
Youthful Dreams: 
State Formation Processes at the Margins of Guinea

Michelle Engeler, Institue of Social Anthropology, University of Basel

The aim of this doctoral research project is to provide a better understanding of the nexus 
between youth and state formation processes in Guinée Forestière, a marginal and under- 
studied region of the West African state Guinea. Research is carried out in the prefecture
of Guéckédou, situated in the wider border region of Sierra Leone and Liberia.

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Till Förster
Funding:  Kommission für Forschungspartnerschaften mit 
    Entwicklungsländern (KFPE), Freiwillige Akademische 
  Gesellschaft (FAG)
Duration:   2008 - 2012 
Keywords:  youth, youth mouvement, state, statehood, power 
Publications: Engeler, M. (2009): Bilder von Staat. In: Tsantsa 14: 158-171. 
  Engeler, M. (2008): Guinea in 2008: The unfinished revolution. 
  In: Politique Africaine 112: 87-98. 
Links:   www.unibas-ethno.ch/forschung/
  www.kfpe.ch

Background
Youth is an important social category to understand 
contemporary transformations on the African continent. As
De Boeck and Honwana (2005: 1f) remind us, “Children and 
youth are the focal point of many changes that characterize the 
contemporary African scene, afloat between crisis and renewal”.
This research produces an ethnography of both youth
organizations and local state institutions as they are 
manifested in this particular region of Guinea. Both youth and 
local state institutions are conceptualized as social actors that 
express and reproduce material realities and symbolic 
imaginaries in their daily lives. As Lund writes, “the state is 
always in the making and under construction” (Lund 2006: 687). 
Thus, of particular interest are the social processes by which 
youth involves in state making and / or fulfills key state roles.

Objective
The overall objective of this research is a better understanding 
of how youth are related to state making, negotiating and
imagining in Guinée Forestière. 

Approach
Data collection is based on an inductive approach using 
qualitative research techniques. This research further sub-
stantiates the context of the research (youth, local state)
through literature review and interviews with key informants 
in Guinea. Through semi-structured / biographic interviews 
and informal discussions with young Guineans and with key 
brokers of youth organizations, an understanding of young 
peoples' perceptions, aspirations and their social practices will 
be gained. This will be complemented by group discussions 
with youth and participant observation in specific events of 
youth organizations or the everyday practices of selected young 
people. Semi-structured interviews and discussions will be 
conducted with state officials, bureaucrats at different levels of 
the local state machinery as well as with other actors who play 
a role in the political arena, such as local elders, local politicians, 
and local business people. Selected interfaces and arenas will be 
studied where youth practices, state practices and other actors' 
practices overlap and shape local statehood, for example 
political rallies, planning meetings, social and sport events. The 
key method here will be observation and selected informal 
interviewing with participants of the event.

“L’avenir, c’est aujourd’hui” (young man, Guéckédou, 2010).

Map: http://www.grid.unep.ch

Picture: Generations, Guéckédou, January 2010
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