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Abstract
This paper explores multi-generational shifts in identities and community building among the 
‘new’ African diaspora in Vancouver, Canada. Drawing on interviews with adult migrants from 
sub-Saharan Africa, teen migrants, and second-generation adults, the paper highlights how 
diasporic identities are gendered, racialized, and place-based. The first generation struggles to 
remain African, with men focused more on maintaining links with the homeland and women 
engaged more with strategies of homemaking in Canada. In contrast, second-generation young 
men develop stronger affinities with the nearby African-American diaspora, while their sisters 
are more likely to identify with the local African-Canadian community and, like their parents, to 
dis-identify with the larger African-American diaspora.
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Résumé
Cet article examine les évolutions identitaires multigénérationnelles et les stratégies de renforce-
ment communautaire au sein de la nouvelle diaspora africaine de Vancouver au Canada. Sur base 
d’entretiens réalisés auprès d’immigrés subsahariens adultes et adolescents ainsi que d’adultes de 
la deuxième génération, l’article met en lumière les manières dont les identités diasporiques se 
structurent autour du genre, de la race et de la situation géographique. Si la première génération 
s’efforce de rester africaine – les hommes se concentrant sur le maintien de liens avec le pays 
d’origine tandis que les femmes développent des stratégies pour créer un foyer dans la société 
canadienne, les jeunes hommes de la deuxième génération tenteraient au contraire de renforcer 
leurs liens avec la diaspora afro-américaine des environs tandis que leurs homologues féminines 
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auraient plutôt tendance à s’identifier avec la communauté afro-canadienne locale, et à l’instar 
de leurs parents, à se désidentifier de l’importante diaspora afro-américaine. 

Mots-clés 
migration; racialisation; genre; deuxième génération; masculinité; fémininité

Introduction

It is useful to think of diasporas as fluid, performative, and relational rather 
than as fixed entities emanating from transnational movements across space. 
Diasporic experiences produce distinct forms of community, identity, and 
modes of cultural production marked by hybridity (Vertovec 1997; see also 
Brah 1996; Gilroy 1987, 1993; Hall 1990). Identities are forged through mate-
rial and discursive practices of living across transnational spaces that simul-
taneously constitute political projects located in specific historical times and 
spaces (Hall 1990, 2000). As Clifford (1994) contends, “the term diaspora is a 
signifier . . . of political struggles to define the local, as distinctive community, 
in historical contexts of displacement” (308). In a similar way Brubaker (2005) 
argues that diaspora should be perceived as a ‘category of practice’: “ ‘diaspora’ 
is used to make claims, to articulate projects, to formulate expectations, to 
mobilize energies, to appeal to loyalties” (12). 

As Brah (1996) notes, “the concept of diaspora places the discourses of ‘home’ 
and ‘dispersion’ in creative tension” (192-3). Diasporas form in the context of 
relations with states (‘homeland’ and present ‘home’) and other multiple posi-
tioned groups coexisting in the same spaces. These other groups may include 
earlier diasporic waves from the same homeland (Lewis 1995) and, in the case 
of former ‘settler colonies’ like Canada, also in relation to indigenous popula-
tions. Some scholars have attempted to differentiate between immigrants who 
choose to migrate and diasporic communities who do not choose displace-
ment. For example, Clifford (1994) distinguishes between diasporic popula-
tions and immigrants “who may experience loss and nostalgia, but only en 
route to a whole new home in a new place” (307). This distinction is based on 
an assimilationist reading of the history of European migration in North Amer-
ica, a complex process in which various groups ‘whitened’ over time (Jacobson 
1998). However it does point to the centrality of processes of racialization in 
contexts of migration for constructing and maintaining diasporic ‘difference’ 
across generations. 
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This paper focuses on the creation of ‘new’ African diasporas as part of con-
temporary waves of migration from Africa to Canada.1 There are many African 
diasporas, emanating from multiple historic dispersions within and outside 
Africa, as well as diverse contemporary movements. Racialization and margin-
alization remain central to these experiences. As Zeleza (2005) notes, African 
diasporas are also commonly described as ‘Black diasporas,’ for example in the 
work of Paul Gilroy (1987, 1993), yet “rarely are diasporas from other regions 
draped in colour” (40). Given the size, geographic dispersion, and centuries 
of such movements, contemporary African diasporas often have to negotiate 
the presence of earlier African diasporas. This may be especially so for those 
who migrate to the United States, where the master narrative of slavery and 
its legacies shapes new African diasporas in complex ways (Kusow 2006). It 
is less often recognized how the dominance of American popular culture in 
Canada means African migrants there also grapple with the cultural presence 
of the African American diaspora. In addition, practices of constructing new 
diasporic communities and identities are inherently gendered (Brah 1996; 
Goldring 2001; Kleist 2010; Manuh 2003; Matsuoka and Sorenson 2001; Pasura 
2008), as members refashion acceptable modes of masculinity and femininity, 
and invariably fluid, as the next generation mediates new forms of hybridity 
(Hall 2000).

Although migrants from sub-Saharan Africa have diverse language, ethnic, 
religious, national, and colonial histories, in some specific contexts pan-African 
diasporas are emerging across multiple divisions and identities (Creese 2011; 
Fumanti and Werbner 2010; Gregoire 2010; Werbner 2010). These new African 
diasporas reference imagined notions of Africa as a continental homeland, 
in the context of similar experiences of un-belonging in new spaces of settle-
ment. This article addresses how members of a new African diaspora in one 
locale, Vancouver, Canada, are constructing community through reference to 
common African heritage and dis-identification with the African-American 
diaspora across the border, and how these processes are gendered.2 We place 
particular emphasis on how generational shifts produce divergent identities 
among the second generation, including greater affinity for African-American 
popular culture among sons. The following discussion draws on three distinct 

1) I follow Koser’s (2003) terminology of defining the ‘new’ African diaspora – migrant communi-
ties from post-colonial ‘Black African’ countries who are currently living outside of the African 
continent – to distinguish recently formed communities from descendants of earlier waves dis-
persed through slavery. 
2) For a more detailed analysis of first-generation experiences, see Creese 2011.
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but overlapping research projects conducted in Vancouver: interviews with 
adult migrants from countries in sub-Saharan Africa;3 focus groups with Afri-
can youth who migrated as teenagers;4 and interviews with second-generation 
adults who grew up in Vancouver.5

Situating the New African Diaspora in Vancouver

Vancouver, with a population of 2.3 million, is a city built on unceded Aborigi-
nal territory and populated by fairly recent immigrants.6 In 2006, 40% of metro 
Vancouver’s population was born outside of Canada, and when we add the 
children of immigrants, a majority of local households have recent immigrant 
backgrounds. The diversity of immigrant origins is also noteworthy: for the first 
time, there are now more immigrants born in Asia than in Europe. One-third 
of the total population cites British ethnic origins, and another third cite Asian 
origins, including nearly one in five residents who are Chinese heritage. Forty-
two percent of the population identify as people of color or visible minorities 
(Statistics Canada 2007: 32, 2008: 32). Yet in this diverse metropolis, migrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa enter a landscape in which they constitute a very 
small and hyper-visible minority.

Although there has been a Black presence in Vancouver since the city’s 
colonial origins, it has historically been very small, a result of immigration 
restrictions until the 1970s, and what Puplampu and Tettey (2005) refer to 

3) In 2004 interviews were conducted with 61 adults (31 women and 30 men) living in metro 
Vancouver who migrated from 21 countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Burundi, Cape Verde Island, 
Congo-Brazzaville, DR Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea-Conakry, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, 
and Zimbabwe). Ninety percent were Canadian citizens or permanent residents.
4) In 2009 focus groups were conducted with metro Vancouver high school students who 
migrated from sub-Saharan Africa as teenagers. The 21 youths (13 girls and 8 boys) came from 
11 countries (Burundi, DR Congo, Eretria, Ethiopia, Liberia, Mauritius, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra 
Leon, Somalia, and Sudan). Interviews were also conducted with principals, teachers, settlement 
workers, and youth workers. 
5) Thirty-five interviews were conducted in 2011 and 2012 with adult children of African immi-
grants (19 women and 16 men) who grew up in metro Vancouver. Their parents came from  
13 countries in sub-Saharan Africa (including DR Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Nige-
ria, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, Togo, and Uganda). Almost a third (29%) were  
Canadian born, and the rest migrated as children. 
6) The land has never been surrendered through a treaty or an act of law. In 2006 only 2% of the 
population of metro Vancouver reported Aboriginal ancestry (Metro Vancouver 2008).
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as ‘neo racist practices’ that continue to limit migration from Africa. About 
10% of immigrants to Canada currently come from countries in Africa. Most 
African immigrants settle in the larger cities of Toronto and Montreal, which 
both have large and overlapping African diasporas with contemporary roots 
in Africa, the Caribbean, the United States, and many with long lineages in 
Canada. In contrast, just over 1% (1.3%) of the metro Vancouver population 
identified as African-born in the 2006 Census. More than a quarter (28%) of 
the African-born came from South Africa (including an untold number racial-
ized as White), 11% from Ethiopia, 9% from Somalia, 8% from Ghana, and the 
rest identified as ‘other African’ (Statistics Canada Community Profiles 2006 
Census). Two-thirds of those who arrived in the decade prior to 2006 were 
from southern (34%) and east Africa (33%) (Masinda and Kambere 2008: 30). 
Less than 1% of the population (or just over 20,000 people) identified as Black 
in the 2006 Census in response to the question about visible minority status 
(Statistics Canada Special Interest Profiles 2006 Census). In this context of 
small numbers, diverse origins within sub-Saharan Africa, recent (post-1980s) 
migration, and common experiences of economic and social marginalization 
in metro Vancouver, a pan-African diaspora identifying itself as an ‘African 
community’ has recently developed. 

This new African diaspora navigates the social geography of the city and 
practices of (un)belonging in the context of Canadian nation-building dis-
courses that continue to center Whiteness, and the presence of the African-
American diaspora just across the border. The African-American diaspora 
does not overlap in spatial or geopolitical terms, but nevertheless shapes local 
popular cultural racialization processes, and the social imaginary. ‘Becoming 
Black’ is a central element of migration from Africa to Canada. For example, 
Ibrahim (1999) describes his migration from Sudan to Canada as a ‘retransla-
tion’ of self:

As a continental African, I was not considered Black in Africa; other terms served to patch 
together my identity, such as tall, Sudanese, and basketball player. However, as a refugee in 
North America, my perception of self was altered in direct response to the social processes 
of racism and the historical representation of Blackness whereby the antecedent signifiers 
became secondary to my Blackness, and I retranslated myself: I became Black (italics in 
original; 354).

This process of racialization is mediated through a long history of racist dis-
courses, practices and representations in the U.S. and Canada (Kusow 2006), 
and contemporary popular cultures of resistance, such as hip-hop, that have 
emerged among young African Americans (Collins 2005; Jeffries 2011; Rose 2008). 
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Both mainstream discourses about, and cultural resistance emanating from, 
African American youth, are highly gendered. In addition, they have different 
resonance for African immigrants and for their Canadian-raised children. 

Migration and New Identities

Most migrants from sub-Saharan Africa experience downward economic and 
social mobility in Canada. The general deskilling of immigrants, and its gen-
dered and racialized dimensions, has been well documented (Frenette and 
Morrissette 2005; Galabuzi 2006; Picot and Sweetman 2005). A recent study 
of sub-Saharan African immigrants in metro Vancouver7 shows that, even 
among those who speak fluent English, are highly educated, and left profes-
sional and managerial jobs in their home countries,8 most are employed in 
precarious low-wage employment in Vancouver. These employment patterns 
are gendered: men are more highly educated than women on arrival, and yet 
a majority of men end up in low-skilled manual labor or unemployment.9 
Women find it harder to get work because feminized clerical and service 
jobs (unlike masculinized manual labor) require Canadian experience and 
privileged local accents, so the majority of women in the study pursue addi-
tional post-secondary education in Canada in an effort to improve their job 
prospects. Yet most women still end up in low-skilled manual or white-collar  
jobs, or unemployment, in spite of their Canadian educational credentials.10 
Downward economic mobility produces high levels of poverty, a stark contrast 
to the relative affluence most left behind in their African homelands (see also 
Creese and Wiebe 2012).

African migrants are routinely reinscribed as ‘others’ in everyday interac-
tions. Two common practices that produce ‘difference’ are pervasive  questions 
about origins, and negative reactions to African English accents. African 

7) This data on African immigrants in metro Vancouver comes from my recent book (Creese 2011). 
8) Fifty-three percent of men were in professional and managerial jobs, and 7% were in semi-
professional occupations in Africa. Thirty-two percent of women were in professional and mana-
gerial jobs, plus 19% were in semi-professional occupations in Africa.
9) Eighty percent of men had a post-secondary degree. But 55% percent were in manual labor in 
Vancouver, another 14% were in low-skilled white-collar jobs, and 10% were unemployed. Only 
10% of men were in professional or managerial occupations.

10) Seventy-four percent of women had a post-secondary degree. Yet 23% of women were in low-
skilled white-collar jobs in Vancouver, 16% were employed in manual labor, and 16% were unem-
ployed. Only 10% of women were in professional or managerial occupations.
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migrants in Vancouver are frequently interrogated about their origins. This 
simple question – ‘where are you from?’ – reinforces that Black bodies must 
be from somewhere else because they cannot be from here. Even those who 
have lived in metro Vancouver for many years are unable to claim local origins. 
Laziati, a woman originally from Swaziland with a Canadian graduate degree, 
explains that in spite of living in the local municipality of Surrey for over a 
decade, she cannot claim to be from Surrey:

Laziati;11 ‘I am from Surrey.’ They say, ‘No, I mean where are you from? ‘And I say, ‘Well, I 
am from Surrey.’ But they say, ‘No, you are not from Surrey. I mean originally where are you 
from?’ That’s what they usually ask you. Yet when other people, other people they ask them, 
‘Where are you from?’ and someone says, ‘I am from Surrey,’ when they are White, yeah, 
then you are from Surrey (Interview 6, 2004). 

Local reactions to African English accents constitute another kind of ‘othering.’ 
Even fluent English speakers educated in Commonwealth countries in Eng-
lish are subject to accent policing (Creese 2010, 2011). African English accents 
elicit both incomprehension and public reproach. As Bizima, originally from 
Zambia, observes: “since we can’t talk like them, it’s really hard to convince 
them that you can talk sense when they find out what accent you have” (Inter-
view 5, 2004). This routine failure to hear, understand, or value African English 
speech is exacerbated, especially for women, by frequent public corrections of 
pronunciation. As Pierre Bourdieu (1977) reminds us, accents are indexes of 
authority and as such either facilitate or inhibit the ability to be heard. Local 
accents are routinely privileged in Vancouver, a practice that is singled out as 
a barrier in the labor market. Many African immigrants, like Kalumbi, a man 
who came from Uganda more than a decade before, argues that preference for 
local accents is “a way of hiding racism in accent” (Interview 32, 2004). 

As Ibrahim (1999) reminds us, African migrants arrive in Canada “already 
constructed, imagined and positioned” through discourses about Blackness 
(353). U.S. domination of local media and popular culture in Canada compounds 
the country’s own history of White privilege to circulate pejorative discourses 
about Black people, and particularly about Black masculinity (Abdel-Shehid 
2005; Collins 2005; Ibrahim 1999). The combination of economic and social 
marginalization, downward class mobility, and racialization in turn creates 
ambivalent subjectivities of ‘Canadianness’ long after citizenship has been 
attained. As Bangila, formerly of the Democratic Republic of Congo, observes, 

11) Pseudonyms are used to refer to research participants. 
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traveling on a Canadian passport provides certain advantages, but similar ben-
efits do not materialize when he is ‘at home’ in Canada.

Bangila: Traveling with a Canadian passport. That is the only time you feel good about being 
a Canadian. But once you are in Canada, there is nothing good about being a Canadian. I am 
truly a Black person (Interview 41, 2004).

Subjectivities of ‘Blackness’ and ‘Africanness’ are newly formed in the local 
context, layered through pre-existing ethnic and national identities forged 
in Africa, and invoked situationally. Most identify themselves by nationality 
or ethnic community when speaking with each other, but adopt continental 
subjectivities when speaking with everyone else. ‘Learning to be Black’ is cen-
tral to the emergence of this pan-African identity. As Kivete and Sangara point 
out, for example, for them, race often trumps national origins (Sierra Leon and 
Nigeria respectively) for reshaping their lives in Canada:

Kivete: I think they take us as Africans. We are all – the White man sees us as Africans. We 
are all the same; we are just Africans. You are a Black man, you are a Black man (Interview 
50, 2004).

Sangara: You see an African lady. You don’t see a Nigerian. That’s when you see me; you see 
an African (Interview 9, 2004). 

The similarity of challenges faced in metro Vancouver, and discourses of  
common African values, help to mediate significant differences of national ori-
gins, ethnicity, language, and religion.12 Values commonly defined as African 
include the importance of extended families and communal relationships, life-
long deference to elders, particularly fathers, and hierarchical gender relations 
(Arthur 2000; Matsuoka and Sorenson 2001). The emerging identity as a local 
‘African community’ that is Black, African and immigrant,13 is delineated coun-
ter to discourses of ‘Canadianness’ (animated by liberal individualism and priv-
ileging Whiteness) and through dis-identification from the African-American 
diaspora that pervades youth culture (through African American hip-hop) and 
mainstream American popular culture (rife with pejorative discourses about 

12) Divisions rooted in the African continent have not entirely disappeared. Both adult migrants 
and the second-generation criticize the internal tensions and politics that sometimes prevent 
more effective organizing in the local diaspora.
13) The notion of a local African community, therefore, does not include migrants from sub-
Saharan Africa who are not Black (including the large contingent of local White South Africans), 
nor African-Canadians who are Black but have never lived in Africa. The self-defined ‘African 
community’ refers to people racialized as Black who are recent immigrants from Africa, and their 
children.
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Blackness). Parents try to instill their own cultural values in their youngsters 
by differentiating themselves from these influences. Their children, on the 
other hand, are drawn to Canadian liberal values, and many sons, in particular, 
come to embrace African American youth culture, which enjoys great popu-
larity among adolescent peers, and forms one way of negotiating belonging in 
Canadian society. 

Homemaking and Homelands

Gender relations are often profoundly unsettled by migration (Donato et al. 
2006; Kleist 2010; Morawska 2011; Pasura 2008; Pessar 2003). Not surprisingly, 
women and men construct the new African community in Vancouver through 
diverse practices. Gendered community building practices are linked to cul-
turally embedded norms about femininity and masculinity, and to different 
orientations toward Africa and the ‘homeland’ and Canada and ‘homemaking.’ 
The homeland is “a mythic place of desire in the diasporic imagination,” while 
home is “the lived experience of the locality” (Brah 1996: 192). Activities associ-
ated with the homeland receive more public recognition within the diaspora 
(Goldring 2001), while those associated more with homemaking in Canada 
merit less acknowledgement.

Women and men in Vancouver’s African diaspora both work in the labor 
market to support their families, but, as is still the case in most Canadian 
households, women also bear primary responsibility for domestic labor. Per-
haps not surprisingly then, much of women’s community organizing focuses 
on providing support to negotiate homemaking and overcome the daily chal-
lenges of migration. Support occurs through informal networks of friends and 
neighbors as well as through organized women’s groups. Many African wom-
en’s groups organize along national lines, though some are also pan-African 
in composition (Creese 2011: 212-14). Women give each other advice about 
negotiating local institutions, especially children’s schools, health care, social 
services, jobs and housing, as well as financial and emotional sustenance for 
new mothers and for bereaved families. As Silata, originally from Zimbabwe, 
notes, African women in her neighborhood support each other regardless of 
national origins:

Silata: And even a Sudan family, they had a baby too. We bought them clothes, you know; we 
congratulate and we are happy for them and share their joy for having children. So, I’ve been 
really given support by Africans and we’ve also returned that too (Interview 22, 2004). 
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Women also form the backbone of a growing number of African settlement 
workers employed in non-profit agencies and local schools to provide a wide 
range of government funded programs to newcomers.14 These forms of com-
munity building simultaneously make claims to belong in local spaces, giving 
substance to the idea of a local ‘African community.’ Yet women’s activities 
are often overshadowed by political and development organizations that are 
dominated by men.

There are more than a dozen nationally focused organizations led by men in 
the community.15 These national bodies typically have mandates of “upholding 
and preserving their culture” (Masinda and Kambere 2008: 43) and, although 
most hold periodic social functions in which women and children participate, 
they are oriented more toward developments in the homeland than to settle-
ment issues in Canada.16 In addition to these national organizations, there are 
half a dozen local non-profit organizations concerned with development ini-
tiatives in various African countries, most with a focus on education, health, 
and water (Creese 2011: 218). These organizations are closely connected to 
maintaining men’s ties and status within homeland communities. For exam-
ple, some initiatives include building and running schools and medical clinics 
in home villages, on land donated by leaders of the non-profit organization 
involved, or fundraising for new wells and other improvements in their home 
villages. Hence much of men’s community organizing takes place in the public 
realm of community politics and development work in homeland communi-
ties, and remains primarily focused on Africa.

These gender differences in diasporic practices are linked to different ways 
that gender relations and identities are destabilized through migration. As 
other studies have demonstrated, for many men, migration produces a crisis 
of masculinity (Kleist 2010; Manuh 2003; Pasura 2008). In Vancouver’s African 
diaspora most men experience downward class mobility, difficulty providing 

14) In 2004 there were seven front-line settlement workers of African heritage in metro Vancou-
ver; by 2010 this had grown to more than 30. Like settlement workers from other origins, the vast 
majority are women with immigrant backgrounds (Creese 2011: 227).
15) Six of these, linked to Nigeria, Burundi, Uganda, Congo-Brazzaville, Ghana, and the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, are large enough to be incorporated non-profit bodies (Masinda and 
Kambere 2008: 42-43).
16) In 2009 leaders of several national African organizations came together to create the United 
African Communities of B.C. to represent the needs of the broader community (Creese 2011: 224). 
It is also noteworthy that two African-focused settlement organizations have emerged – the 
Centre for Integration of African Immigrants and Umoja Operation Compassion Society/African 
Family Services – both headed by men.
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for their families, diminished social status as Black men in local racialized hier-
archies, and loss of authority over wives and children in the context of a legal 
system grounded in individual rights. Involvement in local politics and devel-
opment work in Africa enhances men’s social standing within their homeland 
communities and positions them publicly as leaders within the local African 
community. Similar to studies of Mexican men in the US (Goldring 2001), 
Somali men in Denmark (Kleist 2010), and Ghanaian men in Toronto (Manuh 
2003), men’s focus on ties with their African homelands, spaces where they 
retain their authority and social status, reaffirms positive masculine identities 
that are otherwise significantly challenged in Vancouver.

Women experience these changes differently. Downward class mobility 
and poverty combine with reduced access to childcare and domestic help, 
difficulty supervising children due to multiple jobs and long hours, damaging 
racialization processes, and influences of popular culture that pose unfamiliar 
dangers for their children, all of which heighten women’s focus on homemak-
ing and community building within Canada. As domestic workloads intensify 
alongside long hours in the labor market, women draw on local discourses 
of women’s rights in an effort to renegotiate more equitable domestic rela-
tionships with their husbands. The home is, after all, a site of nurturing and 
oppression for women. In many contexts migration affords legal, economic, 
and social opportunities for women to more effectively resist male and 
extended family control, whether through forging more equitable gender rela-
tions with spouses, or divorcing husbands who are unwilling to adjust (Arthur 
2000; Manuh 2003; Matsuoka and Sorenson 2001; Mianda 2004; Morawska 2011; 
Pasura 2008). If African men in Vancouver harken back to an earlier time of 
unquestioned authority and privilege, then, women are more likely to look for-
ward to enhanced power within their families.

Both women and men lament their weakened authority over children in 
Canada, but gendered norms affect local parenting practices. Over time, most 
women in the African diaspora come to adapt mothering to the local context, 
searching for ways to raise their children to fit into their new environment. As 
Silata, who came from Zimbabwe, comments: 

Silata: I want to know how I am going to raise him in this Canadian life. I don’t want to 
change my culture, but at the same time there are things here in Canada that I have to fit in 
with along with raising my son (Interview 22, 2004).

Women can continue to focus on caregiving while adopting less hierarchical 
and more permissive parenting styles common in Canada without threaten-
ing their identities as good mothers. The same cannot be said for men. Their 
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identities as good fathers are firmly tied to the exercise of authority that is 
profoundly challenged in Canada. Not surprisingly, many men, already con-
tending with diminished status within the economy and civil society, seek to 
reaffirm their positions of authority within their families (Matsuoka and Soren-
son 2001; Kleist 2010; Pasura 2008). For example Furaha, originally from Sudan, 
complained about the emphasis on children’s rights that he believes interferes 
with his ability to discipline his children: 

Furaha: The Canadians and the teachers, they are trying to teach our children the way they 
want. But it is not like that. It really affects our African culture because you can see when the 
children come home. They come with some paper, some notes, they say, 91117 . . . They will 
tell you if you are going to do this to me, you are telling me this, I will call that number . . . I 
don’t like it and can give me a final decision to leave the country for that way because I don’t 
like it (Interview 44, 2004).

Tensions around asserting male authority often lead to more intense conflict 
between spouses and between fathers and offspring, particularly sons, who 
clash over how to embody proper African masculinity. As they age, sons also 
bear the brunt of public surveillance and harassment that accompanies being 
young, Black, and male in Canada, increasing the appeal of African-American 
cultures of resistance, and widening the cultural wedge between the second 
generation and their fathers.

Between Africa and Canada: the Second Generation

As several studies have shown, the second generation tends to develop hybrid 
identities as they navigate across, between, and through multiple cultural 
expectations of parents and mainstream institutions (Handa 2003; Plaza 2006; 
Pratt 2004). African immigrant youths in North America also negotiate racial-
ized Black identities, a complicated process that sometimes produces affinities 
with African-American identities (Forman 2001; Ibrahim 1999, 2003; Kelly 1998, 
2004), ‘dual identities’ (Clark 2008, 2009; Okeke-Ihejirika and Spitzer 2005), or 
explicit distancing from African Americans (Chacko 2003). Below we consider 
how the confluence of racialization, gender, popular culture, family, school, 
and place shape identity formation for those growing up in metro Vancouver’s 
African diaspora.

17) 911 is the local code for emergency services.
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Growing up in Vancouver18 has led to hybrid identities that emanate from 
traversing multiple expectations and assumptions. Canada is a ‘homeland’ for 
those raised locally, and for many, experiences of migration are embedded in 
family narratives more than in personal dislocations. The second generation, 
though often still with much ambivalence, tend to adopt hyphenated Canadian 
identities (as African-Canadian or sometimes more specific Ghanaian-Canadian, 
Somali-Canadian etc.), terms that are very rarely embraced, and often explic-
itly rejected, by their parents.19 They must navigate their place as Canadians 
and as part of the local African diaspora by negotiating three competing, 
sometimes incommensurate, influences: 1) the values, beliefs, and practices 
located within their families and the local African community; 2) mainstream  
Canadian culture and social institutions; and 3) the legacies and contemporary 
cultural forms associated with the historic African-American diaspora. 

Parenting is unsettled by migration since appropriate parenting strategies 
often do not translate well across different social and cultural environments. 
So for example, the shift from extended family forms and community respon-
sibility for children in African countries, to the privatized nuclear family in 
North America, presents significant strains. Expectations around authority, 
deference, and respect for elders, particularly for fathers, are considered core 
African values, but these expectations collide with the more individualistic ori-
entation and permissive child rearing common in Canada. This makes it hard 
for youths to live up to parents’ expectations of what it is to be African. It is 
common for parents to question the ‘Africanness’ of their own children and 
to lament that they have ‘lost’ their offspring in Canada (Creese 2011; Creese, 
Kambere and Masinda 2011). For example, Jane, a Canadian-born woman in 
her mid-20s, recalls that her Ghanaian father calls her “whitewashed,” a pejo-
rative term that suggests she isn’t as African as she should be (Interview 3, 
2011). Lack of fluency in their parents’ ancestral languages, a common prob-
lem for small, linguistically diverse communities, exacerbates the gap between 
immigrant parents and their offspring, and impedes deeper forms of cultural 
understanding. 

Lack of familiarity with African languages also forms a wedge within the 
second generation. Language fluency is used as a barometer of how ‘African’ 
different members of the second generation really are. Joy, a woman in her 

18) For the purposes of this paper the term second generation refers to both those born in Africa 
and raised in Canada (often called the 1.5 generation) and those who are Canadian born. 
19) The first generation rarely refer to themselves as African-Canadian or Canadian, regardless of 
citizenship, reflecting the persistence of marginalization and un-belonging (Creese 2011: 199-206).
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late 20s who migrated from Kenya to Canada at the age of 11, explains that her 
inability to speak the language of her childhood affects her claims to a Kenyan 
identity:

Joy: It bothered me before because people who had come as an adult, they’d come and 
they’d be like, ‘Oh, oh you’re from Kenya!’ Then they’d talk to me. And I’d say, ‘I don’t under-
stand. Like, I understand what you’re saying, but I can’t speak it.’ Then they’d be like, ‘Oh.’ 
Then they’d use that to be better than me. Yeah. Like, ‘Oh, you’re half-Kenyan’ or something 
(Interview 2, 2011).

Immersion in Canadian culture, especially through the school system and rela-
tionships with non-African peers, also fosters ambivalences about the ‘Afri-
canness’ of the second generation. At the same time, most also question their 
‘Canadianness.’ The quest to be recognized as Canadian is central to belong-
ing for the second generation, raised to expect equal treatment in their home-
land. Emphasis on their Canadianness simultaneously distances them from 
the immigrant diaspora of their parents. But at the same time, being Black in 
Vancouver renders tenuous a straightforward claim to Canadian identity. Like 
their parents, the second generation is frequently questioned about their ori-
gins, interrogations that even their locally produced English accents do not 
deter. Hence ‘Canadianness,’ like ‘Africanness,’ is often asserted and doubted 
in the same breath. For example, Danielle, a university student who was born 
in metro Vancouver to Kenyan parents remembers: “I sometimes felt a little 
like I wasn’t part of either world, the Canadian or African.” Inability to speak 
her parents’ ancestral language separated her from the local ‘African world,’ 
while being “the only Black child at school, in my church” made her stand out 
when she just “wanted so badly to be like everyone else” (Interview 1, 2011).

Children are socialized through local institutions as much as by parents, 
other family, and members of the larger community. Yet these same insti-
tutional influences, so formative for youngsters, may be alien to, and even 
resisted by, immigrant parents. Public schools are a central site of interpola-
tion of both official and hidden curricula. The Canadian school system rein-
forces mainstream Canadian values about individualism, personal freedom, 
self-expression, and an equality rights discourse, while at the same time repro-
ducing Eurocentrism at the heart of Canadian nation-building (Henry et al. 1995). 
The values of Western liberal individualism are reinforced through other social 
institutions, from the media to more coercive sites such as social workers, 
police, and the legal system. Valorizing individualism clashes with more family-
centered African values. Even more controversial among the African diaspora, 
discourses of children’s rights conflict with expectations of stronger parental 
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authority and discipline, and provide youngsters with an effective tool to shift 
power relations within families.20 As a youth worker suggested, both parents 
and offspring recognize that the result of these tensions is that “the school criti-
cizes everything that [African] parents do” (Interview 12, 2009). Such messages 
about the inadequacy of African ways of doing things can discourage youths 
from identifying with the local African diaspora. At the same time, the racial-
ized underpinnings of Canadian nation-building are also embedded in school 
curricula (from history lessons to multiculturalism as spectacle), distinguish-
ing the ‘rightful’ subjects of Canadian liberalism (descendants of migrants 
from Britain and France in particular) from racialized others whose histories 
as Canadians are too often an absent presence in the curriculum.

It is at school that the children of African immigrants form friendships with 
non-African peers and engage with the powerful influences of North American 
youth culture (Abdel-Shehid 2005; Forman 2001; Ibrahim 1999, 2003; Kelly 1998, 
2004). Indeed, negotiating relations with Canadian peers and navigating the 
pressures of adolescence in North America may be more formative for identities 
than anything in the official school curriculum. North American youth culture 
is saturated with images and messages that stress adolescent autonomy from 
parents, normalize early (hetero)sexuality, glorify high-risk activities including 
drug and alcohol consumption, and encourage conspicuous consumption and 
materialism. These are all values that are antithetical to the idealized visions 
migrants bring with them of adolescent experiences in Africa21 and serve to 
widen the cultural gap between parents and children.

For all adolescents, learning to ‘fit in’ and be accepted by peers is critical. 
Mediating relations with peers is both racialized and gendered. It is racialized 
in the context of White privilege in Canada, the wide circulation of pejorative 
representations of Black men and women, and small numbers in Vancouver 
so children of African descent are usually one of the only Black children in 
their schools. It is gendered and sexualized in the context of ongoing gen-
der inequalities and compulsory heterosexuality,22 as adolescents negotiate 

20) The most dramatic example is the instruction to call 911 if children need police assistance. 
African parents recount how threats to call 911 occur frequently as children try to resist parental 
authority of all kinds, even instructions to turn off the television and go to bed (Creese 2011: 184-
87).
21) In fact hip-hop culture has a global reach that also influences youths in African countries with 
consequences that have been characterized as both harmful for youths and contributing to new 
local forms of creativity and resistance (Ntarangwi 2009; Perullo 2005). 
22) The term compulsory heterosexuality is not meant to imply that African youths are neces-
sarily heterosexual, but that heteronormativity (assumptions that everyone is or should be  
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normative forms of masculinity and femininity to fit in. For the children of 
African immigrants, negotiating forms of acceptable masculinity and feminin-
ity means navigating often contradictory models and expectations rooted in 
the local African diaspora, African-American youth culture, and mainstream 
Canadian culture. How they navigate these influences shapes identities differ-
ently for young men and women.

Adolescent boys negotiate masculinity by earning respect from other boys 
and learning to ‘stand up for themselves.’ The imminent threat of aggression 
looms as a means of putting boys in their place within various male status 
hierarchies (Connell 1995). As Eddie, a high school senior who migrated from 
Nigeria, explains:

Eddie: You get picked on a lot. So you have to be strong for your own self. Like, you have to, 
you know, stand up for your own self . . . So you have to do like do extra work to get respect 
(Focus Group 4, 2009).

For young Black men, negotiating masculinity also means negotiating racial-
ized identities in the context of images of Black masculinity that are saturated 
with pejorative associations of violence and crime. These representations  
are embedded in North American history, contemporary popular culture, and 
ongoing processes of marginalization (Collins 2005; Kelly 1998, 2004). Hence 
young men in the local African diaspora describe learning to walk a fine line 
between ‘defending’ themselves and ‘earning respect,’ and simultaneously 
learning to be ‘humble,’ ‘mellow,’ and ‘cautious’ so as not to arouse the interest 
of the authorities. They are ever aware that they are young Black men oper-
ating in a field of White privilege. For example, second-generation boys and 
young men face frequent harassment by the police, border guards, and oth-
ers in authority, challenges about the right to occupy public spaces, and are 
frequently perceived as instigators when youthful confrontations do occur, all 
routine aspects of living with the devalued status of being young Black and 
male in Canada (Focus Groups 2, 4, 7, and 8, 2009).

Such experiences can heighten affinities with the African-America diaspora 
that includes embracing representations of powerful images of street-wise 
Black masculinity as forms of resistance to racism. In addition, the popular-
ity of commercial American hip-hop among youths of all backgrounds forms 
a filter through which peers perceive African-Canadian youths. Bob, born in 
Canada to parents from Ethiopia, remembers being treated as ‘special’ and 

heterosexual) and homophobia (fear or hatred of LGBTQ persons) are prevalent, making it more 
difficult for youths to safely identify as anything but heterosexual.
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‘cool’ in high school, a ‘novelty’ because there were so few Black kids in his 
school. At least this was so as long as he performed Blackness the way his peers 
expected:

Bob: I think more White kids definitely knew about hip-hop music than I did. I did a lot of 
smiling and nodding. It was a period of nodding and smiling and not knowing why things 
were, why people wanted my attention . . . And then with that benefit there are also traps 
and limitations. So you can be good at sports, good at dancing, you can be sociable, you can 
be loud and bombastic, but you can’t be smart. You can’t be serious. You can’t be critical. 
You know you can be the guy they will dance with or go to a party with but never the guy 
they invite home for dinner (Interview 28, 2012).

Adopting the masculine swagger or ‘cool pose’ valorized in hip-hop pro-
vides young Black men with a form of respect from their peers, even as it fur-
ther divides them from their parents’ expectations about respectable Black 
masculinity.

Second-generation girls and young women face different racialized pres-
sures as they navigate heterosexual femininity. Representations of Black 
femininity in North America, including in hip-hop, coalesce around hyper- 
sexuality, on the one hand, and excessive independence and domination (that 
is, women who don’t need men), widely considered unfeminine or undesir-
able, on the other hand (Collins 2005; Rose 2008). Living up to conventional 
(White middle class) forms of beauty and heterosexual femininity are key 
marks of status in hierarchies among girls, and between them and young men, 
norms that make it nearly impossible for Black women to measure up. Though 
threats of violence are less often a means of policing relations among women 
and girls (though endemic in the policing of women by boys and men), exclu-
sion, gossip, and other psychological forms of harassment among peers can be 
equally damaging (Currie et al. 2009). 

African-Canadian adolescent girls, like their brothers, struggle to ‘fit in’ and 
‘stand up for themselves’ as they negotiate acceptable forms of femininity. 
Representations of Black femininity in popular culture provide few routes for 
earning respect, since sexual double standards mean sexuality and too much 
independence are both ways of denigrating young women. In commercial hip-
hop, for example, women typically serve as “decorative eye candy” (Emerson 
2002: 123), or as “having great sexual desires, which they can only quench by 
being degraded for male pleasure” (Stephens and Few 2007a: 60). As Denise, 
who came to Canada from Uganda at the age of five, explains, like Black boys, 
girls are expected to emulate hip-hop too:
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Denise: I think people expected it (hip-hop) to be more of an influence on me because I was 
Black. I should be acting a particular way and if I didn’t want to go out and party, or go out 
and get drunk, people thought I was odd (Denise, Interview 20, 2012).

As Denise went on to explain, representations of Black women in popular cul-
ture are typically “mixed, non-pure Black, where they got some White in them 
somewhere.” She notes that these whitened images of Black female beauty  
(Stephens and Few 2007b) create identity issues for African-Canadian women.

“My mom’s best friend, her daughter, I see it in her. She’s just having a hard time with self-
identity. She’s Black, dark skinned Black, but she has no one to look up to so she’s trying 
to emulate like Beyonce. She doesn’t feel beautiful because she doesn’t look like Beyonce” 
(Interview 20, 2012).

Unlike Bob’s memory of being ‘special’ in high school, an experience shared 
by many of the young men we interviewed, none of the women remembered 
being treated this way. Girls were more likely to find it hard to measure up 
to the beauty standards prevalent in hip-hop, and disinterested in emulating 
sexual personas that were unlikely to increase, and indeed would more likely 
decrease, their social status among peers. Instead, girls are more likely to turn 
to academic achievement as a way of earning respect. 

A common narrative among girls focuses on the need to stand up to their 
teachers who underestimate their capabilities. Standing up to their teachers 
often involves enlisting the support of other allies, particularly parents and 
sometimes other sympathetic teachers, who help press their case for access to 
more challenging courses and curriculum (Focus Groups 2, 3, 7 and 8, 2009). 
In so doing, second-generation daughters tend to pursue models of femininity 
that are closer to their parents’ expectations, and further removed from domi-
nant representations of Black women in African-American youth culture.

Hence young African-Canadians of both genders encounter oppressive racial-
ized scripts about masculinity and femininity linked to the African-American 
diaspora, as they try to fit in and stand up for themselves in a context where 
they are one of very few Black teens in Vancouver. These racialized scripts are 
contrary to gendered norms in mainstream Canadian (White middle class) 
culture, and, more important, antithetical to notions of respectable masculin-
ity and femininity in the local African diaspora. The scripts of Black femininity 
in North American youth culture have little appeal to girls in the local African 
diaspora, failing to provide a means of gaining respect or fitting in with their 
peers. Young men, on the other hand negotiate masculinity in more solitary 
ways rooted primarily in power hierarchies and the quest for respect among 
boys and men. The widespread popularity of hip-hop provides boys who could 
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perform the ‘cool pose’ with a route to popularity. More so than their sisters, 
young Black men and boys also routinely experience racialized surveillance 
and harassment by police and other authorities. These experiences, in turn, 
reinforce similarities between young Black men’s lives in Vancouver and in the 
United States, providing a basis for closer affinities with the African-American 
diaspora.

Hence the simultaneous negotiation of race, gender, and sexuality in the 
local context shapes gendered identities among second-generation African-
Canadians in complex ways. The sons of African immigrants have a stronger 
resonance with the oppositional stance of African-American youth culture that 
is fostered by intense marginalization of young Black men in the United States 
(Collins 2005; Jeffries, 2011; Rose 2008). Particularly during adolescence, they 
are more likely to perceive themselves as being part of a larger Black (African-
American) diaspora, and hence further removed from their fathers’ notions of 
respectable African masculinity. In contrast, their sisters, who do not generally 
experience the same levels of public surveillance and harassment, and who 
are offered no viable means of being Black and ‘cool,’ find little appeal in often 
misogynous African-American youth culture. Hence daughters are more likely 
to identify with, and maintain stronger links with, the local African commu-
nity, even during adolescence.

Jane offers a good example of these trends in her own family. She explains 
that her brothers (also Canadian born and now in their mid to late 20s) are 
both estranged from her Ghanaian father, with whom she now has a close rela-
tionship after a period of adolescent rebellion. Her father is vocal about how he 
“hates African-American” culture and therefore is “always trying to differenti-
ate himself ” as an African. Her brothers, in contrast, reject their father’s model 
of African masculinity as irrelevant to the Canadian context, and embrace a 
street-wise masculinity as a way of negotiating a space of respect that they oth-
erwise find lacking. Jane acknowledges that as Black men her brothers face 
more coercive forms of racism, shaping their affinity with African-American 
identities in ways that her father cannot understand (Interview 3, 2011). 

Seeking to explore their African heritage more as they get older, young 
women typically express a desire to develop stronger links with the local  
African community and values as they envision raising their own children.  
As Jane says, noting the irony of her earlier comments about her father being 
too strict:

Jane: I think I’ll parent like my Dad parented. Well, like, not [that] extreme. I mean, five-
year-olds doing math homework after school. But, yeah, I want, like, I believe in, like, a lot 
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of the values. Like I think North American kids, like have lost. They have too much power 
in families. And I think that, at least the way my Dad does it, like, you have to respect, like. 
That’s how it should be (Interview 3, 2011).

With the return to African cultural expectations to parent the third genera-
tion, many women envision drawing together homemaking and the diasporic 
homeland, seeking to connect their own children to the local African commu-
nity as well as to extended family in Africa. Although more research remains 
to be done, the desire for stronger links seems to be less prevalent for men, 
even though many leave behind adolescent scripts of oppositional masculinity 
as they pursue higher education, careers, and contemplate families. For many 
men, the gendered experiences of being young Black and male in Canada may 
continue to foster affinities with African Americans while mitigating rebuild-
ing stronger connections with the local African community.

Conclusion

This exploration of multi-generational shifts in identities and community 
building practices among Vancouver’s African diaspora highlights the cen-
trality of gendered, racialized, and place-based constructions of diaspora. 
Migrants from diverse countries in Africa are constructing pan-African net-
works, social solidarity, and identities, with men more directed to the home-
land in an effort to secure some of their previous social standing as community 
leaders and respectable men, and women oriented more to community build-
ing and homemaking in the local context as they work to negotiate the many 
challenges their families face in Canada. For both men and women in the first 
generation, their collective African identities are reinforced by everyday White 
privilege in Canada that marks them as permanent foreigners in spite of Cana-
dian citizenship, and against the omnipresent and largely pejorative images of 
the African-American diaspora that resides across the border yet inhabits part 
of the cultural geography of metro Vancouver.

If the African-American diaspora serves as a point of dis-identification for 
the first generation, their offspring navigate a more complex social geography. 
Young men and women are more likely to identify as African-Canadian rather 
than as Africans. Growing up in Canada, they expect to be treated equally 
with other Canadians, but cannot escape the realities of racialization and rac-
ism embedded in dominant constructions of Black masculinity and feminin-
ity in North America. For many young Black men, in particular, peer rewards 
for adopting the ‘cool pose’ of hip-hop, and coercive forms of surveillance 
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and routine encounters with authorities, generate resonances with the anti-
authoritarian rebellion of much African-American youth culture. Those sons 
who adopt the ‘cool pose’ of a street-wise masculine performance are further 
distanced from their fathers’ models of African masculinity. African- American 
youth culture has much less resonance for second-generation daughters, given 
the prevalence of misogyny and hyper-heterosexuality, even though, as young 
women raised in Canada, they also embrace local conventions of liberal indi-
vidualism that are typically at odds with their parents’ gender norms. As they 
grow older and contemplate having children of their own, however, second-
generation women talk of strengthening their links to the local African diaspora 
and extended networks in Africa. As the second generation ages and parents 
their own offspring, it remains to be seen whether there is more convergence 
among men and women, or whether these differences in gendered and racial-
ized identities that are noticeable among adolescents and young adults, persist 
into mature adulthood. 
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