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chapter 18

Diaspora as a Multilevel Political Space  
for Young Somalis

Päivi Armila, Marko Kananen and Tiina Sotkasiira

 Introduction

Since the outbreak of the civil war in 1991, Somalis have become one of the 
largest diaspora populations globally. According to United Nations estimates, 
the number of people born in Somalia but living outside the country is reach-
ing two million (un 2015). Due to the prolonged instability in Somalia,  diaspora 
mobilization among Somalis has evolved worldwide and comprises multiple 
forms of action, both on a collective and individual level (Pirkkalainen 2013, 9). 
This has produced a number of studies analysing the participation of Somali 
diaspora communities in social and political projects relating to the future of 
their former and current home countries (Allen 2014; Sheikh and Healy 2009; 
Orozco and Yansura 2013; Leitner 2004). Regardless of its scholarly recogni-
tion, however, the societal and political participation of the Somali diaspora 
has been overlooked in the public discussions of their settlement societies 
(Pirkkalainen et al. 2016). When conducting research on the Somali diaspora 
in Finland and the United States, we have noticed that this disregard raises 
concern among its active members; in fact, we have encountered a group of 
young Somalis who vigorously contest the image of Somalis as incompetent 
and uninterested bystanders in the affairs of their new home countries.

By focusing on the group of young people which, following Laine (2012,  
16–18) and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (2009) definition, could be considered 
representatives of the active segment of today’s global generation, we wish to 
take part in the debate concerning migrant transnationalism, belonging and 
diaspora politics. There are two main arguments presented in the chapter. 
 Firstly, we highlight the importance of ‘diasporic micropolitics’, that is, the 
ways in which Somali youth draw on specific diaspora practices and discourses 
in order to establish themselves as active, capable agents in their new places of 
residence and as the builders of future Somalia (cf. Laine 2012, 9). Secondly, our 
aim is to emphasize the role of what Bernal (2014) calls ‘infopolitics’, consisting 
of the struggles over identity and positioning which take place online and in 
digital media. Evidently, today’s information technology formulates diaspora 
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experiences, as well as widening arenas for active participation, especially for 
youth (Laine 2012).

We find it important to review the emergent forms of diaspora politics from 
the perspective of young people because the majority of the people who mi-
grate across national borders are young adults (International Labour Organi-
zation 2013). Youth are also defined as those creating and living the future of 
their societies, which offers them a specific role in diaspora politics and pos-
tulates an understanding of the younger generation as future decision-makers 
who should learn to be active participants in societal discussions, as well as 
 citizens who should have political and ideological space for such participation. 
This said, we are also acutely aware that diaspora citizens often remain in dou-
bly marginalized social positions. They easily lose their interest in, or are left 
without space to engage with, societal issues, even when these issues concern 
 either their former or current home country (Portes and Zhou 1993; Abdi 2011).

Our analysis is a part of a research project, Contexts of Diaspora Citizenship 
(2012–2016), which has studied the social participation, transnational practices 
and networks, and forms of social, ethnic, national and transnational identifi-
cation of Somalis living in the diaspora in Finland and the United States. We are 
aware that contextual opportunity structures, and their impact, differ consid-
erably in these two territories but no systematic comparison is possible within 
the space limits of this single analysis. For this chapter, we have analysed inter-
views of politically active young Somalis in Finland and the United States, as 
well as blog entries written by young Finnish and American Somalis.  Although 
blogs differ epistemologically from interviews, we have included them in this 
scrutiny to acknowledge the significance of the Internet as a political arena.

We begin with a brief description of the political contexts and cultures of 
Finland and the United States, and the status of Somalis as diaspora citizens. 
After setting out our methodological orientation we present the different po-
litical scopes within which our young informants position their political acts 
and aspirations. This analysis is followed by a glance into the transnational 
world of blog politics and concluding notions.

 Finland and the United States as Contexts for Diaspora Politics

Traditionally, Finland is portrayed as a ‘calm’ Nordic welfare society without 
visible political conflicts between divergent population groups. In recent years, 
however, the dividing lines have deepened and a heated public debate about 
immigration and integration policies has sprung up in the country. State and 
municipal authorities have responded to the emerging divisions by developing 
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programs and projects with the goals of immigrant integration and social par-
ticipation guarded and guided by legislation (Integration Act 2010).

In terms of the political activity of Finnish Somalis, the picture that emerges 
from previous research is somewhat contradictory. Even though some 40 per 
cent of Finnish Somalis are Finnish citizens and Finnish legislation provides 
non-citizens with a position similar to native Finns, Somalis are not visible in 
formal politics. There have been no Somalis in the national parliament thus 
far, and only a few Finnish Somalis have been elected to municipal councils. 
However, research by Pirkkalainen et al. (2016) has demonstrated that, in com-
parison to other migrant groups such as those born in Russia or Estonia, So-
malis are active voters, particularly at the municipal level where the majority 
of them have the right to vote. They have also set up several civic organiza-
tions. Still, Somali immigrants in Finland face many challenges to integration. 
The electoral participation and voter turnout of immigrants in Finland is very 
low, and in the case of Somalis the situation is worsened by their poor socio-
economic position, which tends to correlate with low political participation 
(Pirkkalainen et al. 2016). The situation of second generation Finnish Somalis 
seems to be slightly better, but still far from good (Matikka et al. 2013; Harinen 
and Sabour 2013).

In the United States the integration of immigrants is carried out by local 
communities, rather than by state or federal authorities. This laissez-faire ap-
proach to integration relies on a strong labour market that offers entry-level 
openings for newcomers (Fix 2007); Somali immigrants have managed to ac-
cess it rather better in the United States than in Finland or elsewhere in Europe 
(Carlson et al. 2012; United States Census Bureau 2011a). Young Somalis are 
also fairly well represented in higher education (United States Census Bureau 
2011b), and they have proven to be a significant political force, especially in the 
state of Minnesota (Yusuf 2012). But the story of the American Somali diaspora 
also has a flipside, as poverty, discrimination and alienation are pushing many 
young Somalis to the margins of society (Abdi 2011; Brown 2011; Mulligan 2009).

However, the formal system of political parties and representative 
 democracy is not the only possible way for young immigrants to participate 
politically. Finland, for example, offers space and possibilities for people to 
organize themselves into registered associations to defend their rights, which 
might concern fields such as environmental issues, children’s welfare, mothers’ 
everyday life and various minority rights. The Finnish government supports 
associations in many ways and encourages people to establish them. As an 
example, financial support is given to Somali associations to carry out devel-
opment work in Somalia. In the United States, ngos and various community-
based organizations also provide an important platform for diasporic citizens’ 
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participation. As the role of the state is limited with regards many issues rele-
vant to immigrant integration, such as language and civic education, as well as 
employment training and social services, diaspora communities have been in-
volved with, and have founded, organizations to provide these services. Many 
of these organizations also have a role as platforms through which diaspora 
communities have a voice to negotiate and cooperate with the state and local 
officials. For example, Somali organizations have cooperated successfully with 
state agencies in refugee resettlement. Finally, these organizations also chan-
nel the concerns of the community and facilitate quick responses to emerging 
problems (Kananen 2016; Haverinen and Kananen 2016).

Despite these alternatives for societal participation, Finnish and North 
American public discourses still contain the implicit principles that political 
socialization is the same as acquiring the action logic of formal and slow rep-
resentative decision making. While the interviewees chosen for this chapter 
are mainly young Somalis who have been candidates in municipal or national 
political elections and are thus members of established national political par-
ties, their experiences also reveal some ‘diaspora perspectives’ of politics as 
a means to change the current state of affairs more widely than just at the 
national level, as well as mixtures of formal and non-formal ways to conduct 
transnational politics. Furthermore, the discussion revolving around the con-
cept of ‘mediatized migrant’ is relevant to our case (Hepp et al. 2012).

The concept of ‘micropolitics’ is used to analyse the participation of individ-
uals and groups in civil society, as well as to examine the connections  between 
affective registers of experience and collective identities. For example, Bennett 
and Shapiro (2002) outline how a focus on micropolitics offers an insight into 
ways in which reforming, refining or disciplining one’s emotions, urges and 
moods enter into one’s political programs, party affiliations, ideological com-
mitments and policy preferences. The notion of micropolitics is central to our 
interpretative analysis as the expressions of political aspirations by our young 
informants were coloured by their unique – and often also traumatic – life 
histories and the feelings that they carry with them. Secondly, as  Pirkkalainen 
(2013) notes, civic and political participation can provide individual Soma-
lis with a positive identity and recognition, which they otherwise may lack. 
Furthermore, it is important to connect this discussion with debates on the 
 mediatization of lives, and transnational lives in particular. Diasporas are now-
adays “mediatized”, which means that the articulation of their political claims 
is deeply interwoven with, and moulded by, different forms of media (Hepp 
et al. 2012). Following in the footsteps of Bernal (2014), we use blogs as one 
example of the ways in which active Somali youth today deploy the Internet to 
support and make their micropolitical claims.
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 The Methodological Orientation for the Analysis

The data for this analysis consist of interviews and blog entries. In Finland six 
young Somalis (two women, four men) born in Somalia, arriving in Finland in 
their early years and participating in political life were interviewed. Now they 
have settled in the country, learned the language, educated themselves and 
taken up active social positions in formal politics and / or as civic activists. 
In the United States, interviews were also conducted with six young Somalis 
(five men, one woman) who define themselves as politically active. Four of 
them have been candidates in local or national elections. They were born in 
Somalia, but migrated to the United States either as children or adolescents. 
They all live in the state of Minnesota, and they all have a college degree. The 
interviews focused on, among other issues, their life histories and current 
 feelings, experiences of decision making, and political aspirations and dreams. 
Our interviewees represent a specific group among young diasporic Somalis: 
they have consciously decided to get involved with politics. The analysis there-
fore does not include the voices of those young Somalis who are not socially 
and politically active and who, in a traditional sense, are excluded from main-
stream political citizenship (see Marshall 1950). We, however, argue for a need 
to bring to the fore the views and opinions of active young Somalis, who tend 
to be overshadowed by the problematic media representations of Somalis and 
Somalia (Fellin 2015).

Because the Internet offers an effective arena for transnational sub-politics 
(Laine 2012), we have examined 18 blogs by Somali American authors and six 
blogs by Finnish Somali authors for this chapter. Some of the bloggers are ac-
tive young politicians or civic activists, while others claim to write from the 
perspective of ‘ordinary’ young people. We have included blogs in order to ac-
knowledge the significance of the Internet as a political arena for the diaspora, 
while acknowledging the methodological concerns related to the use of Inter-
net materials (representation and authenticity). The blog entries selected for 
analysis are those in which the authors specify themselves as Somalis taking 
a stand on issues related to Somalia or Somali diaspora. The entries cannot, 
therefore, be considered as representative of the views of young Somalis but 
rather comprise political statements about the political orientations and posi-
tioning of Somalis in their respective countries and internationally.

Interview and blog data were analysed by a method referred to as “ dialogical 
thematization” by Koski (2011), a phenomenological process of data decon-
struction and reconstruction. We have read all data sets with the goal of 
identifying expressions that can be interpreted as encapsulating  political 
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ideas and  experiences. During the deconstructive stage we followed the 
 phenomenological rules of interpretation when seeking ‘the biggest common 
denominators’ for different expressions in order to give names to wider themes 
recognized in the data. These young people make political claims in different 
arenas: the transnational sphere is very important to them, but equally so are 
national and local agendas. The next section presents analysis of the political 
passion and mission of our informants.

 Diaspora Youth as Agents for Glocal Micropolitics

In our interview data, the life histories of young Somalis are accorded different 
interpretations and meanings. First, they serve as a source of special strength 
and wisdom. Experiences of war fronts, refugee camps or racist attacks have 
provided these young people with an understanding of what societies really 
need in order to build a better future – which is usually seen as the main aim 
of any political process. The informants of this analysis, for example, claim 
that since they have the experience of collecting “dead bodies there, on the 
fronts”, they also have a particular kind of understanding that could offer a 
lot to societal discussion in societies where people lack such experiences and 
insights.

Secondly, these young people are also acutely aware that their life histories 
as immigrants and members of diaspora can put them at risk of becoming 
eternal outsiders. As the experiences of the past are hard to shake off, it can be 
that they cannot find their place anywhere but, as one interviewee put it, “their 
bodies just move around here but their heads are not with them”. However, the 
argumentation strategy that positions past difficulties as a resource that people 
can utilize if given an equal opportunity is common among the interviewees. It 
also goes against the common perception of the experiences of war and fleeing 
being a hindrance that people must overcome in order to succeed in their later 
lives. The informants, generally speaking, wish to draw on these experiences 
to negotiate their way through the multilevel political environment they are 
interested in influencing – to be presented in the following sections.

 Here, There and Everywhere?
The nation-level political aspirations of our informants reach from issues of 
their immediate neighbourhoods to two national contexts: the state of cur-
rent residence, and Somalia as an indelible target for a mission of future 
 development. In municipal and state-level politics these young people would 
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like to create their dominant political identities, and to be treated, as represen-
tatives of ‘ordinary’ inhabitants and not as representatives of immigrants – as 
the case often seems to be:

I’m not an immigrant but I’m [informant’s name] and a candidate for 
[city’s name] municipal court. And I have competence for that. So that 
they don’t see me … I, actually, have warned them … if they … again begin 
to give me that stigma and say I’m an immigrant.

That this big party, a party with power, feels that I, a tiny person from 
 Africa, [who has] just received education here, feels [what I say is] so 
important that it’s published in a nation-wide political manifest. I’m al-
lowed to [have] effect in politics, and after being here for a year they sug-
gested me as a director for [city’s] youth association. No one considered 
me as a black man, as a Somali, as a Muslim; in this company I’m a mem-
ber of the party.

As most of our interviewees are members of a political party in their current 
states of residence, and have run for office in parliamentary or municipal elec-
tions, it is hardly surprising that they describe their political activities within 
the national framework of state politics. However, many of them also actively 
participate in transnational activities and projects. Common diaspora activi-
ties include, for example, forming voluntary associations, arranging ad hoc 
funding raising and implementing development project through ngos and 
 ingos (see also Pirkkalainen 2013, 9). As individuals, people also participate in 
transnational activities by sending remittances to their relatives and by engag-
ing in politics and businesses and thus transferring their skills and knowhow 
to their country of origin. Their loyalty as activists, however, is not exhausted 
in the dual roles in the country of origin and the country of residence: partici-
pation in politics and civic actions provides them a platform to act as political 
advocates on a transnational and even global level. This readiness for mani-
fold advocacy can lead a young future-builder into energetic international 
participation:

I’m a member of an organization, the Finnish Somali Diaspora Associa-
tion, acting world-wide; we discuss and develop and seek means to [have] 
effect, use the knowhow received in diaspora in our own home country, 
Somalia. I’m in this forum. And now, during the summer I will travel to 
Canada where there is a big discussion and I’ll go there to represent the 
Finnish Somali diaspora.
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 Somalia – in Terms of Her Future
Laine (2012) has paid attention to the transnational dimensions of making pol-
itics that touch on the concrete and ‘small’ issues of ordinary people wherever 
they might live – cosmopolitan micropolitics, as she calls them. The young 
people who were interviewed for this analysis, especially the Finnish Somalis, 
can be interpreted as cosmopolitan micropoliticians who are concerned for 
human inequalities and suffering, as well as the bellicosity of the world. In this 
context, the notion of being a Somali with a special understanding of war, vio-
lence, oppression and their effects is, again, emphasized. While acknowledging 
the scope of young Somalis’ political activity, which may stretch from local to 
national and even cosmopolitan politics, we will next focus on their relation-
ship with their ‘diasporic home’: Somalia.

In many political addresses, the task of rebuilding Somalia, a country dam-
aged by war, is loaded onto the shoulders of the younger generations. Young 
people are expected to unite the intellectual, political and educational  power 
they have developed in the diaspora and deliver it through transnational 
 Somali networks. Our interviewees left Somalia at an early age, and they have 
their homes in the diasporic destination, but there is considerable evidence of 
their continuing tight connections to Somalia. For many young Somali politi-
cians Somalia is the target of their diasporic-issue politics, connecting them 
into an active imagined community (Anderson 1991), and constructing cam-
paigns, attitudes and emotions towards it. Many diasporic Somalis have ambi-
tious plans regarding the political future of Somalia. As an example, Fadumo 
Dayib, who moved to Finland in the 1990s, has decided to run as a candidate 
in the  Somali presidential election in 2016 (Finnish Broadcasting Company 
2014). On an individual level, however, the question of one’s relationship with 
the country of origin becomes concrete when the possible return to Somalia 
is  discussed. Somalia has recently reached a level of some stability, and many 
Somalis have started to visit Somalia and even to repatriate (Hautaniemi et al. 
2013). The interviewees of this study still have ambivalent thoughts about 
 returning to Somalia, however. Even though none of them is considering a 
certain and permanent repatriation, many of them express a wish to just visit 
Somalia and use the skills and resources that they have acquired in diaspora to 
help in the rebuilding process.

I may try to go back this summer, but I’m not 100% sure. It all depends. 
I think Mogadishu, to me, is a lost case. … but I think small towns with 
5,000 to 6,000 people, I can go there, go to their local school, train their 
teachers, take some books, give there.
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Unlike in the United States, where the young Somali informants generally en-
vision returning to Somalia as private individuals and contributing to the re-
building process through their personal skills and relationships, our  Finnish 
informants often consider going back to Somalia through an ngo or ingo en-
gaged in the rebuilding process. These active young people do not want to go 
back to Somalia just to visit family and friends but express a wish to achieve 
something societally meaningful, to make a difference:

[I]n diaspora … well, we have developmental cooperation, we have al-
most 25 member organizations doing developmental cooperation into 
Somalia from different parts of the world; I’m the chair in this, it’s in-
teresting and challenging. I’ve been there from the very beginning, I’m 
the only woman there, and though it’s developmental cooperation the 
organizations have learned a lot from each other [about] how coopera-
tion could be done in Somalia. The organizations act in different areas 
but they are connected by developmental work and Somalia, so that’s 
why it’s so positive.

Now when there is peace in Mogadishu, I visited it, getting to know 
a bit more and planning; next summer I’ll go there and we’ll organize a 
big seminar and I definitely want a political perspective to it, activating 
women, so that women cooperate and learn to support young women’s 
participation.

 Virtual Border Crossings
Although young Somalis often feel politically responsible for doing their share 
to rebuild Somalia, their relationship to the homeland is complex. A young 
Somali blogger, DrinkingTeainMogadishu, from Minnesota, moved to Somalia 
for a year to work for a ngo, and her posts around that time provide an over-
view of the challenges that diaspora youth might be up against in the home-
land. The dream of going back started with the frustration of being a Muslim in 
 Minnesota. But once this politically active blogger got to Somalia, she realized 
that the return to homeland was not as easy as she had hoped it would be (cf. 
also Hautaniemi et al. 2013).

Before I went to Somalia, I always defined myself as being ‘Somali’. I was 
very proud to be Somali and that for sure gave me something to hold onto 
as an identity in the United States. When I was going to Somalia, I was 
so excited to be going there, and to be embraced by my ‘people’. To be in 
the land of my ancestors, in my ‘homeland’ … I was in for a major shock 
after staying there for a couple of months. I didn’t understand the people 
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there, it’s like everything I grew up considering ‘normal’ in America, was 
strange to my fellow Somali ‘brethren’ in Somalia. There were times I felt 
I related more to a white American than the Somalis there. … You can say 
when I went to Somalia, I turned very North American.

In addition to cultural differences, this blogger also experienced a tense, ex-
clusive relationship between the local Somalis and diaspora Somalis. Diaspora 
itself also seems to have the power to break down the imagined community 
(Anderson 1991) when it comes to a concrete share of soil and commons:

One word that I picked up since being in Somalia is the term ‘diaspora’. 
This word is used by the locals here to describe Somalis from places out-
side of Somalia, in most cases Europe, Canada or the United States. When 
I first heard this word used on me, I never thought much of it because 
it’s obviously true that I’m from the us. However, the more I continue to 
hear this word, I came to think negatively about it. I feel like it’s a word 
that divides people. Many people here in Somalia don’t want Somalis 
to come back from abroad. They feel threatened because they believe 
those people will take their jobs, or in the case of men from abroad end 
up marrying local women. […] This just shows they view Somalis from 
overseas as a different form of entity, and it’s really sad because a lot of 
Somalis simply come back to Somalia to help out with the situation in 
Somalia.

This finding has also been noted in other studies (Allen 2014; Galipo 2011). 
Although the first expatriate generation is commonly welcomed by the local 
population, members of the second generation can be perceived as foreigners 
and blamed for not integrating into the community and not knowing its tradi-
tions and history. In Somalia political capabilities embraced in the diaspora 
might not always receive a positive welcome, or get an opportunity to become 
active political forces. It also seems that even though the second generation is 
doing a little better in their settlement countries, they may not manage well 
in Somalia. In a way, this phenomenon can be defined as the fatal paradox of 
diaspora exclusion.

Still, even if young people cannot participate in the politics or rebuilding 
of Somalia in a traditional sense, they may have a strong virtual connection 
with the Somali diaspora. They exchange experiences, memories, ideas and 
images about Somalia online, to conduct ‘virtual rebuilding’ of Somalia (cf. 
Anderson 1991). Some of the discussants have never been in Somalia and some 
moved away at a young age, so they do not necessarily have concrete ideas of 
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the country. This, however, does not stop them from cooperatively construct-
ing the ideal Somalia online with other debaters.

A common phenomenon in blogs is the presentation of Somalia in a new 
light through pictures, videos and stories that stand in stark contrast to im-
ages prevailing in traditional media: war, famine and poverty. Discursively con-
structed images of the new Somalia depict beautiful landscapes, green forests 
and unspoiled nature. Mogadishu beach, which was recently opened to the 
public, is one of the symbols of this new Somalia. Further, young bloggers also 
share videos and stories that emphasize development and the ‘normality’ of 
everyday life. For example, one posts videos that introduce new small busi-
nesses in Somalia. Another (Vintage Somalia 2013) posts pictures of pre-war 
era Somalia and summarizes his motivation for blogging and the connection 
between political aims and emotions such as optimism:

It is important more now than ever to participate and take part in the 
rebuilding of Somalia. We must have unwavering hope. Somalia will be-
come a developed nation. The spark has already been lit. It is up to us 
and the young Somalis living in Somalia and across the world now to also 
take part and help in the rebuilding of our homeland even better than it 
was before.

The Internet provides young people with an opportunity to cross the borders 
that they face in their everyday lives. It functions as an arena for identity poli-
tics and for transgressing the national to connect their personal choices with 
political and ideological commitments. By posting entries on their struggles to 
express themselves as Finns, Americans or Somalis, or alternatively by making 
claims about the need to escape attempts to define their identities, bloggers 
take part in the on-going discussion of what it means to be a young member of 
an ethnic minority in diaspora. They also use the Internet to fight racism and 
other inequalities that they face in their diasporic everyday life and recognize 
world-wide.

An example of an attempt to connect personal with political is a long discus-
sion chain on the online forum of a Finnish youth magazine Demi in which a 
17-year-old Somali girl has made it her task to answer any question the  readers 
raise. The topics range from hair tips and favourite school subjects to ques-
tions concerning religion, racism and the positioning of Somalis in Finland. 
By placing herself and her opinions under scrutiny, she takes up the collec-
tive position of a Somali who mediates between people of ‘her kind’ and other 
Internet-users. Although the discussion takes place in Finnish, it is possible for 
any Internet-user to participate. This is just one example: there are numerous 
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other sites where people discuss and define the particularities of Somali iden-
tity and diaspora, for example, in Somali, English or French.

The Internet also provides young Somalis a space to express their transna-
tional belongings and take part in international debates concerning contro-
versial issues, such as female circumcision or the treatments of Muslims in 
 Western media. Interestingly, young Somalis often use art and poetry to pres-
ent, construct and modify their connection to Somalia, and to make their voic-
es heard on political issues. Somalia is known as the ‘nation of poets’ and young 
Somalis have picked up this tradition as there are several blogs devoted solely 
to Somali poetry. Minnesota-based Poet Nation has taken a youthful, urban ap-
proach to poetry, and the site hosts performances on various topics. Although 
Poet Nation focuses on the lives of diaspora youth, they have also  visited a refu-
gee camp in Kenya and recorded many Somalis reciting their  poetry. These 
kinds of online activities provide an interesting example of the  vitality and 
revitalization of a national tradition in the diaspora. However, the common 
denominator for all the different types of blogs is the passion of the outspoken 
young people to make their voices heard.

 Concluding Remarks

My political career, my dream is that I could [have] effect on issues also 
elsewhere than in Finland, also in my expatriate country Somalia, Africa, 
especially women’s position, women’s and girls’ participation in politics, 
especially immigrants’ participation and … yeah, equality and female 
participation, that equality could be seen in immigrant women’s lives.

Young people as political actors have recently been under scrutiny, as a  concern 
for their political passivity and ignorance has been expressed in public dis-
courses. Youth research has aimed at challenging this general image by show-
ing changes in ideas and conceptualizations of the phenomenon of  making 
politics (Edmunds and Turner 2005; Bang 2009; Laine 2012). The young Somalis 
interviewed for this analysis are convinced that they could act as a new politi-
cal force both in Somalia and in their new countries of residence. Their new-
ness (Bhabha 1994) is brought about by their specific experiences as refugees 
and as people in diaspora, and they thus represent themselves as being liber-
ated from the traditional nation-state frames, references and action scopes. 
Their experiences confirm Beck’s and Beck-Gernsheim’s (2009) analysis: global 
processes and communication technology, as well as the current waves and 
ways of migration, create spaces for transnational belongings and ideologies, 
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diasporic life experiences and life histories, as well as people’s  cosmopolitan 
identifications. Diaspora politicians turn their ideological aspirations in 
 directions that are often categorized as ‘glocal’ as they seem to be interested in 
political participation where issues of, for example, human rights are defended 
in locally executed but transnationally organized happenings (cf. Laine 2012).

The scope of political interest among these societally active Somalis is wide 
and multileveled. They can change their perspective from immediate environ-
ments and their problems via state level politics to global grievances. They 
also show a willingness to act, and to call for changes. They look at gender 
inequality and women’s positions in the global framework, strive for peace 
in Somalia and feel concern for human rights issues in Africa. As political 
advocates they do not connect themselves only to their country of residence 
but also to Somalia which, over the years, has provided them with specific ex-
periences and emotions. Somalia is described by them as a promising society 
in need of many political improvements: starting from the state system and 
stretching to people’s relationships and interaction in terms of gender and 
generations.

The Internet does not make it possible to escape local realities, but it pro-
vides an access to new kinds of information and a chance to connect with 
people who are not part of one’s immediate social surroundings. Young blog-
gers use the Internet, for example, to raise money for families in Somalia and 
to take part in international debates about female circumcision and counter 
racist sentiments, as well as to discuss tendencies in their new home countries. 
The Internet also functions as an important platform for identity politics (Bang 
2009). Young people use blogs and on-line discussion forums to express their 
multiple belongings as well as to share their experiences of what it means to be 
a young member of an ethnic minority living in diaspora. Lastly, the Internet 
is an arena that brings global diaspora youth together as an active imagined 
community, constructing and reconstructing campaigns, attitudes and emo-
tions towards the homeland.

The social and socio-economic position of diaspora Somalis in the two na-
tional contexts of our informants is still in many ways problematic. They are 
aware of this and seek recognition as serious participants in multi-levelled 
 politics. They perceive themselves as candidates representing ‘ordinary,  local 
people’ and not ‘immigrants’ – but also claim recognition for their special 
understanding as people who have seen more than ‘ordinary people’. If this 
wisdom connected with their specific life-histories is recognized, it can have 
extended political value: diasporic life helps people to understand oppres-
sion, suffering, multiculturalism and the needs of very different inhabitants 
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in  society. Young people who have experienced the life of a refugee could offer 
new, unique insights into local, national and global political processes.

In the material analysed for this chapter, diaspora youth come across as ac-
tors with political passion and willpower. Instead of complaining about their 
political passivity, this engagement could be taken seriously and room could 
be given to them to express themselves as political actors. If the message of 
young activists is not taken seriously, it is likely that they will either withdraw 
themselves from societal action or find a way to express themselves elsewhere.

I, as an immigrant, have tried and tried to take responsibility, and rights 
too, but sometimes it feels that you are stigmatized; those immigration 
critics irritate me so much. I [wonder] why they give us a possibility to 
come here if it’s so negative, if immigrants make people so anxious. It’s 
contradictory, it’s good that people discuss but this never seems to end.
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