
Progress in Human Geography (2008) pp. 1–20

© 2008 SAGE Publications DOI: 10.1177/0309132507088119

‘Generation Nowhere’: rethinking youth 
through the lens of unemployed 
young men1

Craig Jeffrey*
Department of Geography, Box 353550, University of Washington, 
Seattle, WA 98195, USA

Abstract: Rising unemployment among educated young men is a key feature of neoliberal 
economic change. This paper reviews recent research on the strategies of educated unemployed 
young men in the global south to stress the importance of class, politics and environmental 
transformation for an understanding of contemporary youth geographies. Transnational refl ection 
on the lives of educated unemployed young men provides an example of how human geographers 
might combine political economic analysis with recent theorizations of subjectivity formation and 
fl uid identities.
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I Introduction
Young men in college in Meerut, north 
India, have started a club called ‘Generation 
Nowhere’. Generation Nowhere meets once 
a month to lament the declining value of 
north Indian degrees and the scarcity of local 
employment opportunities. Its members 
have typically spent over two decades in 
formal education. None possesses secure 
salaried work. In March 2005, I met one of 
the members of this club, Vedpal, sitting by 
a statue of Gandhi near the centre of the 
college. I asked him whether he maintained 
any hope of things changing in the future. 
Vedpal replied:

Of course there is hope. The world runs on 
hope. But what can we do when 42,000 people 

apply for a single government post? The Indian 
government has given us the encouragement 
to become educated, but they have done 
nothing to encourage the creation of jobs. We 
are losing the will to live.

Rising educated unemployment is a key 
feature of the lives of young people in India 
and other areas of the globe, and of growing 
concern among governments, international 
organizations and activist groups. Education 
has failed to open up expanded employ-
ment opportunities for young people across 
large swathes of the planet. The spread 
of images of success based on prolonged 
participation in schooling and subsequent 
entry into professional or white-collar work 
has encouraged parents to invest time, 
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money and effort in formal schooling. In 
the global south especially, but also in many 
northern contexts, widely different forms 
of neoliberal economic change have sim-
ultaneously undermined the opportunities 
for educated young people to obtain stable 
and well-paid work. Thus arises one of the 
most unsettling paradoxes of contemporary 
neoliberal economic transformation; at al-
most the precise moment that an increasing 
number of people formerly excluded from 
mainstream schooling have come to recogn-
ize the empowering possibilities of education, 
opportunities for many of these groups to 
benefit from schooling are disintegrating 
(Jeffrey et al., 2004).

While the broad contours of these social 
issues are well understood, there have been 
few attempts to examine comparatively 
the strategies that young people adopt to 
negotiate educated unemployment. This 
paper acts as a corrective. I critically review 
recent research on the practices of educated 
young men in parts of the global south – 
Africa, Latin America, and Asia – and use 
this discussion to develop a new conceptual 
framework for understanding the geog-
raphies of marginalized youth. The paper 
addresses youth geographies most explicitly 
but it draws on ethnographically informed 
research conducted within a wide range of 
disciplines, including sociology, anthropology 
and political science. I place particular em-
phasis on research on South Asian youth, 
who comprise a substantial segment of the 
world’s educated unemployed population 
(Ul Haq, 2003).

Recent geographical work on youth 
has contributed to interdisciplinary under-
standing of subaltern agency by showing 
that young people are active and creative 
social actors. Among the key achievements 
of this research have been examinations of 
young people’s distinctive role in making, 
politicizing, and imagining space (Valentine 
et al., 1998; Hyams, 2000; Thomas, 2005), 
transnational interconnections between 
young people’s strategies (Katz, 2004), and 

the role of age and generation in fracturing 
people’s experience of space and political 
change (Aitken, 2001). But the continued 
Eurocentrism of most youth geographers 
restricts their capacity to analyse processes 
of global transformation. I argue in this paper 
that sustained refl ection on the lives of young 
people in the global south highlights themes 
that are not often emphasized in youth 
geographies, especially issues of class, pol-
itics, and environmental transformation.

In addition, the paper contributes to human 
geography as a whole by demonstrating 
the key significance of a new generation 
of educated unemployed young men in 
processes of cultural, political and spatial 
change. At a theoretical level, the paper 
highlights the continuing value of Bourdieu’s 
work for an understanding of political and 
economic dynamics. Distinct from reviews 
of Bourdieu’s theoretical schema by other 
political and cultural geographers (eg, 
Cloke et al., 1995; Crang, 1997), I argue 
that Bourdieu’s work illuminates and helps 
explain the experiences and trajectories of 
educated unemployed young men in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America. When brought into 
conversation with the work of Willis (1977; 
1982), Foucault (1977), and Butler (1990), 
Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts offer a useful 
foundation for studying marginalized youth 
more broadly.

The paper is concerned both with out-
right unemployment and underemployment, 
often defi ned as dependence on involuntary 
part-time work, intermittent unemployment, 
and/or involvement in poorly remunerated 
labor (Prause and Dooley, 1997: 245).2 In 
other cases, scholars use underemployment 
to denote the underutilization of skills, espe-
cially educational capacities. Distinct from 
this search for key measures of underem-
ployment, this paper considers how young 
men themselves come to perceive them-
selves as ‘underemployed’ or ‘unemployed’. 
Employment or the absence of work often 
powerfully shapes people’s subjectivities and 
political strategies, a point which emerges 
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strongly in ethnographies of unemployment 
(Campbell, 1993; Levinson, 1996) and in 
recent geographies of work (Castree et al., 
2003). The paper also links to recent critical 
labor geographies (Herod, 1997; Gidwani, 
2001; Castree et al., 2003; Chari, 2004) and 
to accounts of working youth in the global 
south (eg, Punch, 2000; Bello and Mertes, 
2004; Katz, 2004; Dyson, 2006), by showing 
how the underemployed may actively shape 
broader labor regimes, for example, through 
negotiating new forms of fallback work 
within the informal economy or migrating in 
search of employment.

My discussion relates primarily to young 
men aged between 16 and 30. This defi nition 
of young people refl ects how ideas of youth 
have been stretched in varied global settings. 
Young men’s inability to move quickly from 
school or university into secure employment 
has created a generation of educated men 
in their later teens and twenties who often 
remain unmarried, are unable to establish 
fi nancial independence, and are widely iden-
tifi ed as ‘young’ (Ruddick, 2003). This gener-
ation is older than those featuring in much 
sociological and anthropological literature, 
but, like ‘youths’ discussed in other contexts, 
these young men commonly define them-
selves as distinct from adults, are engaged in 
an active search for employment, and remain 
preoccupied with questions of culture, style, 
and respect.

The paper is structured into a further 
fi ve sections. Section II briefl y reviews three 
key themes in the interdisciplinary study 
of western youth: the decline of class, rise 
of fluid identities, and erosion of young 
people’s involvement in class-/party-based 
politics. This provides a framework for dis-
cussing educated unemployed young men 
in the global south, whom I introduce in 
the next section of the paper (section III). 
Sections IV and V – on class and politics, 
respectively – form the core of the paper. 
I use a review of recent studies of educated 
unemployed young men in Asia, Africa and 

Latin America to argue that class and formal 
politics remains central to the strategies of 
threatened youth in the global south and to 
argue for the continued value of a cultural 
production approach to young people’s 
lives. The penultimate section focuses on 
the changing geographies of educated un-
employment, and in the conclusion I draw 
out the wider implications of my review for 
youth geographies and human geography 
more broadly.

II Western youth
Recent geographies and sociologies of youth 
frequently emphasize three interlinked but 
distinct themes regarding young people’s 
lives: the decline of class, fl uid identities, and 
transformation in young people’s political 
strategies. First, the notion that class has 
become less important in shaping young 
people’s futures has become a powerful 
argument within contemporary geographical 
and sociological writing on youth (Jamieson, 
2000). Studies proclaiming the decline of 
class include work on youth and space 
(Valentine, 2003), youth strategies in con-
texts of economic insecurity (Roberts 
et al., 1999; Coté, 2002), and young people’s 
transitions to adulthood (Dwyer and Wyn, 
2001). Beck (1992) has been especially infl u-
ential in arguing that the rise of the welfare 
state, increasing material wealth, and the 
emergence of more fl exible, insecure, com-
petitive labor markets led to a decline in the 
importance of class in western capitalist 
societies (see Wallace and Kovatcheva, 1998; 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). Beck 
argues that the increasing importance of 
individual skill and the emergence of new 
forms of social differentiation have reduced 
the power of class to determine people’s life 
trajectories. In elaborating on what he calls 
the ‘individualization of society’, Beck also 
argues that young people now experience 
social and economic marginality on a personal 
basis and participate infrequently in collec-
tive forms of social and political expression. In 
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this view, young people’s social networks are 
poorly developed, and, when they do exist, 
traverse class boundaries.

Beck’s ideas about the decline of class 
as a basis for understanding young people’s 
trajectories have been widely applied within 
youth geographies (Valentine, 2003) and 
sociologies of young people (eg, Dwyer and 
Wyn, 2001) and they have also influenced 
‘new anthropologies of youth’ (Bucholtz, 
2002). Scholars have shown how social and 
economic transformation has created what 
McRobbie (1994: 262) calls powerful ‘splin-
tering mechanisms’ that frustrate efforts to 
link social outcomes to class. Indeed, evidence 
of a disruption in stable processes of class 
reproduction has provoked a search for new 
non-linear metaphors of youth ‘pathways’, 
‘trajectories’, ‘niches’ and ‘navigations’ 
(Evans and Furlong, 1997).

A second theme of recent youth geog-
raphies concerns young people’s identities, 
and Beck’s theoretical ideas have been infl u-
ential here as well. In addition to arguing 
that class is less important economically 
and socially, Beck maintains that class has 
become less relevant as a cultural identity. 
In this view, late capitalist transformations 
in the realms of politics, society and culture 
have led to the emergence of more plural, 
fl uid, overlapping types of identifi cation that 
rarely correspond with a person’s class of 
origin. As Furlong and Cartmel (1997: 7) put 
it, ‘whereas subjective understandings of 
the social world were once shaped by class, 
gender and neighbourhood relations, today 
everything is presented as possibility’. This 
argument bears some similarities to influ-
ential poststructuralist theories emphasizing 
the performative nature of individual sub-
jectivities and the irreducibility of cultural 
styles to underlying class positions. Butler 
(1990) has been especially important in 
arguing that people’s notions of themselves 
as political and gendered subjects emerge 
out of how they speak, dress, and move 
around: they are not the simple projection 
of background gender or class ‘identities’. 
As Hyams (2000) demonstrates in her work 

on Latina social strategies in the USA and 
McDowell (2003) shows in her account of 
working-class masculinities in the UK, this 
emphasis on fluid subjectivities need not 
imply a rejection of class analytics. Indeed, 
class remains a strong theme of much ethno-
graphic work on youth identities in the west 
(see especially Jamieson, 2000; Thomas, 
2005; Shildrick and MacDonald, 2006). But 
many youth scholars have used an emphasis 
on fluidity, hybridity, and flux to challenge 
what they construe as a restrictive focus 
on class within earlier work on youth (see 
Valentine, 2003; Blackman, 2005).

This emphasis on individualization and 
fl uidity links to a third key argument running 
through much scholarship on young people. 
Many authors have argued that there was a 
marked decline in class- and party-political 
based activism among young people after 
the 1960s. Involvement in party politics 
has decreased (Cloonan and Street, 1998), 
young people are increasingly reluctant to 
vote in elections (Eisner, 2004), and political 
mobilization based upon class and ideology 
is waning (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997; Wyn 
and White, 2000). Wallace and Kovatcheva 
(1998: 255) use research in Europe to make 
the still bolder claim that all types of ‘formal’ 
political action have become less common 
among young people who are now active 
only in ‘post-modern forms of protest – 
symbolic and cultural challenges to the 
dominant system of rules and regulations and 
dominant values and assumptions of good 
taste’. Scholars typically imagine these new 
forms of politics to be pursued through bodily 
display (Hyams, 2000), theatre (Kuftinec, 
1996), dance (Redhead, 1993), new media 
(Valentine and Holloway, 2002), or non-
material cultural forms, such as the ‘trans-
mission of styles and music’ (Wallace and 
Kovatcheva, 1998: 207; see also Philo and 
Smith, 2003).

Some geographers and sociologists 
working in the global north contest this de-
piction of young people’s political action by 
pointing out the continued importance of 
class politics (Martin, 2002; Philo and Smith, 
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2003) or demonstrating the inseparability 
of old and new political forms in the lives of 
young people (McDowell, 2003). But the 
stress within recent research remains on a 
shift in the nature of young people’s polit-
ical identifications and actions away from 
party- and class-based politics focused on the 
state and material concerns. As in the case 
of work on class structures and fluid iden-
tities, scholars making this argument about 
a decline in formal political engagement tend 
to present their conclusions as universally 
applicable to contemporary youth, usually 
imagined as educated, mobile, possessing 
access to phone and web technologies, and 
removed from immediate concerns over food 
and physical safety.

III Educated unemployment in the 
global south
Roughly 85% of the world youth population 
(aged between 16 and 30) live in Africa, Latin 
America, and Asia. It is possible to identify 
three broad analytic sets of young people 
within this population on the basis of their 
educational and employment status. First, 
there is an increasingly thin upper stratum 
of young people, mainly men, who acquire 
high-quality education in elite institutions 
and move smoothly into secure salaried 
employment, often within the professions 
or business. Contemporary concern in the 
west over the movement of jobs from Euro-
America to areas such as India has provoked 
growing scholarly interest in this upper class, 
who are geographically concentrated within 
metropolitan regions of the global south and 
comprise a tiny fraction of the overall youth 
population. Recent research on these young 
men, and a still smaller set of young women 
among the elite, has focused on similar issues 
to those discussed in western youth re-
search: the emergence of more complicated 
pathways to adulthood (Fernandes, 2004), 
the cultural politics of consumption (Lukose, 
2005), and rise of identity politics centred on 
the body (Liechty, 2004).

A second set of young people in the global 
south lacks access to secondary-school edu-
cation and engages in unpaid household labor 
or poorly paid manual, service or industrial 
work outside the home, often in gruelling and 
dangerous conditions. According to Inter-
national Labor Organization statistics, 35% 
of women and 59% of men aged between 15 
and 19 in the global south are engaged in paid 
employment,3 and a very large section of the 
remaining young people are partly or wholly 
occupied in unpaid agricultural or domestic 
labor (eg, Reynolds, 1991; Miles, 1998; Dyson, 
2008). The experiences and strategies of 
working children and young people have 
been described in research on child labor 
(Wiener, 1991), child traffi cking (Dottridge, 
2002), and young people’s agricultural work 
(Nieuwenhuys, 1994; Dyson, 2008).

This paper focuses especially on a third 
analytic set of young people comprised of 
those who have completed secondary-school 
education but who have not moved swiftly 
into secure salaried work, and, within this 
set, on young men. The combination of a 
rapid increase in people’s investment in edu-
cation and a shortage of salaried employment 
for high-school and university matriculates 
has created a vast problem of educated un-
employment among young people, which, 
while far from new, has become much 
more visible and intense in the 1990s and 
early 2000s in Asia (Jha, 2000; Ul Haq, 
2003) Africa (Stambach, 1998; Silberschmidt, 
2001; Bryceson, 2002), and Latin America 
(Levinson, 1996; Miles, 1998; Harriss, 2003). 
Widely different types of neoliberal eco-
nomic reform have usually failed to generate 
substantial numbers of jobs for skilled young 
people in the global south, especially in poorer 
regions (Bryceson, 2002; Harriss, 2003; Ul 
Haq, 2003). Economic reforms have reduced 
opportunities for government employment, 
historically an important source of salaried 
work for educated young men, and have 
often failed to generate private-sector 
jobs (Chandrashekhar and Ghosh, 2002; 
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Harriss, 2003). At the same time, economic 
reform has led to the proliferation of images 
of success based on prolonged education and 
white-collar work. In addition, processes of 
economic restructuring have often increased 
the volatility of southern economies and 
therefore young people’s exposure to cycles 
of boom and bust (Ferguson, 1999). These 
processes have occurred at a time when young 
people – especially young men – are becoming 
increasingly important demographically in 
many parts of the global south (Cole, 2004; 
World Bank, 2007).

Educated unemployment affects young 
women as well as men. Indeed, educated 
women seeking paid employment often 
suffer from a type of double subordination 
in poor countries, as young people excluded 
by economic and political structures from 
secure salaried work and as women seeking 
to challenge entrenched gendered ideas that 
restrict their access to paid employment 
outside the home (eg, Miles, 1998; Miles, 
2002; Sangtin Writers and Nagar, 2006). But 
evidence from areas as diverse as Mexico 
(Levinson, 1996), India (Ul Haq, 2003), and 
Papua New Guinea (Demerath, 1999) sug-
gests that young men comprise the majority 
of the educated unemployed and often 
experience their joblessness most acutely. 
This refl ects strongly gendered schooling and 
employment strategies in areas of Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America, where parents tend 
to privilege boys’ schooling over that of girls 
(Chopra and Jeffery, 2005) and prioritize 
fi nding paid work for their sons (Miles, 1998). 
The pressures operating on young men also 
reflect the emergence of transnational and 
regional discourses that construct young 
men in general, and unemployed men in 
particular, as wayward, dangerous, and/
or apathetic (Stambach, 1998; McDowell, 
2003; Jeffrey et al., 2008).

A prominent characteristic of educated 
unemployed young men is their social 
heterogeneity. This set of men include 
youth from the urban middle class, who have 
often acquired a long string of educational 

qualifications but find it difficult to acquire 
the type of professional or managerial career 
they desire (Liechty, 2004) and prosperous 
members of the peasantry keen to capitalize 
on their rural advantage in the competition 
for white-collar jobs (Berry, 1985; Jeffrey, 
2001). But the educated unemployed also 
include young men from poor backgrounds, 
who have often been able to acquire high-
school qualifications while lacking the re-
sources to obtain secure salaried work. It is 
therefore possible to refer to richer educated 
unemployed young men, who usually possess 
greater stocks of social connections and 
cultural confi dence, and poorer unemployed 
young men, who tend to lack economic, 
social and cultural advantages.

IV Class and educated unemployed 
young men
Class fractures young men’s experience 
of unemployment in the global south. 
Numerous scholars have remarked on the 
importance of money, social connections, 
and cultural goods in the efforts of young 
men to respond positively to economic in-
security. For example, in her research on 
urban Ecuador, Miles (1998) describes how 
educated unemployed young men from 
poor, rural backgrounds found it much 
more difficult to acquire status-saving 
fallback work than those from prosperous, 
urban backgrounds. As a result, many of 
the unemployed poor had been forced to 
migrate to the USA in search of what they 
regarded as meaningful work. Demerath 
(1999) reinforces this point by showing that 
young men from urban, richer backgrounds 
in Papua New Guinea were usually able to 
sustain modern educated unemployed mas-
culinities for much longer than those from 
poorer backgrounds. Similarly, building on 
field research in urban Madagascar, Cole 
(2004; 2005) distinguishes between a 
relative elite among unemployed young men 
who were able to find reasonably secure 
fallback work in the informal economy and 
a more truly marginalized cohort of men 
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who more typical ly entered low-paid 
criminal work.

Recent research in India shows how caste 
and class intersect to isolate and exclude 
educated unemployed young men from poor 
class and caste backgrounds. In many rural 
areas of north India, in particular, historic 
struggles between a dominant caste and 
various lower castes are now being replayed 
in the competition between young men 
for status-saving work within the informal 
economy (eg, Dube, 1998; Frøystad, 2005; 
Jeffrey et al., 2008). For example, Jeffrey 
et al. (2008) use ethnographic fi eld research 
in western Uttar Pradesh (U.P.) to argue 
that class, in combination with caste, shapes 
the opportunities for young men to strat-
egize effectively within the fi eld of educated 
unemployment. In a village in which Jeffrey 
et al. worked there was a marked divide 
between members of the middle ranking 
and locally dominant Jat caste, who con-
trolled access to land ownership and local 
political networks and had good educational 
qualifi cations, and Dalits, who usually lacked 
access to land and political assistance and 
possessed devalued educational credentials. 
Educated unemployed Jat men had been able 
to utilize social connections with fellow caste 
members in urban areas to obtain reason-
ably secure work in the informal economy 
or become managers on their family farms. 
As a result, their experiences of personal 
failure tended to be short-lived. By contrast, 
Dalit young men among the educated un-
employed lacked the money, social contacts 
and cultural traits required to fi nd face-saving 
jobs in the informal economy, and they 
tended to suffer from more profound feelings 
of humiliation than those experienced by 
Jats. Indeed, many of Jeffrey et al.’s Dalit 
respondents spoke in heartfelt terms of the 
caste discrimination they had experienced 
in their efforts to fi nd work.

Class also acts independently of caste 
to marginalize the poor, as Parry (1999) 
has argued. In his ethnographic research 
around a steel plant in Bhilai, central India, 

Parry (1999) focuses on social divisions 
within a Dalit caste. He demonstrates that 
unemployed young men from wealthy, well-
connected Dalit backgrounds were able to 
marshal their money and social contacts 
to obtain jobs in a local government steel 
mill. By contrast, Dalit families who did not 
possess a history of working in government 
found it difficult to acquire salaried jobs in 
the steel plant. Once working in the mill, 
young men from relatively prosperous Dalit 
backgrounds usually tried to distinguish 
themselves from poorer members of their 
caste by sending their children to English-
medium schools, engaging in conspicuous 
consumption, and removing women in their 
families from manual labouring employment.

In the field of youth cultures, scholars 
working in the global south have described 
the recent emergence of vibrant cultural 
practices of unemployed masculinity which 
are not explicitly linked to the class position 
of young men. While the nature of these 
cultures varies widely across the globe, 
certain dominant motifs tend to appear across 
individual cases. In particular, and broadly 
consistent with the young men belonging to 
‘Generation Nowhere’ in Meerut, several 
studies point to men’s efforts to emphasize 
their dislocation from broader processes of 
spatial and temporal change, affi liation with 
local notions of modernity, and detachment 
from work understood locally as demeaning. 
Heuzé’s description of the educated un-
employed on the coalfields of central India 
encapsulates these themes:

By remaining together in doing nothing, by 
refusing to participate in the domestic eco-
nomy and to work in the fields, by dressing 
in city attire – college dress – and frequenting 
the main streets of Batipur and Bharu and 
the tea stalls located on the main road from 
Chandankiari to the mining basin, the edu-
cated unemployed assert themselves by 
drawing attention to the injustice meted out 
to them […] Waiting has become an art and 
may become a profession for the majority of 
India’s youth. (Heuzé, 1996: 105)
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Such cultures of ‘waiting’ are well attested 
in several other accounts of the educated 
unemployed in India (eg, Parry, 1999; Anandhi 
et al., 2002; Jeffrey et al., 2004), Africa 
(Weiss, 2002; Cole, 2004) and Latin America 
(Miles, 1998; Harriss, 2003). In research in 
western U.P., Jeffrey et al. (2008) describe 
how young men seek to recover a sense 
of respect during this period of extended 
transition by cultivating urbane masculinities 
imagined as ‘educated’. These young men 
emphasized their own refi ned speech, clean 
clothes, and distinguished comportment 
as ‘educated people’ and the alleged rough 
talk, fi lthy dress, and uncouth behaviour of 
illiterates. Jeffrey et al. (2008) emphasize 
the mischievous and playful nature of these 
youth cultures and their mutability.

But social class structures young men’s 
ability to sustain cultures of unemployment. 
Unemployed identities tend to be expensive; 
consumer styles of unemployment drain 
young men’s resources, and efforts to project 
an unemployed identity by claiming to be 
part of a ‘Generation Nowhere’ frequently 
entail refusing to engage in the demeaning 
paid work that is locally available, such as 
employment in manual labor. Parents are 
often willing to provide young men with 
trappings of an unemployed persona and 
forego the loss of income that accompanies 
young men’s refusal to work in manual labor, 
and, in some cases, young women work in 
manual labor to support their brothers’ 
idleness (eg, Anandhi et al., 2002). But, in 
the face of competing calls on household 
resources, many young men from poorer 
backgrounds are forced to abandon their 
efforts to cultivate a sense of their educated 
unemployment (Levinson, 1996; Demerath, 
2000; Jeffrey et al., 2008). For example, 
Jeffrey et al. (2008) show that access to 
parental financial support influenced edu-
cated young men’s ability to project them-
selves as educated unemployed in western 
U.P. Rich members of the dominant Jat caste 
had the resources to display an educated 
persona while the Dalit poor among the 

unemployed could not afford to buy the 
cinema tickets and city clothes central to 
an educated unemployed style. Hansen’s 
(2006) research on Indian taxi drivers in con-
temporary Durban, South Africa, parallels 
this account. Hansen describes how frus-
trated young men among the unemployed 
have increasingly entered the taxi business. 
Taxi businesses offer opportunities for 
young men to recuperate respect through 
projecting aggressive and self-confident 
masculinities onto the urban landscape and 
creating social nodes within networks of 
marginalized youth. But Hansen repeatedly 
emphasizes the importance of class in shaping 
the ability of these young men to pursue 
effective cultural strategies. Richer young 
men among the educated unemployed in 
Durban had purchased expensive, foreign-
brand vehicles containing powerful music 
systems. By contrast, poorer members of 
the unemployed were usually compelled to 
purchase cheap vehicles for their taxi enter-
prises and some young men were too poor to 
enter the transport business at all.

These studies therefore provide a coun-
terpoint to much of the recent scholarship on 
youth in the west, which has tended to de-
emphasize class and stress instead highly 
fluid subjectivities. The work of Demerath 
(1999), Jeffrey et al. (2008), Hansen (2006), 
and others shows that class, caste, and other 
axes of social inequality do not determine 
how young men negotiate unemploy ment; 
young men’s trajectories and cultures are 
diverse because they have varied aims in 
life, individual personalities, and respond 
to specific opportunities and con straints 
in different ways. But the distinctive his-
tories of individual class/caste/racial or reli-
gious groups are crucial in shaping young 
men’s ability to navigate economic uncer-
tainty and unemployed young men are 
active in producing and reproducing these 
‘old’ forms of difference and inequality.

At the theoretical level, these observa-
tions on the continued importance of social 
inequality in young men’s lives highlight 
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the value of Bourdieu’s work on class and 
cultural practice. Bourdieu (1984; 1986) 
emphasized that unemployed young men 
are differently equipped to compete for 
scarce resources and respect. In particular, 
Bourdieu stressed the importance of cultural 
capital – the range of goods, titles and forms
of demeanour that are ‘misrecognized’ as 
legitimate within arenas of power – and social 
capital, defined as instrumentally valuable 
social bonds, in young men’s capacity to 
devise effective responses to conditions of 
employment scarcity. Individuals’ chances of 
success after leaving school or university fre-
quently depend on the economic, social, and 
cultural capital at their disposal. Bourdieu 
also directed attention towards how various 
types of capital are inculcated in people’s 
habitus: cultural dispositions written into a 
person’s movements, reflexes, and tastes, 
which are structured by people’s histories 
and also shape their future practices. In the 
case of competition for scarce employment, 
Bourdieu used the notion of habitus to high-
light the ability of the rich to navigate markets 
for credentials and jobs with confi dence and 
ease. Bourdieu emphasized richer young 
men’s ‘feel for the game’, or sens de place-
ment, and a corresponding lack of social skill 
and critical awareness among marginal-
ized unemployed young men. It is this ‘feel 
for the game’ and the underlying social, 
economic, and cultural resources that fa-
cilitate such acuity that distinguishes richer 
sections of the educated unemployed in 
the global south from more enduringly 
marginalized men.

At the same time, however, Bourdieu’s 
schema rather implies that young men from 
subordinate groups will inevitably lose out 
to dominant classes and that they are in-
capable of meaningful political critique. A 
major strength of much recent feminist and 
poststructuralist work within geography and 
related disciplines has been to show that 
people are not trapped into acting in certain 
ways by their habitus (eg, Butler, 1997) 
and that gender and discourse mediate the 

processes through which various forms of 
capital are traded and performed (eg, Reay, 
1995; Mahmood, 2005; see also Ruddick 
2003). In particular, Ruddick (2003) shows 
that discourses circulating within public cul-
ture influence how the habitus of young 
people is conceptualized. The next section 
of the paper uses a review of the political 
strategies of the educated unemployed in 
the global south to question both the socio-
economic determinism of Bourdieu’s the-
oretical schema and the emphasis on de-
politicization within western youth research.

V Political youth
In the political sphere, some educated 
unemployed young men in Africa, Latin 
America, and Asia display a cynical or 
apathetic attitude to party- and class-based 
politics (Osella and Osella, 2000; Weiss, 
2002; Jeffrey et al., 2004). But most studies 
of the unemployed in the global south point 
to young men’s active efforts to engage in 
political action, including party- and class-
based politics.

Because educated unemployed young 
men in the global south come from rich as 
well as poor social backgrounds, unemploy-
ment is often a setting for reactionary pol-
itical assertion. For example, in India edu-
cated unemployed young men from urban 
middle-class elites have been key players in 
protests against positive discrimination for 
lower castes. The decision of V.P. Singh to 
extend reservations in em ployment and 
education to so-called ‘Other Backward 
Classes’ (OBCs) provoked fi erce opposition 
among upper-caste young men, especially 
those facing unemploy ment (see Balagopal, 
1991; Béteille, 1992). In the last three months 
of 1989, over 150 young people, mainly men, 
attempted self-immolation in protest against 
V.P. Singh’s announcement, and over 60 of 
these youths died from their burns (Dirks, 
2003). More recently, the unemployed have 
been at the forefront of protests against the 
Indian government’s move in April 2006 to 
grant OBCs a 27% reservation in central 
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and private institutes of higher education. 
In response to this move, young people 
formed an organization called Youth For 
Equality (YFE), which successfully enrolled 
large numbers of medical professionals in 
a nationwide strike. Young men from pro-
sperous backgrounds occupy leading roles 
within the YFE, articulate their goals in the 
language of the upper classes in urban India 
(English), and circulate political messages on 
internet blogs.4

The involvement of richer sections of the 
educated unemployed in politics is also 
evident in studies of Hindu right-wing polit-
ical parties in India (Hansen, 1996; Vicziany, 
2005). For example, Hansen (1996) has 
described how the widespread exclusion 
of young men from secure employment in 
Mumbai in the 1990s encouraged unemployed 
young men from middle-class backgrounds 
to cultivate identities as Hindu nationalist 
political bosses. These men sought to re-
build a sense of masculine prowess through 
acting as brokers between the urban poor 
and government officials and participating 
in anti-Muslim violence coordinated by the 
right-wing political party, the Shiv Sena. 
In 2002, educated unemployed young men 
from the urban middle classes played leading 
roles in anti-Muslim riots in Ahmedhabad, 
Gujarat, which were orchestrated by the 
Hindu right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party.

Educated unemployment is  there-
fore one context in which an increasingly 
threatened middle class in areas of Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia try to stave off the 
threat of downward mobility and police 
the boundaries of their relative privilege. 
But activism among unemployed youth 
also marks the politics of the poor. Harriss 
(2003), for example, described the role of 
educated unemployed young men from 
poor backgrounds in political protests in 
Argentina in the early 2000s. Following 
the collapse of the Argentine economy in 
2001, many educated young men joined 
older members of the unemployed as well as 

union members, indigenous leaders, women 
and younger children in tightly orchestrated 
resistance to the Argentine state and 
regional fi nancial elites. Harriss shows that 
educated unemployed young men assisted in 
coordinating a nationwide network of pick-
eters and developing popular assemblies. 
These networks and assemblies served as 
sites of political discussion and mobilization. 
Recent media reports point to how educated 
unemployed young men have staged simi-
larly high-profile campaigns against neo-
liberal economic reform in Ecuador, Chile  
and Mexico (Preston, 1999), often through 
forming political ties with high-school 
students.

The involvement of educated unemployed 
young men in protests against dominant 
state formations is also well attested in 
studies of the anti-apartheid struggle 
in 1980s South Africa. Bundy’s (1987) 
evocative account of ‘pavement politics’ in 
Cape Town in the mid-1980s, for example, 
charts the extraordinary influence of edu-
cated unemployed young men over pro-
cesses of anti-state political mobilization. 
Bundy shows that, unlike other sections of 
the youth population, educated unemployed 
young men had the educational training, 
time and motivation to build political organ-
izations critical of the state and instigate 
violent, often spectacular protests. Like 
Harriss (2003), Bundy identifi es young men 
from among the urban lower middle and 
working class as prominent figures in the 
expression of unemployed politics. But, 
more than Harriss, Bundy stresses the role 
of the educated unemployed as ‘organic 
intellectuals’ (Gramsci, 1971) in working-
class organizations: permanent persuaders 
and provocateurs.

The significance of the educated un-
employed in processes of organized polit-
ical endeavour is also a theme that runs 
through recent research on lower-caste 
political movements in South Asia. For 
example, Lerche (1999) and Pai (2002) 
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identify educated unemployed Dalit young 
men as pivotal fi gures in the rise of the pro-
Dalit Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) in north 
India. Dalits founded this party in 1984 with a 
view to improving the dignity of lower castes
and their representation within politics 
and the bureaucracy (see Chandra, 2000; 
Jaffrelot, 2003), and the BSP became a 
major force in north Indian politics in the 
1990s and early 2000s. During this period, it  
attempted to improve Dalits’ access to jobs, 
reduce social discrimination against lower 
castes within government bureaucracies, and 
expand the fl ow of development resources 
to Dalits, especially the poor and those in 
rural areas (Jaffrelot, 2003). At the local 
level, educated unemployed young men 
from poor backgrounds have helped to com-
municate the BSP’s ideas to marginalized 
people and establish self-help organizations 
and educational institutions for their com-
munity (Pai and Singh, 1997; Jeffrey et al., 
2008). In addition, these self-styled ‘new pol-
iticians’ act as brokers between rural people 
and the local state (Jeffrey and Lerche, 2000; 
Jeffrey, 2001; Jeffrey et al., 2008). Recent 
research by Corbridge et al. (2005) suggests 
that the educated unemployed play similar 
roles in rural eastern India, and Krishna (2003) 
documents the rise of a cohort of educated 
unemployed youth acting as new politicians 
in Gujarat and Rajasthan even in the absence 
of strong party political support.

Recognition of the role played by educated 
unemployed young men from subaltern 
groups in processes of political transform-
ation and critique casts some doubt on the 
value of Bourdieu’s theoretical schema for 
an understanding of educated unemploy-
ment. Rather than being apathetic prisoners 
of their habitus, as Bourdieu’s theory rather 
suggests, young men from marginalized 
backgrounds often win significant victories 
through their political activity, and occa-
sionally their actions and strategies under-
mine powerful structures.

Indeed, Cole (2004) argues for the distinct-
ive capacity of young people to challenge 

and transform structures of political domin-
ation, and she does so with especial attention 
to gender politics among the educated 
unemployed. Drawing upon Mannheim 
(1972), Cole (2004) claims that there is a cer-
tain distance in how each new generation per-
ceives and acts upon their economic, social, 
cultural context. ‘Youths’ structural liminality 
– the fact that they are less embedded in older 
networks of patronage and exchange – makes 
them uniquely poised to take advantage of 
new social and economic conditions’ (Cole, 
2004: 576). Cole advances this argument 
through an ethnographic and relational ac-
count of the changing lives of young men 
and young women in urban Madagascar. 
Cole observes that many young men, most 
of whom have acquired a secondary-school 
education, have nevertheless failed to find 
secure salaried work in the urban economy. 
Instead, these young men have commonly 
entered poorly paid criminal activity. Cole 
contrasts these men with the increasing 
number of young women who have been 
able to earn substantial amounts of money 
through engaging in transactional sex with 
foreign visitors to Madagascar. This com-
bination of limited but visible mobility among 
young women and profound insecurity and 
downward mobility among young men 
had precipitated a change in the regional 
politics of gender relations. An increasing 
number of young men – known locally as 
jaombilos – had become the dependents of 
wealthy young women. The jaombilos relied 
on their female partners for money and in 
return provided sex, companionship, and the 
image of a youthful style. Jaombilos tried to 
maintain and improve their position within 
these relationships through spending their 
partners’ money on purchasing ‘sexy clothes’ 
and the latest consumer styles. Cole con-
cludes that youth in Madagascar have re-
sponded to the risks and vicissitudes of post-
colonial economic malaise through creatively 
rethinking their own biographies and the 
broader gendered structures framing their 
lives. This amounts to a triple call for youth 
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agency. First, Cole shows that young men 
are not programmed by their habitus into cer-
tain pregiven ways of talking, dressing and 
moving about. Second, she demonstrates 
that young men’s strategies are not the pale 
reflection of adult cultural forms. Finally, 
Cole’s work suggests that young men’s cul-
tures in the global south are not derivative 
of western youth cultures, an argument that 
lurks behind much of an earlier strain of writing 
on youth unemployment in the global south 
(see Coleman and Azrael, 1965; Dore, 1976).

Reading Cole’s emphasis on agency along-
side my account of the importance of class 
and politics in young men’s lives suggests 
that the work of scholars associated with 
the UK’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies (CCCS) – the so-called ‘Birmingham 
School’ – might usefully be placed alongside 
Bourdieu’s corpus in conceptualizing young 
men’s lives (eg, Willis, 1977; Hebdige, 1979; 
McRobbie, 1979). CCCS scholars, par-
ticularly Paul Willis, argued that educated 
unemployed young men are capable of 
critiquing and resisting hegemonic forms 
of capitalist, state and patriarchal power. 
Drawing especially on Gramsci, Willis (1982: 
112) stressed how political strategies are 
often worked out through the involvement of 
young men in forms of ‘cultural production’: 
active efforts to deploy available symbolic 
resources in ways shaped by broader struc-
tural forces. More than Bourdieu, Willis was 
aware of young people’s ability to negotiate 
structures. According to Willis, power strug-
gles between unequal social actors are never 
predetermined, and subordinate groups often 
make small but important gains relative to 
dominant structures of power (cf. Hall, 
1985). But Willis also anticipates the tone 
of many recent accounts of marginalized 
unemployed young men by stressing the 
compromised nature of youth efforts to 
transform society. Building on the work of 
the French Marxist thinker Louis Althusser 
(1971), Willis suggested that, even where 
they try to resist dominant structures, young 
men’s cultural productions are only ‘partial 

penetrations’ of those structures, critiques 
marked by the ideologies of the powerful. 
The notion of partial penetrations is beauti-
fully illustrated in Cole’s work in Madagascar, 
where young men were circulating critiques 
of male breadwinner norms even while repro-
ducing other forms of masculine practice. In 
developing the idea of partial penetrations 
with reference to his own fi eldwork, Willis 
stressed the value of a political-economy ap-
proach, one that refuses to reduce questions 
of youth cultural and political practice to the 
ineluctable working of global capitalism but 
remains sensitive to social inequalities which 
constrain young men’s lives.

Willis’s work is less strong on the changing 
geographies of young people’s lives, however. 
The next section of the paper picks up this 
theme through a focus on what I call new 
spatialities of youth. In addition to offering 
counterpoints to mainstream studies of 
young people on the issues of class, identity, 
and political action, research on the strategies 
of educated unemployed young men in the 
global south highlights questions of spatial 
change that are not always explicit in western 
youth research.

VI New spatialities of youth
In this penultimate section of the paper I 
develop a conceptual framework for under-
standing young people’s lives through an 
analysis of three closely linked but distinct 
emerging trends in the spatial strategies of 
educated unemployed young men in the 
global south: fi rst, their tendency to develop 
social networks that cross regional and 
national boundaries – new engagements; 
second, their attempts to reorient their 
practices around novel technologies and 
landscapes – new ecologies; third, their efforts 
to escape, survive or critique emerging en-
vironmental threats – new environmental 
subjectivities.

The increasing reach of global media 
images, ideologies, and goods allied to new 
possibilities for movement in many parts of 
the world has often drawn young people 
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into translocal, interregional, or even global 
social, economic, and political networks (eg, 
Massey, 1998; Simone, 2001). This point is 
exemplifi ed in Simone’s (2001) research on 
what he calls the ‘worlding’ of African cities. 
Simone describes Nigerian and Ghanaian 
young people who have responded to a 
shortage of employment in West Africa 
by obtaining Islamic training in urban Saudi 
Arabia. Drawing on social links established 
within these Islamic schools and their Muslim 
identity, these young people negotiate entry 
into networks of economic activity centred 
on religious brotherhoods in the Arab Middle 
East. In particular, they use their Muslim 
identity to cultivate links with gulf state 
entrepreneurs, who offer them lucrative 
roles as brokers within illegal processes of 
trade (2001: 31). Simone thereby shows 
how young people’s efforts to rescale their 
strategies often involves reaffirming rather 
than rejecting ‘traditional’ solidarities based 
on family, kinship, or religion. Osella and 
Osella (2000) make similar arguments in 
their account of educated unemployed 
Dalit young men in Kerala who have migrated 
to the Middle East in search of work. Osella 
and Osella argue that caste, kinship, and 
religious ties are often crucial to the success 
of ex-untouchable economic migrants, such 
that young men are in a key sense resocialized 
into ascriptive social groups at the very 
moment at which they appear to be escaping 
these structures. At the same time, Osella 
and Osella and Simone show that social in-
equalities and differences may constrain as 
well as enable new spatial strategies. For 
example, in his more recent work in urban 
Cameroon, Simone (2005) documents how 
class and location limit the possibilities open 
to unemployed young men to acquire even 
basic resources.

These observations recall Berking’s 
(1995) work on the changing strategies of 
young people. Berking (1995) has argued 
that processes of individualization in the 
west have coincided with people’s efforts 

to construct new social networks – what he 
terms ‘ecologies’ – of solidarity. The eco-
logical metaphor is important for Berking 
because it expresses the creative, mutual, 
and vigorous quality of these processes of 
network-building between individualized 
but enduringly sociable actors. It is precisely 
such processes of what Berking calls ‘solidary 
individualism’ – of social and political inter-
action and networking among young people 
who nevertheless often feel increasingly 
isolated by processes of economic change – 
that emerges so clearly in recent accounts 
of the educated unemployed in the global 
south. The unemployed build, nurture, 
and sustain networks of mutual support in 
their attempts to acquire salaried work or 
manage the consequences of failure, and 
they increasingly do so across regional and 
national boundaries and in the face of strong 
feelings of personal failure. A focus on these 
new engagements highlights the continued 
importance of ‘traditional’ social differences 
and inequalities in young people’s lives while 
also reaffi rming youth agency.

Beyond Berking’s primarily metaphorical 
use of then notion of ecologies, I use the 
phrase new ecologies of youth to signal the 
increasing and changing significance of 
the technological, built, and natural en-
vironment in the strategies of educated 
unemployed young men, and youth more 
broadly. As Ong (2005: 338) has recently 
argued, drawing on Deleuze and Guattari 
(1987), the proliferation of technologies 
across the world has generated ‘systems 
that mix technology, politics, and actors in 
diverse configurations that do not follow 
given scales or political mappings’. Indeed, a 
remarkable feature of the cultural strategies 
of unemployed young men in the global 
south is their central preoccupation with 
‘hooking into’ and in some important sense 
‘mastering’ everyday technologies, such as 
the cell phone (Jeffrey et al., 2008), gun 
(Hoffman, 2004), or car (Hansen, 2006). 
Cultivating successful masculinities in many 
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settings involves forms of self-disciplining 
akin to those described by Foucault (1977): 
the willingness and ability to mould one’s 
body to dispersed technologies and prac-
tices. An educated unemployed young 
man often needs to learn to shoulder arms 
(Hoffman, 2004), leave his shirt hanging 
out of his trousers (Jeffrey et al., 2004), or 
stand in line (Corbridge, 2004), for example, 
in order to achieve social distinction or ac-
ceptance. These technological capacities 
require the development of habits durably 
inscribed in the body (Foucault, 1977). To 
be successfully youthful is frequently to be 
so wholly steeped in an approved version 
of modernity and associated self-regulatory 
modes of movement, thought, and perception 
that the ‘right practices’ become second 
nature (Jeffrey et al., 2008).

Closely related to this preoccupation with 
technological acuities is the stress laid by 
unemployed young men, and youth more 
generally, on renegotiating the urban or 
rural landscape or remaking landscapes to 
refl ect their ambitions and achievements. For 
example, Demerath (1999) describes how 
educated unemployed young men in Papua 
New Guinea who migrated back to their 
villages rationalized their return migration 
and recovered respect through advertising 
their attachment to symbols of rural life and 
the village landscape. By contrast, Jeffrey 
et al. (2004) notes that desire to escape the 
‘dirt and dust’ of rural environments suffused 
the practices of educated unemployed 
young men in north India. These case studies 
also show that ideas of what it is to be mas-
culine or feminine mediate the process 
through which threatened youth perform 
modern technological accomplishment and 
rework local environments. The capacity 
to achieve a particular fashionable style of 
dress, for example, or demonstrate one’s 
remove from village ‘dirt’ is often derived 
in large part from the link between these 
self-regulatory norms and models of mas-
culinity or femininity. Hence, we can only 
grasp why young people follow particular 

self-styled trajectories when we appreciate 
the relationship between gendered models of 
success and visions of technological/material 
achievement.

Weiss’s (2002) work in Arusha, Tanzania, 
offers a case study of the signifi cance of new 
gendered ecologies in the lives of young 
people in the global south. Weiss argues that 
one of the most important ways in which 
educated young men in Arusha have tried 
to negotiate the uncertainties of widespread 
unemployment is through establishing 
barbershops. These barbershops offer 
meagre incomes but they provide hubs for 
the dissemination of information, sites for the 
public presentation of self, and centres of 
male sociality (2002: 107). The barbershops 
also provide unemployed young men with 
opportunities to project their sense of mar-
ginalization within the global economy. With 
deliberate irony, young men often name 
the barbershops after the global locations 
from which they are excluded – such as 
‘Brooklyn barbers’ or ‘Paris barbershop’ – and 
they also place value on the short western-
style haircuts which they cannot afford to 
maintain. Intriguingly, however, young men 
also refer to a barbershop in Arusha as the 
‘stone’: a discursive move that connects 
these institutions to the image of the village 
stone in rural Tanzania – a site of sociability, 
work, and pleasure – and to images of rock-
like masculine endurance in the face of 
gruelling physical struggle. The barbershop 
therefore operates as both a mischievous 
comment on young men’s distance from 
desired modernities and as a traditional, rural 
‘hard’ and ‘fixed’ place of work within an 
urban economic environment characterized 
by fluidity and uncertainty. Assemblages 
of youth activity not only create their own 
spaces (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), then, 
but also confer ‘diverse values to the practices 
and actors thus connected together’ (Ong, 
2005: 338; see also Moore, 2005).

The involvement of  educated un-
employed young men in the global south in 
contemporary environmental movements 
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provides further reason for stressing the 
value of a spatial frame of reference in 
studying marginalized youth. Tsing (2004) 
describes how urban students, among whom 
educated unemployed young men were 
prominent, engaged in protests against 
deforestation and rural dispossession in 
Indonesia under Suharto. Tsing uncovers 
urban students’ role in circulating ideas 
about indigenous and environmental rights 
and acting as intermediaries between the 
state and rural society. Similarly, Krishna 
(2003) has described the rise of a set 
of ‘new politicians’ among educated un-
employed young men in western India who 
act as lobbyists for the rural poor in their 
efforts to address connected problems 
of environmental degradation and social 
oppression. The broader engagement of 
unemployed young men in environmental 
movements in the global south has been 
described in recent research on the World 
Social Forum (Bello and Mertes, 2004), anti-
globalization protest (Routledge, 2004), and 
middle-class environmentalism (Mawdsley, 
2004). These ethnographically informed 
analyses remind us that in certain settings in 
the global south the experience of educated 
unemployment has provided young men 
with the inclination, time, and energy to 
rethink their relationship to the environment, 
and thereby create new environmentalist 
subjectivities, often in ways that refl ect their 
position within social hierarchies.

Of course, the ‘new’ engagements, eco-
logies and environmental subjectivities I 
have outlined here are not wholly novel. 
Young people have for long been implicated 
in transnational strategies of resource mo-
bilization, a point we learn, for example, from 
Rudner’s (1994) work on the history of south 
Indian banking or Bayart’s (1993) genealogies 
of African politics. Nor are young people’s 
ecologies entirely innovative; there are many 
situations in which youth have had to adapt 
rapidly to environmental change, of which 
war (Hoffman, 2004) and urbanization (eg, 
Koditschek, 1990) are only the most visible 

examples. Finally, there is a rich history of 
youth involvement in forms of environmental 
protest in India (Gadgil and Guha, 1995), Africa 
(Watts, 2003), and elsewhere. But processes 
of global and regional social and economic 
change – dynamics often grouped under the 
problematic heading of ‘globalization’ – are 
leading to a profusion of fairly novel cultural, 
political, and social strategies among young 
people, and the intensification of educated 
unemployment offers an important window 
on these trends.

VII Conclusions
Educated unemployed young men in their 
later teens and twenties have become major 
players in processes of global change. In 
this paper I have used a review of recent 
scholarly work on this cohort to identify three 
emerging key themes in the strategies and ex-
periences of these men: fi rst, the important 
but non-determining role of class inequalities 
in the social and political strategies of young 
men; second, the continued salience of 
politics in young men’s lives; and, finally, 
the signifi cance of gendered environmental 
ideas in the discourses and practices of 
unemployed young men and youth more 
generally.

Rather than simply adding the empirical 
complexity of recent work on educated 
unemployed young men into broader human 
geographies, I believe that the material 
reviewed in this paper can be used to re-
evaluate geographies of youth, which have 
focused largely on the west (eg, Valentine 
et al., 1998; Panelli, 2002) and which, as a 
result, have largely ignored and in some cases 
inadvertently misrepresented the lives of 
young people in the global south. In par-
ticular, my account underscores a need iden-
tified elsewhere (McDowell, 2003; Philo 
and Smith, 2003) to integrate theoretical 
emphasis on new fl uid identities and forms of 
individualization with an appreciation of the 
durable social inequalities and formal polit-
ical opportunities and structures that mark 
the lives of present-day youth. Rather more 

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 18, 2016phg.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://phg.sagepub.com/


16 Progress in Human Geography

than most anthropological, sociological, and 
geographical studies of ‘youth at risk’ in the 
west, I have insisted on situating an analysis 
of ‘Generation Nowhere’ with reference to 
the issues of social inequality, political trans-
formation, and local environmental change 
that continue to loom large in the social 
imaginations of many young people in the 
global south.

From a broad human geographic perspec-
tive, comparative analysis of unemployed 
young men highlights three themes that have 
been stressed in recent political economies 
of global transformation: the salience of class 
inequalities in framing people’s experience 
of rapid neoliberal economic change (Peck, 
2001; Corbridge et al., 2005); the range of 
ways in which those marginalized by broader 
structures have tried to co-opt, resist, or 
rework dominant economic formations 
(Herod, 1997; Larner, 2000; Hart, 2003); and 
how economic restructuring has encouraged 
people to re-evaluate their relationship with 
their natural, built, and technological envir-
onments (Katz, 1998; 2004). The paper 
links in especially closely with recent critical 
geographies of labor by emphasizing the 
agency of underemployed workers (cf. 
Herod, 1997) and the connection between 
people’s employment/non-employment and 
their subjectivities (Castree et al., 2003; 
Chari, 2004). Young men are not dwarfed 
by larger structures of class and capital 
but rather shape regional labor regimes, 
for example, by investing new meanings in 
their unemployment, negotiating over the 
social organization of their temporary jobs, 
and utilizing the time, space, and energy 
that unemployment sometimes provides to 
engage in political resistance (see especially 
Gidwani, 2001; Dyson, 2006; 2008).

My account also provides a basis for 
constructing a conceptual framework for 
understanding how young people navigate 
situations of intense economic insecurity. This 
framework can be glossed as a culturally and 
environmentally sensitive political-economy 
approach to the postcolonial geographies of 

young people, and it starts from the argu-
ment of Willis (1977) that young people 
engage in active forms of cultural production, 
shaped by their structural circumstances 
and available symbolic resources, which are 
implicated in broader processes of social 
reproduction. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theor-
etical constructs, I nevertheless remain alive 
to the possibility that ideas of cultural capital, 
social capital, and habitus may also help ex-
plain the strategies and trajectories of young 
men. Finally, infl uenced by Foucault, I have 
stressed a need to temper the rather agency-
centered nature of Willis’s work with atten-
tion to the hold over young people’s minds 
maintained by regionally inflected envir-
onmental sensibilities, particularly notions 
of masculinity. Our attempts to understand 
the lives of educated unemployed young 
men, and threatened youth more broadly, 
therefore depend less on the rigorous ap-
plication of a single theoretical schema and 
more on the craft of holding in our minds sim-
ultaneously a set of meso-level theoretical 
concepts – cultural production, habitus, 
youth spatialities – that cast light on different 
aspects of young people’s lives and demand 
an ethnographic approach to postcolonial 
youth geographies.

Notes
 1. I am grateful to Jane Dyson, Alexander Jeffrey, 

Colin McFarlane and Stephen Young for comments 
on an earlier draft of this paper. None bears any 
responsibility for errors that remain.

 2. Henceforward the term ‘educated unemployed’ 
refers to both the unemployed and underemployed.

 3. See http://www.prb.org (last accessed 11 February 
2008).

 4. See, for example, http://yfemumbai.blogspot.
com/ (last accessed 11 February 2008).
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