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The Bodies of African Youth

HASHIMOTO, Eri

The history of human bodies has been a history of negotiation tactics,
expectations, and desires among multiple authorities contesting in a given
era. This special issue aims to examine the relational status of the bodies
of youth in contemporary African societies by describing the process by
which the youth deal with multiple powers, cultural devices, and imagina-
tions, based on anthropological fieldwork data. Anthropological study on
body modifications operated through the initiation of local communities
has clarified the process by which societies transform people from “pre-hu-
man beings” into “real humans” with “appropriate” bodies. Such initiations
can be found not only in local societies but also in post-industrial societies,
in institutions such as schools, the military, medical centers, and interna-
tional workshops that teach youth about “appropriate” bodies. The bodies
of youth in the post-colonial and post-war contexts of Africa are recognized
as actors that threaten societies with their aggressive, illegal, and immoral
behaviors. At the same time, they are also described as having a positive
potential to (re)construct their societies and lead to development. These
narratives show the desires and expectations of the society to control
and exploit the bodies of youth. The concept of “youth” cannot be defined
through ages and generational categories but as a relational concept affect-
ed by local, national, and international contexts. This special issue contains
three articles and one essay. Each study identifies the following themes:
scarification of men’s bodies in the post-conflict society of South Sudan,
possession of spirits on the bodies of young women in Benin, and collective
bodies among young athletes in Kenya. In each study, we not only em-
phasize society’s recognition of the bodies of youth but also how the youth
themselves talk about and interpret their bodies by referring to multiple
powers and expectations from communities. In doing so, we elucidate the
process of youth negotiation and articulation and their coping with several
levels of orders and norms, raising a question on the “nature” of the hu-
man body.
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