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For the first time in human history, people aged over 65 
now outnumber children under five. Yet one region in the 
world is bucking this trend: the world’s top 20 youngest 
countries by population are all located in sub-Saharan 
Africa, and Africa’s population under 35 now equals almost 
a billion people.  While there has been much research 
and reportage in the West around the lives of Western 
millennials and Gen Z, little has been written on the 
dreams and aspirations, the fears and hopes, the needs 
and desires of young Africans. The Yoruba expression Soro 
Soke, meaning ‘Speak Up’, has become a clarion call for 
young Nigerians seeking to make their voices heard, and 
the phrase is resonating across the African continent and 
around the world via social media.  Trish Lorenz speaks 
to the bright new entrepreneurs, artists and activists of 
Lagos and Abuja, Nigeria, to understand what it means to 
be young in an otherwise ageing world. This book is also 
available Open Access.

Trish Lorenz has been a journalist for more than 15 years. 
She is a regular contributor to titles including The Guardian, 
the Financial Times and The Telegraph, among others. Formerly 
a design columnist at The Independent and the Lisbon 
correspondent for Monocle magazine, she covers subjects 
ranging from design, art and culture to travel, politics and 
human interest pieces from around the world. In 2021, 
Trish was announced as the winner of the Nine Dots Prize.
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ABOUT THE NINE  
DOTS PRIZE

The Nine Dots Prize is unique in the world of literary 
prizes: it is an anonymously judged prize for a book that 
does not exist – yet.

Each cycle the Board sets a question about one of the big 
issues of our times, and we invite responses to that ques-
tion in the form of a 3,000-word essay. The writer of the 
most compelling response receives $100,000, a book deal 
from Cambridge University Press, and support from the 
team at the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences 
and Humanities (CRASSH) at Cambridge University – i.e. 
everything they need to develop their response into a full-
length book.

Crucially, the Prize is judged anonymously, on the 
strength of the essay and the supporting book outline 
alone. The Board doesn’t receive any background informa-
tion about entrants and any potentially identifying infor-
mation is removed from the essays before judging begins. 
This is an attempt at levelling the playing field so that new 
and emerging thinkers have as good a chance of winning 
as established voices, regardless of their background, iden-
tity or career history.

The name of the Prize comes from the famous lateral 
thinking puzzle – in which nine dots need to be connected 
using four straight lines and without lifting the pencil 
from the paper – as it sums up what we were hoping to 
find: outside-of-the-box thinking.

In 2020, for the third cycle of the Prize, we posed the 
question ‘What does it mean to be young in an ageing 
world?’ We were delighted by the hundreds of submissions 
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we received and the range of approaches entrants had tak-
en, but there was one that stood out above all others. This 
entry made a thoroughly compelling and well-evidenced 
argument that the question of what it means to be young in 
the 21st century must not overlook the substantial youth 
populations of sub-Saharan African as they will play a sig-
nificant role in shaping our world in the coming decades. 
Focusing on Nigeria – one of the youngest countries in the 
world, where more than 42 per cent of the population is 
under 14 years old – the entrant proposed conducting in-
depth interviews with the youth population to explore the 
question using first-hand testimony. The Board was fully 
convinced by the argument and the rigour of the proposed 
approach. We were very pleased to announce Trish Lorenz 
as our winner and to follow her progress as she conduct-
ed the interviews that shaped this fascinating, vibrant and 
carefully researched book, Soro Soke: The Young Disruptors of 
an African Megacity.

Trish Lorenz follows in the footsteps of our first two 
winners, tech strategist turned Oxford philosopher, James 
Williams, and writer and journalist, Annie Zaidi.

Williams responded to the inaugural question ‘Are digi-
tal technologies making politics impossible?’ The result-
ing book, Stand Out of Our Light: Freedom and Resistance in the 
Attention Economy, was published in May 2018 to critical 
acclaim (‘pay your full, undivided attention to this short, 
absorbing, and deeply disturbing book’ – Financial Times) 
and chosen as Princeton University’s 2019 Pre-read, sent 
to all incoming students as an introduction to intellectual 
life at Princeton. Zaidi’s ‘powerful’ and ‘unique’ answer 
to the question ‘Is there still no place like home?’ became 
Bread, Cement, Cactus: A Memoir of Belonging and Dislocation, 
described by The Observer as a ‘compelling exploration of 
the intimate and political sides of an itinerant life’.

As Trish Lorenz joins our list of winners and we see her 
book make its way into the world, we hope that readers will 
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continue to follow the Prize as we seek to spark thoughts, 
discussion and debate about the most important questions 
of our times.

Professor Simon Goldhill
Professor of Greek Literature and Culture  
and Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge  
and Chair of the Nine Dots Prize Board

For more about the Nine Dots Prize please visit 
ninedotsprize.org
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The world’s people are getting old. According to the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), in 2018, for the first time 
in history, people aged over 65 outnumbered children under 
five. Europe has the greatest percentage of people over 60 
(25 per cent) but rapid ageing is occurring almost every-
where: by 2100, the world will see just one birth for every 
octogenarian.1 In most parts of the globe, we are moving 
into a time when there will be more elderly care homes than 
kindergartens, more funerals than celebrations of birth.

But there is one area that is bucking this trend: the 
world’s 20 youngest countries by population are all situ-
ated in sub-Saharan Africa.2 By 2050, Africa will be home 
to one billion young people,3 while the number of young 
people in Europe is expected to shrink by 21 per cent and 
in Asia by almost a third.4 As a result, by 2100 almost half 
of the world’s youth are expected to be from Africa, and 
the continent’s share of the global population is projected 
to grow from roughly 17 per cent in 2017 to around 40 
per cent by 2100.5 The UN’s World Population Prospects says: 
‘In all plausible scenarios of future trends, Africa will play 
a central role in shaping the size and distribution of the 
world’s population over the next few decades.’6

Dr Frank Swiaczny is a population specialist. A  senior 
research fellow at the Federal Institute for Population 
Research in Germany and former assistant director at 
the United Nations Population Division in New York, he’s 
been studying the world’s demographics for more than 
two decades. Dr Swiaczny says that Africa’s high youth 

1	 THE SORO SOKE 
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population could trigger a raft of economic and social 
benefits for the continent – an outcome known as a demo-
graphic dividend.

‘There is no doubt that the African continent will be 
completely different in future’, he says. ‘Most of the 
world’s population growth is happening in sub-Saharan 
Africa and most of it will take place in cities. Africa should 
be in a phase of reaping a demographic dividend – a time 
when the population structure contributes to economic 
growth. This is the same dividend that South Korea and 
other Asian nations were able to harness in the 20th cen-
tury, but it requires development in education, rule of law, 
democracy and gender equality.’

Figure 1 Countries with the oldest average population age
Sources: www.statista.com/statistics/264727/median-age-of-the-population-in-
selected-countries/ (2021) and Pew Research (2020) www.Pewresearch.org/ 
fact-tank/2020/04/22/populations-skew-older-in-some-of-the-countries-hit-
hard-by-covid-19/
Created by Russell Henry Design
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Percentage of world populations aged 65 or over, 2020

Figures 2 and 3 With the exception of sub-Saharan Africa, by 
2050 most regions of the globe will have a quarter or more of their 
populations aged over 60
Source: United Nations, DESA, Population Division. World Population Prospects 
2019. http://population.un.org/wpp/

Percentage of world populations aged 65 or over, projected 2050

Some of that dividend is already becoming evident. 
Dr Morten Jerven is Professor in Development Studies at the 
Norwegian University of Life Sciences. His 2015 book Africa: 
Why Economists Get It Wrong shows that most African econo-
mies have been growing at a rapid pace since the mid-1990s. 
He has written a follow-up book, The Wealth and Poverty of 
African States (2022), which uses tax receipts, wage data and 
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historical GDP figures to further analyse African states. ‘I 
believe empirical evidence will support the argument that 
failed African economies are a misnomer’, he says.

A 2016 McKinsey Global Institute report,  Lions on the 
Move II: Realizing the Potential of Africa’s Economies, supports 
Jerven’s view. It highlighted that growth across much of 
Africa accelerated to 4.4 per cent between 2010 to 2015. 
In 2016, Africa was already home to 700 companies with 
annual revenue of more than US$500 million, including 
400 with annual revenue above US$1 billion. These com-
panies, says the report, ‘are growing faster and are more 

Figure 4 Top 20 countries with youngest average population age 
Source: https://stacker.com/stories/2545/countries-youngest-and-oldest-
populations using data from the CIA World Factbook (2020) and US Census 
Bureau International Database (2020)
Created by Russell Henry Design
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profitable than their global peers’.7 The report also notes 
that by 2034, Africa will have a larger working-age popula-
tion than either China or India, which, when added to its 
abundant natural resources, acts as a signifier for future 
growth.

But despite the continent’s growing economic power 
and the scale of its emerging youth cohort, both of which 
are likely to make a significant contribution to worldwide 
development in the 21st century, Africa remains a blind 
spot for most in the Global North. This generation of young 
sub-Saharan Africans, a rapidly growing population that 
will vastly outnumber their Western peers by 2050, are the 
leaders, the scientists, the artists and the entrepreneurs 
that will shape our world in the next 50 years and beyond. 
But, in the West at least, little is known of the fears and 
hopes, the dreams and aspirations of this youthful popula-
tion. To date, most existing research around young people 
has been geared towards understanding Western millenni-
als and Gen Z. Young Africans have been largely ignored or 
denigrated.

When the UNFPA’s analysis of this emerging cohort 
was first released in 2014,8 a New York Times discussion of 
the report was headlined ‘The World Has a Problem: Too 
Many Young People’.9 The newspaper’s analysis conclud-
ed that ‘the youth bulge stands to put greater pressure on 
the global economy, sow political unrest, spur mass migra-
tion and have profound consequences for everything from 
marriage to Internet access to the growth of cities’.

This regressive view, largely based on ignorance and a 
mix of systemic racism combined with post-colonial con-
ceptions of superiority, is not unusual in the Global North. 
‘Sub-Saharan Africa has more variation than the EU, but 
we often talk about it as a whole, rather than study indi-
vidual countries’, says Dr Jerven. ‘And at the moment, the 
main purpose of research still seems to be “what’s wrong 
with Africa?” With demographics for example, it’s more 
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about European concerns rather than African potential. 
It’s very us versus them.’

***

The opening sequence of the Marvel movie Black Panther 
moves from the poverty of Oakland, one of the more 
deprived cities in the US, to the thriving metropolis of 
Birnin Zana, the fictional capital of the fictional African 
country Wakanda.

Ostensibly, Black Panther tells the story of Wakanda’s king 
and his fight for power but it also projects, perhaps for the 
first time in the history of Hollywood, a new vision of Afri-
ca. In the movie, Wakanda is far more developed than its 
Western counterparts, across everything from medicine 
and weaponry to gender equality. Its hospitals can cure 
wounds that would be fatal in the West; its weapons and 
armour are so superior that Western criminals attempt to 
steal them; and its women play a powerful role, running 
the armed forces and designing high-tech equipment.

In its depiction of an African country as advanced and 
sophisticated, Black Panther challenges traditional West-
ern perspectives of the continent. Africa has been subject 
to profoundly damaging misconceptions since white for-
eigners first encountered it. Slavery and subjugation, the 
carving up of an entire continent without the consent of 
its peoples, the imposition of imperial borders based on 
nothing more than the political expediency of European 
powers set up a historic legacy more damaging than 
anywhere else on the globe. Africa’s myriad peoples and 
cultures have long been dismissed or disregarded in the 
Global North. Across literature, film, news and even ac-
ademia, the continent is almost invariably portrayed as 
poor and bereft of both history and opportunity. In 1963, 
Oxford historian Hugh Trevor-Roper infamously argued 
that Africa had no history prior to European exploration 
and colonisation: ‘The rest is darkness … the unedifying 
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gyrations of barbarous tribes in picturesque but irrelevant 
corners of the globe’, he wrote.10

This vision of Africa is a white creation, initially politi-
cally useful in justifying plunder and colonialism and more 
recently to enable a more subtle, but no more benign, West-
ern dominance. It was never a true vision of the continent, 
and, as this book will show, it is certainly dated and myopic 
today. Wakanda offers a welcome counter-perspective. As 
Jelani Cobb writes in his New Yorker piece: ‘Black Panther 
and the invention of “Africa”’: ‘No such nation as Wakanda 
exists on the map of the continent, but that is entirely be-
side the point. Wakanda is no more or less imaginary than 
the Africa conjured by [David] Hume or Trevor-Roper, or the 
one canonized in such Hollywood offerings as “Tarzan”.’11

In fact, Wakanda reflects a nascent reality. Despite the 
enslavement of the continent’s people, the destruction of 
its cultures and the ignorance and racism that persists to 
this day, African nations are thriving and growing. Inspi-
ration for Wakanda could have come from Ghana, Kenya, 
Nigeria, Rwanda or South Africa – countries rich in edu-
cated, tech-enabled young talent entirely at home conceiv-
ing and developing solutions for a 21st-century world. And 
Birnin Zana, with its futuristic skyscrapers, racing trains 
and bustling street life, could be modelled on a host of 
African cities – the likes of Accra, Kigali or Lagos, the vast, 
energetic and flourishing commercial hub of Nigeria.

Often called the Giant of Africa, Nigeria is home to one 
in six sub-Saharan Africans and is currently the seventh 
most populated country in the world. Its population is pro-
jected to surpass that of the United States shortly before 
2050, at which point it will be the world’s third largest 
country.12 Its borders, a product of British colonial conven-
ience rather than any reflection of the ethnic make-up of 
the country, encompass three major tribes – the Yoruba, 
Igbo and Hausa – along with more than 200 smaller ethnic 
groupings. It is almost equally divided between two major 
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Figure 5 Map of Nigeria
Source: Shutterstock

religions: the Christian south and Muslim north. The coun-
try faces significant security challenges including Boko 
Haram terrorists in the north, Biafran calls for secession 
in the south-east, and banditry and competing interests 
for land use across large swathes of the interior. With the 
added challenges of an economic recession and the grow-
ing impact of the climate crisis, the country’s lawmakers 
face a powder keg of competing interests, which they are 
largely failing to contain.

But the picture is far from entirely bleak. The Economist calls 
the country ‘the continent’s most boisterous democracy’.13 It 
is Africa’s largest economy, generating a quarter of the con-
tinent’s GDP14 and three of sub-Saharan Africa’s four fintech 
unicorns (start-ups valued at more than US$1 billion) are 
Nigerian. The Financial Times calls Nigeria ‘the potential eco-
nomic powerhouse of the continent’ and says: ‘The country 
has all the ingredients for success. A huge population gives 
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it the scale other African economies lack. It is a coastal trad-
ing hub and the world’s sixth-biggest oil exporter.’15 It is also 
one of the youngest countries in the world: more than 42 per 
cent of Nigerians are under 14,16 and half the population is 
under 19.17 It is the only country among the world’s five most 
populous that is forecast to have a rising working-age popu-
lation for the rest of this century.18

***

The Nigerian writer and novelist Chinua Achebe is an 
important figure in modern African literature. In an inter-
view with Paris Review magazine in 1994, he said: ‘There 
is that great proverb – that until the lions have their own 
historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the 
hunter. [Storytelling] is something we have to do, so that 
the story of the hunt will also reflect the agony, the travail, 
the bravery, even, of the lions.’19

This book aims to try to do just that. It documents the 
lives, ambitions, challenges and concerns of a group of 
young Nigerians living in the cities of Lagos and Abuja. It 
is their voices you will hear throughout the book – their 
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Figure 6 Percentage of Nigeria’s population by age
Source: www.statista.com/statistics/1121317/age-distribution-of-population-in-
nigeria-by-gender
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hopes, their fears and their aspirations. By listening to 
these young Nigerians, by telling their stories, this book 
aims to reflect the dreams, the travails and the bravery of 
the young lions who will inherit the 21st century.

The young people you will meet in this book are, in 
the main, aged between 20 and 35. They are as different 
from their parents and grandparents as Western Gen Z 
are from Boomers. Although they share much in common 
with their Western counterparts, far more so than was the 
case a generation ago, they also inhabit a different world, 
with different challenges and different opportunities. And 
in talking with this cohort, a distinct generation emerg-
es  – creative, entrepreneurial, self-assured and hopeful, 
they are global in outlook but rooted in and proud of their 
Nigerian and African identity.

They also exhibit a confident outspokenness and a ten-
dency for creative disruption. Enabled by the megacities in 
which they live and by access to technological advances – 
which together offer opportunities that were out of reach 
or simply did not exist for previous cohorts – this is a gen-
eration that is finding its voice and speaking out. This is 
the Soro Soke generation.

Soro Soke means ‘speak up’ in Yoruba, the language of 
the largest ethnic groups of Lagos and south-west Nigeria. 
(When correctly spelled,  sọ̀rọ̀ sókè includes accents and 
tone marks. But, as the words have been co-opted as a pro-
test slogan, the usage has simplified and it is this colloqui-
al version that is used throughout the book.) The term first 
became a generational battle cry in the #endSARS youth 
protests against police brutality but has grown into the 
calling card of an entire cohort as it speaks up to demand 
opportunities and recognition. Whether it is calling out 
the economic challenges or failures in governance that are 
hampering its surge forward, celebrating its identity with 
vigour and pride or disrupting gender expectations and 
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other social norms, the Soro Soke generation is making 
itself heard.

This book looks at two key factors that are shaping 
this cohort: urbanisation and technology. Urbanisation is 
changing the face of sub-Saharan Africa. By the end of this 
century, 13 out of 20 of the world’s biggest cities will be 
concentrated on the continent.20 Kinshasa, the capital of 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, is already the largest 
French-speaking city in the world (with Abidjan in Côte 
d’Ivoire and the Senegalese capital of Dakar, the third and 
fifth respectively). Lagos is sub-Saharan Africa’s biggest con-
urbation and could be the world’s biggest city by 2100,21 as 
Greater Tokyo, currently the largest, looks set to shrink by 
almost a third due to an ageing population and declining 
birth rates.22

Cities shake things up: when people come together, cre-
ativity blossoms and innovation thrives; and Lagos is a vast 
metropolis with an economy significantly bigger than that 
of Kenya.23 In the next chapter, young Lagosians discuss 
how life in the city is shaping them: they are emerging as a 
cohort of inventive problem solvers, filled with optimism 
and entrepreneurial drive.

Because of their diversity, megacities like Lagos also play 
an important role influencing cultural trends. The city’s 
fashion industry is thriving, its music industry is having a 
global impact and the Nigerian film industry, known col-
loquially as Nollywood, makes more films than any oth-
er country, bar India.24 For this generation, this explosion 
of creativity is rooted in expressing an African, as well as 
specifically Nigerian, identity. In Chapter 3, the Soro Soke 
generation talk about their pride in Nigerian and African 
culture and demonstrate how they are owning their herit-
age and spreading that message across the globe.

Religion and tradition still have a strong cultural hold 
in Nigeria, but some members of this younger cohort are 

The Soro Soke Generation 11

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


starting to speak up and confront social norms around 
gender identity and queerness. In Chapter 4, young Nige-
rians talk of how the increased wealth and cosmopolitan 
attitudes of city life, along with the burgeoning power of 
social media, are helping to give greater voice to margin-
alised groups.

Although urban life offers many opportunities, life in 
a developing megacity can also be a struggle. Emigration, 

Figure 7 Predicted growth of five African cities by 2100
Source: www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2021/africa-cities/
Created by Russell Henry Design
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the dream of a better life elsewhere, remains an aim for 
some, and in Chapter 5 the Soro Soke generation talk 
about the benefits and challenges of migration.

While increasing urbanisation plays a significant role in 
shaping young sub-Saharan Africans, it is access to tech-
nology that is perhaps the single greatest factor that dif-
ferentiates this age group from those that came before. 
Technology is changing lives across the continent. As with 
their peers around the globe, new technologies are ena-
bling the Soro Soke generation to mine opportunities that 
were unthinkable as little as a decade ago. This highly en-
trepreneurial cohort is using technology to leapfrog the 
Global North and turn intransigent pan-African problems 
into business opportunities that are both profitable and 
for the social good.25 In Chapters 6 and 7, young Nigerians 
discuss how technology is changing their lives and high-
light the freedom and entrepreneurial opportunities it 
offers them.

Social media also plays an outsize role. Access to social 
media is enabling young Nigerians to tell their own sto-
ries and engage on equal terms with those on the same 
platforms in the West. It has opened this generation to 
wider possibilities and viewpoints and is facilitating a 
growing recognition of what is no longer tolerable within 
their society, helping to create a generation that is both in-
creasingly frustrated and willing to call out the injustices 
it faces. Young people are using social media to drive ac-
tivism across the continent, such as the #endSARS move-
ment against police brutality and corruption – discussed 
in Chapter 8 – which mobilised a generation in street pro-
tests across Nigeria.

One of the biggest challenges facing young sub-Saharan 
Africans is poor governance and access to power. Africa 
may be home to the youngest population on earth, but 
its leaders are among the oldest and often cling to pow-
er for decades. Nigeria is no exception: current president 
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Muhammadu Buhari is approaching 80 and is widely seen 
as out of touch with his young electorate. There is a rec-
ognition among the Soro Soke cohort that it has both the 
strength in numbers and the energy and ability to gov-
ern, but that it faces a real battle in accessing power. In 
Chapter 9, young activists in Abuja, the Nigerian capital, 
look to the future and discuss the issues and possible ways 
forward.

***

For some readers, particularly in the Global North, the 
stories in this book will be challenging. Encountering 
successful, strong, proud and outspoken young entre-
preneurs, activists and leaders, there is an inclination 
to refute the relevance of their stories. Brought up on a 
diet of bleak news around sub-Saharan Africa, some will 
argue that the voices in this book are not representative, 
that these are the lucky few, the privileged minority. It is 
true there are people facing great hardship on the conti-
nent and that overcoming poverty is an ongoing battle for 
many. But in the past 40 years the African middle class has 
tripled to more than 330 million people and that number 
is predicted to exceed a billion by 2060.26 Consumer spend-
ing is rising too, by almost 4 per cent every year, to more 
than US$1.93 trillion in 2021.27

It is cities that are experiencing the greatest growth in 
wealth and almost half a billion young sub-Saharan Afri-
cans live in the region’s cities. Even by the most conserva-
tive estimate, well over a hundred million of these young 
people are working, studying, founding businesses, suc-
ceeding, building their lives, creating a future. That means 
millions upon millions who are renting apartments, eat-
ing in restaurants, being entertained in clubs and bars. 
They are online, on social media, using smartphones and 
laptops. They are living 21st-century lives. The stories in 
this book reflect this growing reality.
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With almost a billion young people on the continent, 
no book can be a definitive round-up of every experience, 
every dream, every reality. Just as it is not possible for young 
people in New York to speak for the entire US, let alone for 
the whole of the North American continent, neither can 
young, urban Nigerians represent every member of their 
generation across a diverse country and a vast and dispa-
rate continent. But as one of the largest and most diverse 
groups, they offer a valuable insight into the changing 
landscape of young Africa. And it is only by listening to 
their voices, documenting the lives and dreams of the peo-
ple who will lead, inspire and build our mutual future that 
we can begin to understand what it means to be young in 
an otherwise ageing world.
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‘My advice is always, do what you can to come to Lagos. If 
you are young and creative, get yourself to Lagos. Lagos is 
the New York of Nigeria. Sometimes you don’t know who you 
can be until you see it expressed somewhere else. I saw my 
first ever fashion show in Lagos. The year I moved to Lagos, 
Steve Wozniak came to give a talk. I got to listen to him and 
meet him. That would only happen in Lagos – Steve Wozniak 
isn’t going anywhere else in Nigeria. You can do anything in 
Lagos. There are collectives geared around whatever your 
interest is. There’s even a salsa dancing community. I went 
with a friend once and I couldn’t believe it: salsa dancing 
here! There were a couple of Argentinians and Brazilians 
but really it was all Nigerians, all salsa dancing. Being in 
Lagos alters the way you see the world. Things are closer. 
You begin to think: I can do these things. You begin to figure 
out your place in the world from Lagos. You can do anything 
in Lagos. It’s not easy, there’s a lot of hustle and a higher 
cost of living but it’s the place where you stand the highest 
chance.’ John, 34

‘There is almost a living energy here. Everyone you meet is 
running a business, running a side business, pushing forward 
every day, hustling. There are people on the road at 5am 
heading to work; there are people still on the road at 11pm 
heading back home. It’s one of those cities in the world that 
doesn’t pause. Lagos doesn’t stop. It just continues. It’s tough. 
It’s hard. It’s gritty. But everyone from all over the country 
is drawn to Lagos. Imagine what New York would be like if 
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San Francisco, Los Angeles, Washington DC, all the other big 
cities in the US, didn’t exist and everyone just headed to New 
York. That’s Lagos.’ Odunayo, 28

‘I like Nina Simone. Do you know her song “Young, Gifted 
and Black”? That’s us. The young African in Lagos right now 
is excited. We live in this really terrible place. If you have a 
liveability index, Lagos is almost always the worst. Lagos does 
not work for anybody. It’s terrible but so, so good as well. You 
have people doing the wildest things with nothing here. If you 
look across every sector, there are young people doing things. 
Even governance, as bad as it is, underneath the elected 
officials are a bunch of really efficient young people who are 
trying to change things. It’s the people that make Lagos, the 
people who are innovating themselves out of this nightmare. 
That’s not to say bad things don’t happen here – they do – 
but it is exciting times. Oooouuuf! You know that cliché, that 
what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger? Well, boy are we 
strong. Being a part of this generation feels like a gift. It’s 
exciting, it’s inspiring. There are not enough words.’ S. I., 25

***

From the air, the city is a vast carpet of brown and green 
squares sewn together by silver grey stitching. The car-
pet stretches to the horizon, on and on and out of sight. 
As the plane drops lower, details emerge: rooftops and 
gardens become visible and the stitches morph into 
roads and acquire colour – the metallic tones of mil-
lions of vehicles reflecting the sunlight. The plane skims 
over homes, warehouses, a bustling market, a highway 
jammed with traffic and lands beside a sliver of green. 
Outside, the air is thick and heavy in the tropical heat and 
palm trees shiver in the breeze. An egret flies low, a white 
silhouette against the grass. On the streets, dense with 
traffic, cars spill messily across the lanes, trucks belch 
exhaust fumes. Small yellow Danfo – the minibuses that 
are endemic to Lagos and which traverse every corner of 
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the city – pick up passengers, their conductors hanging 
precariously from the doorways. Auto-rickshaws, called 
kekes, toot and squeeze by, turning three lanes to four 
then five. Through the open window, the scent of sweet 
donuts and grilling meat emanating from roadside food 
stands mixes with the heady flavour of exhaust fumes. 
Slowly the vehicles edge forward and after a time the 
road becomes a long bridge straddling a wide lagoon, the 
water flecked with the gold and pink of the setting sun. 
Lights come on in the high glass office buildings on the 
island beyond the bridge and the skyline of a modern city 
emerges from the dusk.

Off the bridge and into evening life. Office workers in 
skirts and heels, some wearing brightly coloured gele – 
cloth headwraps that cover the hair – walk confidently 
along the sidewalk, avoiding potholes and scorning 
the traffic. Young men, many wearing traditional suits 
– slim-cut trousers topped with tunic-like jackets in 

Figure 8 Lagos 
Source: Michael Kraus/EyeEm/Getty Images
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brightly patterned fabrics – lean in groups against walls, 
chatting and laughing. A man pushes a barrow filled 
with tomatoes; another sells cold drinks from a large 
pail. Tall and regal, these entrepreneurs, students, sec-
retaries and fly boys, strong men and proud women, 
have the bearing of queens and princes. The overwhelm-
ing majority are young and all emanate confidence, pa-
nache and energy.

Welcome to Lagos, Nigeria. With a population of more 
than 20 million1 it is one of the world’s great megacities, 
as thriving and energetic as Bangkok and Hanoi, as sprawl-
ing and unequal in wealth and opportunity as São Paulo or 
Miami, and as full of dreams and aspirations as New York 
or London.

***

The pace of urbanisation across sub-Saharan Africa over 
the last 60 years is without precedent. In 1950, most 
African countries were agrarian societies and just over 

Figure 9 Growth of Nigeria’s urban population, 1950–2050
Source: UN DESA World urbanisation prospects 2018, https://population.un.org/
wup/Download
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a quarter of the population lived in cities. By 2020, the 
continent had 74 cities with a population of more than 
one million people, equivalent to the US and Europe com-
bined.2 Today almost half of sub-Saharan Africans are 
urban dwellers and by 2050 that number is projected to 
reach 60 per cent. In the next 30 years, Africa will need 
to accommodate almost 950 million new urban dwellers, 
which is equivalent to what Europe, the US and Japan 
combined have managed over the last 265 years.3 That 
means two-thirds of the continent’s projected population 
growth over the next three decades will be absorbed by 
the region’s humming, thriving, bustling megacities.4 
And, as the OECD notes, ‘this transition is profoundly 
transforming the social, economic and political geogra-
phy of the continent’.5

Those most impacted by the continent’s growing ur-
banisation are the young. While historically it was rural 
to urban migration that contributed to the urban growth, 
today it is largely due to natural population increase. The 
Soro Soke generation are the children of cities and this 
is changing their life prospects, their mindset and their 
cultural expression.

The growth of megacities has led to a density and con-
nectivity previously unseen in Africa, which remains phys-
ically fragmented due to poor infrastructure. Cities like 
Lagos give young people access to jobs and entrepreneur-
ial opportunities, create income and growth and, by their 
density, enable a leap forward in the ability to innovate. 
Evidence suggests that doubling a city’s size boosts income 
per capita between 3 and 8 per cent.6 Lagos confirms the 
opportunities cities bring – it has a nominal per capita in-
come of more than US$5,000, more than double the Nige-
rian average.7 The city is home to a pan-African banking 
industry, it is a leader in the fintech and cryptocurrency 
sectors and has become one of the continent’s biggest 
tech hubs.
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‘In terms of spirit of opportunity, Lagos is the epicen-
tre’, says 30-year-old entrepreneur Davies Okeowo. ‘People 
come here, from across the country and other places be-
cause they think “if I put in the effort, I will make it work”. 
If you really work, it really is possible. The optimism in 
the tech space is typical. The start-up eco-system is crazy 
in Lagos. We have a number of unicorns already and a lot 
more are going to come. Capital is continuing to flow, and 
it is much better from an economic standpoint.’

Odunayo Eweniyi, 28, is a tech company founder and 
CEO. Her company, PiggyVest, which she co-founded when 
she was 22, has three million customers and is credited 
with changing the way young Nigerians save and invest. 
‘There are a lot of problems in Lagos but it’s also one of 
the best places in Nigeria for entrepreneurship’, she says. 
‘It’s only in Lagos where three people, like myself and my 
co-founders, could come, start a company and have people 
trusting us. All industry is here, everyone from all over the 
country is drawn to Lagos.’

The Yaba district, which includes the busy, vibrant 
neighbourhood of Ojuelegba immortalised in the Wiz-
Kid song of the same name, is the tech centre of the 
city. Colloquially known as Yabacon Valley because of its 
predominance of start-ups, it is home to a host of small 
tech campuses featuring bright contemporary branding 
and the kind of young, hip workforce that wouldn’t be 
out of place in San Francisco. The streets are filled with 
a cacophony of cars, Danfo buses and motorcycle taxis.  
Vibrant clubs pumping Afrofusion beats sit beside bars 
and takeaway restaurant chains that appeal to a youthful 
audience of developers, entrepreneurs and creatives.

‘I was drawn in by the promise of the city, but I moved 
here for the people most of all’, says influencer and 
entrepreneur John Obidi, 34. ‘The people are creative, 
hopeful and full of promise. They are Nigerian thought 
leaders making an impression on a global scale. All 
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Nigeria’s great creatives are based in Lagos, and they 
pushed me to achieve, too.’

Yaba illustrates the opportunity that African cities have 
to reshape urban thinking, moving away from what Amer-
ican research group the Brookings Institution calls ‘lumpy 
grid infrastructure’8 and towards a more flexible way of 
living that utilises technology, peer-to-peer transactions 
and entrepreneurial energy to create a successful, liveable 
and productive city.

‘Yaba has a great support system – if you are looking 
for a writer, or a programmer or a designer you can find 
one here. And Lagos was one of the first cities in Nigeria 
to have creative hubs like Co-Creative Hub in Yaba’, says 
Obidi. ‘CCH is a co-working space with good internet 
access and running electricity and other people who are 
there for the same purpose. To have access to that office 
space, to be able to work there with all the facilities and 
brilliant people was amazing. I remember being there as 
great days – working together, sharing ideas, creating crea-
tive synergies. And the crop of creatives I worked with, we 
forged relationships and many of them have gone on to do 
great things all over the world.’

Yaba is situated on mainland Lagos, near to the thriving 
university district of UniLag and not far from middle-class 
neighbourhoods such as Ikeja. The 12km-long Third 
Mainland Bridge connects these districts to the upmarket 
island suburbs and the up-and-coming Lekki Peninsula. 
In wealthy island neighbourhoods like Banana Island 
and Ikoyi, huge homes, palatial in scale, sit behind high 
walls that hide large gardens complete with swimming 
pools and tennis courts. The Eko Atlantic development on 
Victoria Island is an entire sub-city overlooking the ocean 
and targeting the super wealthy. (Eko is the original Bini 
language name for the Lagos region.) This new 25sq km 
peninsula, reclaimed from what was formerly a popular 
public beach, is designed to be home to 250,000 residents 
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and accommodate a daily flow of 150,000 commuters. But 
the site stands mostly empty, just two towers of luxury 
apartments are marooned in one corner of the huge site.

Olamide Udoma-Ejorh, 36, is executive director at the 
not-for-profit Lagos Urban Development Initiative (LUDI). 
She believes luxury developments like Eko Atlantic have 
had their time. ‘The last two administrations in Lagos 
had a vision of the city that was all about grand gestures 
that look glossy but are not really helping anybody. Take 
Eko Atlantic. It has become so upscale that even the rich 
can’t afford it and you can see they are not really building. 

Figure 10 Map of Lagos mainland and islands
Source: Getty Images
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Recently I’ve noticed a real shift in thinking – it’s more 
about how we can do something to help the population’, 
she says.

Cities are catalysts for economic growth, innovation and 
employment but are also more unequal than rural areas.9 
As is the case in most cities around the world, wealth in 
Lagos is unevenly distributed. Slow growth and two reces-
sions have made Nigerians poorer, on average, each year 
since oil prices fell in 2015, and bad central government 
decisions have led to the devaluation of the currency and 
seen annual food inflation soar above 20 per cent – a major 
issue in a country where many people live on less than 
US$1 a day.10 Lagos is richer than most Nigerian regions. 
According to the country’s National Bureau of Statistics 
(NBS), 4.5 per cent of the population of Lagos state were 
living below the poverty line in 2020 – the country’s lowest 
percentage.11 But in a city of 20 million this is still a large 
number of people, and Lagos has several neighbourhoods, 
the likes of Makoko, where housing is makeshift and tem-
porary and severe deprivation and extreme poverty are 
rampant. There is a desperate shortage of affordable hous-
ing across the city, and, for the slightly better-off working 
poor, face-me-I-face-you housing, where several people sleep 
in the same room, remains common, particularly among 
young men.

Young local architects, such as Baba Oladeji, 32, are 
now challenging conventional thinking to try to build a 
city that also works for its poorer inhabitants. Oladeji’s 
practice, Ministry of Architecture, fuses politics with ar-
chitecture and seeks to rethink post-colonial African cit-
ies. ‘In Nigeria it is very common that you have people 
living day to day’, he says. ‘When you are poor, you can’t 
plan long term, you simply cannot. You plan day by day 
how to survive. Our economic systems and built envi-
ronment should reflect that. It’s frustrating that African 
governments are still intent on urbanising within the 
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parameters of the West because the idea of a mortgage or 
a shopping mall are flawed ideas here. We need a theory 
of impermanence and informality. These are concepts we 
should embrace. In my practice, we try to consider the 
informal structures that reflect how we live our lives – 
umbrella markets, temporary dwellings, hawkers on the 
move among traffic.’

Oladeji is working on a project in the north of the 
country creating temporary dwellings for displaced per-
sons. ‘We are doing what local people are already doing 
but making it stronger’, he says. ‘We use bamboo frames 
that can be decommissioned and zinc roofing sheets, a 
material that is abundant in Nigeria. I find beauty in it, the 
language of rust.’

He is hoping that learnings from the project can be ap-
plied in Lagos to offer poor young people access to the 
property market. ‘In the 1960s you could afford to buy a 
house in Lagos. Today you can’t. We want to find a piece 
of land, close to the city centre, so young people can have 
proximity to work and own their own asset. We have a 
chance to diversify away from standard global real estate 
stock, to move away from the idea of permanence to the 
semiotics of impermanence. We’d be able to match the 
price of rent and build a home for young people who are a 
part of the urban poor.’

Affordable housing is one big issue in Lagos; traffic con-
gestion is another – at 67 minutes in each direction, the 
city has the highest average commuting time in the world 
(above San José in Costa Rica (64 minutes), Colombo (62), 
Los Angeles (61) and Calcutta (60)).12 Images of its blocked 
roads have become iconic, and traffic jams leave its res-
idents scarred and embattled. There are as many strate-
gies for avoiding its stranglehold as there are drivers. And 
everyone drives here: estimates suggest there are five mil-
lion cars on the road each day, with around eight million 
passengers in them.13
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Roads in Lagos are largely paved, there are wide bridges 
holding three or four lanes of traffic in each direction to 
link the mainland to the islands, and effective and well-
made toll roads have helped ease congestion somewhat. 
But on a working day in Lekki, an increasingly popular 
suburb on a long, thin peninsula bordered by the Gulf of 
Guinea to the west and the waters of the city’s vast lagoon 
on the east, the traffic remains snarled and moody. Car 
after car is jammed across the three lanes of the main 
road that runs like a spine along the many miles of the 
peninsula. Horns tooting, hands gesticulating, bumpers 
brushing, the vehicles sputter along.

For some, the city’s perennial traffic has become just one 
more entrepreneurial opportunity. Hawkers, on foot, walk 
the lines of semi-stationary vehicles, selling everything 

Figure 11 For some, the city’s perennial traffic has become an 
entrepreneurial opportunity
Source: Oluwafemi Dawodu/Shutterstock
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from cold drinks to peanuts, throw pillows, hats and vivid-
ly coloured paintings. One hawker holds shower caddies, 
another hedge clippers. Others sell drain cleaners, wallets, 
face masks, wall clocks, games, paintings, jewellery, books 
or windscreen wipers.

Funmi Oyatogun, 29, is the founder of travel firm TVP 
Adventures. She’s been leading tour groups across Nigeria 
and Africa since 2016 and calls herself ‘Africa’s most ad-
venturous woman’. It’s her ambition to visit every country 
in the world, but today she is closer to home, taking a guid-
ed tour of Lagos. ‘We say that you can furnish your home 
or buy dinner and the implements to cook it, while you’re 
stuck in traffic’, says Oyatogun, laughing.

Despite the prevalence of cars, more than 12 million 
Lagosians also use public transport services daily.14 The 
informal yellow Danfo buses form part of Lagos’ cultural 
identity,15 but a formal working infrastructure of public 
transport is missing. There are no trains, no trams, no met-
ro. Lagos is not Nigeria’s capital. Since 1991, that designa-
tion has belonged to Abuja, some 600km to the north, a 
purpose-built city that is home to the country’s political 
elite. When the new capital was pronounced, the nation’s 
revenues began a commensurate flow, away from Lagos 
and towards the north. Despite being the country’s larg-
est city, Lagos has suffered from a lack of infrastructure 
investment ever since.

‘There is a transport master plan. It is quite old, 10 years 
maybe, and it does include trains, elevated railways and 
other public transport’, says Udoma-Ejorh. ‘There is some 
progress, but the city is quite slow at achieving it.’

With the population of Lagos growing rapidly, there 
is an urgent need to make it more liveable. Public spac-
es like parks are rare. Bicycle lanes and bicycle traffic are 
non-existent, even walking is a challenge – well-defined 
sidewalks are few, making walking an extreme sport of 
dodging traffic while sidestepping puddles and potholes. 
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Udoma-Ejorh believes a focus on large infrastructure pro-
jects to the exclusion of improvements at a community 
level is part of the problem. ‘The government’s push is 
on larger infrastructure rather than smaller changes that 
could improve community living’, she says. ‘I think the 
state also needs to think about layers of the city and how 
people move through the city at different times. We need 
more than just large infrastructure. We also need smaller 
interventions at a micro level.’

Her young team at LUDI works to improve local areas – 
the organisation is creating vertical gardens and farms, 
new parks and public spaces and focusing on enabling 
non-motorised traffic and improving pedestrian safety. 
‘Most of our projects are around transportation and mo-
bility, particularly non-motorised transport. We also look 
at public space, climate resilience and building a more eq-
uitable city. We have a pro-poor ethos’, says Udoma-Ejorh.

Taking personal action to solve larger problems is one 
of the traits that defines the Soro Soke generation. Some-
times, as with LUDI, it’s a proactive engagement. In oth-
er cases, it is because there is no other choice. ‘Nigerians 
can solve any problem you give them’, says Oyatogun. ‘We 
have to be able to, no one is coming to solve it for us.’

A large truck is slowing progress on the Lekki toll road, 
the sides of its tanks seeping liquid and leaving spotted 
trails on the road behind. It is a water tanker, a common 
sight on roads throughout the city. Neither water nor 
electricity can be taken for granted in Lagos. Electricity 
flutters in and out, a sudden drop into darkness elicits 
no comments here. Those who can afford it run their 
own generators. But it is water supply that is the more 
pressing issue. The city’s creaking water facility can’t 
meet modern needs and many Lagosians have resorted 
to trucking water in, or to drilling their own wells. But 
as more people drill deeper and deeper, the underground 
water reservoir is being depleted. Lagosians acknowledge 
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the need for governance on the issue but are also resigned 
to managing alone.

‘I have to care for myself’, says 25-year-old journalist S. I. 
Ohumu. ‘We all know what it is to not have water, or not 
to have electricity. Only a very few very wealthy Nigerians 
haven’t had a similar experience. It’s the young people in 
Lagos and other cities who are innovating themselves out 
of this nightmare. We don’t have an option. You have to 
get ahead yourself, and you have to take as many people as 
possible ahead with you.’

Across Lagos, young Nigerians are gathering in like-
minded groups. Whether it is solving problems of urban 
planning, building business to help each other save and 
invest, making music and having fun or standing up for 
each other against police and government forces, young 
Lagosians are inspiring each other and working together 
to solve the challenges they face. In the process they are 
creatively disrupting both the cityscape and traditional 
life. In her paper ‘Youth in Angola: Keeping the Pace to-
wards Modernity’, Cristina Udelsmann Rodrigues points 
out that, across Africa, urban modes of living are gener-
ating new forms of social and cultural interaction. Young 
people, she says, are eager to distinguish themselves from 
the rural past and develop new, cosmopolitan styles. ‘In 
clothing and fashion, places where people eat, urban 
leisure and the transformation of gender relationships, 
among others, the construction of new social and cultur-
al references and practices shows how active the role of 
younger generations is, and how they are able to contrib-
ute to the transformation of society’, writes Rodrigues.16

The GRA (Government Residential Area) of Ikeja epito-
mises the modernity of thinking and living that is evident 
in many parts of Lagos. An area of detached houses and 
apartments in gated communities, it attracts civil servants 
and business people of all ages. Many of its residents are 
young and successful – this is where Oyatogun lives. ‘It’s 
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quiet here, peaceful’, she says, a rare feeling in this teem-
ing city.

Like many residents, she values the neighbourhood’s 
proximity to the airport and its shopping malls, boutiques, 
supermarkets, restaurants, and the likes of the Hans & 
René gelato parlour, which serves ice cream with flavours 
such as Agbalumo (star apple). Hans & René is typical of an 
emerging side of Lagos – cosmopolitan yet rooted in Nige-
rian culture it appeals to a growing group of young people, 
those with jobs or businesses, who have money and want 
to spend it in support of a new, distinct, urban Nigerian 
lifestyle.

As Oladeji points out: ‘The spirit of a city is very impor-
tant, we inhabit the spirit of where we live. Lagos is very 
cosmopolitan, it is multiple cultures and multiple identi-
ties. It’s complex, a melting pot of many things. I’m inter-
ested in the material aspect of our culture but also in the 
philosophical and I believe Nigerians don’t yet fully realise 
how much the city influences our culture.’
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‘The concept of Africa in your head is different to the one that 
is in mine, so if I make it, you might not see it for what it is.’

SPEAKING OUT: 
CHEKWUBE OKONKWO 
ON EXPRESSING AFRICAN 
IDENTITY

Figure 12 Chekwube Okonkwo, 29, is the co-founder and art director at 
Lagos-based Magic Carpet Studios
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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***

‘Our culture is very rich in so many ways. It is so diverse, so many 
tribes, so many countries. We can’t sum it up to one. Even in Ni-
geria, the southern Igbo culture is very different to the north. So 
where do you start from in defining African identity?

One thing that has summarised it all is abstraction. If you look 
at the woodwork and paintings from the past, you see they were 
not going for a realistic approach. They were trying to draw an im-
age with simple lines. It’s a very beautiful and sophisticated form 
of art. You wonder, from what realm were they getting this from? 
What I understand about the traditional process is that it is very 
spiritual. It’s been said that they would go to a secret place to make 
these sculptures. They would pray to the wood, and so on.

What I say is, that works for us today, too. We should also look 
to ourselves. You don’t start with the intention that you want to 
make African art; you start it by going to a secret place within 
yourself, spending time, digging down and something will birth. I 
do a lot of research, I do a lot of reading of African literature and 
away from reading, I just look around a lot. I try to see the world 
around me. The truth is that times have changed, and this should 
reflect in the art. Good art tells of the time and season in which it’s 
made – it is not in the costuming or African attire or pattern.

A lot of people have come to me and asked me: How do we make 
it ours? There is a way that we use colours, the colours are just so 
rich, so perhaps that’s something. The colour of our skin, too, gives 
it an African identity.

But really, the question is not how to make it ours. The question 
is: If I make it, are you open enough to accept it? What is the con-
cept of Africa in your own head? The concept of Africa in your head 
is different to the one that is in mine, so if I make it, you might not 
see it for what it is.’
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‘More and more people are getting in touch with their Afri-
can identity, especially the younger Gen Z. They are really 
into learning and discovery and I have so much hope in them. 
Personally, I want to tell actual Nigerian stories and I want 
to use our language to do it. In my screenplays I use Pidgin 
and local names and local languages. In the past I was often 
asked to change it but now that I’m doing my own work, I do 
it a lot.’ Uyaiedu, 32

‘The representation of books in Nigeria is not as culturally 
diverse as it should be. There are books written in Yoruba and 
other languages but when you walk into a bookstore you find 
mostly books written in English. There are some things you 
say that sound better in your mother tongue. I want to see 
more Nigerian books written in the traditional languages.’ 
Oyindamola, 25

‘African designers are beginning to express themselves; we 
are beginning to forge our own design style. I’ve seen people 
create a Danfo font, based on the yellow local buses that move 
around in Lagos. A friend in Zimbabwe has been looking at 
African patterns to discover the design language embedded 
in those patterns. It’s really exciting.’ Bolanle, 28

‘Being an artist in Nigeria right now is great. I know a num-
ber of artists of my generation that are showing at art fairs 
outside the country. African artists, Nigerian artists are get-
ting global attention. And it’s not the older generation, it’s 
the younger ones.’ Osinachi, 30

3	 CULTURAL CAPITAL
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‘We are working on an animated TV series called Meet the 
Igwes. It is based on this part of the world, on Lagos. We 
find our story lines and ideas through word on the street, 
something catches our eye, or a rumour is making the rounds 
on social media. Many of the characters are based on people 
we know, especially supporting characters. I modelled one 
character after the way one of my neighbours talks. I studied 
the way he walks and talks, the way he sees the world. The 
background and story is ours but we can pull from people we 
meet.’ Isaac, 30

‘Five years ago, there was no one doing Nigerian cuisine. 
Every Nigerian chef would be doing French food or American 
food. It was foie gras this and caviar that. It was seen as giv-
ing you higher-level food. And then I came and said I’m not 
going to use any ingredient that we don’t grow in Nigeria. 
And now people aren’t making a differentiation anymore. 
Before, the catch of the day was downgraded on the menu 
and salmon, a fish we don’t have close to our waters, was seen 
as better. Today, we have fish that is good and that’s what 
we are serving. It’s being driven by the younger generation. I 
think the younger generation are educating the older genera-
tion on how to approach our culture generally.’ Michael, 32

***

Lagos has undergone a cultural transformation since the 
turn of the century. Driven by its vast youth population, 
its creative industries – from art and design to music, film 
and fashion – are booming. Vogue magazine hails Lagos as 
West Africa’s cultural capital1 and the Financial Times says: 
‘The city is home to a thriving music, fashion and film 
scene that reverberates around the continent.’2

Nigeria’s media and entertainment industry stands to 
be one of its greatest exports. With a projected annual 
growth rate of 8.6 per cent, it is one of the fastest growing 
in the world.3 The country’s film industry, Nollywood, was 
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worth US$3.6 billion in 2016, and contributed 2.3 per cent, 
about 239 billion naira (US$660 million), to GDP in 2021.4

But it is the music industry that is most indicative of 
how the Soro Soke generation, influenced by life in a vast 
megacity, is upending and disrupting perceptions of Nige-
rian culture. According to the Nigerian Minister of Infor-
mation and Culture, Lai Mohammed, the country’s music 
industry will generate US$86 million (3.09 billion naira) 
in revenue in 2021, making it the region’s largest.5 In the 
past six years, a growing number of new production stu-
dios and artists have created a vibrant and self-sustaining 
industry and produced a string of world-class music that 
has won awards, fans and acclaim around the globe.

As Ikenna Emmanuel Onwuegbuna points out in his 
2010 paper on African pop music, urbanisation has helped 
to create an entirely new sound.6 ‘This new social order 
differs widely from former homogeneous ethnic settings’, 
writes Onwuegbuna. ‘And in expressing their musical art-
istry, urban dwellers, drawn from different ethnic back-
grounds, are creating a syncretic urban neo-folk music.’7

The music emanating from Lagos epitomises Onwueg-
buna’s view of syncretic expression. Drawing from a vari-
ety of influences and embracing a mix of musical styles, 
young Nigerian musicians are combining R&B, hip-hop, 
dancehall and traditional sounds to create an entirely 
new sound known as Afrofusion.8 And rather than simply 
adapting global trends, they are embracing and amplify-
ing their African identity.

Perhaps the most well-known proponents of the Afro
fusion sound are Damini Ogulu, 31 (better known as Burna 
Boy), and Ayo Balogun, 32 (who performs as WizKid). On his 
2011 debut album WizKid switches between English, Pidg-
in and Yoruba. Burna Boy incorporates languages such as 
Zulu and usually sings in a combination of Yoruba and Eng-
lish. Neither artist has diluted his Nigerian culture in a bid 
to appeal to a global audience, in fact, quite the opposite. 
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American rapper and producer Sean Combs, aka Diddy, calls 
Burna Boy’s 2020 album Twice as Tall ‘a modern but pure, un-
apologetic African body of work’.9

Ndeye Diagne is the West Africa managing director at 
consultancy and data analytics firm Kantar. In 2019, she 
headed up the company’s Africa Life study, which sur-
veyed 5,000 people in cities across six countries – Nigeria, 
Ghana, Kenya, Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire and Cameroon – with 
a follow-up survey of 3,500 across Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, 
Senegal and South Africa in 2021.10 The process involved 
an hour-long, face-to-face questionnaire across a statisti-
cally robust and nationally representative sample with 
questions covering values, aspiration, lifestyle, media 
consumption, technological uptake and consumer confi-
dence. The studies highlight that the growing confidence 
and pride in African identity expressed by musicians like 
Burna Boy is reflective of a generation.

Figure 13 WizKid and Burna Boy perform at London’s O2 stadium in 
December 2021
Source: Joseph Okpako/Getty Images
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‘This younger generation is very proud of their culture 
and all that comes with it’, says Diagne. ‘Pride and creativ-
ity in expressing their identity is a very big part of who 
they are. They create products that celebrate Africa, that 
use local elements, across music and fashion and more. 
They are determined to create a different future for Africa. 
To create an Africa that counts and that inspires the world.’

The Global North no longer resonates as the key taste-
maker for this generation. They do not disregard it, but 
they do not prioritise it either. ‘This generation are citizens 
of a boundless world but feel deeply rooted in their African 
culture’, says Diagne. ‘There is a growing confidence and 
pride in Africa. They are not closing themselves off from 
the rest of the world, in fact they are very open and are 
very creative in the way they blend heritage with Western 
influences. But they are grounded in who they are and in 
their African identity.’

Burna Boy epitomises the confidence, vision and anger 
that fire the Soro Soke generation. Along with using local 
languages and local melodies, his lyrics address social is-
sues and misperceptions of Africa. He has said he believes 
it is important for Africa to be heard and that his music 
‘is building a bridge that leads every Black person in the 
world to come together’.11 He talks often about the injus-
tices of imperialism. ‘They don’t teach the right history, 
the history of strength and power that we originally had. 
They don’t really teach the truth about how we ended up 
in the situation we’re in’, he said in a New York Times in-
terview.12 When the 2020 Grammy Award for world music 
went to long-established Beninese singer Angélique Kidjo, 
she dedicated her trophy to Burna Boy, praising him for 
‘changing the way our continent is perceived’.13

The success of Nigerian musicians also illustrates 
another important element of this generation’s cultural 
output: the direction of influence is now much more egali-
tarian. African musicians have had international success in 
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the past, the likes of Nigerian superstar Fela Kuti, Youssou 
N’Dour from Senegal and South African Miriam Makeba. 
But they were individual success stories and wider Afri-
can musical genres had limited global impact. That has 
changed.

Burna Boy’s Twice as Tall was nominated for the Best 
World Music Album at the Grammys, amassed over 11.4 
million streams in the US in its first week and debuted at 
number 1 on Billboard’s World Music Charts.14 WizKid’s 
2021 London O2 arena tour of Made in Lagos sold out in 
minutes and his song ‘Essence’ became the first African 
song to go platinum in the US, where it sold more than one 
million copies. WizKid has collaborated with North Amer-
ican stars including Drake and Justin Bieber. Beyoncé is a 
Burna Boy fan, and he has also collaborated with British 
stars such as Sam Smith and Stormzy.

‘In the past we were proud of our culture, but it was not 
so visibly expressed’, says Diagne. ‘All the power lay with 
the West, so Africanity was a bit suppressed. The difference 
today is that young people are more open and vocal about 
African identity, and it is seen as positive and exciting. In 
fact, now the Western world is tapping into it.’

This confidence and pride in local culture is a theme 
that extends beyond the music industry. Uyaiedu Ipke-
Etim, 32, is a Lagos-based writer and film-maker who ex-
plores the use of local language in her work. ‘Pidgin is 
often seen as a lower-class language’, she says. ‘At school 
we were punished for speaking Pidgin. It’s a remnant of 
colonialism that you should speak the Queen’s English. I 
say a big fuck you to that. We speak more flavourfully, and 
Pidgin expresses that.’

Chekwube Okonkwo, 29, and Isaac Matui, 30, are part of 
the young creative team that heads up Magic Carpet Studi-
os, which creates animated films and television series – a 
first feature film, The Passport of Mallam Ilia, is currently in 
production. The studio is committed to exploring African 
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stories in its work and this first film is an adaptation of 
a young adult Nigerian novel that is set in the country’s 
Muslim north.

‘There is something unique about northern Nigerian 
culture; it is so rich and so deep that we wanted to explore 
it artistically’, says Okonkwo, the studio’s co-founder and 
lead art director.

In adapting the work, Okonkwo and Matui, the studio’s 
head of story, discovered and embraced a cultural differ-
ence in storytelling. ‘Most animated films are about the 
happy ever after, show business type endings – people 
want to have a good time in the cinema. But I think we are 
just beginning to understand that if we want to tell Afri-
can stories and tell them authentically, we have to be true 
about it’, says Okonkwo. ‘Our stories dive into the cause 
and effects of things. We don’t really care about the plot – 
it’s more about the moral of the story. This is typical to 

Figures 14 and 15 Promotional poster and still from Magic Carpet’s 
first feature film, The Passport of Mallam Ilia
Credit: Chekwube Okonkwo, co-founder and art director at Magic Carpet Studios
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most African stories. How the character ends up, whatever 
quest she embarks on, it’s all tied into that. I grew up with 
my father telling me stories, under the moonlight on our 
balcony. Some stories, I couldn’t understand at the time 
but as you get older you get the gist of it. With our stories, 
kids grow to understanding.’

The challenge for some young artists and designers, now, 
lies in debunking Western myths and stereotypes around 
African culture. Speaking to Vogue magazine, Omoyemi 
Akerele, who launched Lagos Fashion Week, said: ‘Some-
times there’s a question if the aesthetic is not obviously 
African. If you don’t see the print, you don’t see the pat-
tern, you don’t see the embellishments. The question you 
get is, “Oh, is this an African brand?” It’s about trying to 
tell them, “Listen, this designer might have a pared-down, 
almost minimalist influence, but that doesn’t make them 
less African.”’15

Okonkwo concurs with the sentiment. ‘Sometimes you 
see animators and artists trying to Africanise their work. It 
might be set in the present day, but they put some beads or 
a calabash to make it African. But then it feels like Africa 
is becoming foreign to Africans. It becomes like a fictional 
world, a Wakanda-like world.’

This is not the way Magic Carpet works. The studio has 
big ambitions, but Matui is clear that it does not care to 
measure itself against studios in the West. ‘We are not the 
Disney of Africa, we are the Magic Carpet of Africa’, he 
says. ‘We don’t have to be under the shadow of anything. 
They started from somewhere and we are starting from 
somewhere too. At the end of the day, we want to build 
something here.’

To a very large degree, the Soro Soke generation has 
no truck with playing to Western narratives. This young 
cohort is finding its voice, identity and freedom in sincerity 
of expression.
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‘My generation has been dealt a very bad card economi-
cally; we’ve been forced to look within, to find this aspect 
of cultural awareness, identity awareness’, says 32-year-
old chef Michael Elégbèdé. ‘We own who we are and how 
we express ourselves. I think we are finally understanding 
that ownership of our identity is freedom. We are demand-
ing the freedom that we deserve. And part of that freedom 
is expressing our culture and who we are, in a way that is 
true to us.’
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‘I see contemporary art by Africans as a way of reclaiming 
what was lost.’

***

‘I have always believed that art should serve other purposes aside 
from the aesthetic purpose. I mean it’s beautiful when you hang 
the artwork in your space but there is the other question: What is 

SPEAKING OUT: 
OSINACHI ON ART  
AND NIGERIAN IDENTITY

Figure 16 Osinachi, 30, is a digital visual artist based in Lagos. He has 
been described as ‘Africa’s foremost crypto artist’ and is currently 
working on the theme of the relationship between art, Africa and its 
cultures.
Credit: Fati Abubakar

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


it saying and what is it contributing to society? I started paying 
attention to the effects of colonialism, one of which is the looting of 
cultural artefacts from Africa. I see contemporary art by Africans 
as a way of reclaiming what was lost.

Growing up in Aba, in eastern Nigeria, I don’t think there 
were any galleries. Perhaps there were one or two but, grow-
ing up, I never heard about art galleries. I never heard about 
art shows. The only thing I was exposed to growing up were old 
photographs of my family. Old black and white photographs of 
when my dad was young, my mum was young, my grandmother. 
I knew through the Internet about visual art, so I just went ahead 
and started creating my thing. Recently, looking at a photo of 
my dad as a young man, I realised that I am reacting to these 
photos, that you can still see the influence of these photographs 
in my work.

I’m Nigerian before I’m African but my Igbo identity is the 
strongest. I call myself by my Igbo name, not my Western name, 
and sometimes I use Igbo words as the titles of my work. And some-
times I use the piece to interrogate my Igbo identity. If you look at 
a piece like In Touch, the man standing with the leopard, that is 
what I did there.

The Igbo people have a special relationship to the leopard, which 
is called agu in our language. The leopard is extinct in Igboland 
now but in the past people were afraid of the leopard, yet they also 
hunted it, especially the men. Anyone who was able to kill a leop-
ard would be called Ogbuagu: “Killer of leopard”. It’s a very big 
title to have in our culture.

With colonialism, education stopped happening in the way that 
it should have. It is difficult for young people, even myself, to make 
a sentence in Igbo, without putting in an English word. Young peo-
ple now use the word agu for the lion. But in this part of the world, 
we don’t have the lion, what we had was the leopard. It is still a 
conversation that young people need to have, of how we reclaim 
our language. There is this education that needs to happen because 
language is so important – one way we make sense of the world 
around us is through language.
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Art is another way to really make sense of your world and to 
share that experience with people. You are transacting culturally 
with art. We all come from a different culture. You give me your 
experience, I give you my experience, visually. And we keep adding 
to the beauty of the world, we keep adding to conversations around 
diversity and culture.’
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‘It’s a long-term battle but it starts now. We are speaking out 
more. We are calling things out. We are in the face of people 
we need to be in the face of.’

SPEAKING OUT: 
PRISCILLA EKE  
ON FEMINISM

Figure 17 Priscilla Eke, 30, is a PhD 
researcher on Nigeria’s gender gap in 
leadership 
Credit: Priscilla Eke
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***

‘There is an idea that no matter your academic achievement, if you 
are not a wife and a mother then you haven’t achieved anything. 
All my years, my degree, my career goals don’t count for anything 
just because I’m a woman and I don’t have a husband or kids. Peo-
ple are always asking, “Where is your husband? Are you talking 
to anyone?” A lady or an uncle will give you advice: all this means 
nothing if you are not married with kids. It’s one of the criteria on 
which women are judged.

Even married women, decisions are made on their behalf. You 
can’t make decisions on your own, your husband has the final say. 
Or they say: “We cannot give you certain jobs because it means 
that your earnings might be greater than your husband so we can’t 
even consider you for certain positions.”

In our history, if you go back to pre-colonial era, women were 
actually in charge of things, they were part of the community, had 
authority. We had women kings and women chiefs and women 
who held titles, who were in charge of different sectors within com-
munities. But as you go through the colonial era it was the men 
that were sent to school, only the men, and power and access were 
given to men and the women were just sent back to the home. The 
culture now is not the culture of where we started from. We are 
holding on to Western culture, this wasn’t really our culture.

Younger women understand that there are certain things that 
marginalise them in terms of their thinking about what they can 
do, and they are trying to change that whole narrative. It’s a long-
term battle but it starts now. We are speaking out more. We are 
calling things out. We are in the face of people we need to be in 
the face of. And dare I say, maybe we are a bit harsh and forceful 
but we are speaking up, we are questioning things and are getting 
people to stop and think. People in positions of power, people who 
are much older than us, people who have reproduced this culture 
we are in, we are getting them to stop and question and to think 
“ok, maybe I got it wrong, maybe there is a new and different way 
that you can do something”.’
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‘Feminism in Nigeria is not a subject. There is this idea that it 
is Western ideology, that it goes against everything Nigerian 
culture stands for and if you support feminism you are trying 
to destabilise our whole culture. They use the word “feminist” 
as an insult. They throw the term at women, “oh, you’re a 
feminist” and that means you never get married, never raise 
a family, you are here to destroy the society. Which of course 
we aren’t. Feminism is about a better future for women, 
which equals a better society for everyone.’ Priscilla, 30

‘I don’t think I’m anybody’s role model but, whether you like 
it or not, as a woman who has managed to break the glass 
ceiling you have a responsibility to let more women in. To 
be honest I don’t think diversity and inclusion is charity. It’s 
really not. It’s very profitable. It’s economically sound to have 
women working. There is a balance that needs to be achieved 
and its very glaring when women are not there. I’m not ask-
ing you to hire women for women’s sake – I’m asking you to 
better your organisation because balance is both progressive 
and profitable.’ Odunayo, 28

‘I got married almost a year ago; I met my husband in tech. 
We are in the house, both constantly on our laptops, both 
always working. He works in fintech, so he understands how 
it feels. We are not trying to make our lives difficult by saying 
“oh there are gender roles, you have to do this”. We both 
understand that we have aspirations. We work together to 
make it work. This is not the same for many young women. 
You hear women say, “I don’t think my husband would let 
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me work in tech, it’s too time consuming. I think I’ll just have 
children and stay at home.” They do that because they don’t 
get the kind of support that they need. I believe you can do 
both: you can have children, bring them up and still live a 
life you consider meaningful. You don’t have to lose yourself 
because you are trying to raise a family. I believe it’s possible.’ 
Bolanle, 28

‘Religion is very important to most Nigerians. It offers a form 
of escape. The downside is that people are complacent, they 
give up on this life because of hope for the next. But the upside 
is that it is a hopeful ideology to build their lives around. For 
me religion has helped me form ideals. I read a lot around 
other religions too, to help me form an overall world view. 
And it’s a way to understand, relate and connect with people, 
too.’ John, 34

‘Nigerians are very religious, especially my parents’ genera-
tion. The colonialists came with religion for us, and we dove 
in, as if we are the number one when it comes to religion. 
There is this high sense of morality, sanctimony, but at the 
end of the day they are still contributing to the problems that 
we have, and they won’t let members of the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity live their lives.’ Osinachi, 30

‘At times it feels that you are all alone. You’re the only person 
who’s queer, the only person who has all of these questions in-
side of you. There’s not a lot you can say to people. You either 
have people of traditional African religions or Christianity or 
Islam, and that doesn’t provide a lot of wriggle room.’ S. I., 25

***

Waiting for an Uber on a busy street in Ikeja, the sound 
of praying and singing rises above the noise of the traffic. 
Behind a market stall and between two buildings – one of 
which houses a strip joint, the other a two-storey apart-
ment – an open-sided marquee has been erected. Folding 
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chairs are set out in rows, socially distanced, facing a huge 
TV screen on which a Pentecostal pastor is giving a rousing 
sermon. A dozen or more people of all ages – some men, 
most women – are spread throughout the tent. Some are 
standing, swaying, clapping their hands. Others are sit-
ting, saying loud amens in time with the pastor. They are 
enraptured and engaged, oblivious to the sounds of traffic 
and the street life surrounding them.

Religion plays a significant role in Nigerian culture. 
With a population of 90 million Muslims, it is the fifth 
largest Muslim country in the world. Its more than 86 
million Christians make it the sixth largest Christian 
country globally.1 In Lagos, a primarily Christian city, 
churches proliferate. They range from historic buildings 
cast in the European mould or vast modern edifices resem-
bling conference centres and designed to hold a congrega-
tion of thousands to smaller makeshift churches, like the 
street-side marquee. (Even the small Danfo buses that rule 
the streets of Lagos are stencilled with bible sayings – ‘God 
is my shepherd’, ‘In God I trust’ – and the more prosaic 
endorsement of the work ethic: ‘Money no dey fall from 
heaven’.)

Religion is an area where some of the Soro Soke gen-
eration are beginning to find themselves conflicted. Most 
young Nigerians remain deeply religious. They often men-
tion God in conversation. They speak of their relationship 
with God, their church, their pastor and the community of 
their congregation. They talk of how religion informs their 
family lives and their decisions and of the importance of 
prayer. They wake early on Sunday to attend a service; 
they tithe a portion of their income to the church. They 
bless each other and their families when they say goodbye.

‘Nigeria is a very religious society; you are either Chris-
tian or Muslim and it’s embedded in the foundation of 
everything. Family structure is very religious, we all go 
to church’, says 30-year-old academic Priscilla Eke. ‘I was 
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born and raised Catholic and my parents are still practising 
Catholics but I choose to go to a Pentecostal church now. 
My parents understand – so long as I have a relationship 
with God, that’s the most important thing. I go to a Pen-
tecostal church because I love the way they worship, the 
vibe, the way they follow the scripture. I love to worship 
and the atmosphere there just suits my spirit. It doesn’t 
mean I discard the process of Catholic Church in any way. 
I just feel that this is where I grow more in terms of my 
relationship with God.’

Osinachi, 30, is an artist who grew up in Aba, not far 
from Port Harcourt, in the south-east of Nigeria. He was 
exposed to two religions in childhood. ‘My mum grew up 
in a very strict Catholic home, her elder sister is a rever-
end sister in the Catholic Church. I spent most of my time 
as a child with my aunt and at one point I aspired to be-
ing a reverend father. My dad came from a strong Jehovah 
Witness home. And it was by going to Kingdom Hall as a 
child that I learned to read Igbo fluently. They had these 
leaflets, Watchtower and Awake, that they translated, and 
they had really good translators, so it was well written in 
the Igbo language and you could read it and understand 
and enjoy.’

Nigeria is not alone in its religiosity. In their paper ‘Re-
ligion and Social Transformation in Africa’,2 Obaji Agbiji 
and Ignatius Swart note that in many African countries, 
people who do not subscribe to any form of religion make 
up less than 0.1 per cent of the population. The pair find 
that religion ‘constitutes an inextricable part of African 
society’. ‘In the African worldview religion permeates the 
political and socio-economic life of Africans, just as poli-
tics, economic activities and other vital components of life 
permeate religion’, they write.

According to Agbiji and Swart, political and economic 
elites across Africa often use religion to legitimise their 
power, and religious leaders have done little to confront 
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that power in a bid to stem poverty and corruption.3 
Instead, in Nigeria, and elsewhere, religion has been used 
by politicians, political institutions, religious leaders and 
religious communities to foster and sustain the structural 
entrenchment of existing systems.4

This entrenchment is causing an internal struggle 
among some of the younger generation. They remain re-
ligious but find their aspirations and identity suppressed 
or denied by religious dictate. Young women can find the 
church policing their lives. Journalist Edwin Okolo, writing 
in African Arguments magazine, says religion in Nigeria ‘is 
often elevated as fact and used to govern everything from 
reproductive rights to interpersonal relationships’.5 Wom-
en, in particular, are held to high social mores. In some 
congregations, says Okolo, deacons scold female church-
goers for perceived slights to tradition, such as wearing 
their hair short.6

The younger cohort finds these conventions stifling and 
is beginning to challenge them. ‘I grew up in a traditional 
Nigerian home, but I went to American and British schools 
and studied my Bachelor and Master’s in the UK’, says Eke. 
‘When I moved back to Lagos the culture just hit me and 
I couldn’t get used to the way women are treated. Right 
from when I got there everyone was telling me how to 
behave and it made me very uncomfortable. Parents will 
tell you this part of the Bible says the way men or wom-
en should behave. But they pick or choose scriptures that 
support them and forget the rest. Religion is part of the 
weight that adds to the strong grip that men have on soci-
ety, and they use religion and the Bible to hold on to this 
culture.’

In her paper ‘Feminism Is the New Culture for Nigeria’ 
Eke notes that Nigeria ranks 139 out of 156 countries in 
the world, and 32 out of 35 countries in sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, in terms of gender equality.7 ‘Within the Nigerian con-
text, patriarchy is at the foundation of our culture and has 
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established a belief system that supports and promotes the 
superiority of men over women’, writes Eke.

A UN study in 2020 found that 28 per cent of 25- to 
29-year-old Nigerian women have experienced some kind 
of violence since the age of 15, ranging from forced and 
early marriages to physical, mental or sexual assault.8 
And on an everyday level, the reach of patriarchal thought 
extends through society. Afrobarometer is a non-profit 
corporation that undertakes pan-African, non-partisan 
research on African experiences. In a survey of 1,599 Ni-
gerian adults in January and February 2020, when asked 
the question ‘who is the person who has primary respon-
sibility for making decisions on behalf of your house-
hold?’ only 14 per cent of female respondents, against 71 
per cent of males, said they identified as the head of their 
household.9 This imbalance is also reflected in the work-
place.

‘It’s not equal in the work environment, certainly not’, 
says Eke. ‘Certain roles are pencilled in for only men to oc-
cupy – managing director, head of department, chairman, 
other leadership roles. You even hear women in the work-
place tell you that you shouldn’t aspire for those positions 
because it’s not meant for you. In the mind of men and 
women there is a perception of the roles women should 
do. It doesn’t matter your qualifications, your experience, 
you just cannot go further than a certain role.’

Young Nigerian women are increasingly pushing against 
these typical gender archetypes, says Ndeye Diagne, who 
oversaw the Africa Life survey at consultancy group Kan-
tar. ‘Equality is close to their heart’, she says. ‘There is a 
belief that gender stereotypes need to be addressed, that 
women should have the same opportunities. Stereotypes 
still exist of course but there is movement towards greater 
equality.’

Eke agrees. ‘Younger women see things differently. Why 
are we working hard only to be stopped at a certain level? 
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How can we start cancelling out those ideas of this is a 
woman’s job and this is not a woman’s job? Some young 
women no longer have that mindset, that narrative that 
puts them on a certain level. They were brought up to 
dream and think big and go out and achieve. They had par-
ents who did not think in terms of gender, instead rais-
ing their children based on interests. Their fathers pushed 
them and gave them the best education and encourage 
them to achieve. They are pushing at the glass ceiling and 
it’s that positivity that gives me hope.’

Figure 18 Odunayo Eweniyi, 28, the co-founder 
and CEO of online savings and investment brand 
PiggyVest
Credit: Odunayo Eweniyi
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Odunayo Eweniyi, 28, the co-founder and CEO of online 
savings and investment brand PiggyVest, is an example of 
the growing power of younger women in the workforce. 
As a keen defender of equal rights, Eweniyi’s company has 
a diverse workforce. ‘We went on a company retreat, and 
we released a team photo on social media. My team has 
slightly over 50 per cent representation of women. It was 
so strange for people to see more women than men that 
everyone started asking “is this an all women team?” It 
was a very interesting reaction to see’, she says.

Working in the heavily male-dominated tech sector, 
Eweniyi has become used to fighting for her right to 
be heard as a woman – her Twitter account is ironically 
named 10X Tech Bro. She has found that success has 
given her a measure of equality that can elude other 
women. ‘As I’ve gotten more successful, the way people 
treat me gets better. All of a sudden no one is asking ques-
tions as to why I am in the room. A decent amount of 
people know my name and the accompanying respect is 
not something they would accord a woman who has just 
started’, she says.

In July 2020 she and a friend co-founded the Feminist 
Coalition with a mission to champion equality for women 
across society. ‘We crystallised our needs into three pillars: 
women’s health and safety, financial literacy, and legisla-
tive power for women’, says Eweniyi. ‘Everything I’ve read 
and a lot of my own views that I’ve imbibed from work-
ing is this: the difference between men and women, and 
the difference in their treatment, is a game of money and 
power. A very key part of the Feminist Coalition mission is 
helping women understand that money means power and 
that power is important.’

Along with gender inequality, homophobia is an issue 
that blights many young lives in Nigeria and across the 
continent. Many churches reinforce the idea that sexual 
minorities are an aberration caused by trauma or supernat-
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ural interference.10 The Nigerian government’s criminali-
sation of same-sex relations in the 2014 Same-Sex Marriage 
Prohibition Act was largely seen as an attempt by the then 
president, Goodluck Jonathan, to woo religious voters. The 
act not only penalises a same-sex marriage or civil union 
with 14 years imprisonment but also criminalises direct 
and indirect public display of, or support for, ‘same sex 
relationships, gay clubs, societies, and organizations, pro-
cessions, or meetings’ with 10 years’ imprisonment.11

This draconian legislation largely reflects wider public 
opinion. In the 2020 Afrobarometer research, Nigerians 
were very open to having neighbours of other ethnicities 
or religions but 89 per cent said they would strongly or 
somewhat dislike living next door to homosexuals.12 And 
according to a report in the Greenwich Social Work Review, 
since the act was passed, violence against LGBTQ+ Nigeri-
ans has risen by 214 per cent.13 ‘Survivors frequently report 
arbitrary arrest and unlawful detention, invasion of priva-
cy, physical assault and battery, and blackmail/extortion’, 
says the report.14

Diagne agrees that LGBTQ+ rights are still largely a ta-
boo subject. ‘Religion makes it difficult. LGBTQ+ agendas 
are driven more from a diaspora perspective though some 
younger people, particularly those under 25, are more re-
ceptive to the idea, so it’s not black and white’, she says.

Journalist S. I. Ohumu, 25, identifies as queer. ‘Accept-
ance is about a number of things. Age plays a part yes, but 
also the environment you grew up in, something as simple 
as the number of books you have read in your life’, she 
says. ‘I find people as young as myself or even younger 
still being very conservative, very close-minded. And you 
can’t always fault them for that. The LGBTQ+ struggle for 
the most part is a question of privilege. If you grow up 
in a street where getting one meal a day is a struggle, I 
don’t know that the foremost thing on your mind is being 
accepted for being gay.’
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Artist Osinachi also identifies as queer and agrees that 
wealth is important. ‘In Nigeria, what might protect you 
is your money’, he says. ‘In the sense that you get to live 
in an exclusive neighbourhood and on the road you are 
in your vehicle and nobody sees you. If you are effemi-
nate, you just go from your vehicle into your house and 
go to special events and can afford to travel out of the 
country for a vacation and not really engage. But for the 
ones who don’t have this luxury it is quite difficult. We 
hear stories about people being mobbed, families reject-
ing their own. We have lost a lot of human resources – 
I know a number of gay people who aspire to leave the 
country because they want to live freely. I can’t hold a 
guy’s hand, eyes would be on us; there are so many things 
that you can’t do.’

Along with rising wealth, the diversity, anonymity and 
increasingly cosmopolitan nature of megacities like Lagos 
play a part in breaking down prejudices. In Lagos, the fash-
ion industry’s role in subverting gender norms has made it 
an ally to the queer community, leading some to call Lagos 
Fashion Week the unofficial Pride of Nigeria.15 Brands such 
as unisex fashion label Bloke and androgynous menswear 
brand Orange Culture push the boundaries of traditional 
gender norms. The Orange Culture menswear collections 
feature bright colours and traditionally feminine elements 
such as crop tops, pussy bows and sequins. In interviews, 
founder Adebayo Oke-Lawal has said: ‘For me, fashion con-
tinues to be an important way to investigate social dynam-
ics.’16

Despite the criminalisation of homosexuality, speaking 
out is still a given for this generation. Osinachi is challeng-
ing sexual norms in his work. ‘I think the first work I made 
confronting that subject was Nduka’s Wedding Day’, he says. 
The piece features a male figure in a wedding dress hold-
ing a bouquet. Another piece, Becoming Sochukwuma, de-
picts a male dancer pirouetting in a tutu and was inspired 

S O R O  S O K E56

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


by ‘I Will Call Him Sochukwuma: Nigeria’s Anti-Gay Prob-
lem’, an essay written by Chimamanda Adichie in reaction 
to the 2014 bill. Osinachi says his interpretation ‘imagi-
nes Sochukwuma as a Nigerian queer man who grows up 
to love himself to the point of showing off his potential 
through dance’.

Writers and independent film-makers are also start-
ing to give voice to LGBTQ+ stories. ‘Nigeria is deeply 
homophobic and so is the film industry here’, says screen-
writer and director Uyaiedu Ikpe-Etim, 32. ‘Nollywood is 
safe, commercial, conservative and homophobic. LGBTQ+ 
characters are seen as needing deliverance and even 

Figure 19 Becoming Sochukwuma by Osinachi 
Credit: Osinachi

Challenging Norms 57

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


subjects such as African traditional religions, voodoo for 
example, are demonised. When I started writing screen-
plays, I found I couldn’t write the stories I wanted to write. 
I might write in a gay character here or there but often 
they didn’t take it.’

When Ikpe-Etim released Ìfé, her directorial debut, in 
2020, she faced the issue head on. Ìfé means love in the 
Yoruba language and the film is a lesbian love story. ‘It’s 
corny and soft and lovey-dovey and set over a three-day 
first date, which is kind of a thing in the lesbian commu-
nity. People joke that when a lesbian says she’s going on 
a date you can expect to see her in a week’s time. We fall 
in love easily. I’m big on lesbian stereotypes, because why 
not?’, says Ikpe-Etim.

The film was released online, to circumvent Nigeria’s 
censorship laws, which currently only apply to films 
shown in cinemas. Even so, Alhaji Adebayo Thomas, the 
head of the country’s censorship board NFVCB, put out 
a statement saying that Ipke-Etim could face 14 years 
in prison for ‘promoting homosexuality on a screen’. 
‘There’s a standing law that prohibits homosexuality, ei-
ther in practice or in a movie or even in a theatre or on 
stage’, he said.17

‘Technically we didn’t break any laws with the film, but 
the authorities are angry that we didn’t give them a chance 
to censor it’, says Ikpe-Etim. ‘Politics is not yet dominated 
by young people and the people in authority now, all they 
know is how to bully and shut you down. They even sent 
letters to radio stations saying that broadcasters couldn’t 
talk about the film on air.’

She believes the censorship board is out of touch with 
the way younger viewers feel. ‘I think it’s a great time for 
Ìfé. Everyone in the queer community is so excited about it 
and ready for it. We want to see queer people on TV, living 
normal lives. This film is not about struggle or homopho-
bia – it’s a story about two women in love.’
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And, she says, Ìfé is at the forefront of a wave of 
queer-friendly work emerging from the Sore Soke gener-
ation. ‘Gen Z have been born in a different time; they are 
not depending on one source for information – they have 
the Internet, not just church, school or family. And a lot of 
queer creatives are springing up, it’s such an artistic com-
munity. In a few years from now there will be a lot of queer 
stories being told whether people are ready or not.’

In the Canvas8 2020 report ‘Why Young Nigerians 
Are Rebelling against Tradition’,18 Caleb Somtochukwu 
Okereke, the managing editor of the digital publication 
Minority Africa, agrees there are clear generational dif-
ferences. He suggests the online space is key to opening 
minds. ‘There’s a difference in how Gen Z Nigerians deal 
with LGBTQ+ issues and how Gen Y handles it’, he writes. 
‘Gen Z Nigerians, in general, are more open to having dia-
logues about these issues than their Gen Y and Boomer 
counterparts, and while they are still homophobic, there’s 
a noticeable difference in how they react and view these 
issues. Gen Z have access to the internet and information 
goes a [long] way in defining how they react to things like 
gender and sexuality.’19

Social media is altering this generation’s social connec-
tions, which historically have been based on kinship and 
shared ethnic origins, but not everyone is happy with its 
progressive direction. Traditional values still carry weight 
with many young people. Davies Okeowo, 30, typifies the 
concerns about the impact social media is having in driv-
ing wider social change: ‘I work a lot with young people 
between 17 and 24 years old and I think their priorities are 
misplaced. Hard work, respect, tolerance, the basic prin-
ciples that make up our society, are being lost. There’s a 
sense that you can become famous if you do something 
stupid on social media, and if you do it consistently you 
can make money doing it. Or they’ll trade crypto, make a 
fast trade then cash out. There’s a perception that “we can 
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get it quick”. I’m conservative and I believe advancement 
is made up of pillars and some are more important than 
others. Social media and technology will leave us better 
off economically but it’s going to leave us worse off values 
wise.’

But there is no putting this genie back in the bottle: so-
cial media has created a space for more open dialogue, and 
minority groups are making their voices heard. Ipke-Etim 
is open about her sexuality on social media: she recently 
documented the experience of coming out to her mum on 
Twitter. ‘Right now, queer people in Nigeria have become 
more visible and louder’, she says. ‘We use social media a 
lot. I’m on social media, I post about how I feel. I manage 
to be a very visible lesbian, to live my live loudly. It is some-
how revolutionary. It shouldn’t be but it is – I’m taking up 
space in a place where people don’t want me to.’

As a public figure with a large social media following, 
Ohumu also uses her voice to raise LGBTQ+ issues online. 
‘Because being queer is criminalised in Nigeria, people are 
harassed by the police. It’s serious. It’s heavy. But it’s also 
knowing that if you don’t say anything, it won’t change. If 
you are privileged enough, by virtue of your voice or your 
following or whatever that makes you not as vulnerable, 
then I think you have a responsibility to be open about 
it’, she says. ‘It’s tricky to be open in the sense that you 
want to show that what you are doing is not wrong, but 
you are also concerned about what the law says. Twitter is 
one space where LGBTQ+ Nigerians are really voicing out 
and living their lives openly and having conversations. It’s 
a safe place to have that conversation. From time to time 
you see LGBTQ+ trending on Nigerian Twitter, which is a 
very good thing. Although most of the comments you get 
are negative, the fact that the conversation keeps happen-
ing means people’s minds are being changed.’
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‘Really bad things can happen simply because I’m a lesbian. 
People sometimes say “14 years” to me, to remind me that I 
am a criminal.’

SPEAKING OUT: UYAIEDU 
IPKE-ETIM ON FACING 
HOMOPHOBIA

Figure 20 Uyaiedu Ikpe-Etim, 32, is a film 
director and screenwriter who creates 
works that tell the stories of Nigeria’s 
marginalised LGBTQ+ communities
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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***

‘Writing a film like Ìf é was seen as such a rebellious thing to do 
that people now see me as an activist but I actually feel that my 
whole life is a kind of activism. It’s difficult being a lesbian in Nige-
ria but on most days that’s not my only identity. It’s the intersec-
tion of my identities that I have to navigate, because the majority 
of my identities are discriminated against. I am a woman, I am un-
married, I’m creative, I have tattoos and dreads and I’m a lesbian.

Really bad things can happen simply because I’m a lesbian. 
People sometimes say “14 years” to me, to remind me that I am a 
criminal. I just want to live a normal life. I want to love, I want to 
go out, hold hands, kiss, take pictures of my girlfriend and I togeth-
er. But I don’t have that. I sometimes say to my girlfriend “I want 
to love you in another country; I want our lives and our stories to 
be normal.”

I don’t have strong hope for the country. I’m pessimistic about 
Nigeria’s future. There is a misogynistic, patriarchal culture and 
deeply ingrained homophobia. It’s not just a problem with lead-
ership. We, the people, are also problematic and oppressive. The 
average Nigerian has a very disturbing way to think about women 
and queer people. I’m conscious of the privilege I have, that I can go 
to places that are cosmopolitan and safe. This is not the story of the 
average lesbian in Nigeria. They don’t have the means. Those kinds 
of places are expensive, and most people can’t afford to visit them 
and there are a lot of places that are not safe for queer people.

In future, I hope to tell more queer stories, stories peppered and 
salted with queer characters. I want to get married and have a 
baby. I don’t know if I can do that here. The thing is, I am so in 
touch with my Nigerian-ness and I want to raise my children to be 
in touch with theirs too. I don’t want to have to raise them in the 
West just because it is illegal here. It reminds me of those lines from 
the Ijeoma Umebinyuo poem: too foreign for home / too foreign for 
here. / never enough for both.’
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‘We need to create dialogues between Africans and African 
Americans and Black people globally, because the success of 
Africa is the success of Black people everywhere.’

***

‘I was born here. I grew up with my grandmother and went to 
primary school here and I had a lot of resonance with Nigerian cul-
ture. But in 2002, when I was 12 going on 13, I moved to America 

SPEAKING OUT: MICHAEL 
ELÉGBÈDÉ  
ON THE DIASPORA

Figure 21 Michael Elégbèdé, 32, is chef and founder of Lagos fine 
dining restaurant Ítàn Test Kitchen
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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to be with my parents. My mum had a restaurant in Chicago – it 
was Nigerian food, well specifically Yoruba food. I worked at the 
restaurant when I went to grade school and after university I got 
to a point where I realised that being a chef is what I want to do. So 
I went to culinary school in Napa Valley, worked around California 
and then went to New York to work at 11 Madison Park.

Throughout this whole experience I found myself in a place of al-
most losing my drive, my aspiration, everything I loved about food, 
because of the realities that surrounded my experiences in these 
white-dominated, Euro-centric, highly racist cultures. You look at 
the history of Black people in these types of restaurants, they’ve 
been operating for over 10 years and there hasn’t been any Black 
sous chef. Not that there hasn’t been any Black staff. You would 
have someone who comes in from Scandinavia, spends two months 
then gets promoted. I’m working just as hard as any of them, I’m 
just as good as any of them but I would have comments like “yeah 
you’re good but you’re probably going to end up frying chicken 
somewhere”. Everything that surrounded that reality started mak-
ing me lose myself and lose my desire to be in food.

I saw myself going down a very bad rabbit hole and I started 
asking myself what made me fall in love with cooking in the first 
place. And the answer was our food, my food. Cooking Euro-centric 
food day in and day out wasn’t telling my story. I didn’t see my-
self in what I was doing and that’s what it should be about. So, I 
bought a one-way ticket and moved back home. I started travelling 
around the country, cooking in remote areas, diverse areas, learn-
ing and literally falling in love with Nigeria in a way that very few 
people get to do.

Black food culture, what we do here, is often overlooked. We’ve 
done a representation of northern Nigerian food, a menu from the 
south-east, from the south-west, and a menu about the diaspora. 
I’ve never seen African Americans as different to us but developing 
the diaspora menu brought me so much closer, in a way that I 
didn’t expect. I had to think of what it would feel like as a Nigeri-
an who loves Nigeria and loves my culture, to be taken to a place 
of nothingness and trying to find something to grab onto that is 
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home. I was so heartbroken, in a way that I’ve never been. I’ve been 
heartbroken over slavery and being in racist environments, but I’ve 
never really put myself in a position to feel the pain of being taken 
away. That was a very painful place to go to. And then it became 
lighter the more I found dishes that evolved from West African food 
into something just as beautiful. And that was what this menu was 
to me: an exploration of our stories, our narratives and really un-
derstanding what it felt like to have gone through that.

It is very important for Africans and African Americans to 
create platforms that exchange narratives, that allow us to find 
synergies in our stories, in our realities, in our cultures. To find 
those bridges. They are there, we just need to go back and trace 
them. Black people in America standing up for their rights is giving 
the appetite to other movements like #endSARS here. There’s this 
cross-pollination that’s always there but we are not aware, or at 
least not bringing it to light. We need to create dialogues between 
Africans and African Americans and Black people globally, because 
the success of Africa is the success of Black people everywhere. The 
expression of Africa in its truest form, in a genuine form, is a pride 
for all Black people. At the core of it for everyone in general but 
especially for Black people.’

Speaking Out: Michael Elégbèdé 65
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‘When people make some money or have some opportunity, 
often they don’t want to raise their children in Nigeria. When 
we reach a certain level of financial independence, most of 
us want to leave for better pay, better security, better stand-
ards of living. Most people are not looking to become mil-
lionaires – they just want a greater degree of certainty and 
security about the future, better healthcare, things like that.’ 
John, 34

‘I am trying to emigrate to Australia. I went to university, I’m 
trained as an engineer, but I’m working as a waiter because 
there are no jobs. I’m married now and it is hard to raise a 
family on what I’m earning. In Australia they are looking for 
people with my qualifications and they have jobs for us. It’s a 
long way away but I would like to go. At least for a few years.’ 
Abiodun, 28

‘I want to go to Canada. As long as you have a degree, a 
skill that is well needed, like software developers, you can go. 
I want to live somewhere else, and just come back to visit.’ 
Uzor, 28

‘Young Nigerians are living in terror and a lot of activists are 
leaving the country. It’s not safe, people like DJ Switch, who is 
at the height of her career, are leaving. Many of the brightest 
minds are leaving.’ Rinu, 23

‘It feels like every week one of my acquaintances is moving 
to another country. My friends think I’m crazy because I still 
work for a Nigerian employer. The currency is shit and I have 

5	 JAPÁ

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


the skills to work for other people who would pay me in dol-
lars or pounds. With a bit of effort, I can leave this country if 
I wanted to. My ultimate dream in life is to have land in New 
Zealand, a small sustainable house in the middle of a forest, 
and just come back when I miss my family.’ S. I., 25

‘Many of those who have the opportunity to leave the country 
are going but I’ve never been one to believe in leaving. I’m in 
my fatherland and I feel like a king here. I love my country 
so much; I knew that no matter what, I was going to make 
it here, because there are a lot of opportunities in Nigeria.’ 
Osinachi, 30

***

Lagos offers many opportunities but life in a megacity 
is exhausting. For the very poor, it is a daily struggle to 
survive. Even for those with a measure of economic se-
curity, the failure of infrastructure, the long commutes, 
the constant hustle for success can wear thin. Japá is a 
Yoruba word that translates as ‘run away’. The word has 
become part of this generation’s lexicon, defining the 
desire of many young Nigerians to make, or at least expe-
rience, a new life abroad. Research suggests as many as 
57 per cent would consider leaving the country to work 
or study abroad if it were possible, though less than 10 
per cent are making actual preparations, such as getting 
a visa.1

Journalist S. I. Ohumu, 25, is one who is toying with the 
idea. ‘I want to not live here for a bit. Nigeria is tedious 
right now. I don’t know how it feels to have stable electric-
ity – I know at any point in time my power is going to get 
cut. I don’t know what it feels like for the state to provide 
water for me. I have to dig boreholes and fuck up my water 
table. I don’t know what it feels like to have something 
like the NHS. If I get sick, I’m one health emergency away 
from bankruptcy’, she says.
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According to the International Organization for Migra-
tion (IOM), the majority of African emigrants look within 
the continent for opportunities: in 2019, over 21 million 
were living in another African country.2 Intra-Africa migra-
tion is not always easy. South Africa remains the preferred 
destination, with around four million migrants living in 
the country.3 But domestic political, economic and social 
crises in South Africa have led to the scapegoating of mi-
grants by public officials, reinforcing existing xenophobic 
sentiments among the public.4

Magnum Muyiwa is 34. He now lives in Lagos, where 
he runs a chain of kiosks that offer electronic cash with-
drawal, but he spent several years living in South Africa. ‘I 
moved to South Africa and opened a small chain of barber 
shops there’, he says. ‘I was making a lot of money, but the 
South Africans don’t like Nigerians. We work hard and we 
make money, and they think we are taking things away 
from them. There was a riot and they burned down all 
the Nigerian businesses. I lost my biggest shop, so I came 
home.’

Of those who look further afield for opportunities, a 
2019 report found that almost 80 per cent are driven by 
the hope for better economic or social prospects and that 
most are young, educated and relatively wealthy: able to 
meet tough visa requirements and to afford the fees and 
costs of travelling and living abroad.5

Ohumu’s ambitions are typical. ‘I want a Master’s in 
Journalism and I’m not going to study here’, she says. 
‘I’m thinking of Goldsmiths – they have a very interest-
ing digital journalism course – and I like Columbia and 
McGill in Canada, too. I’m focusing right now on getting 
scholarships.’

Influencer and entrepreneur John Obidi, 34, moved to 
Dubai to grow his career. ‘I emigrated to the UAE eight 
months ago’, he says. He had a choice of destinations. 
‘Canada has its doors wide open to talented Nigerians, so 
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does the US. Countries like that can attract the best and 
the brightest and Nigeria becomes a farm for talent – Saudi 
Arabia has more Nigerian doctors than Nigeria has.’

The issue of brain drain is real. Nigeria sends the largest 
number of African students abroad – some 95,000 – and 
ranks fifth in the world in terms of the overall number of 
students in foreign study.6 Some 374,000 Nigerians live in 
the US, making them the largest African migrant group ac-
cording to the United States Census Bureau.7 The Financial 
Times says Nigerians in the US are the most highly educat-
ed of all groups in the country, with 61 per cent holding at 
least a Bachelor’s degree (compared with 31 per cent of the 
total foreign-born population and 32 per cent of the US-
born population).8 More than half of Nigerian immigrants 
were likely to occupy management positions, compared 
with 32 per cent of the total foreign-born population and 
39 per cent of the US-born population.9

‘Gifted young Nigerians have other viable options and 
most of the people who have the ability and drive to 
change the country emigrate’, says Ohumu. She echoes 
widely held perceptions that much of the country’s young 
people are looking to leave. Writing in The Republic, John 
Babalola, a public policy analyst in Lagos, says: ‘For a lot 
of Nigerians, relocating abroad with little or no intent to 
return has become a life goal. For some, the Nigerian pro-
ject requires abandonment.’10 But, both within Africa and 
in the Global North, the number of African and Nigerian 
immigrants is vastly overestimated.

The share of Africans living abroad has barely in-
creased since the 1960s.11 According to the United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(DESA), in 2017, of the 258 million international mi-
grants worldwide, only 36 million were African, around 
14 per cent of the total and equal to just under 3 per cent 
of Africa’s population.12 In 2019, according to the IOM, 
more than 40 per cent of all international migrants were 
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born in Asia, primarily originating from India, China, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan.13 Mexico was the 
second largest country of origin, and the Russian Federa-
tion was fourth. Several European countries have sizable 
populations of emigrants, including Ukraine, Poland, the 
United Kingdom and Germany.14 Of the top 20 countries 
of emigrants, not one was from mainland sub-Saharan 
Africa.15

DESA estimated Nigeria’s diaspora at 1.7 million in June 
2020,16 less than 1 per cent of the country’s population. 
But perhaps because it is the most talented that usually 
make their way abroad, this 1 per cent is a powerful and 
important interest group. Diaspora Nigerians continue to 
have a significant impact on their home nation, not least 
financially. For four consecutive years, official remittances 
from diaspora Nigerians have exceeded the country’s oil 
revenues.17 According to the Nigeria White Paper by con-
sulting group PWC, the diaspora accounted for US$23.63 
billion in remittances in 2018: an amount that is equal 
to 6.1 per cent of Nigeria’s GDP and 80 per cent of the 

Figure 22 Percentage of total global migrants by their continent of origin 
Source: www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock
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country’s budget.18 This amount is also 11 times the for-
eign direct investment flow into the country during the 
same period.

Young diaspora Nigerians also have a softer, though no 
less important, role to play as cultural ambassadors. Suc-
cessful Nigerian musician Davido has had over a billion 
streams of his music online. Speaking to Trevor Noah on 
The Daily Show, he credited the Nigerian diaspora for its role 
in his success: ‘With my music, it started from Atlanta, 
from Nigerians being in the club and telling the DJ, “I’m 
going to spend money today but play Davido’s music when 
my bottles are coming out.” Or females asking the DJ “play 
his song, play his song”. In 2013, I sold out every venue, 20 
shows across the US, without exposure so I have to give a 
shout out to the diaspora people that supported us.’19

Recognising the importance of the diaspora, the Nigeri-
an federal government established the Nigerians in Dias-
pora Commission in 2017, to maximise the human, capital 
and material resources of this demographic and to try to 
engage diasporic Nigerians in national policies and pro-
jects. And many diaspora Nigerians remain heavily invest-
ed in Nigeria, emotionally and financially.

Oyindamola Shoola, 24, is studying in the US but also runs 
an online organisation promoting, supporting and develop-
ing young writers within Nigeria. ‘When people ask, I say 
I’m Nigerian. I come from Nigeria. No matter how much I as-
sociate myself with another identity – I got American citizen-
ship this year – my Nigerian-ness will always come through. 
It comes through in my accent, my name, my sarcasm. The 
perspective of things as a Nigerian is also different, and that 
Nigerian spirit is just inside me’, she says. ‘Home is differ-
ent from here. There is a community, it allows you to have 
peace of mind, it’s more relaxing, less demanding, more 
peaceful and there is more support. At the moment, I’m be-
ing exposed to different cultures and different things and 
it’s hard for me to say I want to go to one place and settle 
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there. But I want to go back when I know that my presence 
is meaningful, and I can do something tangible.’

Shoola highlights another aspect of migration that is 
often disregarded: a growing number of young African 
immigrants are choosing to leave the West and return 
home. In a project for The African Perspective Magazine and 
Deutsche Welle, film-maker Ras Mutabaruka created a 
series called Homecoming in 2020, which documented the 
return of eight young African women.20 These included Na-
valayo Osembo, who resigned from her United Nations job 
in New York to move back to Kenya and start Enda, Afri-
ca’s first running shoe company; and Nathalie Munyamp-
enda, who gave up a job with the Canadian government 
and moved back to Rwanda to work with the Next Einstein 
Forum at the African Institute for Mathematical Sciences.

‘In all of my time living and working in the West, I have 
yet to meet a young African professional who doesn’t 
dream of one day moving back to the continent’, writes 
Mutabaruka for Deutsche Welle.21 ‘Besides systemic bar-
riers that prevent many from fully realizing their poten-
tial abroad, this generation doesn’t just want to work for a 
pay check. They want to know that what they are doing is 
valuable and has a real impact on real people. They want 
to be a part of the continent’s rebirth.’

Nigerian tech entrepreneur Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, 31, illus-
trates Mutabaruka’s point. The growing opportunities that 
Lagos offers helped lure him back from the US and he has 
now launched Future Africa, an early-stage venture fund 
that connects African investors with local start-ups. ‘We 
work very closely with local companies’, he says. ‘Without 
early-stage capital that gets someone past their first year, 
a lot of young entrepreneurs can’t get off the ground. We 
connect them with local investors who have an affinity to 
the problems on the ground and make sure that we get 
them that early-stage money.’
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But a sense of identity and belonging also played a part 
in his decision to return home. ‘I feel more powerful in 
Africa than I do in the US or any other part of the world’, 
he says. ‘I don’t have to contest my humanity here. I am a 
very different person in the US, where I have to contend, 
where I have to ask: Am I real?’

Immigration can offer young people a real opportunity, 
to learn new skills and make new connections. The true 
challenge lies not in preventing japá but in encouraging 
young people to utilise their period spent abroad to enrich 
themselves with skills and knowledge and, then, in build-
ing a country that is secure and with sufficient opportuni-
ty to attract them home again.

‘We need a Nigeria where a common graduate can get a 
job that pays enough to save and to live’, says 23-year-old 
Rinu Oduala. ‘Where law enforcement doesn’t abuse the 
rights of citizens. We need peace, dignity and justice so 
that young people can really breathe and where Nigerians 
living abroad can come home and feel safe.’
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‘I know he’s not always popular, but Donald Trump re-
ally made it happen for me. I saw The Apprentice and I 
thought, “this is what I want to do with my life”. To run a 
business, to employ people, to create opportunities.’

***

‘I grew up in not so good circumstances, in a polygamous home 
and didn’t see my father a lot. Sometimes I would go years with-
out seeing him even though he lived only 30 minutes away. We 

SPEAKING OUT:  
DAVIES OKEOWO  
ON ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Figure 23 Davies Okeowo, 30, is an entrepreneur and the 
winner of Next Titan, Nigeria’s version of The Apprentice
Credit: Davies Okeowo
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didn’t live in a slum, but it was a low-income neighbourhood, and 
it wasn’t very rosy. One of the choices my parents made that I’m 
grateful for was putting me in a very good private primary school. 
It was my first glimpse of what could be.

In high school, business studies and accounting were my favour-
ite subjects. I love commerce. For me it’s easy to understand and 
comprehend. I studied accounting at university – I was the first 
person in my family to go to university and get a degree.

In my second year I had a realisation of what entrepreneurship 
could be. I know he’s not always popular, but Donald Trump real-
ly made it happen for me. I saw The Apprentice and I thought, 
“this is what I want to do with my life”. To run a business, to 
employ people, to create opportunities. From that point on I was 
focusing on entrepreneurship. I watched DVDs, listened to audio 
recordings, attended seminars and read books by Richard Branson 
and people like that.

I’ve never taken a job, I’ve always been full-time in entrepre-
neurship. After university, in 2014, I started my first business, but 
it didn’t work out. Then on the 31st of October of that year, I was 
stuck in a traffic jam with my mentor. What should have been a 
25-minute journey took three hours and she helped me to really 
identify my skills and focus my efforts. So, for once Lagos traffic 
was helpful to me!

She told me that a common challenge for SMEs [small and 
medium enterprises] and micro businesses is that they need 
accountancy and financial advice but can’t afford a full-time 
accountant. The following month, I met my co-founder and, in 
January 2015, Enterprise Hill was born. We were aiming to help 
small and micro businesses in Nigeria get more profitable, by 
building accounting and financial structures. The business grew 
organically until August 2015 and then I took part in Next 
Titan.

Next Titan is Nigeria’s version of The Apprentice. When I 
won, my parents were jumping for joy and dancing. It was the first 
time in my life I really made my parents feel that way. It was very 
special. I won five million naira (around US$12,000), which gave 
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me the opportunity to take care of my family and also to invest in 
Enterprise Hill. That’s when the real show started.

Thanks to mentorship I was quite grounded and I didn’t see the 
money as making it big; I saw it more as five million reasons why 
I can’t fail.’
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‘My first interaction with a mission-driven company was 
Andela, and it was there I fully understood what it means to 
serve people and change their lives, because I saw it happen 
every day: some middle-class kid or poor kid, turning their 
life around in an incredible way by us giving them the skills 
of software development and the opportunity to build a very 
viable global skill that would get them where they wanted to 
go.’ Iyinoluwa, 31

‘Education is important in Nigeria. My generation, those 
born in the 1990s, we know that if we want to make it, we 
have to be educated. The problem is that even people with a 
Master’s degree have no connection to the real world. They 
don’t know the difference between an invoice and a receipt. 
We launched Competence Africa in 2017. We offer courses 
across a blend of skills such as accounting technology and soft 
skills like teamwork and leadership. We also focus on tech-en-
abled skills that can really give people a hand up.’ Davies, 30

‘If you look at how we live in Nigeria, we don’t have a credit 
system. Because there is no credit system, when you want to 
buy something, like a car, you are dropping the bulk sum. If 
you want to rent a house you are paying a year or two years 
in advance. If you want to go to school, you are paying up-
front. And when you look at that system, young people were 
at a disadvantage. The idea for us was how about we give you 
a place where you are putting some money for a particular 
purpose: cars, houses, school. You can access it every 90 days, 
so we are forcing you to save in 90-day bursts and we are 
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paying you interest that is above inflation rate and we are 
not charging you.’ Odunayo, 28

‘There are so many needs here that it is easy to become a hero. 
You just have to step forward and address them. I founded 
Headstart Africa as a Facebook group to answer questions 
around business. Anyone could come and learn about busi-
ness, personal development and how to succeed in Nigeria 
and Africa. Anyone could ask a question and I would try to 
answer or find someone who could.’ John, 34

***

Figure 24 Oyindamola Shoola, 24, leader 
of SpringNG, a ‘literary movement’ for 
Nigerian young writers
Credit: Oyindamola Shoola
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Oyindamola Shoola is sitting in a high-backed black leath-
er office chair that looks a bit like a modern-day throne. 
It’s a fitting seat for a woman who, at just 24, is already a 
published writer, mentor to a host of other young writers 
and the founder and leader of SprinNG, an organisation 
that is beginning to build the foundations of a literary in-
dustry in Nigeria.

Shoola and her high school friend Kanyinsola Olorun-
nisola co-founded SprinNG in 2016, when they were still 
teenagers. The organisation bills itself as ‘a literary move-
ment for the promotion, revitalization, and improvement 
of new Nigerian generations in writing and literature’.1 
It promotes the biographies of 350 young writers and 
publishes their work on its website. SprinNG also runs a 
poetry prize, offers an annual women author’s prize and 
a series of free writing fellowships, where aspiring writ-
ers are connected to mentors to help develop their work. 
There’s a well-structured manual to support the process 
and other free resources, including learning materials and 
mobile phone minutes to enable mentees to connect with 
their mentors. More than 160 writers had been mentored 
by the end of 2021. To date the organisation has been self-
funded. ‘For the first five years SprinNG has been funded 
by our own money. We work as volunteers, we still have 
day jobs’, says Shoola.

Despite the international success of Nigerian writers 
such as Chinua Achebe, Ben Okri and Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, young writers in Nigeria lack both cultural and 
structural support. ‘In Nigeria, there aren’t the structural 
resources to help young people who have these awesome 
stories to tell’, says Shoola. ‘There is no Master’s in Crea-
tive Writing programme for example, so if anyone wants 
to study they have to travel abroad. And most publishers 
in Nigeria are simply printers. They print the book and 
then hand it back to the author to distribute and sell. Lit-
erary agents are also usually abroad so most of our books 
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are published overseas. An American wouldn’t send their 
work to a Nigerian publisher for publication, so why don’t 
we have the resources in Nigeria to host our voices and 
promote them? The audience for Nigerian books is mostly 
here in Nigeria but people struggle to access books; they 
are expensive because they are published abroad. It irks 
me. I want to start a book publishing company in Nigeria 
that provides full holistic support to writers and takes the 
audience of Nigerian readers very seriously, instead of just 
wanting to ship our authors’ work outward.’

Shoola’s vision, drive and wider social focus are not un-
usual in the Soro Soke generation. Nigeria is one of the 
world’s most innovative nations: the Harvard Business Re-
view highlights its ‘powerful entrepreneurial climate’, and 
points to the success of world-leading Nigerian businesses 
such as Jumia, Interswitch, Kobo360 and Andela, across 
sectors including education, fintech, agriculture, health-
care, logistics and travel.2 And much of the country’s en-
trepreneurial growth is being driven by its young people. 
The International Youth Foundation’s 2017 Global Youth 
Index surveyed young people in 29 countries. It found that 
Nigeria ranks first in the world for commercial energy, 
with 40 per cent of young Nigerians engaged in early-stage 
entrepreneurial activity.3

‘Money and success have been de-tabooed and 95 per 
cent of Gen Z across Africa aspire to financial success’, says 
Ndeye Diagne, who heads up the Kantar Africa Life survey. 
‘Young people are also very confident in their ability to set 
up and materialise a business, especially in Nigeria, where 
more than 76 per cent of our 2019 respondents said they 
intend to set up a business. This compares to around 40 
per cent for the same age in the US. Young people here are 
purpose driven, action oriented and very entrepreneurial.’

The beating heart of the country’s entrepreneurial ener-
gy is in Lagos, where a hustle or side hustle are almost ubiq-
uitous. In part this is driven by financial need – according 
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to Nigeria’s National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), youth 
unemployment and underemployment stood at 42.5 per 
cent in Q4 2020.4 With jobs scarce and often badly paid, a 
business on the side helps make ends meet. But it’s also a 
cultural attitude. Entrepreneurial nous flows through this 
generation’s veins.

‘In Lagos you sometimes get the feeling that your life is 
incomplete if you’re not an entrepreneur or you don’t at 
least have a side hustle or two’, says Tamara Ojeaga, 39, 
who knows of what she speaks – alongside her day job in 
marketing, she runs a sportswear business on the side.

‘My activewear line is called Rude Activewear’, says 
Ojeaga. ‘We want to be the Nike or lululemon for Africa. 
We use our knowledge of local wants and needs to fill 
gaps. We consider local sizing – we have thicker thighs 
and bottoms – and we know that people here want to look 
cool and sexy even when we are working out. In our first 
collection we infused Ankara patterns into the designs to 
offer something we can relate to.’

Ojeaga’s business highlights a growing trend – entre-
preneurship focused on local and pan-African consumers. 
A growing proportion of Nigeria’s large youth population 
has money to spend and are seeking out products that ca-
ter to their tastes. The pan-African market, long hindered 
by red tape and lack of infrastructure, just got more ac-
cessible, too. On 1 January 2021, the 54 African countries 
opened their markets to each other and duty-free trading 
of goods and services across borders began. The new mar-
ket, created under the African Continental Free Trade Area 
agreement, is estimated to be as large as 1.3 billion people, 
with a combined GDP of US$3.4 trillion, making it the larg-
est free trade area in the world.5

Ojeaga’s business is hosted on Instagram, reflecting an-
other trend: young entrepreneurs are using virtual spac-
es, in particular social media, as a business tool. Diagne 
says: ‘Social commerce has really taken off in Nigeria. 
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Entrepreneurship for this generation is fuelled by social 
media. Instagram is basically a place to sell. WhatsApp and 
Facebook, too. Gen Z in particular use these tools to sell 
physical products and services.’

John Obidi, 34, is a Nigerian influencer and entrepre-
neur and his business-focused Facebook group has 167,000 
followers across Africa. ‘Social media is a way to reach a re-
ally large audience’, he says. ‘Females in Nigeria is a group 
that has more than one million members, all women, 
discussing issues relevant to females. YouTube is another 
important outlet. A friend of mine launched Money Africa, 
teaching people how to save and invest and she now has 
100,000 followers.’

But being a young entrepreneur on the continent still 
poses significant challenges. As with anywhere in the 
world, starting a business requires a willingness to hus-
tle and hustle some more. It requires entrepreneurial 
skills, ambition and a lot of hard work. In Nigeria, espe-
cially, starting a business is not easy. Funding is hard to 
secure, infrastructure is unreliable and government reg-
ulations are not supportive: in its inaugural African Tech 
Ecosystems of the Future report in 2021, FDI, a specialist 
division of the Financial Times, found that Nigeria had the 
highest volume of start-ups on the African continent, over 
750, but that it missed out on all the top 10 rankings for 
categories that are critical to helping a business thrive.6 
And alongside the usual challenges there are some that are 
particular to the region.

Odunayo Eweniyi, who co-founded and heads up finan-
cial services brand PiggyVest, says: ‘Nigeria is an emerg-
ing economy; Africa is an emerging economy. That means 
businesses face unique challenges, like the non-existence 
of credit infrastructure. Or non-existence of several kinds 
of infrastructure. The regulatory environment is very un-
stable and there are security problems. As a founder, you 
need to build your team and find an office, but you also 
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need to generate your own power because power is not 
reliable, and you are responsible for security because se-
curity is iffy as well. It’s like running a mini country. We 
are responsible for things that a founder in the US doesn’t 
have to think about.’

These issues cut across sectors. Chef Michael Elégbèdé, 
32, opened Ítàn Test Kitchen, a fine dining restaurant in 
Lagos, in 2017. ‘Chefs and critics outside Nigeria don’t un-
derstand the realities that we have to overcome’, he says. 
‘I have to be the one to supply my water, my electricity. To 
make sure staff are safe, we have lodging for them. In most 
other parts of the world, there are culinary schools. I don’t 
have that luxury; we don’t have a culinary school that is of 
standard. For the level of excellence that I want to provide, 
I literally do a paid training of every member of staff be-
cause I also understand that we are not in a reality where I 
can have people come and train for free. They can’t afford 
to. I’m fine with it, I like the fact that I am able to do this 
here and to do it in a way that is good, but these are the 
realities that we face compared to other places, especially 
if you want to do it in a way that shows humanity.’

Acting with humanity is a growing consideration – the 
typical Soro Soke generation entrepreneur is a creative 
disruptor, using their business to deliver solutions to the 
larger problems the continent faces. As Adesuwa Omore-
de and Sara Thorgren point out in their paper ‘Passionate 
Leaders in Social Entrepreneurship: Exploring an African 
Context’, non-state actors are increasingly influential in 
addressing pressing social needs in sub-Saharan Africa, 
across everything from health to illiteracy, agriculture 
and finance.7 These social enterprises are not only solving 
problems. A Siemens Stiftung analysis of 12 African coun-
tries estimates that by 2030, one million new jobs can be 
created by local social enterprises.8

For Elégbèdé, showing humanity goes beyond his imme-
diate staff. When he struggled to find produce and supplies 
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at the quality he needs, he set up a foundation to incentiv-
ise, train and support his rural suppliers: ‘We work with 
people in the perceived lower tier of society to help them 
bring up their businesses’, he says. ‘For example, all the 
plates we use in the restaurant are made by local women 
living in villages. Their traditional plates are regular thick, 
clay plates and we asked them to make refined version for 
us. It takes more work for them but there’s also a lot more 
money in it. Because we are asking for a certain value and 
certain quality, we are willing to pay for it. What we are 
doing is creating avenues that educate people to be able to 
stand on their own two feet.’

Omobolanle Banwo, 28, runs her own design agency, 
Geneza Brands, and a training business, the Geneza School 
of Design, which offers online courses for students in 14 
countries across Africa. In 2018 she noticed a dearth of 
women in the Nigerian design industry and launched the 
Female Designer Movement, which offers a free training 
programme for women who want to build a career in 
design.

Figure 25 Omobolanle Banwo, 28, founder of the Female 
Designer Movement
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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‘I asked myself why we don’t have more women design-
ers and I did a bit of research and realised that women have 
this preconceived notion that design is just for men. I want-
ed to change that narrative. In 2018, I put out a post saying 
I would train women for free. In my mind I was expecting 
about 10 or 15 women to take up the opportunity but al-
most 300 women applied. So, we ran another course and an-
other and we just kept on training women, training wom-
en. So far, I’ve trained over 3,000 women for free’, she says.

‘We take a percentage of what we earn from our online 
school to sponsor women in the Female Designer Move-
ment. In this way we have a sustainable system and we 
don’t have to rely on other organisations for money or 
sponsorship. I’m really happy that we have all these sys-
tems in place to prove that we are serious about what we 
are doing because it’s not just about having a passion, it’s 
also about creating structure around it and being account-
able’, says Banwo.

She sums up the way many young entrepreneurs think 
when she says: ‘My values are about empowering people. 
I’m the kind of person who likes to create opportunities 
for others. I don’t like to win alone. I want other people to 
win with me.’

Banwo has the ambition to offer her free training pro-
gramme to women outside Nigeria, too. ‘I have a goal and 
desire to train many African women and we are current-
ly trying to collaborate with other African countries’, she 
says. And she points to technology as the great enabling 
factor. Whether it is her design business or her pan-African 
training offer, it is access to the Internet that is facilitating 
her success. ‘With Geneza Brands we’ve worked with more 
international organisations than Nigerian organisations’, 
she says. ‘They want to give a global brand an African feel, 
so they reach out to us. I’ve had the opportunity to work 
with established organisations in Gabon, the UK and the 
US on different branding projects.’
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‘When I check my email in the morning, I’m receiving 
emails from people asking me to do what I love to do and 
offering me a lot of money to do it’, says Banwo. ‘This is 
the life! I wish I could express what I feel on the inside. 
Imagine: I am able to train women all over Africa, all 
over Nigeria, from my computer, right here in my house. 
Imagine such an opportunity!’
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‘This is not being dramatic, this is not an exaggeration – for 
young Nigerians and young Africans, technology is literally 
freedom. In Nigeria, the path to money usually lies in poli-
tics, oil and gas or telecommunications, and those sectors are 
notoriously hard to break into. Before the tech space arrived 
in Nigeria, if you talked about getting a job you would hear 
people say that you have to have connections. That’s basically 
our term for nepotism: you have to know someone to get a job 
in those sectors. But in tech there is a very real meritocracy at 
work. You are only limited by your own skills and that is re-
ally something for us. This is a path that no one else controls.’ 
Odunayo, 28

‘Technology is a great equaliser. In my parents’ time, you 
were stuck with the hand you were dealt. You were dealt Ni-
geria, and Nigeria was all you had. My generation has tech-
nological tools that can get us out. We can go online and 
work for overseas clients. There are business and income op-
portunities with clients who are in Dubai, Spain, the US or 
the UK. We can be paid for our skills in dollars and that cre-
ates an alternate reality. We have better purchasing power, 
we can bridge the gap, we can access more than the hand we 
were dealt. It’s a huge opportunity.’ Davies, 30

‘From the point of view of a digital artist, I don’t need to pay 
rent for a studio, my studio is basically my laptop, and I can 
just wake up and start working at my desk. I also don’t need 
to worry about buying and priming a canvas and all that. 
But starting out in digital art I never really thought about 
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all that. My dad introduced me to the Internet. When the 
Internet came, in the early 2000s, he took me to a cybercafé 
one Saturday. It was far from home, and we walked there 
together. I sat with him, he opened the computer and created 
my first email account, showed me how to visit websites and 
send emails. After that, whenever I had money – it cost 100 
naira for one hour, which was a lot back then – I would go to 
buy an hour, browse the Internet. I started creating abstract 
works using Word. Those were my early works and I’ve gone 
on from there. Now, I’m showing my work at art fairs around 
the world. In 2021, I headlined an African art fair in London 
and my work was auctioned at Christie’s, the first time they 
auctioned a [digital work] by an African. I’m super excited 
to be leading the way for Africa, so Africans can see what 
is possible. Because this is what is possible – a digital art-
work made by an African can sell for US$70,000 and higher.’ 
Osinachi, 30

***

Technology has changed our world. Though we may com-
plain about the overarching influence of the Internet and 
mobile telephony on our daily lives, they are also vehicles 
for connection, freedom of expression and freedom of 
opportunity. Arguably, nowhere has their influence been 
more powerfully felt than in sub-Saharan Africa, where 
there has been an extraordinary technological takeup, 
particularly by this young cohort.

Even the oldest members of the Soro Soke generation 
had very limited access to internet technology – as recently 
as a decade ago, fewer than 5 per cent of sub-Saharan Afri-
cans had access to the Internet.1 Today, internet penetra-
tion varies widely but as of December 2020, approximately 
85 per cent of Kenyans and 73 per cent of Nigerians had 
internet access.2

Access is improving each year – in October 2021, tech 
behemoth Google announced plans to invest US$1 billion 
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in Africa over the next five years to deliver better access 
to fast and cheaper Internet.3 This growing connectivity is 
empowering a generation with opportunities that would 
have been unthinkable as little as 10 years ago. The World 
Bank’s International Finance Corporation predicts that by 
2025, the internet economy has the potential to contrib-
ute US$180 billion to Africa’s economy, growing to US$712 
billion by 2050. Increasing internet penetration across the 
continent to 75 per cent has the potential to create 44 mil-
lion new jobs, it says.4 Even governments are beginning to 
recognise the potential of technology. In June 2021, when 
the Lagos state government announced its intention to 
construct West Africa’s biggest technology cluster, Lagos 
state governor Babajide Sanwo-Olu described technology 
as ‘the new oil’, highlighting its potential to generate 
wealth and jobs for its young population.5

Tech talent in Africa is at a historical peak and continues 
to rise annually. There are 690,000 professional develop-
ers across Africa6 and the continent has seen an extraordi-
nary growth of tech hubs, too, most championed by young 
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Figure 26 African countries with highest and lowest percentage of 
population with internet access
Source: www.statista.com/statistics/1124283/internet-penetration-in-africa- 
by-country
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people – places where tech talent, innovative thinkers and 
entrepreneurs come together to create new digital prod-
ucts and businesses.7 Google recently launched its Africa 
Investment Fund, through which it will invest US$50 mil-
lion in local start-ups and provide them with access to its 
employees, network and technologies.8 Technology ena-
bles this skilled young workforce to compete for jobs and 
projects abroad on a more equal footing and to earn high-
er wages in foreign currencies.

In a country and continent where youth unemployment 
is a major issue, the tech sector not only offers this cohort 
access to well-paid jobs but also the possibility to build an 
industry based on meritocracy. In the past, bright young 
Nigerians would vie for jobs in the public sector or oil 
and gas industry, fields that are rampant with nepotism. 
To be able to build successful businesses and find jobs, 
independent of corruption, is liberating, both for individ-
uals and for society.

Odunayo Eweniyi, 28, who co-founded PiggyVest, now 
employs 70 staff. ‘The youth unemployment rate is very 
high. I graduated from university with a first-class degree 
in engineering, but I was faced with the very real possibil-
ity of not getting a job’, she says. ‘Being able to work in 
tech, I created a job for myself and we’ve gone on to cre-
ate jobs for other people, running into the hundreds. And 
that’s not possible anywhere else, only in tech. Your limit 
in tech is your imagination, you are the only one in your 
own way, which is amazing. You can’t say that for literally 
any other sector here. Every day when we take stock of 
the work we’ve done and the team we’ve built, the path 
the company has charted and everyone else who has come 
up with their own company as a result of PiggyVest, it is 
all a joy. Because that’s many people who’ve moved from 
unemployment to working.’

PiggyVest is an online savings and investment platform 
that is largely accessed by mobile phone and it is the mobile 
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telecoms revolution that arguably has had the largest impact 
in sub-Saharan Africa. According to research conducted in 
2020 by the Berlin Institute for Population and Development, 
in the year 2000 just 550,000 out of 122 million Nigerians 
had fixed-line phone connections.9 Connections were not 
expected to grow significantly: the technical challenge of 
installing infrastructure was simply too great and the costs 
unlikely to be recouped. Then, in 2001, South African com-
pany MSN installed a much cheaper mobile network. Almost 
overnight, mobile telephony became a mass phenomenon – 
by 2004, there were nine million subscribers in the country; 
by 2019, 185 million Nigerians had a mobile contract.10

This is a statistic that is repeated across the region. As 
early as 2016, The Economist found that mobile phone own-
ership in sub-Saharan Africa (then at 40 per cent) was more 
widespread than access to electricity.11 By 2020, there were 
930 million SIM connections in the region, representing 
77 per cent of the population.12

The use of smartphones, which enable greater access 
to mobile technology, is also growing. In Nigeria, one of 
the countries with the largest number of mobile internet 

Figure 27 Predicted growth in Sub-Saharan African SIM connections, 
2020–2025
Source: www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/sub-saharan-africa/

The New Oil 91

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

http://www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/sub-saharan-africa/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


users worldwide, some 75 per cent of web traffic is gen-
erated via smartphones.13 Nigeria’s smartphone market is 
expected to triple to more than 140 million by 202514 and 
the country’s mobile economy is set to grow by 19 per cent 
between 2019 and 2025 – the highest rate in sub-Saharan 
Africa, which is the fastest-growing mobile technology 
region in the world.15

The GSMA is an industry organisation that represents 
the interests of mobile network operators worldwide. Its 
analysis suggests that mobile technologies and services 
generated 9 per cent of GDP in sub-Saharan Africa in 
2019 – a contribution that amounted to more than US$132 
billion of economic value. The mobile ecosystem also sup-
ported almost 1.1 million jobs.

In some areas – such as the mobile financial sector – 
sub-Saharan Africa has become a global leader. By the end 
of 2018, there were almost 396 million registered mobile 
money accounts in the region, representing nearly half of 
the global total.16 Mobile money transactions average close 
to 25 per cent as a share of GDP in the region, against just 
5 per cent in the rest of the world.17

Figure 28 Predicted growth in sub-Saharan Africa mobile industry 
contribution to GDP
Source: www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/sub-saharan-africa/
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‘Today, more people in sub-Saharan Africa use mobile 
money than people in the rest of the world’, says Catherina 
Hinz, director of the Berlin Institute. ‘People who formerly 
had no access to bank accounts can now transfer and with-
draw money and take out loans or insurance via mobile 
phone.’

Tamara Ojeaga, 39, who runs Rude Activewear in her 
spare time, is also chief client officer at Kantar’s Insights 
Division in Lagos. She says: ‘Banking in Nigeria is so future 
forward and fast moving that you don’t even need cards 
at the ATM, just a phone code. There is even SMS banking 
for data-less phones. And we access everything from bank-
ing, to content, culture and entertainment through our 
phones. There is literally an app for everything.’

Omomi, a healthcare app developed by Nigerian doc-
tor Charles Akhimien, is an example. It provides mothers 
and pregnant women with information about children’s 
health and connects them to doctors in real time. Health 
provision in poor, remote rural areas is a challenge but 
with an app like Omomi, trained medical personnel can 
answer questions on common childhood illnesses within 

Figure 29 Sub-Saharan African jobs formally supported by the mobile 
industry ecosystem, 2020
Source: www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/sub-saharan-africa/
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minutes and there’s also an online community that allows 
women to share information.

Mobile telephony is just one form of technology that is 
enabling the continent to bypass traditional routes to devel-
opment: a process known as leapfrogging. ‘African countries 
have already taken a leap forward, leaving more developed 
countries behind’, says Hinz. ‘In Europe, for example, 
drones as suppliers of blood reserves or medicines are still 
dreams of the future; in Ghana or Rwanda they are a reality. 
Small buses in Nairobi offer WiFi to their customers but if 
you travel by bus on German country roads you can often 
search in vain for an internet connection. In rural areas in 
some African countries, they are using eco-friendly, high-
tech solutions that use less water, leapfrogging the approach 
taken in developed nations. There are a lot of shortcuts de-
veloping countries can use and we are starting to see that.’

For the Soro Soke generation, leveraging the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution is about thinking big, thinking dif-
ferently and unearthing unconventional approaches to 
reimagine Africa in a digital way. Young sub-Saharan Af-
ricans are using tech-based solutions across agriculture, 
education, finance, healthcare and infrastructure, sensing 
an opportunity to develop African economies at lower cost 
and faster speed.

Odionye Confidence, 27, is the founder and president 
of Lagos-based drone specialists Beat Drone. Most farms in 
sub-Saharan Africa remain dependent on manual labour. 
Rather than shift the sector to mechanised equipment, 
which is high cost, difficult to deliver to remote rural 
communities and has a heavy environmental footprint, 
Confidence believes a new technology – drones – are a bet-
ter solution for African farmers.

‘We met Nigerian farmers and asked them what prob-
lems they face and what eats their money’, says Confi-
dence. ‘Usually it is inputs – chemicals and fertilisers – that 
are both the biggest cost and challenge. They have issues 
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with accuracy: people spray too much or not enough and 
sometimes they don’t spray in the right place. Many farm-
ers had a chemical footprint per hectare that was too high. 
With drones, we are able to reduce the chemical footprint 
and water usage, and with better accuracy comes better 
yields. It also reduces costs. Drones use half the chemicals 
and only a tenth of the water. And a drone can do in 15 min-
utes what takes two people five hours. If you are flying a 
drone, you can be 1km away, you don’t have any contact 
with chemicals, so it’s a decent working environment, too.’

The company has seen growing demand for its services. 
‘We expect to have 45 drones in the air by the end of 2021. 
But the orders are far more than we can fulfil so we are 
looking to make our own drones and bring more people 
into the space’, says Confidence.

Beat Drone is opening a drone factory: manufacturing 
will begin in early 2022. ‘Our first Made in Nigeria drones 
will fly in December 2022, and we will be fully commer-
cial in second quarter 2023’, says Confidence. ‘We hope 

Figure 30 Odionye Confidence, 27, founder and president 
of Beat Drone
Credit: Odionye Confidence
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to produce 3,000 drones annually for the Nigerian and 
African market. Because we will be manufacturing here, 
we can deliver drones more cheaply and they will be tai-
lored to our market, too. Every area has its own distinct 
way of farming, and we know very well what we need here.’

Beat Drone has also opened an academy to train drone 
pilots in partnership with the University of Ibadan. ‘We’re 
training people how to use the equipment because the 
market is huge. Once people are trained, they can run their 
own business, make their own money. Our plan is to lease 
the drone to them. They will pay back over a number of 
years and then they will have full ownership of the drone.’

Confidence is typical of this generation of entrepre-
neur  – running successful businesses driven by creative 
disruption and focused on delivering solutions to larger 
problems.

‘As a business founder, you have to be able to look 
around, see these kinds of problems, and think, how can I 
fix it?’, says Eweniyi. ‘All of the founders I know, everyone 
is latching on to a problem and hacking away at it. I think 

Figure 31 Beat Drone technology in agricultural use
Credit: Odionye Confidence
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that’s a uniquely African trait because in the West, based 
on Maslow’s hierarchy, the problems are more abstract 
than the ones that we are dealing with. And we don’t have 
a choice. No one else is going to come and fix it for us. And 
it’s not just founders, it’s all the young people in Nigeria. 
We have all realised that we are on our own. No one is 
coming. We have to fix our problems ourselves.’

Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, 31, has presided over two highly 
successful Nigerian companies, including talent network 
Andela and secure online payment system Flutterwave. He 
says solving social problems is not just about feeling good, 
it is also a way to ensure success.

‘For me, like many other Nigerians who are entrepre-
neurial, we didn’t start by trying to change the world, we 
were just trying to survive’, he says. ‘I was very focused 
on how much money I could make for a very long time. I 
wanted to prove to everybody I could make lots of money 
like [Mark Zuckerberg] did. But it wasn’t until I got to a 
place in my life where I started to understand that technol-
ogy represents an opportunity to serve people that I really 
got my big break. The big idea, the big lesson I learned 
from building businesses like Andela and Flutterwave, is 
that embedded in the challenges are the opportunities. 
So, take a crazy challenge like youth unemployment and 
turn it into an opportunity for remote working. Take an 
incredible challenge like financial exclusion and turn it 
into an opportunity for global payments. Do the things 
that are only possible to do here. You can still make mon-
ey this way if that’s what you care about. But this is about 
more than making money: it is a service to the country. 
It’s about building a path to a future where prosperity is 
within everyone’s reach.’
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‘There may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, 
but there must never be a time when we fail to protest.’

***

‘Everybody knows the kind of country we are from. We have issues 
with human rights, with terrorism, with school children being kid-
napped. Especially for young people, every day is about survival.

SPEAKING OUT: RINU 
ODUALA ON  
THE #ENDSARS PROTESTS

Figure 32 Rinu Oduala, 23, activist and 
organiser of the #endSARS movement
Credit: Rinu Oduala
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It is the young generation that bears the brunt of police brutal-
ity. It is really a matter of survival. You can die here at any time. 
Young people instinctively know that if you are in the wrong place 
at the wrong time and with the wrong police, it becomes a matter 
of survival. The police are supposed to keep us safe, to look out for 
us, but instead they seek to extort from you, anything from US$1 
to thousands of dollars. They will torture you to get the money and 
if you are really unlucky, you die.

The police generally are bad eggs, but SARS [the Special Anti-
Robbery Squad police unit] are extra bad eggs. They have degen-
erated into criminals in uniform. They were formed to deal with 
robbery and kidnapping and now they are doing the kidnapping 
themselves. They are framing people on bogus charges and only if 
you have the money to pay them, you can go free.

On 20 June 2020, a 16-year-old girl was killed by a police officer. 
It was around the same time George Floyd was killed in the US. 
We saw the way mass protests built up around his death and the 
growth of Black Lives Matter. I met up with friends and started a 
protest and online petition. We were met with nonchalance from 
the police. They think nothing will change at the end of it all. Then 
in October another video came out. A man was arrested, the police 
drive off and the guy falls or is pushed from the van. This is not the 
first time this has happened. We face this kind of thing every day. 
There’s this quote: “There may be times when we are powerless to 
prevent injustice, but there must never be a time when we fail to 
protest.” So, we decided to protest again.

We decided let’s sleep out on the streets. It sounds crazy but if 
our homes and our cars aren’t safe – they can barge in your home 
anytime without a warrant, steal your valuables or stop you on the 
road, plant evidence and extort you before they let you go – if our 
roads and homes are not safe, let’s all be out on the street.

On 7 October, we protested on the streets outside police head-
quarters and on 8 October, outside the State Assembly. In the mid-
dle of the night, on 8 October, we were almost killed by the police. 
They were pointing guns at us, and they would have shot us. It’s 
only because we were live streaming videos that they did not.
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The police action outside the State Assembly meant that the next 
protest really blew up across the country. We had protests in all 
the states. The Feminist Coalition started crowdfunding. We used 
all forms of technology. Twitter really amplified the protests, even 
Jack Dorsey, the Twitter CEO, was involved. We used Facebook, 
and Instagram and crowdfunding to get protestors out of prison. 
We used bitcoin when the Nigerian government shut down our 
financial accounts.

The protests grew. They got bigger and bigger. Then came 
20 October.’
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It is the evening of 20 October 2020. In Lagos, the skies 
are clear, the air is warm and hundreds of young people 
have gathered as part of the ongoing #endSARS movement 
against police brutality. They are massed in front of Lekki 
Tollgate, which separates Victoria Island from the Lekki 
Peninsula. It’s the perfect place to protest. The road wid-
ens here, from two lanes to a broad space leading up to a 
dozen or more toll booths, making it a good place to gath-
er. It’s also strategically important: with the tolls blocked, 
normal traffic between the islands is disrupted.

As dusk approaches, the protestors are peaceful and 
cheerful. There’s a festival atmosphere. Young men and 
women, many carrying the country’s green and white flag, 
are singing the national anthem, laughing, dancing. Some 
chant ‘soro soke’, the phrase that has become a battle cry 
of the movement. Many are live streaming the moment on 
their mobile phones. An organiser stands on a platform. 
Calling for ‘a peaceful protest’, he is met with cheers of 
agreement and a sea of waving flags.

Unexpectedly, the lights above the tollgate go off. In the 
gloom, a series of shots ring out. There is confusion, fear. 
The young protestors start moving, down the road, away 
from the gate. More shots. Young people are lying on the 
ground trying to avoid bullets, several bleeding heavily, 
some moaning in pain. A small group tries, unsuccessful-
ly, to revive a still body. Among the chaos and dread, live 
video streaming continues: ‘They are shooting at us, they 
are shooting at us’, says a voice, filming the bullet casings 

8	 THE HASHTAG 
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in her hand. According to a BBC reporter who was at the 
scene, there was ‘continuous shooting’ for at least 25 min-
utes before she was allowed to leave, but only after show-
ing her press credentials.1

A few days later, CCTV images come to light. They show 
truckloads of Nigerian security forces pulling up at the 
tollgate. Dismounting, they move towards the peaceful 
protestors and some fire indiscriminately into the crowd. 
At first the security services will deny this happened. Lat-
er there is a partial admission, in the face of overwhelm-
ing video evidence, that some soldiers were at the scene 
and may have had a mix of live and blank rounds in their 
weapons.2 There is confusion as to how many people have 
been killed. The government denies there were any fatali-
ties; protestors, families and Amnesty International say at 
least 12 young people died.3 More than a year later a spe-
cially formed judicial panel submits an official report that 
describes the scene as a ‘massacre’.4

***

Twenty days before the killings, on 1 October 2020, Nige-
ria marks 60 years since independence from British coloni-
al rule. It should be a time of celebration, but many young 
people feel far from euphoric.5 Jobs are thin on the ground, 
the currency is devaluing fast, food inflation is causing fur-
ther hardship, Boko Haram is a growing force in the north 
and bandit kidnappings are a continuous threat. The po-
lice, widely seen as incompetent at best, criminally dan-
gerous at worst, are an added challenge rather than any 
kind of resource. Journalist and writer Fisayo Soyombo’s 
tweet from that day captures the mood of many: ‘Today, 
Nigeria’s 60th Independence Day, I am sad, spent, drained, 
despondent, crest-fallen. And I am angry. Everything. It 
is Day 2 into the abduction of my bosom friend and his 
colleague, with a cold-blooded criminal telling me it’s 
N100million or they will be killed today.’6
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This despondency perhaps reflects why, one week later 
on 8 October, the shooting of a young man at the hands 
of the SARS unit,7 filmed and shared on Twitter and oth-
er social media, has the effect of galvanising a generation. 
The #endSARS movement has been rumbling along for 
years. Allegations of brutality by the unit have been long 
documented and the #endSARS hashtag was first created 
in 2017. But growing smartphone ownership and the con-
current growth in the use of social media, along with wide-
spread youth discontent with poor governance, means the 
2020 protests achieve a mass not seen before.

‘In 10 years, everything has changed for young people’, 
says Ndeye Diagne, who heads up marketing research 
specialist Kantar in Nigeria and oversaw the group’s 
continent-wide research into changing social attitudes. 
‘Social media is deeply entrenched and has provided ac-
cess to the world like never before. It is a key change agent 
that has given Gen Z a unique opportunity.’

Figure 33 An #endSARS protest in Lagos in October 2020
Source: Pius Utomi Ekpei/AFP/Getty Images
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As mobile internet penetration continues to grow across 
Africa, so has the use of social media. According to Kantar’s 
research, in Nigeria, 75 per cent of those who have access 
to the Internet use social media, in particular WhatsApp, 
Instagram, Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. Facebook is 
the most visited website in Africa – as of December 2020, 
there were more than 233 million subscribers on the con-
tinent.8

Age has long been venerated across Africa and young 
people are traditionally deferential to older people in their 
family and society at large. Social media is upending this. 
The Soro Soke generation is using social media to push 
back against tradition and fight for change for causes rang-
ing from the climate crisis to police brutality, sexual abuse 
and minority rights. For this generation, social media is 
also a megaphone that amplifies their political thoughts. 
A survey among people aged 15–34 in Ghana, Kenya, Nige-
ria, South Africa and Uganda finds that two-thirds of those 
surveyed are posting about politics.9

‘Social media has given young people new ways of in-
teracting and new expectations of how it’s possible to 
live’, says Diagne. ‘Gen Z are able to speak out about their 
frustrations, they are not afraid to try and change things. 
They are more fearless even than the millennial gener-
ation right before them. They use technology to speak 
their truth. They see how things work in other parts of 
the world and they want things to change here. The things 
older generations have lived with and tolerated, young-
er generations want to change, and they believe it can 
change.’

Climate activist Olumide Idowu, 29, founded Cli-
mate Wednesday on Twitter in 2013. ‘I haven’t missed a 
Wednesday since we started’, he says. ‘Every week we hold 
a video conversation and it’s also available on Facebook 
and YouTube. We talk to people about climate justice and 
how they can fight for their environmental rights. Each 
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month it’s a different topic – for example, we did a month 
on agriculture, where we covered how farmers can be 
more environmentally friendly and we covered topics like 
GMO crops.’

Twitter has enabled Idowu to spread the climate mes-
sage across Nigeria and West Africa. ‘Maybe we can’t 
come and meet you in your state or your country, but we 
can share our knowledge on social media. People are live 
sharing, people are watching from everywhere, and it’s a 
real-time discussion.’

Cross-border engagement is significant, says Nigerian 
writer Ayo Sogunro, because while African leaders have 
always had spaces for cross-continental conversations, 
ordinary Africans have rarely had such opportunities.10 
‘[I]n a continent where opportunities for international 
engagement between everyday people is severely limited, 
social media provides a space – for increasing numbers 
of Africans though far from all – to connect, to redefine 
African values, to recognise shared inequities and ambi-
tions, and to stand up against authoritarianism, racism, 
patriarchy, injustice, and other daily discriminations’, 
Sogunro writes.11

Professor Alcinda Honwana is a Mozambican anthro-
pologist and Centennial Professor at the London School 
of Economics. A leading scholar on youth-led protests in 
Africa, she has studied movements across the continent 
– from a drive for greater local government representa-
tion in Tunisia to a hip-hop-led movement raising politi-
cal awareness in Angola. She points to the power of social 
media in enabling comparison and in driving change by 
offering this generation a level of pan-African and global 
connectivity that has never been possible before. Speaking 
at her 2021 University of Oxford Annual Africa Studies lec-
ture, she said: ‘The internet has enabled comparison with 
other lives and the contradictions can feel intolerable’, she 
says.
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Influencer and entrepreneur John Obidi, 34, voices the 
same sentiment. ‘Social media is our window to the world’, 
he says. ‘Now we can connect globally and see how alike 
we are globally too. We can see global trends; we can iden-
tify as global human beings. Before Twitter, we had only 
one version of democracy. Now we can see what Germans 
or Americans, or Iraqis or Afghanis think about democra-
cy. We don’t just base our world view on our lives, but how 
people live in other places also. In Nigeria we don’t have a 
big tradition of protest but in 2020 we saw protests against 
bad governance and police brutality. I think that was in-
fluenced by what we saw with Black Lives Matter and oth-
er movements abroad. Without social media we wouldn’t 
have seen the models operating in other places.’

Diagne calls Gen Z ‘the hashtag generation’. ‘They be-
lieve that #AfricaMatters. From #endSARS to #FixGhana-
Now, they are using social media to disrupt, to surprise 

Figure 34 An #endSARS protest in Lagos in October 2020
Source: NurPhoto/Getty Images
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and to change Africa for the better’, she says. ‘And because 
of the size of the cohort they are starting to be taken seri-
ously.’

***

Osinachi, 30, is a successful artist. Slight in build, he wears 
his hair close to his head in short, neat dreadlocks. When 
we meet, he’s dressed in a traditionally cut suit in a simple 
white fabric. He is stylish, and his demeanour is confident 
yet also unassuming. He seems an unlikely target for police 
profiling but says he’s regularly been the victim of police 
harassment. ‘As a young person, I can’t just drive out of 
my house and believe I won’t be harassed by the police’, he 
says. ‘They profile me because I have dreads and drive an 
SUV and they try to rip me off. It’s crazy. This is what led to 
the #endSARS protests. There was so much profiling and 
extortion of young people. The system is entirely broken.’

Photographer Uzor, 28, agrees. ‘Every single young 
person has a story about the police. There is no one who 
doesn’t understand, no one who hasn’t had some prob-
lem’, he says. ‘Armed robbers take you, walk you to the 
bank and make you withdraw your money. Then the po-
lice come, take you and walk you to the bank and make 
you withdraw all your money. Tell me, what is the differ-
ence between them?’

Rinu Oduala, 23, a key organiser of the protests, says 
young women also face harassment. ‘It is not just young 
males. Females bear the brunt of police brutality. We are 
raped, tortured and killed.’ Perhaps because of this, as the 
#endSARS protests gather pace, an organising committee 
emerges formed largely of young women from a group 
called the Feminist Coalition. The women establish a 24-
hour helpline that people can call in emergencies, they 
provide legal services to those in need and even set up a ra-
dio station. Funmi Oyatogun, 29, is part of the committee. 
‘At one stage we had to tell people only to call the helpline 
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about #endSARS issues, we were getting calls asking for 
our help with all sorts of things’, she says.

All of the group’s costs are met by fundraising. The 
women release a publicly accessible, daily summary of 
their accounts, showing the amounts received and how 
it is being disbursed.12 When the government freezes the 
committee’s bank account, the group continues raising 
funds using cryptocurrency.

‘Women are at the heart of the 2020 #endSARS move-
ment’, says Oduala. ‘And with the presence of women, the 
dynamic changed. The strong women of Feminist Coalition 
raised US$400,000 and used it to feed protestors, to pay 
for ambulances and pay legal costs and to provide mental 
health support. It was accountable and very effective. I be-
lieve it showcased and helped us visualise what a future Ni-
geria could look like with good governance, transparency 
and accountability.’

Figure 35 Rinu Oduala speaks at an #endSARS protest in Lagos in 
October 2020
Source: Pius Utomi Ekpei/AFP/Getty Images
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Oduala’s point is echoed by others. The organisers’ high 
level of accountability – something sorely missing from 
the country’s moribund public sector institutions and 
from government at all levels – helped drive the popular-
ity of the movement, even across older age groups. Tama-
ra Ojeaga, 39, did not take part in the protests but as she 
watched events unfold she found the transparency and or-
ganisation inspiring. ‘The organisation was next level’, she 
says. ‘They used bitcoin and cryptocurrency for donations 
and were fully transparent in reporting where donations 
were spent. They made it obvious that this country can ac-
tually work if we want it to. It gave me such hope.’

The organising committee also uses social media exten-
sively: to call young people to action, to fundraise and to 
bring the issue to global attention. By October 2020, 48 
million #endSARS tweets are posted in just 10 days.13 En-
gagement with the cause comes from around the world – 
Twitter founder Jack Dorsey tweets in support and the 
company also designs a logo, a fist wrapped in the Nigeri-
an flag, for the movement.

The majority of Nigeria’s mainstream media outlets – 
which have close links to government officials and the 
Nigerian state – give the #endSARS movement little or no 
coverage.14 But this has limited impact. Young Nigerians, 
like others in their cohort around the world, largely ignore 
mainstream media outlets and instead turn to social me-
dia for information. During #endSARS it becomes clear 
that the future of activism across the continent and the 
growth of youthful participation in politics and civil soci-
ety are directly linked to the ability of activists to amplify 
their causes across social media platforms. ‘Social media 
has created a unique kind of space that is not subject to the 
physical control of the military or police’, writes Sogunro. 
‘If African activists can utilise this space effectively, they 
can play a major part in shaping African society for the 
next generation.’15
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Threatened by the power of platforms such as Twitter, 
the frequency and duration of internet shutdowns by gov-
ernments across Africa is steadily increasing.16 In June 
2021, the Nigerian government suspended Twitter in the 
country, ostensibly because the platform deleted a tweet 
by President Buhari that it deemed abusive. Most young 
Nigerians believe the deleted tweet was a much-sought-
after excuse for a ban that had been on the cards since the 
rise of the #endSARS protest movement.

‘Since the government suspended Twitter in Nigeria, 
the coordination and organisation of the movement has 
been a bit restrained’, says Oduala. ‘Twitter was one of the 
last places where we could express ourselves. Closing it 
down was a way for the government to target mass move-
ments organised by young Nigerians. They saw the ability 
of social media platforms to help organise protests and so 
they closed it down.’

Technology entrepreneur Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, 31, be-
lieves the political establishment is threatened by the fi-
nancial and organisational freedom that technology more 
broadly offers young people. ‘We have been very much 
attacked as an industry by the political establishment be-
cause of the challenge we represent to their power’, he 
says. ‘When we can take someone’s income from 40,000 
naira (US$80) to US$80,000 in a two and a half year period, 
it is very dangerous to the establishment. That was what 
#endSARS was really about – it was a challenge to the es-
tablishment by people who could finance their own rev-
olution. And that made everyone in power worried and 
scared. Especially because the protestors were leveraging 
modern technology tools, which made it very difficult to 
stop the machine.’

***

As October 2020 progresses, the machine powers on and 
the movement grows daily. Protests spread from Lagos 
across the country, including to Abuja, the capital. The 
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government begins to take notice. It’s clear that someone 
feels threatened. On 20 October, the shootings take place.

‘There is a huge division between politicians and youth’, 
says Ojeaga. ‘It’s generational and attitudinal. Today’s poli-
ticians are ex-military and it’s either their way or the high-
way. There is an oppression mentality at the top.’

‘The government was scared, they were shaking, they 
were worried about what might happen if we continued’, 
says Oyatogun. ‘Our president said that young people were 
trying to unseat him. But we were not. We just want to feel 
safe. We were naїve. We didn’t think they would actually 
shoot at us, kill us. The older ones with long memories, 
they warned us, they remember from before how it can be.’

After the shootings, the movement comes off the 
streets. The government freezes the bank accounts of key 
activists, some have their passport seized. Several activists 
leave the country in fear. ‘The shootings broke something 
in us. They were traumatic, and many haven’t recovered 
from the experience’, says Oduala. ‘Some young Nigerians 
are living in fear for their lives. People like DJ Switch, who 
was at the height of her career, are leaving the country. My 
personal bank account was frozen, and my passport was 
seized, along with those of 19 others. We had to have legal 
tussles with the government to overturn these things.’

A judicial enquiry into the shootings is convened. ‘I was 
the youngest person on the judicial panel looking into 
the shootings’, says Oduala. ‘It brought me face to face 
with how the government works, with criminals in police 
uniforms, with the broken judiciary system. Hearing the 
horrors that people went through, of so many lives and 
families ruined forever by policemen who are still in ser-
vice today was a traumatic experience.’

In November 2021 the judicial panel releases its report. 
It finds that the army ‘shot, injured and killed unarmed, 
helpless and defenceless protesters, without provocation 
or justification’, conduct that was exacerbated by ‘its re-
fusal to allow ambulances [to] render medical assistance to 
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victims who required such assistance’. It also alleges cov-
er-up attempts: ‘The police officers also tried to cover up 
their actions by picking up bullets’, the report says, and it 
goes on to accuse Nigerian authorities of tampering with 
CCTV footage and removing the bodies of the dead from 
the scene.17

Although the report recommends that those involved in 
the Lekki Tollgate shootings face ‘appropriate disciplinary 
action and be stripped of their status’ before being dis-
missed, to date no one has faced prosecution or accepted 
responsibility for the killings. There is no clarity on who 
ordered the security services to confront the protestors or 
who authorised the shootings.

***

Although #endSARS may be off the streets, youth dis-
content rumbles on, and not just in Nigeria. As Honwana 
points out: a new wave of global social movements is being 
led by young Africans. In the same way that a wave of Eu-
ropean Baby Boomers took to the streets demanding social 
change as teenagers and young adults in the student pro-
tests of 1968, this cohort of young Africans are at the fore-
front of similar protests. Speaking at the 2021 University 
of Oxford Annual Africa Studies lecture, Honwana said: 
‘From Tunisia and Egypt to Senegal and Angola, young 
people are fighting for a greater political voice, for access 
to job opportunities and for broader systemic change’.

Some 93 per cent of Gen Z respondents to Kantar’s Africa 
Life survey in five countries across sub-Saharan Africa 
agree with the statement ‘our society needs a common 
purpose’. ‘Young people believe that standing for some-
thing is essential and they want to stand for something 
bigger than themselves’, says Diagne. ‘They are also look-
ing for real leadership and are seeing and celebrating new 
heroes, such Emma Theofelus of Namibia, the continent’s 
youngest minister in government at 23.’
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In Nigeria, #endSARS is the country’s most significant 
protest movement since pro-democracy rallies in the 
1990s, and for many young Nigerians it constituted a real 
political awakening. The protests brought recognition that 
young people could be a powerful political force, com-
bined with the more brutal insight that the establishment 
will respond violently to perceived challenges. And there 
is a growing belief among this cohort that it is young peo-
ple who will build the country they are looking for.

‘I think young people have the power to make things 
better despite the government. The #endSARS protests 
are a testament to that. Despite the massacre, it was really 
impactful. These guys at the top saw the power of young 
people coming together’, says Osinachi.

Nigeria is vast and heterogeneous, composed of dif-
ferent religions and different ethnicities and successive 
governments have used a strategy of dividing to conquer, 
setting different interest groups against each other. The 
#endSARS movement, in contrast, united young peo-
ple across ethnic and religious divides. ‘The movement 
brought people together from across regions and across 
religions and gave us a new-found sense of unity’, says 
Oduala. ‘It is a spirit that binds young Nigerians. We are do-
ing things differently. We are having frank conversations 
about the rights of people with disabilities, about LGQBT 
rights. We have put aside tribal and religious differences. 
This sentiment sets us apart from older generations.’

Another factor that distinguishes this generation is 
their coming of age during a time of democracy – only a 
few are old enough to properly remember Nigeria’s period 
of military rule, which ended in 1999 – and their rejection 
of the existing political class, which even today contains 
many members of the pre-democracy juntas.18

‘There were civil wars and dictators in the lifetime of the 
older generation that really limited how they were able to 
express themselves’, says 32-year-old Michael Elégbèdé. 

The Hashtag Generation 113

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.162.191, on 29 Jun 2024 at 08:45:56, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/36752AD4A252F73703D9F701A185F80E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


‘Even today, if you look at #endSARS, our own govern-
ment killed us with no repercussion. That was the norm in 
the past. But that’s not going to stop this generation. They 
are trying to use the old ways, to bring us into line with 
abuse and threats. But it is not working. And it’s not going 
to work. And that’s what is differentiating this generation 
from the past.’

There is a growing perception among young Nigerians 
that street-led protests are not enough on their own and 
that young politicians need to become a part of the system 
in order to change it from within. Tonye Isokariari, 34, has 
been involved in politics since 2010, when he was part of 
the Goodluck Jonathan presidential campaign. ‘For the 
first time, during the #endSARS protests, the government 
was jittery over young people’s involvement. If we can 
come together like that across the board, we can take back 
our country’, says Isokariari. ‘We need to gather a lot of 
young people who have shown capacity, who have shown 
they are there to serve, so that we can change the system 
from within. A lot of times when you are outside making 
noise, nothing happens. We have to do it from inside, stir-
ring the water from within.’

The challenge moving forward will be to see if this 
moment of activism and protest can be translated into a 
long-term political movement. ‘We could have done a lot 
more’, says 25-year-old activist S. I. Ohumu. ‘It’s under-
standing that shouting is not the only thing. There is a so-
cial change system and everyone has a role to play. There 
are the disruptors, the people who love Twitter and make 
a lot of noise and go to protest. But that is only the first 
step. We also need mediators who are willing to compro-
mise. People who are able to build bridges. Compromise is 
not necessarily a bad word.’

Ibrahim Faruk, 35, is programme manager at the Youth 
Initiative for Advocacy, Growth and Advancement (YIAGA), 
a non-profit organisation based in Abuja that promotes 
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good governance and aims to increase youth participation. 
He agrees with Ohumu that greater engagement with the 
political system is needed. ‘There are conversations that 
need to be had with the National Human Rights Commis-
sion, with the Police Service Commission, organisations 
like that’, he says. ‘If you are not sitting at the table, you 
are just making noise from the outside and while that is 
very important it’s also important to engage with the sys-
tems and institutions. It’s something that many young 
people don’t like to do, or don’t want to do because they 
have lost trust in those organisations. But how else can we 
get these institutions to reform if we do not engage one 
way or another?’

Ohumu concedes that politics and corruption are syn-
onymous in Nigeria but says ‘it’s time to get over that’. 
‘If young people don’t get into those spaces, we will not 
innovate out of a bad situation’, she says. ‘We young 
people are plenty and we are building wealth, so we can 
fund things, too. If we can fund #endSARS we can fund 
elections. It’s a matter of political will. We just have to be 
interested.’

Oduala is confident that change is coming. ‘Before 
the shootings, we had begun to hope for a new Nigeria. 
A Nigeria where young people have a seat at the table of 
power, a Nigeria where young people can walk free on 
the streets, a Nigeria where the common man can get jus-
tice’, she says. ‘The fight might be off the streets and off 
the TV, but it hasn’t stopped or lost importance. Young 
Nigerians are very stubborn and don’t give up. #endSARS 
is a movement not a moment and our hearts are still in 
the movement. We are not backing down. We will take 
every avenue available to enact the change we want and 
deserve – we will vote, we will go to the street, we will use 
social media. We are fighting for system change and jus-
tice. We are showcasing that we can bring about change 
and we are enacting the kind of change we seek.’
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‘I contested elections as a form of protest to the existing lead-
ership, in which nothing seems to be working out. It wasn’t an 
easy feat especially as a young female candidate.’

SPEAKING OUT: PRINCESS 
OBIAJULU UGWU ON 
STANDING FOR ELECTION

Figure 36 Princess Obiajulu Ugwu, 37, ran 
for a seat in the Enugu State House of 
Assembly at the 2019 General Election
Credit: Princess Obiajulu Ugwu
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‘In the 2019 elections, when I was 35, I contested for a seat in the 
Enugu State House of Assembly under the United Progressive Par-
ty. There was no sponsorship from the party aside from giving free 
nomination forms to women and youth. Most of my support came 
from family, friends and colleagues who have seen my passion and 
believed in my ability to handle leadership positions and deliver 
change.

I contested as a form of protest to the existing leadership, in 
which nothing seems to be working out. It wasn’t an easy feat es-
pecially as a young female candidate. Some in society saw me as 
a deviant and called me a prostitute. Even some family members 
said I was overstepping my boundaries and should be stopped be-
fore I disgraced them. Men who were in the race tried to discour-
age me. I was sold out by a member of my party who felt a male 
candidate from another party, contesting the same position, was a 
better option. He asked me to step down and, when I declined, he 
started campaigning against me. One of the other major challenges 
I faced was finance. During the campaign period, we went out to 
speak to people, but they wouldn’t listen if we had nothing to put 
on the table.

I do not intend to call this my biggest achievement in politics 
because it was just a foundation and, by God’s grace, I will keep 
trying to find a space to dish out all that is deposited in me to help 
humanity. But I will say I have gained visibility and also insight 
into how the system is run, which is unpleasant.

I am sharing my story because I believe it can reawaken sleeping 
giants in some of the female folk around Africa and the globe into 
realising their full potential, especially as it concerns leadership 
and politics.’
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‘My party, the Progressive People’s Congress, despite being 
a new party founded on a strong political ideology, did not 
win a single seat, largely due to financial constraints and its 
unwillingness to play outside the rules of the game.’

‘I belong to a society that sees youth as the leaders of tomorrow, not 
of today. Rather than encourage youth involvement in politics and 
nation building, the older generation sees us as tools that can be 
used to foster their interests and achieve their political goals. This 
phenomenon has, over time, disempowered the most active and 
vibrant population in our society.

Contesting the 2019 governorship was an eye-opener for me. I 
became aware of the intrigues involved in winning an election as 
well as the humongous amount of money needed throughout the 
electioneering period. Presently in Nigeria there are two major pol-
itical parties, and these two parties control the dynamics of who 
wins what. So, contesting an election outside these two parties pos-
es great challenge. My party, the Progressive People’s Congress, 
despite being founded on a strong political ideology, did not win a 
single seat, largely due to financial constraints and its unwilling-
ness to play outside the rules of the game.

Inadequate funding posed the greatest challenge. Winning 
an election in Nigeria is capital intensive. There are financial 
benchmarks set by the country’s election umpire but the major 
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political parties and their candidates are known to spend way 
beyond these, thereby significantly narrowing the chances of the 
smaller political parties. Unfortunately, none of our candidates, 
including myself, could match the financial fire power of our op-
ponents and our best efforts and ideas were scuttled due to lack 
of funding. Not many people were willing to pay attention to our 
manifesto once it was obvious we weren’t going to dole out cash af-
ter each campaign. So, to a large extent, the election was lost even 
before the first vote was cast.

Figure 37 Fortunes Paul Okoronkwo, 39, 
contested the governorship election in 
his home state of Abia for the Progressive 
People’s Congress in 2019
Credit: Fortunes Paul Okoronkwo
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There is also a high cost to securing nomination forms, especially 
for the major parties. To get on these parties’ nomination forms, 
an aspirant must be rich. Since not many youths can afford it, 
contesting on the platforms of relatively unknown political parties 
becomes the only option for people like me. Even to secure my par-
ty’s governorship nomination form, I paid a quarter of a million 
naira (approx US$600).

In the end, I emerged as the sole candidate from my party for 
the governorship and came fifth out of the 31 candidates that 
contested the election. It was not a bad start, the financial and 
cultural challenges notwithstanding.

In hindsight, I will say my biggest achievement has been learn-
ing that it takes creativity, ingenuity and a sense of mission and 
purpose to contest an election as a young person and to remain in 
the race till the end. I have also learnt that young people seeking 
elective positions must stay true to their guiding principles. With-
out that it is quite easy to either get discouraged or get influenced 
to join the bandwagon of politrickians.’
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‘There is one issue that threatens us: bad governance. No 
matter how you look at it, everything comes back to that. We 
don’t have leaders that are accountable, we don’t have lead-
ers that are competent, we don’t have leaders that are mo-
tivated or have the political will to change things. We don’t 
have people for whom there is a future. We have old people 
who only care about how much of the common wealth they 
are able to steal while we suffer.’ S. I., 25

‘Who are the people making decisions for young people? 
Can they even relate to us? Are they up to date with tech 
or are they stuck in the analogue age? There are people in 
our government who can’t handle a smartphone but think 
they can implement policies that young people need. They say 
young people have no experience, but we know better than 
they what we need. We need more young people in positions 
of policy making or influencing the policy makers. We need 
to either be one of the decision makers or we need to be one 
of the people influencing the decision makers. If they won’t 
give us a seat at the table, we will create our own seats to be 
there.’ Rinu, 23

‘Nigerian youths are clearly saying enough is enough. We 
want to have the power. I’m a very fresh politician. I was ap-
pointed in February 2021. I happen to be one of the youngest 
members of the National Working Committee of my party, 
the ADC. This is one of the top positions in the party. The com-
mittee is about 30 people but 90 per cent are men and women 
in their 60s and 70s; there are only the three of us who are 
young. And when we are presenting an idea, they are not in 
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the same realm as we are. There is a clash of understanding. 
Nigerian politics is about money. Older politicians are always 
thinking about how they are going to pay people, and they 
cripple the implementation of ideas.’ Ìfénlá, 33

‘Our church wanted to build a better road, but the govern-
ment said no because they didn’t benefit from it financially. 
And a local NGO wanted to build a school, but the elders said 
they had to be paid money first. That is the problem of our 
country – it is all about give me my share. They don’t care 
about development; they are more concerned if they are mak-
ing money out of it. I think it’s only 50/50 if younger people 
will be different. A lot of our generation want to get in there 
and share the national cake and the truth is that most av-
erage people are not exposed enough to demand more. We 
need politicians who are there to serve not to be served. And 
for the youth revolution to come we need to come together 
beyond our different ideology.’ Uzor, 28

‘Recently I’ve started having conversations across the political 
divide. The challenge in front of us is not which party someone 
belongs to. For now, I’m not looking at a young person in the 
opposition party as a problem – we are colleagues in the fight 
to take over our country. For young people who have shown 
capacity, who are ready to deliver results, let’s take over. And 
how do we take over our country? By being sure that we are 
speaking one language across all parties.’ Tonye, 34

‘We definitely need better leaders. We need people who are 
aware that what they are supposed to be doing is in service to 
the people, and historically we haven’t had a lot of that. We 
can only hope that as we move forward, we are able to get 
better leaders, people that are there to serve, make the econ-
omy stronger and deliver on the hope that Nigerians have 
been holding since independence. I hope younger people step 
up to take their own place and I hope they do it for the right 
reason.’ Odunayo, 28

***
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After the frenetic energy of Lagos, Abuja is an oasis of 
calm. Surrounded by forest-covered hills and defined by a 
series of prominent squat monoliths, Nigeria’s capital is a 
planned city, built in the 1980s to a master plan designed 
by Japanese architect Kenzo Tange. The wide streets and 
avenues of the city centre are lined with government of-
fices, the gold-domed Nigeria National Mosque and the 
postmodern neo-Gothic National Christian Centre. Five-
star hotels, banks and shopping malls sit beside large man-
sions that house ministers and notables.

At the heart of the city is Circular Road. It surrounds the 
officially named Three Arms Zone, so-named because it 
houses the three arms of government – the Supreme Court, 
the National Assembly and the Presidential villa – locals 
simply call the whole zone the Villa. The area is imposing, 
forbidding even. CCTV cameras proliferate on the high 
fence that surrounds the compound. Every 10 yards along 
the pavement, signs are stencilled in red paint: no stop-
ping, no parking, no waiting. Concrete bollards and armed 
guards line the entry road. The effect is of a walled-off elite, 
a government protecting itself from the people it is sup-
posed to represent.

Africa may be home to the youngest population on 
earth, but its leaders are among the oldest. Many are in 
their 80s; President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe was 93 
when he was ousted in 2017. In 2015, the median age 
across sub-Saharan Africa was 19, while the median age 
of executive office holders was 64, a gap of 45 years.1 In 
contrast, in the member states of the OECD there is a 
gap of only 12 years between leaders and the electorate. 
There is a long history of protest and activism by young 
Africans: Steve Biko and Patrice Lumumba were not old 
men. In Nigeria, Nnandi Azikiwe was still in his 30s when 
he founded the National Council of Nigeria and the Cam-
eroons in 1944. Others, including Obafemi Awolowo and 
Samuel Akintola rose to prominence during the struggle 
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for independence in the 1950s and 1960s.2 But after that, 
youth involvement in nation building slowed and, across 
much of Africa, ruling elites have remained entrenched 
for decades. At the end of 2018, 15 African executive office 
holders had been in power for more than 10 years, with an 
average of 24 years in office.3 In 2020, three sitting African 
heads of state had been in power for more than three dec-
ades each.

Figure 38 African presidents who have been in power for over 20 years
Created by Russell Henry Design
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Nigerian president, Muhammadu Buhari, 78, who was 
elected in 2015, is in this mould. An ex-military officer – he 
was previously head of state in the 1980s, when he took pow-
er in a military coup d’état – Buhari has been in and around 
the top echelons of power for more than 40 years. A ‘big 
man’ in the African style, his fealty is to tradition and the on-
going support of a vast network of cohorts. Many Nigerians 
are angry that they see so little benefit from the country’s 
billions of petrodollars, much of which has been squandered 
or stolen,4 and Buhari was elected on his reputation for fight-
ing corruption. But he has had little effect on the rampant 
misuse of government positions and funds and has been ac-
cused of cronyism and politicking in those cases that have 
been pursued.5 Buhari also seems woefully out of touch with 
his young electorate. In 2016 he accused young Nigerians of 
criminality and in 2018 of being lazy and uneducated.6

But, as the West Africa Centre for Democracy and De-
velopment notes, far from being frivolous and lazy, young 
Nigerians have simply lost hope in institutions that do not 
serve their interests.7 The majority of Africans, and espe-
cially young Africans, think their governments are doing 
a very bad or a fairly bad job at addressing the needs of 

Figure 39 Nigeria’s president, Muhammadu Buhari
Source: Pool/Getty Images
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the youth.8 In five out of seven African countries surveyed 
in 2017 (Egypt, Ghana, Morocco, Nigeria, South Africa) at 
least 75 per cent of young people said their governments 
did not care about their needs.9 This has led to disenfran-
chisement. According to Afrobarometer, the percentage 
of respondents who voted in their country’s last election 
is 14 percentage points lower for young Africans (aged 
18–35) than for those over 35. And almost one in 10 young 
Africans say they deliberately decided not to vote.10

‘Some young people are galvanised’, says Rinu Oduala, 
23. ‘For the upcoming 2023 election, 80 per cent of newly 
registered voters are young people. But many others are 
still marginalised. There’s an apathy in the country, people 
don’t feel they need to vote. They don’t see any result from 
their votes. The government doesn’t seem to do anything; 
it’s a government for the elite not the masses so people 
don’t see a need to participate.’

Counter-intuitively, it may be this disillusionment 
that represents the best opportunity to reshape political 
participation. In the months after the president’s derog-
atory comments, the hashtag #LazyNigeriaYouth went 
viral – a backlash that, according to market research spe-
cialist Canvas8, shows a growing political engagement 
among young Nigerians.11 An August 2020 report by the 
group says: ‘So wide is the disconnect between those in 
government and the public, that change seems almost 
inevitable.’12

***

While the centre of Abuja, with its walled-off and archi-
tecturally imposing buildings, emits the aura of a sealed-
off elite, the city’s suburbs feel much more egalitarian and 
energetic. On a weekday lunchtime, the thriving middle-
class neighbourhood of Gwarimpa is busy. Streets buzz 
with traffic: kekes and buses, cars and scooters. Markets 
are filled with shoppers and the roadside Mama-puts, small 
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outdoor restaurants run by redoubtable older women, are 
bustling with lunchtime trade. Cafés and bars are busy, 
too. In one, on a colourful, plant-filled open balcony that 
overlooks a neighbourhood of pleasant suburban streets 
and a high, forested hill, a group of young community 
organisers are eating beef and rice dotted with spicy red 
and green chillies and discussing politics.

Jude Feranmi, 29,  is the convener of the Raising New 
Voices Initiative, a volunteer-led non-profit committed to 
raising new leaders for Nigeria. He was also formerly the 
National Youth Caucus Leader of the KOWA party. ‘I be-
came actively involved in politics after the 2015 election’, 
he says. ‘For young people, it is a justice conversation, a 
prosperity conversation. It is about wanting Nigeria to 
be better and wanting to get involved in whatever makes 
it better. But it is strictly a political power conversation 
when it comes to older politicians. They know what they 
want, they will do anything to get power and they have the 
resources to deploy to get it. And those two positions are 
in conflict.’

Tonye Isokariari, 34, has been involved in Nigerian 
politics for more than a decade. ‘The Breath of Fresh Air 
campaign for Goodluck Jonathan, that was me’, he says. 
‘Some people still call me Fresh Air in political circles.’ He 
echoes Feranmi’s point. ‘The process of change needs to be 
driven from the youth up. The older guys don’t give a rat’s 
arse. It’s about personal interest for them. They are not 
talking about Nigeria as a country. They are talking about 
their personal interest and how it affects them.’

‘The whole system is programmed to keep us where we 
are. It is an intentional effort’, says Kingsley Atang, 37, 
programme lead at the Youth Alive Foundation, a not-for-
profit focused on redefining the role and contributions 
of the Nigerian youth in governance. ‘The political class 
benefits from the consequences of hunger, in that it keeps 
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people dependent on them. People in Nigeria don’t under-
stand what a social contract is. They don’t understand that 
the primary responsibility of the government is the wel-
fare and security of the people.’

Feranmi agrees. The biggest problem, he says, is that 
Nigerian politics is seen as largely transactional. There is 
very limited focus on policy. ‘With political power today, 
you can obviously see that there is a transaction going 
on: you give me political power and I give you money or 
I give you patronage. The transaction ends at the point of 
voting. The political dynamics do not evolve into a social 
contract. But I’m an idealist. I don’t believe that we have 
to embrace what is happening right now. In politics, it is 
always difficult to cut away the ladder that gets you there. 
Not mirroring the status quo, that is the way our genera-
tion will make things different.’

Student leader Olumide Areo, 26, is slim and dapper in 
a suit and tie. He believes it’s a question of education. ‘The 
electorate is not aware that it is their right to ask ques-
tions or be given information’, he says. ‘Most people don’t 
understand the nexus between politics, policy and quality 
of life. They do not see that they are voting for a person 
who makes policies that affect them. We need people to 
understand that they need to vote for someone who is 
pushing for laws that work for them.’

He gives an example: ‘There were a lot of corrupt prac-
tices in my school, in 2018, with large sums of money be-
ing syphoned away by student leaders. But this one guy 
stood up and said he wanted to do something different. He 
wanted to prove that student presidents were not always 
the same. He decided to do a town hall meeting with all 
the students, and to ensure all the budgets for capital and 
expenditure were open to everyone. And he did it. I could 
see students begin to become aware that it is our right to 
understand what is going on. I could see students asking 
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the questions and taking up the challenge, they began to 
own the process and challenge leaders.’

***

Areo, Atang, Feranmi and Isokariari are part of a thriv-
ing civic society based in Abuja. The city is home to a 
host of non-profit groups, staffed by optimistic young 
people – idealists and realists, side by side – facilitat-
ing everything from promoting good governance and 
increased transparency to increasing young voter reg-
istration and mentoring the leaders of tomorrow. And 
at the heart of this group is YIAGA Africa. Its offices, a 
two-storey building in Gwarimpa, exude purposefulness. 
Young activists debate issues, write reports, run infor-
mation campaigns, lobby for change and work tirelessly 
to increase youth participation across the country. One 
highlight of the group’s advocacy is the Not Too Young 
To Run bill, which was passed by the country’s National 
Assembly in 2018. The bill saw the Nigerian constitution 
amended to reduce the age for presidential candidates 
from 40 to 35 and for House of Representatives candi-
dates from 30 to 25 years.

‘Before this, we did not have young people in elected 
office, no representatives in Parliament and our issues 
were treated with levity’, says the YIAGA Africa senior 
programme officer, Yetunde Bakare, 33. ‘When Not Too 
Young To Run was first proposed 10 years ago it wasn’t 
taken seriously. We were told to sit down, it’s not the time, 
we were not serious enough. But we built a movement and 
reduced the age for participation in the State Assembly 
and House of Representatives. Now we can participate, not 
only as voters but in the electoral process.’

Bakare believes its ageing Parliament is the country’s 
biggest challenge to good governance. ‘I like to refer to 
our Senate as a retirement home for governors’, she says. 
‘Look at the number of past governors who are now in the 
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Senate  – they stay there for eight years and then retire. 
They are not contributing to national discourse, because 
for them it’s just a pre-retirement, wealth-generating 
thing. That impacts on the quality of the legislation that 
comes out of Parliament. I would like to see the elimi-
nation of all past politicians. If you’ve ever run for office 
before, it’s over. The governors that are being recycled 
as senators, no! We want new faces. Our civil service also 
needs an overhaul. It is the engine room of any govern-
ment; they remain once the executive tenure expires. But 
we have directors who have been in place for more than 
25 years who are resistant to change and don’t want to see 
change because the current system is benefiting them. We 
need to bring in new people, people who genuinely want 
to do the work.’

As a result of the Not Too Young To Run bill, youth can-
didacy was at 34 per cent in the 2019 elections13 with 151 
young candidates standing for election and five winning 
seats. ‘One is now the speaker of a state assembly, others 
are whips and deputy whips and majority leaders’, says 
Bakare. But despite this success, overall youth participa-
tion in government remains very low, with some estimates 
suggesting only 1 per cent of lawmakers are aged under 
30.14 In part the issue is cultural.

Chinemerem Onuorah is 25. ‘There is a problem, in that 
people by default believe that young people are not ready 
to rule’, she says. ‘People think you are not qualified for 
something just because of your age and they forget the fact 
that the president we have today was very young when he 
first ruled Nigeria. So why do they think young people can-
not carry on with democracy now? I feel like there are a lot 
of young people who have the competence and capacity to 
rule Nigeria and we should not disqualify them just because 
our cultural mentality says young people aren’t ready.’

A second YIAGA Africa campaign, Ready To Run, has 
been launched to address this issue. ‘Ready To Run was 
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born because of the imbedded narrative that young people 
are not ready for public office’, says Bakare. ‘It responds to 
the need of young people who want to contest and win elec-
tions and aims to help young people perform excellently 
in office. It’s not that we want everyone to run – we want to 
find young people of character, with the competence and 
the capacity to run. We help them mobilise issue-based 
campaigns and improve their chances of election.’

Alongside cultural norms, there are systemic barriers 
that make it difficult for young people to be elected. It is 
not possible to run as an independent candidate in Nige-
ria, and to be nominated by a party requires paying large 
fees and getting the support of the party’s power cabal, a 
group often hidden from public view. Even when political 

Figure 40 Some of the YIAGA Africa team (L–R): Ibrahim Faruk, 
35, Yetunde Bakare, 33, and Sanusi Olaniyan, 33
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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parties hold primaries to secure candidates for election, 
the result is often overruled if a preferred candidate is not 
chosen.

YIAGA programme manager Ibrahim Faruk, 35, says 
one of the biggest problems is that political parties 
themselves are undemocratic and opaque. ‘There is no 
Nigerian party that can claim it is people owned’, he 
says. ‘In other countries, parties make efforts to attract 
members and the members pay dues and have a stake 
in the party. They contribute to decision making and 
in selecting candidates. We don’t have that in Nigeria. 
Nigerian parties are owned by a few big men and what 
they dictate is what the party does. They shape the par-
ty. There is campaigning going on behind doors, within 
conclaves, within small circles of big men. They decide 
who will run and everyone falls behind whatever the 
leaders decide.’

Monetisation is a further barrier. In a blogpost for the 
LSE, Dr Angela Ajodo-Adebanjoko, an associate professor 
at the Federal University of Lafia, cites leadership deficits, 
poor internal democracy among political parties and the 
absence of a strategic political agenda as ongoing barriers 
for young people.15 But, in particular, she says, there are 
large financial obstacles to running for office in Nigeria.

In the run-up to the 2019 general election, the cost of 
nomination forms for office ranged from 45 million na-
ira (US$125,000) for presidential aspirants to 3.8 million 
(US$10,500) for the House of Representatives candidates.16 
Because few young Nigerians are able to afford these sums 
and donors usually prefer older candidates whom they 
believe have a higher chance of success, young people re-
main disenfranchised, says Dr Ajodo-Adebanjoko. ‘While 
in theory they are Not Too Young To Run, in practice, the 
youth find themselves Too-Poor-To-Run’, she writes.17

Sanusi Olaniyan, 33, is a programme assistant at YIAGA 
Africa and he agrees with Ajodo-Adebanjoko. ‘The biggest 
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challenge for young candidates is financial inequality’, he 
says. ‘Nigerian politics is very monetised. If you don’t have 
a large pool of resources to draw from it is very hard to 
contest an election, and almost impossible to contest in an 
established political party.’

Michael Odoh, 30, wants to run for office. ‘I was a party 
member for 10 years and I paid my dues to the party, in 
all the ways you could think of. But when I went to the 
party chairman and said I wanted to contest an election, 
he told me to wait. He said that I’m still too young and I 
should wait another five years. Then when he saw I was 
making moves, he told me I was disqualified. I left the par-
ty and joined another party but was short of the cost of 
registering as a candidate. You begin to understand how 
disenfranchised young people are.’

Garnering nomination is only the first financial bar-
rier in the electioneering process. Vote buying is also 
endemic – once candidates are on the ticket, there is an 
expectation that they will pay key voting blocks for sup-
port. ‘People who run for office have to visit traditional 
and religious rulers’, explains Faruk. ‘And they are not 
just going to visit empty handed. They go with a gift or 
with cash and they hand out salt or rice or noodles. To 
them that is campaigning, and it does influence whether 
some people vote for them. The deeper problem is that 
many communities do not feel a government presence. 
They don’t have electricity, there’s no water in the pipes, 
the roads are run down, the healthcare centres are hor-
rible. They feel this is the only time they will see a politi-
cian and are able to benefit, so they will take what they 
can get.’

‘You definitely find people voting for whoever can give 
them the most money’, agrees Bakare. ‘Vote selling is il-
legal but it’s not enforced and, due to poverty, it remains 
part of the electoral process. If you are offered money to 
vote, you sell your vote to the highest bidder.’
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The legislation that bans vote selling and which also 
sets campaign-funding limits – at one billion naira for a 
presidential candidate – is not well enforced. ‘Campaign 
financing is very opaque’, says Faruk. ‘Political parties 
are supposed to report how much they spend, but in the 
2019 elections, only three parties out of 91 did that. What 
makes it worse is that the current review of the act seeks 
to increase the amount for presidential campaigning to 
five billion naira. The election basically goes to the highest 
bidder.’

‘How many people can afford to spend five billion naira 
to contest for the highest office in the land?’ asks Bakare. ‘It 
is a real challenge. Especially now that vote buying and sell-
ing is done in the open, without any fear of prosecution or 
arrest, because no one is monitoring electoral spending or 
punishing those who are in infringement of the law. People 
who are genuinely interested in governing, who can make 
a change for the country but do not have access to the fund-
ing, cannot contest for office. That’s a threat to democracy.’

Nigeria is currently experiencing its longest period of 
civilian government since achieving independence from 
British colonial rule in 1960. From the 1960s to 1999, mil-
itary juntas of varying openness and brutality dominated 
the country’s politics. In 1999, the 4th Nigerian Repub-
lic was born, with the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) 
elected as the governing party. Both the 2003 and 2007 
presidential elections were marred by irregularities and 
violence, but national and state elections in 2011 and 2015 
were generally regarded as credible. The 2015 election was 
heralded for the fact that the then opposition party, the 
All Progressives Congress (APC), defeated the PDP, which 
had governed since 1999. When current president Buhari 
assumed the role in 2015, it marked the country’s first 
peaceful transfer of power from one party to another. Elec-
tions held in early 2019 secured Buhari his second term 
and were deemed broadly free and fair. The next election 
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cycle, in 2023, will see two new contenders for the presi-
dency as the Nigerian constitution mandates a two-term 
presidential limit.

The 2023 elections are likely to be a key moment for 
young people in Nigeria. This is the moment when it will 
become visible if the impetus of movements such as #end-
SARS can be maintained and translated into an electoral 
force. Some activists are focused on finding young people 
to stand for leadership positions.

‘Sometimes it only takes a few people to change the 
destiny of a country’, says Areo. ‘It is the quality of those 
on the ballot paper where we have a big problem and I 
feel a few good leaders is what we need to get things done. 
Student leaders vie for these political spaces in the future. 
They are what we breed for political spaces. If we can at 
a grassroots level begin to develop leaders that in ten or 
seven or five years will sit at the table, we will have a path, 
a channel, a structure that can change things. It doesn’t 
matter which party they are. If the quality is high, once 
they get into power, things will change.’

‘Since the #endSARS movement the political class are 
listening, too’, says Atang. ‘They are thinking about youth 
participation and youth inclusion, there is a consciousness 
that they need more youth voices. #endSARS has created 
more space and more young people want to get involved. 
We are available, we can do this.’

A key focus for YIAGA Africa is mobilising young voters. 
‘We have this large cohort of young people between 18 and 
25 and the question is how we can help them understand 
that by voting they are contributing to governance’, says 
Olaniyan. ‘It’s not just about running for office. Although 
voting is far away from governance itself, it contributes to 
good governance.’

Mark Amaza, 33, is senior communications officer at 
YIAGA Africa. ‘If we can somehow get the youth popula-
tion of Nigeria to participate in politics, I think we can 
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break the system’, he says. ‘The old are not there in num-
bers compared to the youth.’

There is hope among activists that 2023 could signal a 
moment of change. ‘I think 2023 is a make-or-break year 
for us on many levels’, says Faruk. ‘The president will have 
run his tenure, so it is an opportunity for a fresh face. And 
if we can mobilise a mass of young people to come out and 
vote on election day, I think it’s a watershed moment in 
our history. What we do and the outcomes of 2023 will 
have a huge impact for the long term.’

The belief that young people can herald a change in how 
the country is governed is echoed by young people outside 
Abuja. Nigerian entrepreneur Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, 31, is one 
of the most successful men of his generation. In conversa-
tion he comes across as intelligent, proud, restless, maybe 
a little impatient. A member of the tech world’s global 
elite – he calls Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, ‘Zuck’ –  
Aboyeji has presided over several Nigerian companies, 
including the phenomenally successful online payment 
system Flutterwave, which he co-founded when he was 
just 25 and which has a valuation of over US$1 billion.

Aboyeji has now turned his keen mind to shaping the 
future of his country. ‘When I was CEO of Flutterwave, I 
was starting to see the upper limits of what industry here 
can achieve because of poor governance so I decided to 
go and run Madame Oby Ezekwesili’s 2019 presidential 
campaign’, he says. ‘We made quite a bit of headway, we 
won the primaries, but ultimately the party that she repre-
sented was pushed to endorse another candidate.’

The setback hasn’t dented Aboyeji’s hopes. ‘Nigeria has 
a very, very young population. There are 26 million people 
in Nigeria who over the next 10 years are going to turn 18. 
The largest ever winning presidential election margin in 
Nigeria was 13 million votes. So even if you only get half of 
those 18-year-olds to vote for a candidate, that candidate 
has won.’
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And he has a clear vision for his country. ‘Nigeria as the 
world’s greatest Black nation: that’s the prize. The dream 
of building a global Black power has been passed down to 
us from the very first fathers of liberation until now. And 
that remains the dream. We want to create a powerful 
Black nation that can contend with the rest of the world as 
equals. We can build a great country and stamp our name 
in the sands of time by creating a Black superpower. That’s 
why we are doing this: so that we can be great, in a great 
country.’

Figure 41 Iyinoluwa Aboyeji, 31, is a 
technology entrepreneur
Credit: Fati Abubakar
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‘To be young in Nigeria comes with mixed feelings for me. I’m 
aware of the awesome things young people are doing – talk-
ing about tech, talking about art and culture, talking about 
science – but then the government isn’t making things easy. 
They come up with horrible policies that serve as barriers to 
the growth of the average young person. They are not helping 
out in any way. It’s frustrating because every young person in 
Nigeria is doing their best. It’s like an abusive relationship – 
we love our country so much but it’s crazy.’ Osinachi, 30

‘Nigerians are very tenacious and hard-working because 
there are a lot of things against us. If you can survive in Ni-
geria, you can survive anywhere. I think of myself over the 
last 10 years and imagine if I was in a space where we didn’t 
have electricity issues and when you want to start a business, 
they don’t put a lot of tax and regulations. Housing is expen-
sive, it’s hard to live a decent life. But people go through all 
this and still manage to build lives for themselves. I think our 
situation has strengthened us. We push on regardless. We 
are young, we are not like our parents’ generation, where 
you can shut us down. My dream is to put Nigeria in the 
forefront, to help people understand that we have people here 
who are amazing animators, amazing designers, to export 
Nigerian talent, to make them see us. That’s the future I want 
to see.’ Bolanle, 28

‘Honestly, I don’t know how it will be. I don’t like to be pessi-
mistic but disposable income is shrinking daily as inflation on 
the price of food rises. What you could buy for 10,000 naira 
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two months ago has been basically cut in half. The currency 
crisis is weakening the naira. In 2015, the dollar to the naira 
was about 150; today it is 500. These are very real issues 
that affect some people more than others. A lot of our pop-
ulation lives on less than a dollar a day. They are living in 
extreme poverty and those people know the challenges more 
than I do. But reiterating that Nigeria has problems doesn’t 
do much good for any of us. I don’t feel comfortable saying 
things won’t get better because that’s very defeatist and who 
does it help? We are all in this together and we can only hope 
that as we move forward, things get better.’ Odunayo, 28

‘Nigerians always figure something out. We are the most ener-
getic, lively, hopeful and brightest minds in the world. When we 
go abroad and see what people in the West complain about, we 
say, “is that all!” We have much bigger issues to face and we hit 
the ground running. So, I am hopeful about the future of Nige-
rians. But there is a survivorship bias to our stories. The people 
who make it, get the emphasis. We don’t hear about the many 
who didn’t. When I was younger, I used to say, “if I can do it, you 
can”, but I know now that my drive and motivation comes from 
my experiences growing up. It’s unfair to expect the same re-
sults from someone who had a deprived upbringing. Jesus said: 
“To whom much is given, much is expected.” I have a dream 
to create a not-for-profit project, a leadership programme that 
picks young Nigerians with potential and lets them expand their 
world view. An intensive programme that includes travel and 
work overseas, so they can learn and then effect change at home. 
We deserve to be heard in the farthest points of the world. We 
deserve the right to experience our potential at the highest level. 
No one can choose the circumstances of their birth and we all 
deserve opportunity.’ John, 34

***

How does it feel to be young in an otherwise ageing world? 
There are issues, of course, but while things aren’t always 
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easy there is real hope. A 2021 intergenerational UNICEF 
survey found that 57 per cent of young people aged 15 to 
24 feel the world is progressing towards a better future.1 
Across the globe, young people are more positive and more 
globally minded than those over 40. Born into a digital, in-
terconnected and diverse reality, they see a world that is 
largely a better place than the one their parents grew up 
in.2 And it is respondents in the Global South who are the 
most optimistic about the future, with 69 per cent believ-
ing they’d be better off than their parents, compared with 
just 31 per cent in the Global North.3

Young Africans looking to the future confirm this 
surge of optimism. ‘The top line finding in our research 
is that Africa is not the hell that is so often described’, 
says Kantar West Africa managing director Ndeye Diagne. 
‘I mean, we live here, we know it’s not all bad, but what 
was mind-blowing for me was how positive overall as a 
continent we are and how optimistic. Our survey showed 
people across the continent to be strongly grounded, pos-
itive and striving to achieve. There is a real belief that 
things will keep changing for the better. That is a power-
ful mindset and I think it is one of our real strengths. If 
you compare this with Europe or Japan, where less than 
30 per cent felt positive about the future, in Africa people 
are very strong and optimistic. That is the power of Afri-
ca. We don’t go through life through the prism of the rest 
of the world.’

In this book you have met a host of young Nigerians, 
heard their stories and felt their energy and creativity, their 
self-belief and strength of purpose. The Soro Soke genera-
tion is filled with optimism and hope, anger and frustra-
tion, drive and ambition. There is a sense that emerges in 
these conversations that everything is possible. New and 
transformational forces – including access to technology 
and growing urbanisation – are reshaping their lifestyles, 
life choices, economic opportunities, values and culture.
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For this generation, being Nigerian and being African 
has new meaning. Living in urban conurbations that offer 
a host of opportunities, enabled by their creativity and by 
the possibility of setting their own narratives, this genera-
tion is celebrating its identity and is using music, fashion, 
literature and film to inspire the rest of the world.

Technology lies at the heart of this cohort’s transfor-
mation, enabling it to unearth novel solutions to some 
of the continent’s more intractable problems. For young 
Nigerians, leveraging the Fourth Industrial Revolution is 
not about copying traditional approaches from the West 
but conceiving, creating and delivering entirely new, 
pan-African opportunities. Entrepreneurial at heart, this 
generation is focused on turning problems into business 
opportunities and does so with a sense of social justice.

‘I like money, it is a very useful tool and I want to make a 
shit tonne of money. I don’t think only arseholes should be 
billionaires. If I had Bezos’ money, there wouldn’t be hun-
ger in Africa’, says 25-year-old S. I. Ohumu. ‘I don’t have 
as much disdain for capitalism as most of my people do. 
I think there is a way to make money and not destroy the 
environment. I think there is a way to make money in cli-
mate action. There is a lot of money to be made from help-
ing people live in liveable cities. We all progress, when we 
all progress.’

This cohort evidences a real sense of community. It has 
a ‘we’re in this together’ mentality, which encompasses 
everything from improving wealth and opportunity, to 
accessing power and even breaking down gender stereo-
types. ‘The rules of happiness in Africa are not the same as 
elsewhere’, says Diagne. ‘Community is very strong here 
and it is more important than material things. There is a 
saying that the poorest man is not someone who doesn’t 
have money – the poorest man is someone who doesn’t 
have people. Community makes people feel grounded and 
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resilient. It engenders a strong sense of self-belief and helps 
build new narratives of hope for better and for more.’

Social media is another great enabler, connecting this 
generation to the rest of the world on an equal footing and 
helping to engender a pan-African and global mindset. It is 
also triggering higher expectations. By enabling compari-
sons with other lives, social media is raising consciousness, 
highlighting what is no longer tolerable and offering al-
ternatives. Young Nigerians recognise the need for change 
and social media is empowering them to speak out and 
realise that change. In the search for equality, greater se-
curity and improved prospects, they are using social media 
to disrupt the status quo and fight for better governance.

This generation stands at the brink of materialising a 
demographic dividend that is set to change not only the 
quality of their opportunities but also to reposition the 
continent’s place in global affairs. A technologically, cul-
turally and socially powerful Africa that, far from being 
an irrelevant corner of the globe, can emerge as a key 
change-maker of the 21st century. In spending time with 
young people in the cities of Lagos and Abuja, it quickly 
becomes clear that they have a bold, positive vision of 
their country’s possibilities. And it is the Soro Soke cohort 
– children of cities, entrepreneurial creative disruptors 
who own and solve the problems they’ve inherited, who 
use their voices to speak out and all the while celebrate 
their distinct identity – who will be at the helm.

‘I think we have a long way to go but there is hope’, says 
32-year-old Michael Elégbèdé. ‘The tenacity is there,  the 
drive, the desire and the talent and the education. The 
world has gotten so small. Access to information and 
access to education is now more available; if you have a 
cellphone, you have access to research by the best people 
in the world. Nigerians are intelligent and driven people, 
and you see all that information and people getting access 
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to it and you see things are happening and you just know 
that it’s going to be amazing. It’s a land of opportunity and 
now those opportunities are becoming so much more viv-
id and being able to attain them is becoming more real. 
And we are the focal point of the world right now and I 
think that’s a great thing.’
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