ethiopian   as   well   as   the   Ghanaian  
context,  Maurus  and  Laube  point  out  how  and   to  what  degree   these  notions  differ  
                                                                                                                                                                             
Referring  to  Koselleck  (1979),  she  describes  the  rise  and  decline  of  the  modern  European  time  regime,  
in  which  belief  in  God  was  gradually  replaced  by  belief  in  progress.  This  led  to  the  development  of  a  
linear  understanding  of  time,  together  with  the  idea  of  a  break  between  past,  present  and  future  and  
an  “empathic  orientation  towards  the  future”  (Assmann  2013:  48,  92).  
4   A  more   recent   example   of   such   a   homogeneous   concept   is   Alma  Gottlieb’s   ethnography   of   early  
childhood   among   the   Beng   in   the   Ivory   Coast.   In   “The   afterlife   is   where   we   come   from”   (2004),   she  
describes  a  cyclical  concept  of  time  in  which  children  are  regarded  as  reborn  ancestors  who  live  in  a  
mystical  world  (wrugbe)  until  they  are  born  again.  After  their  birth,  they  live  in  this  world  for  a  time,  
and  ideally  return  to  the  world  of  the  ancestors  upon  their  biological  death.    
5  Apart  from  the  question  of  different  time  regimes,  images  of  future  can  be  located  on  different  time  
levels  which   are   related   to   each  other   in  different  ways:   individual   time,   family   time   and  historical  
time  (Hareven  1977:  58).  Thus,  visions  of  one’s  family  belonging  in  the  future  may  be  different  from  
what  is  currently  the  case,  seen  from  an  individual  perspective  (see  the  article  by  Jyrkiäinen  and  Bisset  
on  choosing  marriage  partners,  or  Laube  on  the  role  of  the  giver  in  family  gift  exchange  relations).  
6  For  the  exact  definition  of  the  Millennium  Development  Goal  2  see:  
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/education.shtml,  retrieved  July  21,  2016.  
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from   those   of   young   people   who   have   been   socialized   for   a   number   of   years   in  
Western-‐‑type  educational  institutions.    

As  all   the  contributions  show,  formal  Western-‐‑type  education  is  a  key  source  for  
imagination.   In   the   following,  we   elaborate   on  why   and   how   this   relationship   has  
become  so  powerful  among  today’s  young  people   in  Africa.  Here  we  shed  light  on  
the   effects   of  mass   campaigns   for   education,   students’   ideas   of   being  modern   and  
successful  as  well  as  their  dreams  to  become  a  social  giver  and  to  found  a  family.    

Echoes  of  mass  campaigns  and  state  politics  
The  promises  made  in  mass  campaigns  for  education  organized  by  the  state  and  

by   NGOs   are   echoed   in   the   future   visions   of   young   Africans   presented   in   these  
contributions.   Education   frequently   appears   as   the   only   possible   way   to   a  
“successful”   future.  As   shown  by   the  authors,   education   is   so   closely   linked   to   the  
image   of   a   successful   future   that   alternative   options   are   hardly   considered,   or   are  
regarded   only   as   temporary   solutions.   In   the   case   of   Ethiopia,   the   way   Hamar  
children   imagine   the   future   is   closely   linked   to   the   nationalist   development  
discourses  of  the  state,  which  play  a  role  in  the  school  curriculum  and  are  reflected  in  
the   language   used   by   the   pupils.   The   article   by   Maurus   contains   extracts   from  
Ethiopian   school   books,   with   arrows   and   process   flows   as   “dominant   basic  
metaphors”  of  modern  concepts  of  time  (Assmann  2013:  49;  Hodges  2008:  417);  they  
illustrate  graphically  how  the  Ethiopian  state  presents  the  future  to  its  young  citizens  
as  a  “dependable  orientation  and  glowing  promise”  on   the  basis  of  a  modern   time  
regime,  while  vehemently  rejecting  the  past  and  tradition  (Assmann  2013:  10,  92).  

Becoming  “modern”,  breaking  with  the  past  
Following   a   linear   concept   of   time,   young  people   often   imagine  different   future  

lifestyles  and  occupations  to  the  present  ones  of  their  parents.  Maurus’  study  among  
secondary  school  pupils  with  an  agro-‐‑pastoral   family  background  shows  that   these  
young  people  imagine  individual  careers  in  which  they  undertake  training  and  then  
work  in  modern  sectors,  for  example  as  doctors,  pilots  or  engineers.  The  future  they  
imagine   is   far   beyond   their   parents’   occupational   practice   of   herding   or   the  
cultivation   of   fields.   Such   an   imagination   of  modernity   and   change   by   pupils   of   a  
Junior  High  School  (JHS)  in  a  rural  area  of  northern  Ghana  is  formulated  by  Laube  in  
a   similar  way.  Like   the   children   in   southern  Ethiopia,  many  of   them  belong   to   the  
first   generation   to   have   a   school   education.   Three   quarters   of   the   Ghanaian  
respondents  see  themselves  working  in  the  public  sector,  mostly  as  doctors,  nurses  or  
teachers.  The  majority  cannot  imagine  themselves  working  as  farmers,  although  most  
of  their  families  depend  on  agriculture  for  a  living.  

In  relation   to   the  role  of  education  and   imagined  occupational  narratives,  young  
people’s   ideas   vary   in   characteristic   ways   and   are   closely   connected   with   the  
socialization  of   children   in  or  out  of   school.  Children  and  young  people  who  have  
been   socialized   in  Western-‐‑type   schools   frequently  describe   images   of   a   “modern”  
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personal   future,   linearly   conceived   educational   and   professional   careers   which  
anticipate   a   break   with   the   past.   The   rural   lifestyle   of   their   parents’   generation   is  
rejected,  while  a  “modern”  and  “progressive”  urban  lifestyle  is  imagined  and  aspired  
to.  Oldenburg’s  research  among  students  in  the  Congolese  city  of  Goma  shows  how  
young   people   construct   rhetorical   dichotomies   by   locating   themselves   and   their  
personal  future  in  a  “civilized”  urban  life  and  distancing  themselves  from  a  rural  life  
they   regard   as   backward.   This   adds   to   the   observation   in   various   locations  
considered   in   the   articles   of   the   issue   that   pupils   and   students   of   a  Western-‐‑type  
education  system  see  themselves  as   important  wheels  of  a   linearly  conceived  social  
development  that  is  moving  in  the  direction  of  Western  modernity.  

Clinging  to  the  belief  in  “success”  
Remarkably,   all   contributions   acknowledge   empirical   findings  which   have   been  

described  since  the  1970s  in  the  literature  on  schoolchildren  and  university  students  
in  African  societies.  Young  people,  even  though  they  often  live  in  difficult  conditions  
and  are  aware  of  the  lack  of  jobs  and  opportunities  for  earning  a  living,  appear  to  be  
unshaken   in   their   belief   that   going   to   school   and  university  will   help   them   to   rise  
socially  (e.g.  Nwagwu  1976;  Adick  2003;  Spöhr  2010).  The  contributions  also  describe  
how  school  pupils  imagine  the  future,  and  their  firm  belief  in  the  feasibility  of  their  
goals.  Many  are  convinced  that  after  completing  school  or  university  they  will   find  
their  dream  job  and  that  their  formal  education  will  bring  better  living  conditions  for  
themselves  and  their  families.  This  applies  equally  to  students  in  the  city  of  Goma  in  
DR   Congo,   and   to   schoolchildren   from   peasant   families   in   southern   Ethiopia   and  
northern   Ghana   (see   also   Roth   2014   for   young   educated   adults   in   urban   Burkina  
Faso).   For  Egypt,   higher   education   seems   to   be   necessary   at   least   in   order   to   have  
better  marriage  prospects.  Some  authors  underline   the   role  of   culturally   influenced  
ideas  of  prestige  and  social  status,  which  make  young  people  cling  so  tightly  to  their  
visions  of   the   future   that   they  sometimes  appear   to  be  “outside   their  historical  and  
socio-‐‑political   context”   (Leavy   &   Smith   2010:   7;   Roth   2014:   102).   We   see   this   in  
connection  with  the  ideologies  that  are  inscribed  into  their  minds  and  bodies  through  
a  Western-‐‑type  education  and  discipline,   in  the  sense  proposed  by  Michel  Foucault  
(1977).7  

The   empirical   studies   in   this   issue   further   suggest   that   for  most   young   people,  
social   advancement   means   above   all   more   individual   freedom   and   greater  
autonomy,   while   remaining   embedded   in   the   idea   of   family   solidarity   (see   also  
Blanchard  2014),  and  that  they  see  education  or  educational  qualifications  as  the  key  
to  achieving  this.  Oldenburg  thus  describes  education  as  a  collective  imagination  that  
offers   young   people   orientation   and   meaning   in   their   hopes   for   the   future.   This  
finding   contradicts   the   often-‐‑quoted   image   of   African   youth   “in   waithood”  
(Honwana  2014).  The  young  people   in   the  societies  of  Goma   (DR  Congo),  Ethiopia  

                                                        
7  Anthony  Simpson   (2003)   argues   in   a   similar  direction   in  his   study  of   a  Catholic  mission  boarding  
school  in  Zambia  and  the  process  of  students’  alienation  from  their  milieu  of  origin.  
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and  Ghana  presented  here  do  not  see  themselves  in  such  a  depressing  situation,  but  
are  full  of  hope  and  imagine  for  themselves  a  linear  development  in  the  direction  of  a  
“modern”,   and   in   any   case   better,   future.  Certainly,   this   is   not   a   universal   finding  
which  holds  for  every  young  person  on  the  continent  and  it  would  be  important  to  
investigate  more   in  debt   in  empirical  studies,  why  and  in  what  way  the  circulating  
discourse  of   linear  development  and  progress   fuels  some  young  people’s  optimism  
towards  the  future  whereas  others  (as  nihilist  young  jihadis,   to  point  to  an  extreme  
example)  do  not  share  their  view.  It  may  be  that  while  many  children  and  youths  in  
Africa   may   have   ambivalent   or   pessimistic   feelings   towards   the   future,   for   many  
others,   formal   (Western-‐‑type)   education   is   still   perceived   as   the   “passport   to  
modernity”  (Richards  1996:  138),  as  Oldenburg  also  argues  for  eastern  Congo.  Even  if  
many   children   of   today   see   their   elder   brothers   and   sisters   jobless   after   having  
completed   formal   education   (see   Roth   2014),   they   still   believe   in   their   individual  
success   that   is   connected  with   a   vision   of   supporting   relatives   and  developing   the  
country.    

Individual  success:  becoming  a  giver  
The  young  people  who  are   receivers   today  wish   to  become  givers   in   the   future.  

They  very  often  say  explicitly  that  they  want  to  be  able  to  support  their  relatives  and  
families.  The  young  people  in  Ghana  and  Ethiopia,  Egypt  and  the  DRC  mentioned  in  
this  special  issue  are  underlining  this  value  with  their  future  aspirations.  While  many  
schoolchildren  and  university  students  paint  images  of  successful  individual  careers,  
and  reject  the  lifestyle  and  social  world  of  their  parents,  at  the  same  time  –  and  this  
applies  to  schoolchildren  in  rural  southern  Ethiopia  and  northern  Ghana,  as  well  as  
to  students  in  Goma  in  DR  Congo  –  this  is  followed  by  discourses  of  reciprocity  and  
social   responsibility   and   images   of   future   caretakers.8   Thus,   the   idea   of   becoming  
someone  who  is  in  a  position  to  give  is  a  strong  motivation  and  a  driver  behind  their  
making  of  future.  Here  nothing  seems  to  have  changed  with  the  passage  of  historical  
time.   Nevertheless,   the   question   arises   of   whether   the   youth’s   commitment   to  
supporting  their  families  is  a  form  of  emotional  and  moral  self-‐‑protection  or  whether  
their   strategy   for   employment   incorporates   concrete   plans   to   share   their   earned  
resources.  We  will  come  back  to  this  later.  

Dreaming  of  marriage  and  family  
Western-‐‑type   education   not   only   fuels   the   dreams   connected   to   future  

occupational   narratives,   but   may   shape   imagination   on   yet   another   level.   Besides  
                                                        
8  There  is  a  theoretical  debate  on  rising  individualism  in  Africa  (Marie  1997;  2007;  Calvès  &  Marcoux  
2007).  Alain  Marie  argues   that,  while   in   the   face  of  economic  difficulties  and  pauperism,  communal  
solidarity   remains   an   important   value   and   obligation   for   people   in  African   societies   (2007:   179),   its  
character   is   changing   towards   a   more   personalized   relation   of   givers   and   takers.   The   question   of  
whether  and  how  today’s  young  people  will  fulfil   this  “value  and  duty”  in  future,  when  they  are  in  
the  position  to  give  and,  whether  they  act  more  individualistic  than  the  generations  before  (as  Marie  
1997;  2007  suggests),  remains  to  be  analysed.  
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planning  a  professional  career,  marriage  and  founding  a  family  are  an  important  part  
of  the  future  visions  of  young  Africans.  Since  this  is  related  to  different  role  models,  
gendered   perspectives   become   very   visible,   showing   different   approaches   and  
visions  at  some  levels.  As  Jyrkiäinen  and  Bisset  show  for  urban,  post-‐‑revolutionary  
Egypt,  romantic  relationships  and  freedom  to  choose  one’s  marriage  partner  play  an  
important   role   in   the   imagination   of   university   students.  While   social  media   have  
contributed  to  the  spread  of  ideas  of  romantic  love,  universities  and  the  internet  offer  
opportunities   for  meeting   age-‐‑mates   of   the   opposite   sex   and   forums   for   exchange.  
Yet  very  few  of   the  students  expect   that   they  will  be  able   to  realize   their  visions  of  
romantic   love   and   marriage   in   practice.   This   may   be   due   to   parents’   pressure   to  
marry   according   to   their   choice   and   also   because  many   young   people   themselves  
stress  the  importance  of  marriage  as  a  means  of  economic  security.  Hence,  the  dream  
of   romantic  marriages   between   recent   university   graduates   often   remains   a   dream  
since  many   of   them   continue   to   be   economically   dependent   on   their   parents   after  
leaving  university.    

Marriage   and   social   reproduction   are   also   important   future   prospects   among  
young   people   in   southern   Ethiopia.   However,   as   Maurus   argues,   whereas   female  
boarders  hope   to  be  able   to  choose   their   future  marriage  partners   themselves,  boys  
tend  to  agree  to  their  parents’  choice  of  their  first  wife  while  aiming  to  choose  their  
second  wife   themselves.  While   both  male   and   female   students   in   northern   Ghana  
acknowledge  existing  gender  role  models  in  the  realm  of  marriage,  they  are  open  to  
“modern”   influences  such  as  single  marriages  as  Laube   illustrates   (which  may  also  
relate   to   changing   role   models   on   other   levels   such   as   increasing   occupational  
ambitions  among  young  women).  Among  young  women  in  eastern  Congo,  marriage  
is   a   determinant   of   social   security   and   mobility.   As   Oldenburg   argues,   for   them,  
higher  education  is  a  means  to  get   in  contact  with  potential  marriage  partners  who  
could  provide  this  (whereas  young  men  rather  use  their  time  at  a  university  not  least  
in   order   to   establish   contacts  with   “big  men”   and   climb   the   social   ladder   through  
these  networks).    

Hence,  young  people’s   imagination   towards  marriage  and  social   reproduction   is  
also   part   of   their   future   vision   in   Africa.   In   some   of   today’s   African   societies,   the  
choice  of  marriage  partners  is  often  a  field  of  inter-‐‑generational  tension,  especially  in  
view   of   the   spread   of   ideas   concerning   universal   women’s   and   children’s   rights  
(Archambault  2011).  Those   ideas  are  present   in  schools,  even  in  remote  rural  areas,  
and  influence  the  imagination  and  images  of  young  people.  Here,  tensions  result  also  
from  the  clash  of  different  conceptions  of  subjectivity  and  social  development.    

To  summarize,  by  imagining  a  successful  future,  formalized  education  appears  as  
the  vehicle  to  individual  and  social  success.  However,  while  mass  campaigns  shape  
pupils’  and  students’  vision  of  becoming  an  important  part  of  a  “modern”  society  in  
the   future,   success   is   still   related   to   the   existing   social   pattern   of   becoming   a  
responsible  person  who  is  in  the  position  to  give  and  care  for  his  or  her  family.  In  this  
way,  young  people  may  dream  of  breaking  with  the  past  in  order  to  achieve  personal  
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goals.   Nevertheless,   turning   this   into   practice   is   not   least   a   matter   of   social  
negotiation   and   directly   connected   to   individual   questions   of   identity:   Who   do   I  
want  to  be?  What  role  do  I  want  to  play  in  my  family?  What  position  do  I  want  to  
have  in  society?  

This   leads   to   the   question   of   agency   and   how   challenged   and   conflicting  
imaginations   towards   the   future   could   be   turned   into   practice.   As   Förster   (under  
review)  argues,  imagination  is  strongly  related  to  agency  since  “[w]ithout  imagining  
what  we  aim  at,  without  being  able  to  imagine  a  possible  future,  we  would  not  act  at  
all”.   However,   whether   children   and   young   people   control   their   own   future   (or  
future  plans)  is  subject  to  various  social  dynamics  such  as  class,  social  affiliation  and  
the  degree  of  economic  means  of  one’s  family  as  well  as  political,  gendered  and  inter-‐‑
generational   power   relations   (for   a   historical   case   study   see   Bryant   2016).   Still,   as  
Evers,   Notermans   and   van   Ommering   (2011:   12f)   rightly   argue   in   relation   to  
children’s  agency  in  Africa,  “[…]  power  is  not  the  privilege  of  the  dominant  class  but  
rather   it   is   also   exercised   by   those  who   are   dominated”,   namely   by   young   people  
themselves.   Hence,   young   people   in  many  African   settings  may   be   challenged   by  
and  caught  up   in  different  kinds  of  power   relations.  However,   they   can  also  make  
use  of  their  status  to  exercise  agency  in  a  sense  of  a  Scottian  “weapons  of  the  weak”  
(Scott   1985)   or   deliberately   join   forces   and   stress   the   notion   of   youth   as   agents   of  
change   to   claim   their   right   to   turn   their   imagination,   visions   and   expectations   into  
practice.  Nevertheless,   this  remains  a  difficult   task.   In  order   to  elaborate   further  on  
young   people’s   ability   to   act,   we   shed   light   on   their   making   of   future   (of   which  
negotiated  images  of  the  future  and  imagining  one’s  future  life  are  already  part  of)  in  
the  following.  

MAKING  OF  FUTURE  
Pelican  &  Heiss  (2014:  18)  have  argued  for  investigations  of  the  making  of  future  

in  Africa,  and  we  respond  to  this  call  by  regarding  it  through  the  lens  of  childhood  
and  youth.  We  agree  with  them  in  defining  the  making  of  future  as  the  cognitive  and  
practical   future-‐‑oriented   actions   of   people.   By   this   is  meant   a   constant   “back-‐‑   and  
forth   process”   in   which   people   shape   their   future   through   interaction   with   their  
environment  (Pelican  &  Heiss  2014:  7).  For  most  people  in  African  societies,  future-‐‑
related  practical  action,  which  requires  a  minimum  of  economic  and  social  means,  is  
carried  out  under  difficult,   uncertain   and  often  deteriorating   conditions   (Pelican  &  
Heiss  2014:  13);  this  applies  in  particular  to  young  people,  and  especially  children.    

The   contributions   to   this   volume   shed   light   on   the   various   ways   in   which   the  
future  is  made  by  them.  From  Oldenburg’s  study  of  students  in  the  war-‐‑torn  city  of  
Goma  we  learn  how  young  people  work  on  their  constructions  of  future  in  cognitive  
and  practical  ways.  Cognitively,  they  work  on  the  realization  of  their  visions  through  
a   firm   belief   in   their   personal   social   advancement   and   the   power   of   individual  
abilities,  motivations  and  actions,   instead  of   locating  themselves  within  the  existing  
structures   of   inequality.   Rhetorically,   they   distinguish   themselves   from   the  
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“uncivilized   masses”   with   reference   to   their   own   educational   qualifications.  
Oldenburg  argues  that  with  their  high  expectations  with  respect  to  their  future  life,  
and   low   chances   that   they   will   be   able   to   realize   their   goals,   they   construct   a  
“dramaturgische   Fallhöhe   (dramatic   hero’s   fall)”,   in   other   words   the   risk   of   a   deep  
social  fall.  They  try  to  counteract  this  risk  by  concrete  actions.  Thus,  in  their  everyday  
activities,   students   are   highly   flexible,   dynamic   and   “always   on   the   move”.   As  
political  leaders  in  ethnic  student  associations,  young  men  try  to  extend  their  social  
networks   and   to   gain   influence   and   social   status.   Female   students   seek   an  
advantageous   marriage   or   follow   a   strategy   of   “tactical   juggling”   with   several  
partners  at  the  same  time,  in  order  to  come  nearer  to  their  visions  of  a  better  future.  
They   use   education   (or   educational   qualifications)   not   only   as   a   means   of   social  
distinction,  but  also  as  an  opportunity  to  come  into  contact  with   influential  people,  
such   as  members   of   NGOs,   politicians   or  militia   leaders.   Young   people   of   Goma,  
who  immediately  grasp  any  promising  emerging  opportunity,  follow  many  different  
paths   at   the   same   time   –   a   practice   that   Jennifer   Johnson-‐‑Hanks   (2005)   has   called  
“judicious   opportunism”.   If   such   opportunities   are   offered,   and   the   young   people  
succeed   in   acquiring   a   certain   amount   of   economic   capital,   many   of   them   try   to  
invest  in  long-‐‑term  social  capital  by  using  it  to  build  up  relations  of  reciprocity.    

This   is  also  shown  by  Laube   in  his  article  on  northern  Ghana,  where  school  and  
university  leavers  often  pay  for  the  schooling  of  younger  relatives.  He  describes  the  
case  of  an  educated  young  man  living  in  town  under  precarious  conditions.  Despite  
having  no  permanent  income  and  hardly  enough  to  support  his  own  children,  he  still  
supports  kin-‐‑related  children  in  his  home  village.  Laube  interprets  this  attitude  as  an  
amalgamation   of   Christian   values,   nationalist   ideology   and   local   moral   values   in  
which  great   importance   is  attached   to   social   responsibility  and  reciprocal   relations.  
Expecting  rewards  in  the  long  run,  this  is  also  a  way  of  making  one’s  future.  

But   how   do   young   people   react   when,   despite   their   high   motivation   and  
expectations,  they  see  that  they  will  not  be  able  to  achieve  what  they  have  imagined?  
The   frequent   failure   of   visions   of   their   future   is   not   a   new   finding,   however  
confirmed   by   some   of   the   papers.   For   instance,   Laube’s   study   on   the   careers   of  
former   JHS   pupils   in   northern   Ghana   shows   a  wide   discrepancy   between   present  
pupils’  visions  of   the   future  and   the  actual   situation  of   former  pupils.  While  about  
one  third  continued  their  education  after  completing  JHS,  less  than  10%  of  the  school  
leavers   attained   government   employment   and   thus   positions   which   most   pupils  
anticipate.    

In   the   light   of   those   results,   the   question   remains:   why   do   so   many   rural   and  
urban   youth  persist   in   clinging   to   this  myth   of   education   (see   also  Nwagwu   1976:  
114;  Roth  2014)?  One  could  argue  with  Godelier  (2015)  that,  through  imagination,  the  
unreal   (or   unrealistic)   becomes   real   (for   those   who   believe   in   it).   Thus,   the  
unshakable   individual   belief   in  personal   success   through   education   can   be   seen   as  
the   product   of   a   collective   imagination,   as   a   collectively   shared   image,   as   a  myth  
which   is  caused  and  fueled  by  NGO  and  state  discourses  and  reproduced  by  those  
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who  have  gained  access  to  job  positions  in  the  formal  sector.  Becoming  a  professional  
football  player  abroad  (see  Esson  2013)   is  an  alternative  (or  parallel)   imagination  of  
this   kind,   based   on   the   idea   of   individual   ability   to   succeed,  while   e.g.  winning   a  
green  card  for  the  US  in  the  visa  lottery  is  more  related  to  fortune  (Piot  2010).  

In  Laube’s  setting,  the  majority  of  those  who  were  unable  or  unwilling  to  continue  
their  education  (about  one  third),  worked  on  the  land  like  their  parents,  tried  to  earn  
a   living   through   petty   trading   and   occasional   jobs   (about   19%),   or   they   were  
“unemployed”  (over  12%).  Thus,  the  majority  experience  what  for  Goma  is  referred  
to   as   a   “deep   fall”,   a   big   gap   between   expectations   and   reality,   which   is   seen   by  
others   as   a   personal   failure.   In   northern  Ghana,   young   people  who   fail   to   achieve  
their   educational   and  professional   goals   and   return   to   the   land  usually   experience  
feelings   of   shame.   Laube   argues   that   in   this   situation,   young,   disillusioned   people  
often  refer  to  a  local  system  known  as  nyuaa,  and  reinterpret  the  normative  concepts  
with   which   it   is   associated.   Through   socially   acknowledged   behavior,   such   as  
supporting   local   reciprocity   networks   (by   participating   in   ceremonies   within   the  
family  circle),  they  are  able  to  achieve  a  degree  of  social  recognition  and  status,  and  
thus  maintain  their  self-‐‑respect.  In  this  way,  young  people  contribute  actively  to  the  
reproduction  and  entrenchment  of  existing  structures.    

This  can  also  be  seen   in   the  Egyptian  case  study  by  Jyrkiäinen  and  Bisset  on  the  
images   and   visions   of   young   urban   people   in   connection   with   marriage.   While  
“modern”   spaces   such   as   universities   and   social   media   may   have   changed   the  
imagination   of   young   people,   marriage   remains   a   family   affair.   Young   men   and  
women   are   expected   to  meet   social   norms,   e.g.   by  marrying   according   to   parental  
choice.   Confronted   with   dominant   gender   role   models   in   addition   to   a   lack   of  
financial  means,  young  people  find  it  difficult  to  turn  their  hopes  into  reality.  In  view  
of  their  dreams  of  romantic  love  and  free  choice  of  partner,  but  being  aware  that  their  
chances   of   realizing   this   are   very   limited,   girls   tend   to   avoid   social   contacts   with  
members   of   the   opposite   sex.   Later,   many   girls   or   young   women,   but   also   men,  
accept   the   spouse   chosen   by   their   families   and   agree   to   an   arranged   “living-‐‑room  
marriage”,  which  means   that   they   follow  existing  marriage  patterns  and  reproduce  
dominant  social  structures.    

But   young   people   also   contribute   to   processes   of   social   change   through   their  
practices.   Thus,   many   young   Egyptians   today   use   social   media   and   have   “online  
relationships”.  Others  avoid  social  control  by  their  families  through  secret  meetings  
on  the  campus  or  in  town.  Some  young  women  resist  the  pressure  of  their  families  by  
pursuing  their  own  career  and  refusing  to  marry,  even  if  this  means  being  subjected  
to   social   sanctions,   such   as   being   labeled   a   “spinster”.   Some   of   them   also   use   the  
virtual   sphere,   for   example   by   writing   blogs,   in   order   to   share   with   others   their  
experiences  of  discrepancy  between   their  dreams  and   lived   reality   in   the  matter  of  
finding   a   partner,   and   thus   trigger   social   debates.   The   great   interest   stirred   up   by  
these  blogs  is  a  sign  of  the  need  for  discussion  among  young  Egyptians.  The  articles  
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in   this   issue   describe   in   different   ways   how   young   people   in   African   societies  
contribute   both   to   the   entrenchment   of   the   social   structures   and   realities   in  which  
they  live,  as  well  as  to  their  change.  

FUTURE  PROSPECTS  

What  can  we  learn  from  young  people’s  outlined  images,  imagination  and  making  
of   the   future   in  Africa?   Their   engagement  with   the   future   helps   us   to   understand  
how   the   figuration   of   the   future   is   “symbolized,   hoped   for,   and   made”   (Cole   &  
Durham   2008:   21)   on   various   levels:   individual   practices,   negotiation   processes  
within   the   family,   and   processes   of   social   change.   But   above   all,   young   people’s  
engagement  is  a  suitable  lens  for  understanding  the  various  social  realities  in  which  
they  grow  up  and  live.  They  mirror  the  social  circumstances  and  processes  in  which  
the   young   people   try   to   locate   themselves   and   their   life.   All   contributions   to   this  
volume  show  how  strongly  young  people  with  a  Western-‐‑type  school  education  see  
the  future  in  terms  of  progress,  and  how  strongly  they  hope  for  a  “modern”  future,  
regardless   of   what   their   present   situation   and   prospects   are   like.   They   have   in  
common   that   they   want   to   achieve   the   status   of   adults   and   to   become   caregivers  
(though   it   has   to   be   a   concern   for   future   studies  whether   this   is   a   general   feature  
among   children   and   youths   in   African   settings).   They   see   various  ways   to   realize  
these   aims:   investment   in   the   acquisition   of   educational   qualifications,   seeking  
advantageous  marriage  arrangements  (or  refusing  to  marry,  in  favor  of  concentrating  
on   a   career),   active   social   or   political   engagement,   or   tactical  waiting   for   the   right  
opportunity  (Masquelier  2013;  Johnson-‐‑Hanks  2005).    

As   different   as   these   paths  may   be,   they   are   all   characterized   by   notions  which  
imply   the   idea   of   social   change.   Thus,   hopes   connected   to   the   future   go   beyond  
individual  ambitions.  As  a  social  practice,  in  the  sense  proposed  by  Appadurai  and  
Förster   (see   above),   imagination   contributes   to   forming   social   reality   –   even   if   the  
desired  changes  are  not  materialized  or  even  fought  for.  This  can  mean,  as  shown  for  
the   Egyptian   example,   that   new  marriage   practices   are   dreamt   of,  while   in   reality  
conventional   patterns   are   still   followed.  Whether   and  why   change   remains   on   the  
discourse   level,   or   whether   practices   will   really   change,   is   a   subject   for   future  
research.    

This  discussion  and  the  empirical  studies  form  only  a  small  part  of  the  vast  field  of  
childhood,   youth   and   future   in   African   societies.   Further   empirical   research   is  
needed   in   important   areas   such  as,   for   example,   the   future  visions  of   children  and  
young  people  in  the  context  of  religious  training  (such  as  in  Koran  schools  or  Arabic  
universities),  in  view  of  the  loss  of  large  parts  of  the  parent  generation,  whether  due  
to  HIV/AIDS  or  violent  conflicts,  and  theoretical  questions  such  as  the  consequences  
and  negotiations  of  different  epistemologies  in  the  life  of  young  Africans.  This  need  
also  applies   to  methodological  debates   concerning   the   collection  and   interpretation  
of  data  concerning   imagination,  as  neither   the  process  of   imagining  nor   the  mental  
images  that  it  produces  are  directly  accessible  (Förster,  under  review).    
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Perhaps   this  special   issue  will  act  as  a  stimulus   to  carry  out   further  studies  with  
different  thematic  foci  relating  to  children,  young  people  and  the  ways  they  imagine  
the   future,   and   how   they   set   about   realizing   their   goals.   Such   studies   need   to  
examine   the   reciprocal   connections   and   possible   dialectics   of   images,   imagination  
and  makings  of  future,  and  must  go  beyond  the  sobering  implications  of  “waithood”  
on  the  one  hand,  and  naive  ideas  of  children  and  youth  in  Africa  as  a  “generation  of  
hope”  on  the  other.  
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