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Foreword

Non-violent uprising—through which citizens challenge oppression and
promote social and political change—has been a recurrent theme
throughout history. In the last decade of the twentieth century, while mass
protests and people power toppled many tyrannical regimes in Eastern
Europe following the end of the Cold War, a different dynamic obtained
in some other parts of the world. With few exceptions, most noticeably
in South Africa, which witnessed the end of apartheid, the end of bipolar
rivalry opened the gateway to armed insurrection against erstwhile authoritarian states in Africa. The continent drew the world’s attention to a scale
of humanitarian tragedy not seen in the previous era, at the core of which
was the abuse of young women and men in war. The recruitment of young
people under the age of 18 years as soldiers in war and the impunity that
accompanied the astronomical rise in sex and gender-based violence in
war presented an important challenge for the international community at
the turn of the century.
Gender, Protests and Political Change in Africa brings into focus, the
transformations that are occurring in a continent where generalised state
of armed conflict has steadily given way to a different kind of state-society
relationship. From an initial marker of democratic transition, in which
organised civil society was the space in which governments were held to
account, we have seen a shrinking of civil society space due to either cooptation or a reclaiming of that space by a new authoritarian drift. This
is, however, not limited to Africa, but also an emerging trend in other
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regions of the world. In place of organised civil society, young men and
women, that were easy prey to government and political opposition at war
only a few decades ago, have reclaimed their agency. No longer are they
pawns in political fights that destroyed their future and offer them no societal recognition in the present day. This book aptly captures the turning of
the tide in places like Tunisia, Ethiopia, South Africa and Sudan. African
youth, including student movements, with no assigned or formal roles in
society take to the streets to protest the injustices of their time. This new
generation social movement and its dynamic engagement with technology
and the social media space gives it an edge not seen in the previous era.
To be sure, the experiences brought to the fore in this book neither
glorify nor underestimate youth protests aimed at political change. Rather,
it shows how youth protests led to a changing of the guards in some places
while they were reined-in elsewhere. Such outcomes are interesting in and
of themselves. But this book opens the door to much more. It is one
of the first to connect two previously separated areas of debate—youth
and gender—in discourses of societal transformation. It runs a conceptual thread through the impacts of youth-hood and gender on the question of nation and state building. And in so doing, it unearths the points
of convergence and divergence between these two arenas across time—
conceptually and practically. The convergence is found in the collective
aspiration of youth and their pursuit of freedoms and social justice regardless of their genders. However, the persistence of patriarchy reinforces
age-old structures of gender inequality that relegate young women and
gender non-conforming people to periphery of leadership spaces once the
revolution has been won or lost.
Another factor sets Gender, Protests and Political Change in Africa
apart. It demonstrates a new approach to scholarship and academic leadership in which emerging scholars are mentored and enabled to contribute
their knowledge through continuous accompaniment, from research to
publication. The capacity gap evident in the dearth of research and
publishing opportunities for early career researchers and academics has
remained a persistent challenge among a young generation of Africans. By
giving space and voice to young Africans to research and write their own
experiences, this book marks the arrival of a new generation of leading
African academics. It is a record of emerging practice. I commend the
individual authors in this book—mostly earlier career researchers located
in Africa—for undertaking this valuable study. And I congratulate the
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editor, Awino Okech, for being brave enough to undertake this important study, choosing to work with new but no less credible young African
authors when many of her peers opt to publish with well-established
authors located in the West. This makes an important statement and it
is a sign of a changing mood among a new generation of African scholars.
London, England

Professor ’Funmi Olonisakin
Professor of Security, Leadership &
Development; Vice President &
Vice-Principal International, King’s
College London
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