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CODESRIA  Planning Workshop: Children and Youth
Programme —A Few Reflections and Suggestions

To start with, I would like to give
A few contemporary and
theoretical insights into the area

of childhood and youth research. These
guidelines might document the
programme and place it in the context of
contemporary debates, putting into
perspective the contributions and
innovations that the programme should
be able to generate. These contemporary
and theoretical insights highlight the
inextricable links between theory
(concepts), methodology and policies.

1. A review of contemporary work on
childhood and youth classifies the
contemporary concepts, feeding con-
temporary productions in this area
into three types or categories
(Bluebond-Langner & Korbin 2007):

i) Childhood - youth as a social
and discursive space. An object
of dispute and power.

ii) Children - youth as a more or less
homogenous sociological group.

iii) Child - youth as an individual in-
teracting with other individuals
and as a source of experiences.

2. Criticism of representation and the
heritage from literary criticism and
"linguistic turn" in social science
now recognise childhood and youth
as constructed concepts, as being in
permanent and emerging construc-
tion in the social structure; meaning
a  construction  in which the "agents"
so objectivised participate (Diouf
2003).

3. An old/new perspective is making a
comeback on the front stage, that is,
the "culture & personality" school
(Quinn 2005). To me, this kind of in-
terrogation becomes relevant by the
very use that photography’s famous
representatives like M. Mead and G.
Bateson made of it and by the link
they have established between cul-
ture and an individual; despite the
efforts mostly concentrated on these
two concepts, they still constitute a
source of many problems, as evi-
denced by the work developed un-
der the aegis of the programme.

4. I personally believe that a pragmatic
approach involving rigorous empiric
methods allows for the theoretical crea-
tivity required for the programme
(Hasturp 2005).

The Challenges of a Childhood
and Youth Research Programme
in Africa
By identifying different categories of chal-
lenges, my intention is not to overlook
the indissociable nature of point of views
(theory, method, policy); however, this
categorisation should make challenge
operationalisation easier, leading to the
adoption of concrete measures.

These challenges are identified through
reading, participation in some programme
activities as well as the discussions held
and papers presented during the
conference.

Disciplines
Programme renovation could be oriented
through an obvious criterion. Or the crite-
rion might at least constitute a focal point
among others (themes, methods, compari-
son ...). The purpose is not to reproduce
an objectivising construction of humani-
ties, but it is necessary instead to encour-
age disciplinary integrations and
hybridization. And yet, since researchers
give themselves disciplinary identities re-
producing in so doing the barriers and lim-
its specific to mainstream academic
institutions, it is important to see to it that
more space is granted to all researchers. It
is also clear that some phenomena tradi-
tionally falling within the realm of certain
disciplines have not been fully exploited
(or have been ignored by childhood and
youth researchers), or their theoretical
framework and methods have not been
fully developed. One example is psychol-
ogy, the private life of young children,
personal experiences and their multiple
consequences ... Additionally, existing

work prove beyond any doubt that chil-
dren and youth’s actions produce cur-
rent society, its materiality and
imagination. (de Boeck & Honwana 2005).

At the Institutional Level
At the institutional level, the main chal-
lenges are: relevance of research devel-
opment support modalities, quality of
accompaniment and monitoring, forma-
tion of a critical mass of researchers and
productions, CODESRIA’s capacity, re-
search ethics and dialogue with other in-
stitutions and crafts.

Promotion Tools: My knowledge of
CODESRIA’s tools is not enough to make
relevant proposals. However, as far as the
modes of collective work used in differ-
ent activities are concerned, new more
result-oriented methods, based on clearly
defined issues, should be experimented.
These working methods adapted to col-
lective work project should be combined
with the traditional academic conference
(under the guidance of a senior, presen-
tation of papers assembled per subject
and/or themes with comments/questions
from the audience and answers by the
speakers and closing by organiser).

The quality of accompaniment and moni-
toring is a central issue and should start
as from researchers’ first meetings. The
focus of attention is primarily practice on
the ground. Researchers need regular ac-
companiment. They also need very prac-
tical training to get familiarised with
research tools, build a common reflection
base, correct failures and mistakes, and
proceed further to build exploitable data
bases. In fact, using new research-related
technologies both in data gathering (im-
ages, digital sound) and data base build-
ing represent contemporary challenges.
The use of qualitative data processing in
particular should be developed. Research-
ers’ communication capacities (articles,
presentations) should constitute either
specific activities or otherwise be inte-
grated in existing ones.

Very few West African researchers are able
to stabilise themselves long enough to
develop a practice of researching children
and youth and/or quite familiarise them-
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selves with the important texts and build
a badly missing more theoretical perspec-
tive. It is important to support and main-
tain, in the long run, the researchers
working on this domain. CODESRIA  can
contribute to improving this situation by
developing such activities as would help
accompany researchers in their develop-
ments; but researchers will also have to
be put in contact with other organisations
and resources. Building a database on
work available electronically is a priority.

CODESRIA’s Capacities: I am not quite
familiar with the work environment of
CODESRIA,  in terms of financial and hu-
man resource management. All the above-
mentioned institutional avenues require
additional human resources, first inter-
nally for coordination and organisation
functions. Besides, a number of external
resources will have to be hired on contract
as and when the need arises. Yet, we know
that donors tend to be reluctant when it
comes to increasing spending on supervi-
sion, despite the fact that the latter repre-
sent an essential guarantee for research
quality.

Last but not least, regarding inter-institu-
tional relations, there are two aspects to
them: relations with CODESRIA can be
established by service and/or informa-
tion-requesting institutions subject to the
services available; CODESRIA itself may
do the same towards other institutions. I
believe CODESRIA, and particularly this
programme, is seriously considering its
advocacy mission; it should have a
proactive attitude and propose coopera-
tion ties/services to agencies (governmen-
tal, UN, NGOs, Foundations).

Methodologies
Rigour, duration, reaching out and meth-
odology! I cannot develop these four
items in this context. Yet, I would like to
insist on a few substantive issues. I
strongly believe that the fact of reproduc-
ing the stereotypes hampering childhood
and youth research is of a sociological
nature; it has to do with researcher es-
trangement from the majority of the popu-
lation they are supposed to be studying;
like many contemporary activists, they do
not value knowledge and "inferiors’"
practices (empathy should be the key
word). The gaps are mostly socio-eco-
nomic, cultural, gender and language-re-
lated. Against this backdrop, researchers
have to be given resources that wuld al-
low  them extended stay on the ground;
financial resources and monitoring are im-

portant. It is undeniable that having child
support institutions (agencies) alone feed
childhood and youth research, through
consultancy service, ideologically frames
analyses and limits creativity.

The empiric childhood researcher must
be able to acquire the capacity to prompt
children and youth’s expressions; this is
a particular know-how which exists out-
side academic circles in the world of ex-
pression arts with which researchers and
teachers have to establish cooperation ties.

Research work too often ignores basic
rules because of lack of time, money....
The situation seems to be catastrophic
as far as quantitative domain is con-
cerned. Quantitative analysis capacities
are often concentrated in a few private
knowledge production and even polling
and measuring institutes that still produce
the best research work (or at least the best
tools). Experts tend to come together
within these institutes and sell their serv-
ices to institutions; establishing coopera-
tion ties with these institutions, placing
scholars with them appear to be an ex-
ploitable option. These forms of coopera-
tion are practised with some of these
private enterprises. Teaching and
CODESRIA  also ought to show more rig-
our by demanding more scientifically-
based elements in this area; this ranges
from terminology error (everything is
about "sampling") to methodological er-
rors, biased questionnaires, lousy sam-
pling, ..... as shown by the presentation
on Respondent-Driven Sampling; here
again, innovation and experimentation are
central.

Last but not least, methodological weak-
nesses are to be linked with theoretical
weaknesses which in my view might be
summarised as the lack of a dynamic ap-
proach to reality, the absence of a dialogic
vision. In this sense, I believe that lan-
guage studies are a much recommended
domain in that they allow a dynamic vi-
sion to be developed with long tested con-
cepts.

The purpose at this point is not to pro-
duce a manual but to favour instead the
publication of a series of concrete experi-
ences on children-adapted methods, al-
lowing them to be associated with
research. Research is to be understood
here in the holistic sense, not only as data
capturing methods but also as an activity
integrated in the milieu that produces
them. What do we want to learn? How are
we going to share it and with whom? What

have we learnt and how do we conserve its
trace so we can reflect on it? Creating and
documenting research work methods with
children and youth is a much recommen-
ded area of inter-institutional cooperation.

Policies
By definition, CODESRIA’s calling is to
work towards development promotion
from an African perspective in the area of
social science. As far as childhood and
youth programme is concerned, the range
of childhood-oriented policies is a very
narrow one. Conventions, charters and
protocols have mapped out a "universal"
normative framework. Research has the
capacity and obligation to question ex-
isting normative frameworks and to test
them through public opinion as well as
citizens’ daily experiences and their con-
crete impacts. It must also be noted that
most of the research in circulation has
been produced by, or at the initiative of,
intervention institutions. Censuring is
common practice in post-production
(manuscript editing, work falling into ob-
livion). It seems to me that childhood ideo-
logical construction is therefore a
research area that ought to be favoured.
Collective work is essential. More con-
cretely, there should be more analyses
done on childhood and youth construc-
tion from various points of view, age, ca-
pacity to provide support to dependants,
reproduction, economy, cognitive aspect,
etc. This is a broad-ranging and exciting
issue. Ideological discussion and advo-
cacy should also be considered, not only
from a resistance perspective, but also in
terms of developing the existing frame-
work. In this sense, the issue about chil-
dren and youth’s citizenship in the light
of their agency, and the constraints faced
by both boys and girls, is a matter that
ought to be developed. It is superficially
contemplated under the term “participa-
tion in existing texts” and tends to ignore
the endogenous forms of participation.

Dissemination
Naturally, CODESRIA should be proud of
its publication and distribution capacity.
It is important to clearly define the tar-
gets and objectives of CODESRIA.
Whether CODESRIA should develop
specific publications in the area is a ques-
tion I cannot answer. Yet, I have two ob-
servations to make: maintaining a journal
through periodic publication is constrain-
ing; is it not important to encourage Afri-
can authors to publish in existing journals
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in Africa and abroad? The publication of a
series of volumes is a more flexible option.

Here again, one has to note the power of
major international agencies to produce
and disseminate on the Web contents on
childhood and youth in Africa. It seems
to me that African presence on the Web
should be encouraged. As a research
promoting agency, CODESRIA should en-
courage researchers to produce for dif-
ferent media: radio, podcast, footage,
multimedia presentations. This is an ur-
gently needed effort. Especially if you
consider that in our area of interest, re-
search topics tend to be very fond of ex-
pressing themselves and exchanging
through these diverse media. Once again,
one recommendable option is to estab-
lish cooperation ties with artists and com-
municators.

Dissemination is neither a phase nor an
activity, it is a knowledge building proc-
ess. It is important to develop interactions
with knowledge targets (agencies, gov-
ernmental institutions, youth, children’s
associations ...) soon after designing the
questioning; here CODESRIA research-
ers should again be more proactive.

Ethics
It seems to me that CODESRIA should
urgently offer ethical research protocol
evaluation services in childhood and
youth domain. One or more committees
must be able to rely on guidelines that are
yet to be determined. It is worth noting
that several organisations involved with
childhood and youth have produced, and
are still working towards producing, ethi-
cal, guidelines for research with partici-
pation of children.

Research ethical problems vary accord-
ing to theoretical approach. One would
notice that once research focuses on a
"problem" as a specific object (hence, in
relation to standards – what standards?);
finding oneself in an extraction perspec-
tive, like expressing a child’s suffering,
raises the question of how does one man-
age that suffering, the expression of which
was prompted with the help of a researcher;
this is particularly true in psychological
studies; but all ethnographers have to
confront these same interrogations.

Activity Identification Process
I insisted on dissemination as a process.
I also underscored the importance of as-
sociating different categories of actors to
research once the issues have been de-

termined. In this area, policy makers’
voices carry more weight than African
children and youth. CODESRIA’s support
should allow research to be developed
outside its self-defined themes; or in other
words, support must be granted to proc-
esses in which research issues are pro-
duced by interacting with the subjects
and by establishing dialogue between the
subjects and other persons and impor-
tant actors for them, I mean parents and
artists. The experimentation of this prac-
tice might be contemplated as a methodo-
logical exploration project, or CODESRIA
might develop this process as part of a
collaborative ethnographic project or as
a collaborative empiric research team.

Example of Two Actors: Western
Scholarship and the United Nations1

I have asked two persons familiar with
children and youth research to reflect with
me on research challenges in Africa. This
text has been documented by these dis-
cussions and suggestions. However, the
points made by my female and male inter-
locutors are summarised below:

Innocenti Research Centre – UNICEF,
Child Protection Specialist:

• Need for reliable statistics with child-
centred indicators; indicators much
needed to monitor children’s situations.

• Find, in research, systematic and ho-
listic approaches. Need for longitudi-
nal studies.

• Participatory research research with
children’s participation.

• The childhood perception issue. This
issue should be seen in a long-term
perspective focused on social change.
This effort should basically involve
local research actors who should and
could benefit from capacity building.

• Explore further children’s resilience.
Scholarship, Anthropology and
Education, Canada:

I present, in a very synthetic form, the
suggested areas of research:

• efficient symbiosis between educa-
tion and work for children;

• evolutionary forms of youth’s social
capital;

• citizenship expressions in a broad
ecologic perspective;

• "Youth subculture", with a special
focus on gender-based variations;

• links between youth’s rights and
women’s rights.

Themes

A Few  Peliminary Reflections
The three conferences organised by
CODESRIA over the past three years, in
order to evaluate the results produced by
childhood and youth programme as well
as contemporary debates and research in
Africa, showed the fruitfulness and
relevance of treating children and the
youth like a contemporary agency, and
not like passive actors simply produced
by society. Youth and children clearly
appear to be participating in society pro-
duction and structuring (Shanahan 2007).
In the wake of the work produced by a
few great African researchers (including
but not limited to Reynolds, Biaya, Diouf,
Mbembe, etc), this is particularly clear
from a cultural, political, sociological,
economic, space and social imagination
point of view. We are incited by these
observations to go beyond constructing
a child and youth as a victim but also as
an actor even if constrained, in one word,
a subject caught in power relations.
Comparatively, however, children have
been less studied than youth.

Despite the many demonstrations of
youth agency (see for example Biaya
2000), conferences, articles and propos-
als by African researchers, time and again,
present children and youth like objects
forged by imported cultural products, pas-
sive receptors and reproducers of the val-
ues, languages and behaviours conveyed
through these cultural products. I am
speaking here as an anthropologist which
I am. Yet, the theoretical challenge of con-
temporary anthropology is still, and al-
ways, establishing a linkage between
daily experiences and broader historic
processes. But a number of research    pro-
ductions too often seem to project gener-
al postcolonial inequality relations over
the individual themselves. While this rhe-
torical process has a powerful political
charge, it clearly jeopardises our efforts
at knowledge production and support to
the individuals concerned, that is, chil-
dren and youth. We ought to observe
power at play and its effects at all levels,
and, especially, that of the subjects’ expe-
riences as they feed social science research.

Changing youth and children’s relations
to authorities in the broad sense – to au-
thorities – is at the heart of individualisa-
tion process (Jenks 2005) which in turn is
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at the core of the social process of aging.
Exploring such changes, not only in their
sociological duration, but also in terms of
daily interactions and individuals’ biog-
raphies constitute as many dimensions
that ought to be explored as a way of re-
visiting these individualisation and aging
concepts. There are two other dimen-
sions, in my view, that can orient this com-
pulsory theorisation work towards
self-production in contemporary Africa, a
concept at the heart of childhood and
youth. The first one is creation analysis,
exploring and connecting new social
spaces (physical, virtual, imagination); the
second dimension relates to "self", in the
prospect of increasing the number of
identifications, hence of actors, spaces, rel-
evant situations which are largely associ-
ated with the globalisation process. I
believe that the suggestion to study lan-
guage forms and the relationship between
formulation and action is a possible and
fruitful option.

Lessons must be drawn from these ele-
ments:

First, CODESRIA should clearly state the
common features between these two cat-
egories of subjects, children and youth;
this will make it possible to clearly iden-
tify the programme baselines.

There is also need to further explore the
various constructions of childhood and
youth at different levels, discursive and
interactional. This should constitute a
specific activity, an essential cornerstone,
in programme foundation.  More efforts
should be put into contextualising, so to
speak, and theorising childhood and
youth in Africa.

Thirdly, it is necessary indeed to induce
longitudinal and comparative studies.
This objective can be a long-term sup-
port tool for African researchers. Compari-
son allows contact to be established
between institutions and researchers, but
it is also important to permit researchers
to study several sites and populations
and to favour comparison between differ-
ent fields.

Fourthly, it is important to develop the
activities favouring the study of child’s
education process, or child rearing proc-
ess. This approach can be positively
documented by the work done by the cul-
ture and personality school.

Empiric studies and African researchers’
experiences can, as of now, allow for sys-
tematisation of development phases

based on social, cognitive, driving and
economic factors. Research efforts, mean-
ing methodological in this case, must be
founded on these local categories.

Lastly, sending the distinction between
childhood and youth into abyss, calls for
the broader issue of what aging means in
contemporary Africa, to be revisited and
updated. Transitions need to be observed
between categories, self-perceptions in
their daily and ritual expressions.

From the methodological point of view, it
appears clearly that there is a significant
need for capitalisation of working meth-
ods, whether collaborative or not, with
children and youth. These methods should
be determined as a function of children’s
liking and interests. This observation is
generalised (see for example Levine’s rec-
ommendations 2007). The lack of meth-
odological refinement is of course linked
to the underdevelopment of studies on
childhood and youth in Africa and globally.

The Themes
Based on the reflections developed to-
gether in Douala, I would like to present
what we called “research themes”. I will
go over and complete the three major lines
of action as formulated by Mwenda
Ntarangwi.

Popular Expressions: Popular expres-
sions by children and youth (languages,
music, religion, dance, sports, game ...).
This line of action should not be restricted
to producing expressions alone, but
should also consider matters relating to
reception of cultural contents; the work
done by the English cultural studies
might be a source of inspiration.

 Child Rearing: This encompasses child
rearing and different capacity building
techniques. Developing their social ca-
pacities is a central issue; children’s
accountabilities, decision-making and ini-
tiatives in their daily life situation. The
role of peers in the rearing process must
draw special attention. The construction
of gender relations is a central theme of
this line of action, masculinity and femi-
ninity and their porosity and alternatives
must draw special attention, in terms of
both language and practices.

Relations with the Public Sphere: In my
understanding, this line of action should
consider research on "self", the body and
their training techniques; this is in addi-
tion to the continuation of work on rela-
tions between generations, institutions,
social movements and political systems.

Aging: I believe that the aging process
should constitute a specific research ori-
entation. My conviction stems from the
self-evident observation that childhood,
youth and adulthood; that children,
youth, adults and quite many other cat-
egories exist through inter-dialogue in
specific social spaces. How are those so-
cial spaces produced? Who produces
them? How do these transition changes
evolve between aging categories? What
are the social effects of these changes?
How do children and youth themselves
experience these transitions?

Gender-based distinction should be part
of a constant comparative discipline. Meth-
odological issues are transversal and
should be determined for each project and
show their relevance through the topics.

Notes
1. I would like to sincerely thank Richard

Maclure and Lena Karlsson for their kind
collaboration
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