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How Not to Write About Africa 
The media shamefully neglects Africa -- until it decides 
to swarm a story with terrible coverage.  


BY LAURA SEAY | APRIL 25, 2012  


Foreign policy Magazine 


It's hard out here for us old Africa hands. We are desperate to see more coverage of 
important stories from the continent and for our neighbors to become more educated 
about the places where we study and work. Yet when we get that coverage, it tends to 
make us cringe.  


Take, for instance, the current violence in northern Mali. In the last six weeks, Mali has 
experienced a coup d'état and a declaration of independence from rebels who now loosely 
control half its territory. The recent conflict has displaced approximately 268,000 people 
as various groups of Islamists and separatist rebels jostle for control of desert oasis cities 
as a drought-driven food crisis looms with the arrival of the country's hot season. The 
situation in Mali is by far the worst unfolding humanitarian crisis in the world today, but 
compared with say, Syria or Afghanistan, you probably haven't heard much about it.  


Or consider the flurry of coverage of Central Africa that followed March's "Kony 2012" 
phenomenon. First of all, it is frustrating that it takes a viral Internet video or the 
involvement of Hollywood celebrities to bring attention to the depredations of groups like 
the Lord's Resistance Army. Even worse, many Africa correspondents file stories that fall 
prey to pernicious stereotypes and tropes that dehumanize Africans. Mainstream news 
outlets frequently run stories under headlines like "Land of Mangoes and Joseph Kony," 
seemingly without thinking how condescending and racist such framing sounds.  


Western reporting on Africa is often fraught with factual errors, incomplete analysis, and 
stereotyping that would not pass editorial muster in coverage of China, Pakistan, France, 
or Mexico. A journalist who printed blatantly offensive stereotypes about German 
politicians or violated ethical norms regarding protection of child-abuse victims in Ohio 
would at the least be sanctioned and might even lose his or her job. When it comes to 
Africa, however, these problems are tolerated and, in some cases, celebrated. A quick 
search of the Google News archives for "Congo" and "heart of darkness" yields nearly 
4,000 hits, the vast majority of which are not works of literary criticism, but are instead 
used to exoticize the Democratic Republic of the Congo while conjuring up stereotypes 
of race and savagery. Could we imagine a serious publication ever using similar 
terminology to describe the south side of Chicago, Baltimore, or another predominately 
African-American city?  
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To Africa-watchers, there is a clear double standard for journalistic quality, integrity, and 
ethics when it comes to reporting on the continent. It's enough to make us want to 
scream, or at least crawl into a corner and long for the days when Howard French 
covered West and Central Africa for the New York Times. Although he had to cover some 
of the continent's worst post-Cold War violence, French's mid-1990s reporting for the 
Times was nuanced and balanced, and reflected the reality of Africa as a place that is not 
simply a land of war and poverty, but rather a complex system of societies like any others 
filled with normal people doing their best to make a life.  


Why is there so much bad reporting on Africa? Part of the problem has to do with the 
limited number of journalists assigned to cover the continent. Many major Western media 
outlets assign one correspondent for the entire continent -- more than 11 million square 
miles. He or she will be based in Johannesburg or Nairobi, but be expected to parachute 
into Niger, Somalia, or wherever the next crisis is unfolding, on a moment's notice. At 
best, larger publications will have two or three regional Africa correspondents who are 
each responsible for covering 10 to 15 countries. The wire services tend to have broader 
reach, but even they cannot station a correspondent in every country.  


This is insane. Africa is a continent of 54 distinct states, all with multiple languages and 
ethnic groups and unique political dynamics. Nowhere else in the world -- not even in 
undercovered Latin America -- would one person be expected to report on so many 
complicated situations. Yet in Western media coverage of Africa, such a state of affairs is 
common. It could be argued that these limits are the product of declining revenues for 
traditional media outlets in the age of the Internet. It is true that foreign correspondents 
are expensive and revenues are down, but that ignores the fact that Western media 
coverage of Africa has always been done this way. Twenty years ago, most major 
Western media outlets also only had one to three Africa correspondents. Very little has 
changed.  


There is an easy solution to this problem: Hire local reporters. One notable exception to 
the history of poor coverage of Africa is the BBC, whose World Service has long 
maintained correspondents in most of the continent's capital cities. Although the World 
Service's budget has been slashed repeatedly due to declining government support, the 
BBC has managed to keep much of its Africa coverage afloat by relying largely on local 
reporters to get the story. This has been particularly important in Somalia. For two 
decades, it has been nearly impossible for Western reporters to fully and freely report 
from Somalia due to safety concerns, but the BBC Somali Service's team of local 
correspondents and producers do an excellent job of getting the news out from their own 
country. There's no reason that other major media providers couldn't hire local reporters 
to improve their coverage as well. Rather than relegating them to second-tier or co-author 
status, why not hire Africans as country or regional correspondents? A reporter does not 
have to be Caucasian to provide objective and well-written reporting from the continent, 
and in many cases, this reporting is more nuanced than that of an international 
correspondent who spends five days reporting a story. For example, by far the most 
thoughtful reporting and analysis on Ugandan reactions to the Kony 2012 viral video 
came not from American journalists, but from Ugandan reporter Angelo Izama who, to 
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the New York Times' credit, was able to publish an opinion article in its pages. Why can't 
the Times hire Izama or someone equally qualified to report on Uganda full time?  


Hiring local reporters also addresses the problem of language barriers, another key reason 
so much reporting on Africa is so bad. This is evident in the Anglophone-Francophone 
divide: Coverage of the Mali crisis by outlets such as Agence France-Presse and France 
24 has been considerably better than that of much of the English-language media. They 
had the best information from the battlefront and were able to interview non-Anglophone 
Malians with ease. The problem is not simply that reporters cannot be expected to speak 
all of Africa's 3,000-plus languages; it is that foreign correspondents tend to rely on the 
same small group of fixers to arrange interviews, interpret, and manage logistics.  


Yet fixers tend to take reporters to talk to the same subjects, over and over and over 
again. An echo chamber often results, as the same interviews are done with essentially 
the same questions and the same answers. The echo-chamber problem is much worse in 
conflict zones, where NGOs often arrange safe travel for reporters in a bid to get their 
stories out (and to raise funds for their humanitarian operations). Given the challenges of 
reporting in the midst of open conflict, this symbiotic relationship works well for both 
parties: The journalist gets the story, and the NGO gets good press for its campaign.  


The problem is that this tends to produce very one-sided and nonobjective reporting. For 
example, much of the recent coverage of the conflict in Sudan's Nuba Mountains has 
been facilitated by the U.S.-based NGO Samaritan's Purse. Many of the reporters 
traveling with Samaritan's Purse have used the same fixer for their stories, Ryan Boyette, 
a former employee of the group who is married to a Nuba woman and runs a local effort 
to document atrocities occurring there. In the space of just a few weeks, Boyette also 
became the subject of a fawning New York Times profile by Nicholas Kristof, was a 
centerpiece of Jeffrey Gettleman's reporting for the same publication, and was 
interviewed by Ann Curry for NBC's Today. This is not to question Boyette's credibility 
or challenge his analysis (though he is far from a neutral observer), but rather to point out 
one of many examples of the way the West's Africa reporting becomes biased due to a 
lack of access and local language skills. As Karen Rothmyer noted in a Columbia 
Journalism Review article, many reporters working on Africa rely "heavily, and 
uncritically, on aid organizations for statistics, subjects, stories, and sources." It is thus no 
wonder that much reporting on Africa is so heavily focused on crises and that many 
pieces read like little more than NGO promotional materials.  


Another major issue many Africa hands have with media coverage of the continent is the 
lack of journalistic ethics employed by some reporters working in the continent. 
Standards for the depiction and identification of victims of conflict, rape, and child abuse 
are frequently handled very differently from how they would be were the victims 
American or European. It is very common to see pictures of starving children or rape 
victims in the pages of Western newspapers. The most egregious example was Kristof's 
2010 identification of a 9-year-old Congolese girl who had been gang-raped. The New 
York Times printed the girl's real name along with a facial photograph and even a video 
of her online. After a firestorm of controversy, Kristof blogged a response in which he 
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promised not to do it again, but disagreed with critics who accused him of putting the 
child in danger by identifying her. He acknowledged, however, that printing her name 
violated Times policy, even though he obtained permission from a woman acting as her 
guardian.  


It is hard to imagine a situation in which any editor would have let such a "slip" occur 
had the story been about a Western child-rape victim. Such a story never would -- or 
should -- have made it to the publication stage without changing the name to an alias, 
removing the photograph, or replacing it with a non-identifiable shot and noting that the 
Times does not print rape victims' names as a matter of policy.  


It is precisely these kinds of double standards that infuriate Africa-watchers and those 
who care about the ethics of reporting on victims of violence. Yet such abuses are too 
often tolerated in the Western media when it comes to Africa. Is it because Africa is still 
in many Western minds the exotic "other" of movies and imagination? Or perhaps 
because many Western reporters still approach Africa with a mixed sense of excitement 
at being somewhere so "unique" and fear of the Heart of Darkness? Or is it simple 
ignorance about an Africa that, as Kenyan author Binyavanga Wainaina notes, is never 
going to look like what the West wants it to look like? I don't have a definitive answer. 
But I do think we can do better.  
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How to Write about Africa 
Always use the word 'Africa' or 'Darkness' or 'Safari' in your title. Subtitles may include 
the words 'Zanzibar', 'Masai', 'Zulu', 'Zambezi', 'Congo', 'Nile', 'Big', 'Sky', 'Shadow', 
'Drum', 'Sun' or 'Bygone'. Also useful are words such as 'Guerrillas', 'Timeless', 
'Primordial' and 'Tribal'. Note that 'People' means Africans who are not black, while 'The 
People' means black Africans. 


Never have a picture of a well-adjusted African on the cover of your book, or in it, unless 
that African has won the Nobel Prize. An AK-47, prominent ribs, naked breasts: use 
these. If you must include an African, make sure you get one in Masai or Zulu or Dogon 
dress. 


In your text, treat Africa as if it were one country. It is hot and dusty with rolling 
grasslands and huge herds of animals and tall, thin people who are starving. Or it is hot 
and steamy with very short people who eat primates. Don't get bogged down with precise 
descriptions. Africa is big: fifty-four countries, 900 million people who are too busy 
starving and dying and warring and emigrating to read your book. The continent is full of 
deserts, jungles, highlands, savannahs and many other things, but your reader doesn't care 
about all that, so keep your descriptions romantic and evocative and unparticular. 


Make sure you show how Africans have music and rhythm deep in their souls, and eat 
things no other humans eat. Do not mention rice and beef and wheat; monkey-brain is an 
African's cuisine of choice, along with goat, snake, worms and grubs and all manner of 
game meat. Make sure you show that you are able to eat such food without flinching, and 
describe how you learn to enjoy it—because you care. 


Taboo subjects: ordinary domestic scenes, love between Africans (unless a death is 
involved), references to African writers or intellectuals, mention of school-going children 
who are not suffering from yaws or Ebola fever or female genital mutilation. 


Throughout the book, adopt a sotto voice, in conspiracy with the reader, and a sad I-
expected-so-much tone. Establish early on that your liberalism is impeccable, and 
mention near the beginning how much you love Africa, how you fell in love with the 
place and can't live without her. Africa is the only continent you can love—take 
advantage of this. If you are a man, thrust yourself into her warm virgin forests. If you are 
a woman, treat Africa as a man who wears a bush jacket and disappears off into the 
sunset. Africa is to be pitied, worshipped or dominated. Whichever angle you take, be 
sure to leave the strong impression that without your intervention and your important 
book, Africa is doomed. 


Your African characters may include naked warriors, loyal servants, diviners and seers, 
ancient wise men living in hermitic splendour. Or corrupt politicians, inept polygamous 
travel-guides, and prostitutes you have slept with. The Loyal Servant always behaves like 
a seven-year-old and needs a firm hand; he is scared of snakes, good with children, and 







always involving you in his complex domestic dramas. The Ancient Wise Man always 
comes from a noble tribe (not the money-grubbing tribes like the Gikuyu, the Igbo or the 
Shona). He has rheumy eyes and is close to the Earth. The Modern African is a fat man 
who steals and works in the visa office, refusing to give work permits to qualified 
Westerners who really care about Africa. He is an enemy of development, always using 
his government job to make it difficult for pragmatic and good-hearted expats to set up 
NGOs or Legal Conservation Areas. Or he is an Oxford-educated intellectual turned 
serial-killing politician in a Savile Row suit. He is a cannibal who likes Cristal 
champagne, and his mother is a rich witch-doctor who really runs the country. 


Among your characters you must always include The Starving African, who wanders the 
refugee camp nearly naked, and waits for the benevolence of the West. Her children have 
flies on their eyelids and pot bellies, and her breasts are flat and empty. She must look 
utterly helpless. She can have no past, no history; such diversions ruin the dramatic 
moment. Moans are good. She must never say anything about herself in the dialogue 
except to speak of her (unspeakable) suffering. Also be sure to include a warm and 
motherly woman who has a rolling laugh and who is concerned for your well-being. Just 
call her Mama. Her children are all delinquent. These characters should buzz around your 
main hero, making him look good. Your hero can teach them, bathe them, feed them; he 
carries lots of babies and has seen Death. Your hero is you (if reportage), or a beautiful, 
tragic international celebrity/aristocrat who now cares for animals (if fiction). 


Bad Western characters may include children of Tory cabinet ministers, Afrikaners, 
employees of the World Bank. When talking about exploitation by foreigners mention the 
Chinese and Indian traders. Blame the West for Africa's situation. But do not be too 
specific. 


Broad brushstrokes throughout are good. Avoid having the African characters laugh, or 
struggle to educate their kids, or just make do in mundane circumstances. Have them 
illuminate something about Europe or America in Africa. African characters should be 
colourful, exotic, larger than life—but empty inside, with no dialogue, no conflicts or 
resolutions in their stories, no depth or quirks to confuse the cause. 


Describe, in detail, naked breasts (young, old, conservative, recently raped, big, small) or 
mutilated genitals, or enhanced genitals. Or any kind of genitals. And dead bodies. Or, 
better, naked dead bodies. And especially rotting naked dead bodies. Remember, any 
work you submit in which people look filthy and miserable will be referred to as the 'real 
Africa', and you want that on your dust jacket. Do not feel queasy about this: you are 
trying to help them to get aid from the West. The biggest taboo in writing about Africa is 
to describe or show dead or suffering white people. 


Animals, on the other hand, must be treated as well rounded, complex characters. They 
speak (or grunt while tossing their manes proudly) and have names, ambitions and 
desires. They also have family values: see how lions teach their children? Elephants are 
caring, and are good feminists or dignified patriarchs. So are gorillas. Never, ever say 
anything negative about an elephant or a gorilla. Elephants may attack people's property, 







destroy their crops, and even kill them. Always take the side of the elephant. Big cats 
have public-school accents. Hyenas are fair game and have vaguely Middle Eastern 
accents. Any short Africans who live in the jungle or desert may be portrayed with good 
humour (unless they are in conflict with an elephant or chimpanzee or gorilla, in which 
case they are pure evil). 


After celebrity activists and aid workers, conservationists are Africa's most important 
people. Do not offend them. You need them to invite you to their 30,000-acre game ranch 
or 'conservation area', and this is the only way you will get to interview the celebrity 
activist. Often a book cover with a heroic-looking conservationist on it works magic for 
sales. Anybody white, tanned and wearing khaki who once had a pet antelope or a farm is 
a conservationist, one who is preserving Africa's rich heritage. When interviewing him or 
her, do not ask how much funding they have; do not ask how much money they make off 
their game. Never ask how much they pay their employees. 


Readers will be put off if you don't mention the light in Africa. And sunsets, the African 
sunset is a must. It is always big and red. There is always a big sky. Wide empty spaces 
and game are critical—Africa is the Land of Wide Empty Spaces. When writing about 
the plight of flora and fauna, make sure you mention that Africa is overpopulated. When 
your main character is in a desert or jungle living with indigenous peoples (anybody 
short) it is okay to mention that Africa has been severely depopulated by Aids and War 
(use caps). 


You'll also need a nightclub called Tropicana, where mercenaries, evil nouveau riche 
Africans and prostitutes and guerrillas and expats hang out. 


Always end your book with Nelson Mandela saying something about rainbows or 
renaissances. Because you care. 


~ 


Read Binyavanga Wainaina's ‘Letter from: Nairobi, Kenya’, which was printed in 
Granta 103: The Rise of the British Jihad 


 



http://www.granta.com/Magazine/Granta-103/Letter-From

http://www.granta.com/Magazine/Granta-103



		How to Write about Africa






To Hell with Good Intentions  
by Ivan Illich 


An address by Monsignor Ivan Illich to the Conference on InterAmerican Student 
Projects (CIASP) in Cuernavaca, Mexico, on April 20, 1968. In his usual biting 
and sometimes sarcastic style, Illich goes to the heart of the deep dangers of 
paternalism inherent in any voluntary service activity, but especially in any 
international service "mission." Parts of the speech are outdated and must be 
viewed in the historical context of 1968 when it was delivered, but the entire 
speech is retained for the full impact of his point and at Ivan Illich's request. 


IN THE CONVERSATIONS WHICH I HAVE HAD TODAY, I was impressed by 
two things, and I want to state them before I launch into my prepared talk. 


I was impressed by your insight that the motivation of U.S. volunteers overseas 
springs mostly from very alienated feelings and concepts. I was equally 
impressed, by what I interpret as a step forward among would-be volunteers like 
you: openness to the idea that the only thing you can legitimately volunteer for in 
Latin America might be voluntary powerlessness, voluntary presence as 
receivers, as such, as hopefully beloved or adopted ones without any way of 
returning the gift. 


I was equally impressed by the hypocrisy of most of you: by the hypocrisy of the 
atmosphere prevailing here. I say this as a brother speaking to brothers and 
sisters. I say it against many resistances within me; but it must be said. Your very 
insight, your very openness to evaluations of past programs make you hypocrites 
because you - or at least most of you - have decided to spend this next summer 
in Mexico, and therefore, you are unwilling to go far enough in your reappraisal of 
your program. You close your eyes because you want to go ahead and could not 
do so if you looked at some facts. 


It is quite possible that this hypocrisy is unconscious in most of you. Intellectually, 
you are ready to see that the motivations which could legitimate volunteer action 
overseas in 1963 cannot be invoked for the same action in 1968. "Mission-
vacations" among poor Mexicans were "the thing" to do for well-off U.S. students 
earlier in this decade: sentimental concern for newly-discovered. poverty south of 
the border combined with total blindness to much worse poverty at home justified 
such benevolent excursions. Intellectual insight into the difficulties of fruitful 
volunteer action had not sobered the spirit of Peace Corps Papal-and-Self-Styled 
Volunteers. 


Today, the existence of organizations like yours is offensive to Mexico. I wanted 
to make this statement in order to explain why I feel sick about it all and in order 
to make you aware that good intentions have not much to do with what we are 
discussing here. To hell with good intentions. This is a theological statement. You 







will not help anybody by your good intentions. There is an Irish saying that the 
road to hell is paved with good intentions; this sums up the same theological 
insight. 


The very frustration which participation in CIASP programs might mean for you, 
could lead you to new awareness: the awareness that even North Americans can 
receive the gift of hospitality without the slightest ability to pay for it; the 
awareness that for some gifts one cannot even say "thank you." 


Now to my prepared statement.  


Ladies and Gentlemen: 


For the past six years I have become known for my increasing opposition to the 
presence of any and all North American "dogooders" in Latin America. I am sure 
you know of my present efforts to obtain the voluntary withdrawal of all North 
American volunteer armies from Latin America - missionaries, Peace Corps 
members and groups like yours, a "division" organized for the benevolent 
invasion of Mexico. You were aware of these things when you invited me - of all 
people - to be the main speaker at your annual convention. This is amazing! I 
can only conclude that your invitation means one of at least three things: 


Some among you might have reached the conclusion that CIASP should either 
dissolve altogether, or take the promotion of voluntary aid to the Mexican poor 
out of its institutional purpose. Therefore you might have invited me here to help 
others reach this same decision. 


You might also have invited me because you want to learn how to deal with 
people who think the way I do - how to dispute them successfully. It has now 
become quite common to invite Black Power spokesmen to address Lions Clubs. 
A "dove" must always be included in a public dispute organized to increase U.S. 
belligerence. 


And finally, you might have invited me here hoping that you would be able to 
agree with most of what I say, and then go ahead in good faith and work this 
summer in Mexican villages. This last possibility is only open to those who do not 
listen, or who cannot understand me. 


I did not come here to argue. I am here to tell you, if possible to convince you, 
and hopefully, to stop you, from pretentiously imposing yourselves on Mexicans. 


I do have deep faith in the enormous good will of the U.S. volunteer. However, 
his good faith can usually be explained only by an abysmal lack of intuitive 
delicacy. By definition, you cannot help being ultimately vacationing salesmen for 
the middle-class "American Way of Life," since that is really the only life you 
know. A group like this could not have developed unless a mood in the United 







States had supported it - the belief that any true American must share God's 
blessings with his poorer fellow men. The idea that every American has 
something to give, and at all times may, can and should give it, explains why it 
occurred to students that they could help Mexican peasants "develop" by 
spending a few months in their villages. 


Of course, this surprising conviction was supported by members of a missionary 
order, who would have no reason to exist unless they had the same conviction - 
except a much stronger one. It is now high time to cure yourselves of this. You, 
like the values you carry, are the products of an American society of achievers 
and consumers, with its two-party system, its universal schooling, and its family-
car affluence. You are ultimately-consciously or unconsciously - "salesmen" for a 
delusive ballet in the ideas of democracy, equal opportunity and free enterprise 
among people who haven't the possibility of profiting from these. 


Next to money and guns, the third largest North American export is the U.S. 
idealist, who turns up in every theater of the world: the teacher, the volunteer, the 
missionary, the community organizer, the economic developer, and the 
vacationing do-gooders. Ideally, these people define their role as service. 
Actually, they frequently wind up alleviating the damage done by money and 
weapons, or "seducing" the "underdeveloped" to the benefits of the world of 
affluence and achievement. Perhaps this is the moment to instead bring home to 
the people of the U.S. the knowledge that the way of life they have chosen simply 
is not alive enough to be shared.  


By now it should be evident to all America that the U.S. is engaged in a 
tremendous struggle to survive. The U.S. cannot survive if the rest of the world is 
not convinced that here we have Heaven-on-Earth. The survival of the U.S. 
depends on the acceptance by all so-called "free" men that the U.S. middle class 
has "made it." The U.S. way of life has become a religion which must be 
accepted by all those who do not want to die by the sword - or napalm. All over 
the globe the U.S. is fighting to protect and develop at least a minority who 
consume what the U.S. majority can afford. Such is the purpose of the Alliance 
for Progress of the middle-classes which the U.S. signed with Latin America 
some years ago. But increasingly this commercial alliance must be protected by 
weapons which allow the minority who can "make it" to protect their acquisitions 
and achievements.  


But weapons are not enough to permit minority rule. The marginal masses 
become rambunctious unless they are given a "Creed," or belief which explains 
the status quo. This task is given to the U.S. volunteer - whether he be a member 
of CLASP or a worker in the so-called "Pacification Programs" in Viet Nam. 


The United States is currently engaged in a three-front struggle to affirm its ideals 
of acquisitive and achievement-oriented "Democracy." I say "three" fronts, 
because three great areas of the world are challenging the validity of a political 







and social system which makes the rich ever richer, and the poor increasingly 
marginal to that system. 


In Asia, the U.S. is threatened by an established power -China. The U.S. 
opposes China with three weapons: the tiny Asian elites who could not have it 
any better than in an alliance with the United States; a huge war machine to stop 
the Chinese from "taking over" as it is usually put in this country, and; forcible re-
education of the so-called "Pacified" peoples. All three of these efforts seem to 
be failing. 


In Chicago, poverty funds, the police force and preachers seem to be no more 
successful in their efforts to check the unwillingness of the black community to 
wait for graceful integration into the system. 


And finally, in Latin America the Alliance for Progress has been quite successful 
in increasing the number of people who could not be better off - meaning the tiny, 
middle-class elites - and has created ideal conditions for military dictatorships. 
The dictators were formerly at the service of the plantation owners, but now they 
protect the new industrial complexes. And finally, you come to help the underdog 
accept his destiny within this process! 


All you will do in a Mexican village is create disorder. At best, you can try to 
convince Mexican girls that they should marry a young man who is self-made, 
rich, a consumer, and as disrespectful of tradition as one of you. At worst, in your 
"community development" spirit you might create just enough problems to get 
someone shot after your vacation ends_ and you rush back to your middleclass 
neighborhoods where your friends make jokes about "spits" and "wetbacks." 


You start on your task without any training. Even the Peace Corps spends 
around $10,000 on each corps member to help him adapt to his new 
environment and to guard him against culture shock. How odd that nobody ever 
thought about spending money to educate poor Mexicans in order to prevent 
them from the culture shock of meeting you? 


In fact, you cannot even meet the majority which you pretend to serve in Latin 
America - even if you could speak their language, which most of you cannot. You 
can only dialogue with those like you - Latin American imitations of the North 
American middle class. There is no way for you to really meet with the 
underprivileged, since there is no common ground whatsoever for you to meet 
on. 


Let me explain this statement, and also let me explain why most Latin Americans 
with whom you might be able to communicate would disagree with me. 


Suppose you went to a U.S. ghetto this summer and tried to help the poor there 
"help themselves." Very soon you would be either spit upon or laughed at. 







People offended by your pretentiousness would hit or spit. People who 
understand that your own bad consciences push you to this gesture would laugh 
condescendingly. Soon you would be made aware of your irrelevance among the 
poor, of your status as middle-class college students on a summer assignment. 
You would be roundly rejected, no matter if your skin is white-as most of your 
faces here are-or brown or black, as a few exceptions who got in here somehow. 


Your reports about your work in Mexico, which you so kindly sent me, exude self-
complacency. Your reports on past summers prove that you are not even 
capable of understanding that your dogooding in a Mexican village is even less 
relevant than it would be in a U.S. ghetto. Not only is there a gulf between what 
you have and what others have which is much greater than the one existing 
between you and the poor in your own country, but there is also a gulf between 
what you feel and what the Mexican people feel that is incomparably greater. 
This gulf is so great that in a Mexican village you, as White Americans (or cultural 
white Americans) can imagine yourselves exactly the way a white preacher saw 
himself when he offered his life preaching to the black slaves on a plantation in 
Alabama. The fact that you live in huts and eat tortillas for a few weeks renders 
your well-intentioned group only a bit more picturesque. 


The only people with whom you can hope to communicate with are some 
members of the middle class. And here please remember that I said "some" -by 
which I mean a tiny elite in Latin America. 


You come from a country which industrialized early and which succeeded in 
incorporating the great majority of its citizens into the middle classes. It is no 
social distinction in the U.S. to have graduated from the second year of college. 
Indeed, most Americans now do. Anybody in this country who did not finish high 
school is considered underprivileged. 


In Latin America the situation is quite different: 75% of all people drop out of 
school before they reach the sixth grade. Thus, people who have finished high 
school are members of a tiny minority. Then, a minority of that minority goes on 
for university training. It is only among these people that you will find your 
educational equals. 


At the same time, a middle class in the United States is the majority. In Mexico, it 
is a tiny elite. Seven years ago your country began and financed a so-called 
"Alliance for Progress." This was an "Alliance" for the "Progress" of the middle 
class elites. Now. it is among the members of this middle class that you will find a 
few people who are willing to send their time with you_ And they are 
overwhelmingly those "nice kids" who would also like to soothe their troubled 
consciences by "doing something nice for the promotion of the poor Indians." Of 
course, when you and your middleclass Mexican counterparts meet, you will be 
told that you are doing something valuable, that you are "sacrificing" to help 
others. 







And it will be the foreign priest who will especially confirm your self-image for 
you. After all, his livelihood and sense of purpose depends on his firm belief in a 
year-round mission which is of the same type as your summer vacation-mission. 


There exists the argument that some returned volunteers have gained insight into 
the damage they have done to others - and thus become more mature people. 
Yet it is less frequently stated that most of them are ridiculously proud of their 
"summer sacrifices." Perhaps there is also something to the argument that young 
men should be promiscuous for awhile in order to find out that sexual love is 
most beautiful in a monogamous relationship. Or that the best way to leave LSD 
alone is to try it for awhile -or even that the best way of understanding that your 
help in the ghetto is neither needed nor wanted is to try, and fail. I do not agree 
with this argument. The damage which volunteers do willy-nilly is too high a price 
for the belated insight that they shouldn't have been volunteers in the first place. 


If you have any sense of responsibility at all, stay with your riots here at home. 
Work for the coming elections: You will know what you are doing, why you are 
doing it, and how to communicate with those to whom you speak. And you will 
know when you fail. If you insist on working with the poor, if this is your vocation, 
then at least work among the poor who can tell you to go to hell. It is incredibly 
unfair for you to impose yourselves on a village where you are so linguistically 
deaf and dumb that you don't even understand what you are doing, or what 
people think of you. And it is profoundly damaging to yourselves when you define 
something that you want to do as "good," a "sacrifice" and "help." 


I am here to suggest that you voluntarily renounce exercising the power which 
being an American gives you. I am here to entreat you to freely, consciously and 
humbly give up the legal right you have to impose your benevolence on Mexico. I 
am here to challenge you to recognize your inability, your powerlessness and 
your incapacity to do the "good" which you intended to do. 


I am here to entreat you to use your money, your status and your education to 
travel in Latin America. Come to look, come to climb our mountains, to enjoy our 
flowers. Come to study. But do not come to help. 


Ivan Illich is the author of Deschooling Society and other provocative books. 
Thanks to Nick Royal, Tim Stanton, and Steve Babb for helping to find this 
speech.  


  


 








Top 8 Reasons You Should Go to Africa… 


1. You care more about things you have experienced. Now that I have lived in Africa, I 
care more deeply about the political, social and economic issues of people from the 
continent. It will become our issue instead of their issue.  
 
2. Your money goes farther and promotes growth in Africa (Responsible Tourism). From 
tipping cab drivers to going to football matches; your dollar spent there can help the lives 
of many and you get so much out of it. If you learn to bargain well, it can even go farther.  
 
3. A whole new kind of stress. In much of Africa you will have to learn to talk slower, 
walk slower, eat with others, plan less activities per day, and spend a lot of time waiting. 
I read more books while studying abroad in Ghana than I had any year before or after. It’s 
awkward at first, but we remember things that were hard more than we do things that 
were easy.  
 
4. Culture- history, language, people. We all know the benefits of language immersion. 
Equally beneficial is historical and cultural immersion. Learning about American history 
through an “our shared” history approach. You will be forever connected to African 
people and your relationships with Africans in the U.S. will strengthen. It’s the second 
largest continent, with the fastest growth of urbanization, and is the beginning of human 
life. Things you touch and consume everyday come from Africa. You need to know it.  
 
5. Food and drink. I could talk about this one for hours. Learn to eat soup with your hand 
(right hand only)! Vegetarianism is uncommon. Cold beverages taste better in the tropics. 
Liquor comes in shot sized ketchup packets. Food is cheap and the ingredients are fresh. 
Eat spicy completely cooked and heated thoroughly food for safety. Healthy and plentiful 
fruits are all over. Try mangoes, pineapple, watermelon, bananas, oranges (they are green 
here) and papaya.  
 
6. Increase your job potential. You will look admirable in an interview and through a 
resume. You instantly gain a new amount of respect from employers.  
 
7. Music and Sports. Africa will make a dancer and footballer out of anyone. Be 
connected to the world’s sport. See matches and learn about players- what regions they 
come from and what their families are doing now. Go to funerals, church services, 
outdoorings (similar to baptisms) and night clubs. The music is played loud and 
everywhere. Learn languages through your favorite songs.  
 
8. Learn professionalism. You will have to dress up. You will have to become a better 
ironer. I learned to be a lady in Africa- to sit right and speak clearly. Don’t cross your 
legs in front of elders. You must dress to impress and earn respect from your peers and 
the elders. I’ve taken this skill with me everywhere since.  
 
 
 








Kjerstin Erickson 
Founder and Executive Director, FORGE 


Posted: January 7, 2010 05:32 PM  


So You Left Your Heart in Africa 
"I just fell in love with Africa, and I can't wait to go back." 


"I felt at home there, as if I had found a part of myself." 


"There's something about Africa that completely enchanted me." 


Over the course of thousands of interviews for field placements, these statements and 
sentiments are perhaps the ones I heard the most from Western applicants looking for a 
way to get back to their beloved continent. At face value, the sentiment is sweet, 
innocent, and innocuous. I, for one, identify with it completely. But could there be 
something below the surface of this westerner-turned-Africa-lover phenomenon that is 
worth examining? My experience tells me yes. 


I remember vividly my first experience with Africa. Wide-eyed and freshly 17, struggling 
to reconcile the combination of poverty and wealth I saw before me, I remember thinking 
I had entered a whole new reality. There was so much about that reality that was ugly, 
unjust, and just plain wrong. And yet...I walked away loving it. I pined to return. Why? 


The answers to that question lie deeper than I can even understand, let alone explain. 
People's passions and motivations are far too complicated to boil down to a singular 
cause and effect. Nonetheless, there is one central influencing phenomenon that I think 
goes all-too-often unnamed: being a Westerner in Africa can feel really, really good. 


At home in your daily Western life, how often do people say hello to you on the streets? 
How often do they go out of their way to help you or find you what you need? How often 
do they treat you with unnecessary deference and respect, ask you questions and listen as 
if you were an expert, or want your address so you can be best friends? How often do 
they propose marriage to you, tell you you're beautiful, and like it when you gain a few 
pounds? How often do you enter a school and get treated as royalty, get invited to a 
stranger's home and find a feast prepared just for you, and have people jump to give up 
their chairs when you go to sit on the ground? 


The truth is that being a westerner in the vast majority of African countries comes with 
both a whole lot of perks (power, influence, deference, respect), and also a big ego boost. 
Some of the way that Westerners are treated is just because of a different socio-cultural 
construct; much of it is specifically because of their color and relative 'status.' It takes 
either a very experienced or a semi-robotic person to be immune to the psychological 
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boosts that being a westerner in Africa often provides. Especially as a young girl, and still 
on through the years, I know that these benefits have influenced the way I perceive my 
experience of the continent. It feels good to be liked and to be respected. And I know that 
my experience is not unlike that of hundreds of people I've heard from throughout the 
years.  


As any good manager or psychologist will tell you, understanding our emotions, 
motivations, and psychological weaknesses is critical to sound and just decision-making. 
In the highly emotionally charged world of aid and international development, this is 
even more true. I cannot pretend to understand the complex multitude of factors that 
combine to form Africa's mysterious allure. And yet as insecure and egotistical creatures, 
we must at least be willing to accept and examine one of the most obvious. If we don't, 
we'll never mitigate its effects. We are, after all, only human. 


 Follow Kjerstin Erickson on Twitter: www.twitter.com/@kjer  
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2007 Sophe Presidential Address


On Being Comfortable With Being
Uncomfortable: Centering an Africanist Vision


in Our Gateway to Global Health


Collins O. Airhihenbuwa, PhD, MPH


African identity must be central to research on African health and development. This article focuses on
three primary themes for advancing a different vision for understanding health issues in Africa. The first is
the need to deconstruct conventional assumptions and theories that have been used to frame public health
problems and solutions in Africa. The second is to insist that identity be central to how we frame issues of
health and behavior in general and in Africa in particular. The third is the importance of the notion of “social
cultural infrastructure” in defining African ways of knowing to guide public health research and intervention
in Africa. Finally, the metaphor of the “African gate” is used to illuminate these themes while drawing on
examples from an HIV- and AIDS-related stigma research in South Africa and its implications for addressing
the critical global public-health issues of today.


Keywords: African culture; global health; PEN-3 model


No man should enter his house through another man’s gate.
—Chinua Achebe


That there are challenging health issues and seemingly intractable problems in
African countries that deserve immediate attention and a long-term solution is without
debate. What has been, is, and remains at issue is on whose experience and in whose
tradition of knowledge production should solutions to these issues and problems be
anchored. That there are well meaning and committed African and non-African schol-
ars who address African health issues is not at issue. What is at issue is the negative
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representation of Africa in the Western imagination and how scholars have been trained
to think of and theorize about Africans and the health issues that affect them.


In this presidential address, I want to focus on three primary themes to advance an
Africanist’s vision for understanding health issues and systems in Africa. The first theme
I want to advance is the need to deconstruct conventional assumptions and theories that
have been used to define problems and frame solutions for public health in Africa.
Second, I want to offer a frame and lens—anchored in African ways of knowing and using
the metaphor of the “African gate”—in a manner that draws attention to the importance
of identity in how we contextualize health problems and solutions in African and non-
African cultural spaces. The third theme is the central role of identity in public health and
health education, which I will illustrate by using some examples from a research project
on HIV and AIDS-related stigma in South Africa on which I have been working in recent
years. Thus, my primary thesis is that experience from Africa should serve as an impor-
tant gateway for advancing health promotion at the global level. To begin, however, we
must first examine the inherent assumptions encoded in conventional approaches and
reconstitute a different approach to study African identity and health. To accomplish this,
I have situated my point of discursive departure at an “African gate.”


CONVENTIONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT AFRICAN IDENTITY


In the book Hopes and Impediments, Chinua Achebe (1988) offered the epigraph I
quote at the outset of this article as a way of calling attention to the need to challenge the
construction of non-African solutions that are imposed on African identity with impunity.
There is strong interest in addressing issues about identity in international and African
scholarship (see African Intellectuals by Mkandawire, 2005). But such scholarship,
although illuminating, does not address health matters. Such scholarship addresses politi-
cal, racial, and ethnic matters; only by default, health is treated as though it were a techni-
cal matter devoid of political substance or cultural context. I would argue that global
health issues are identity and social issues and thus should be analyzed using frame-
works that can be derived from the social and behavioral sciences. I would also argue that
public-health research in Africa need not be African oriented only but reconnected with
the experiences of scholars from multiple fields of specialization in ways that render a sin-
gle disciplinary focus inadequate and limited in community- based projects.


I am proposing not only an African solution to African problem, I am proposing
locally grounded modes of addressing and framing problems, regardless of their geo-
cultural locations. This means we must truly understand and value “the local” before we
can possibly understand and engage meaningfully at the “the global.” I focus on Africa
as my theoretical anchor as a way of illuminating the meanings and call to action
embedded in the African proverb: “Until the lions produce their own historian, the story
of the hunt will glorify only the hunter” (see Achebe, 2000, p. 73). My line of argument
thus draws inspiration from Africanists but has its international allies, such as the his-
torian Basil Davidson (see his book The African Genius, 1969, and his 9-hour video
documentary entitled Africa). My concern is that Western knowledge production has
stripped itself of its local base in its crusade to universalize its knowledge production
(Bhabha, 1994). This is why I argue that all knowledge is local. And to illustrate, I offer
a frame that allows us to localize and “provincialize” Western discourse about public
health by demonstrating that every theory is anchored in a local culture, regardless of
its global reach.
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To localize Western discourse as cultural does not invalidate its relevance within its
local or national contexts but rather contextualizes the meanings ascribed to its cultural
assumptions. We cannot work with prefabricated solutions or seek to address other
people’s problems. In the same vein, African scholarship achieves global relevance
when its methodology begins first with a local cultural context. This is what I believe
offers other scholars the opportunity to see the extent to which African analyses and
solutions resonate with their experiences (see Makoni & Meinhoif, 2004). For example,
a common discursive space in which African experience has had a global appeal has
been in the field of development.


The programmatic nexus where an interdisciplinary group of workers continues to
address how to “help” Africa advance beyond its current political and health systems and
conditions has been largely housed in the language of “development.” Indeed, develop-
ment has offered a rallying point for both researcher and practitioner of different disci-
plines to converge and agree to do unto Africa as has not been done unto others. This
concern for the persistence and unrelenting Western programmatic interventions that
are encoded in the development agenda is what led the Council for the Development
of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) to vote in 1986 to abandon the use
of the term development (Keita, 2004), even though scholars were recently urged by
CODESRIA leadership to rethink the representation and appropriation of development
in Africa rather than total rejecting it (Olukoshi & Nyamnjoh, 2005).


DECONSTRUCTING CONVENTIONAL ASSUMPTIONS
AND THEORIES: A QUESTION OF CHOICE


To deconstruct is to lay bare the assumptions and meanings that underlie knowledge
and the value encoded in the theories and models we apply in our research and practice.
As a central theme in all my scholarly projects, my primary aim in this address is to ques-
tion the question. Questioning the question means to examine the assumptions inscribed
in the theories and models that have become the foundation for programs designed for
Africans and people of African descent. This is what the philosopher V. Y. Mudimbe
(1988) referred to as “epistemological vigilance.” Epistemological vigilance refers to
the need to critically examine the assumptions that inform the theoretical question.
Theorizing is a process and product of professional allegiance. Scholars who are trained
in professions and disciplines, such as psychology, that understand and frame societies
as an aggregate of individuals typically produce scholarship and theorizing that are
markedly different from theorizing from professions and disciplines, like anthropology,
that understand and frame society as a constellation of groups. Although I have chosen
psychology and anthropology as sites of discursive contestations, my primary interest
here is in the deployment of their assumptions to public health and health education. By
and large, the atomistic view of individuals has enjoyed a dominant frame in social and
behavioral sciences such that, when applied in Africa, the cultures are either believed to
be irrelevant or relevant but simplistic. Thus, unfortunately, theorizing about Africa cen-
ters on aggregates of individuals or cultures that are believed to be simple and unchang-
ing and mostly unconnected to the present. The degree to which personal experiences in
childhood and adulthood are reinforced by professional training often fortifies or weak-
ens the strength of one’s professional allegiance to notions of individuality or groupings.


Theories of group behavior tend to be related and rooted in anthropology; however,
the application of these theories in Africa could be termed anthropologism, by which I
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mean theorizing that misrepresents African cultural norms and values as simple and
unchanging. Theories of individual behavior, on the other hand, tend to be related and
rooted in psychology. The acultural application of these theories in Africa often results
in what could be termed psychologism, by which I mean theorizing, as may be employed
in public health, which tends to focus only on individuals and their attitude or actions.
Typically these individual-based theories undermine the cultural and political contexts
that shape behaviors (Airhihenbuwa, 1995). A focus on individual intention, for example,
often results in analysis of truth seeking in judgment or questioning of honesty in deci-
sions, rather than an intellectually honest examination of the contexts of behavior and the
relevance of choices that are made based on the politics of identity (Airhihenbuwa, 2006).
In his book Necessary Illusion, Norm Chomsky (1989) warned against the overreliance
on individual intentions in framing behavioral arguments. He declared that


what is at issue is not the honesty of the opinions expressed or the integrity of those who
seek the facts but rather the choice of topics and highlighting of issues…and the general
framework imposed for the presentation of a certain view of the world. (pp. 11-12)


When individual intention is not the focus, attempts to shift to group values advanced in
anthropological theories often result in representations of Africans as culturally simple
and unchanging. Scholars like Zeleza (2003) and Mudimbe (1988) have critiqued the
fascination that anthropologism (also engaged by many scholars in social and behavioral
sciences) has with Africans by representing Africans as people whose agency is best
expressed in the voices of non-African scholars. This is what has been described by Trinh
Minh-ha (1991) as the anthropologization of meanings in what she refers to as “a con-
versation between us and us about them, whereby ‘us’ is the Western scholars and ‘them’
are the Africans who must remain silent” (quoted in Airhihenbuwa, 1995, p. xiii).


Anthropologization, a process that many scholars in public health and health educa-
tion continue to practice, thus becomes an ideological discourse in which Africans are
considered voiceless in the production of their own knowledge. Psychologization, on
the other hand, defines African agency mostly on individualized terms at almost the
exclusion of their cultural contexts. Thus, psychologism has ignored culture and pro-
moted individuals, whereas anthropologism has embraced African culture as simple and
unchanging, as understood mostly from the theorizing imposed by non-Africans. In the
end, the theories that are produced from these non-Africans represent more of an imag-
ination of Africans than their true agency as knowing subjects. It is for this reason that
contestations over these theories remain, and a reconstructed strategy is needed, partic-
ularly in this era of eliminating health disparities, if we are to have a chance of address-
ing the needs of people in any real and meaningful way.


RECONSTRUCTING THEORIES BASED ON
AFRICAN WAYS OF KNOWING


One of the defining characteristics of African scholarship in public health is that
there is no firm distinction between theorization and intervention. We regard all theo-
rization as political intervention and all intervention as theoretically motivated. This
perspective aligns particularly well with theorizing engaged by African feminists like
Oyewumi and Nzegwu. In as much as we need strategies for deconstruction, we need
strategies for reconstituting and rearranging the relevant components.
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A critical point I want to put forth in this regard is the need to be certain about the
motivation for one’s interest in studying and intervening in Africa. How we are intro-
duced to a population and what we think about such a population and its collective and
individual identities greatly influences our approach to studying such a population.
Those whose images of Africa have been framed mostly through lenses that represent
the region as one that is burdened with disease and despair typically choose to study
disease and despair and little or nothing else. For many scholars studying or interested
in studying Africa, Africa for them is worthy of attention only when the focus is on cri-
sis, human misery, or death. According to Macamo (2005), “there is a saying according
to which no one is listening until you make a mistake…Bad news in Africa, is good
news, elsewhere. Good news, in Africa, is no news, elsewhere” (p. 5). Thus, is it sur-
prising that those studying the experience of Africans or African Americans approach
their research from the deficit and need models within which scholars have and con-
tinue to be trained, models that almost universally equate the identities of Africans with
images of diseases, despair, and dependence? Rarely are Westerners exposed to images
of African children as seen in Figures 1 and 2.


Thanks to the African cultural production and transformative work of Dr. A. Olusegun
Fayemi (www.fayemi.com), we are welcomed to images of Africans (Figures 1 and 2)
that are neither a romanticized nor diseased representation of children but simply
images of children living the daily experience of being an African. In Figure 2, it is not
the physical infrastructure but the social cultural infrastructure that propel this child to
a new level where his possibilities are endless. It is within such personhood that family
experience is centralized.


A related issue that renders even more problematic this issue of misrepresentation of
African identity is the question of the researcher’s identity whose experience invariably
serves as the referent against which the research is framed. In this case, I centralize the
identity of the researcher as a necessary point for his or her departure in interpreting the
representation of Africans as disease-ridden and crisis-plagued rather than the human-
ity that populates the region. It is for this reason that I pose the question: Can you define
who you are without referencing what you do? Most researchers are very comfortable
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Figure 1. Taking a bath.
SOURCE: Photo by A. Olusegun Fayemi (fayemi.com). Used with permission of photographer.
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in encapsulating their identity in their profession. It is as though they had no identity
until they became a professor or a director of some organization. Some researchers go
into communities to pose questions of the people who inhabit the community and
expect answers based on who the community members are rather than what they do.
Unfortunately, many of these researchers are incapable of defining who they are outside
of their professional identity, even though this is exactly what they expect of their study
participants. Indeed, I would argue that researchers hardly ask themselves whether they
are separate from what they do. It seems to me that one ought to be able to define one’s
identity beyond one’s professional capacity before engaging anyone in a community to
do the same. It is for this reason that we must identify through whose gates we enter
theorizing and intervening in Africa.


To advance a model or framework based on African ways of knowing is to locate
human experience within African cultural logic. Such a location does not suggest an
oppositional frame to Western cultural logic, but one that establishes a gate through
which knowledge production, acquisition, and distribution in Africa is legitimated and
affirmed. What scholars in the humanities have exposed for years is slowly gaining
attention in social science and public health. That is the need to debunk Westernized
theorizing about African health issues. In the tradition of Frantz Fanon (1958, 1968),
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Figure 2. Doing the high jump.
SOURCE: Photo by A. Olusegun Fayemi (fayemi.com). Used with permission of photographer.
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Cheikh Anta Diop (1991), and W. E. B. Du Bois (1969), Africans in social science and
public health are demanding that African gates be used as the only entrance to the pro-
duction of knowledge for Africa.


In the United States, tens of millions of dollars have been expended on projects for
researchers to eliminate racial and ethnic health disparities. Yet the question of dispar-
ity and how to understand it dates back well over 100 years. In The Philadelphia Negro,
a study originally published in 1899 (reprinted in 1996), W. E. B. Du Bois concluded
that “in considering the health statistics of the Negroes, we seek first to know their
absolute condition rather than their relative status” (p. 148 of 1996 edition). In other
words, it is not enough to simply compare Blacks to Whites but to understand the total-
ity of the conditions that creates vulnerability that, in turn, leads to disproportionately
high rates of disease and death among Blacks (see the August 2006 issue of Health
Education & Behavior). Implied in this analysis is also the social-cultural infrastructure
that nurtures a state of resilience among many African Americans such that they are
able to cope and thrive in social and political contexts where the assault on their iden-
tity remains chronic and systemic.


PUBLIC HEALTH AND A FOCUS ON SOCIAL-CULTURAL
INFRASTRUCTURES IN AFRICA


The most critical issue I want to address is that of the relationship of research to
intervention in communities in general and African in particular. This is where a choice
is made on privileging a particular “gate” through which one must enter the theorizing
and representation of Africans. As noted in the opening epigraph, Achebe (1988) cau-
tioned that no one should enter his or her house through someone else’s gate. Similarly,
no one should enter his or her profession through someone else’s profession. The most
relevant point in this case is to establish a rule that says no one should enter research on
African health and identity through someone else’s identity. Much of the theorizing
about Africa has been done through theorizing that has been framed in non-African
cultural, geopolitical, and historical spaces. Indeed, the language of universality that
assumes that theoretical truths, deployed through the prism of psychologism and
anthropologism, are universal truths. This has led to the design and implementation of
interventions designed to offer solutions at the exclusion of identity in whose contexts
problems and solutions are better understood.


The PEN-3 cultural model (see Figure 3) offers an opportunity to promote the notion
of multiple truths by examining cultures and behavior and by beginning with and iden-
tifying the positives—allowing us to examine and acknowledge the existential, which
represents values that makes a culture unique—before identifying the negative. In this
way, intervention and theorizing is as much about promoting positive values as it is
changing negative ones. As I have always insisted in the application of the PEN-3
model, the positive value and behaviors are the first components that must be discussed
and engaged before negative values. A researcher or an interventionist who is not capa-
ble of identifying positive value should be considered incapable of having a meaning-
ful impact in the community. Such a researcher or interventionist has no business being
in the community. (For an illustration of PEN-3, see Figure 3, which has appeared else-
where, including Airhihenbuwa, 1995, 1999; Airhihenbuwa & Webster, 2004. For a
more recent and detailed description of its origin, modifications, and application, see
Airhihenbuwa, 2006.)
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In my own, current research on HIV- and AIDS-related stigma in South Africa, the
strategy has been to use the PEN-3 model to examine the contexts in which stigma
occurs and why. We approach the study from the perspective of researching stigma
without using the word stigma during our data collection. We use the word stigma only
if it is initiated by a participant. Social and behavioral science research on the study of
stigma tends to fall into the individual-based behavioral assessment of shame associated
with a disease as influenced by the work of Erving Goffman (1963). Others have rec-
ommended an expansion of Goffman’s work by focusing on the location of power as
theorized by the French philosopher Michel Foucault (see Parker & Aggleton, 2003).
I have argued that the issue of stigma could not be addressed completely in Africa with-
out an examination of the question of identity (Airhihenbuwa, 2005). Indeed, the ques-
tion of identity and how the issues of belonging have framed approaches to African
research is central to the issues and questions I examine in Healing Our Differences:
The Crisis of Global Health and the Politics of Identity (2006). To theorize stigma in
Africa is to invite the seminal works of African scholars like Cheikh Anta Diop (1991),
Frantz Fanon (1958, 1968), Chinua Achebe (1988, 2000), Paul Zeleza (2003), Thandika
Mkandawire (2005), Oyeronke Oyewumi (1997, 2003), Nkiru Nzegwu (2003), Obioma
Nnaemeka (2005), Ngugi Wa Thiong’O (1986), Ali Mazrui (1986), Sinfree Makoni
(2003), and many others. All these scholars represent social science and humanity dis-
ciplines even though they focus on the same theme—situating the process of theorizing
about Africa within cultural contexts. These scholars help to recontextualize theorizing
about African cultural spaces from the conventional assumptions that narrowly focus on
the person at the center of several layered forces around her or him as though throwing
a dart at him or her at the center will create a dominos effect that will cause the cir-
cumventing forces to fall apart. To the contrary, I would argue that it is the forces
around the person at the center that must be the focus of research and intervention if we
are to understand the context within which the agency of the person at the center of our
efforts should be liberated, as seen in Figure 4.


In rethinking the cultural meanings of stigma, we first had to acknowledge that stigma
is a word that does not exist in any of the South African’s African languages. We also
wanted to examine whether or not the commonly cited measures of stigma hold similar
meanings in South Africa. For example, the sharing of utensils for eating is commonly
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cited as a good measure for understanding stigma. However, in cultures where it is the
contexts of eating that is more important than the implements for eating, we are finding
that food has multiple meanings that include valorizing a measure of institutional trust-
worthiness of health institutions and family members. We have found that food does play
an important role in how acceptance and rejection is perceived by South Africans. These
perceptions go beyond measures of sharing utensils and cups, as found on previous study
by Herek, Capitanio, and Widaman (2002). The roles of food seem to encapsulate issues
of trustworthiness and a feeling of being accepted by an institution based on whether
food is offered to patients while they await treatment. For example, in a focus group
interview, one participant noted a particular clinic “is a good clinic,…they give you food
to eat while you wait.” Such a value on food is highly consistent with values placed on
food as a measure of hospitality when hosted by a family in many African cultures.


A second issue that has emerged that we are exploring further is the intersection of
positive cultural practice with laws and practices about privacy in HIV disclosure. A
question that has emerged is what happens when an elder in the family calls a meeting
of family members to discuss a major health problem facing a family member. Such a
practice has always been considered positive and reflects an elder assuming his or her
leadership and responsibility in the family. However, on the question of disclosing one’s
HIV status, such a responsibility is in direct conflict with the right of the person to pri-
vacy about their own HIV status. Thus, when disclosure occurs within a caring tradi-
tion, HIV disclosure may represents a potential for violating the law even though the
value was positive. Our challenge is to be sure we protect and promote human rights
but not by compromising positive cultural values, especially those that have endeared
these cultures for generations.
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CONCLUSION


Using the observation by Karl Marx that religion is the opium of the people, I
observed once that if indeed religion is the opium of the people, then perhaps theory is
the opiate of many researchers, given that theory is the only “doctrine” on which the
identity of many researchers is firmly placed. Addiction researchers have taught us that
drug addicts believe that the problem and solution is contained in the same drug—hence
the inability to separate the benefit, albeit momentarily, that they derive from the drug
from the damage it does to their minds and body. I believe that the analogy of a theo-
retician behaving as a drug addict is evident in how problems are defined and solutions
sought in the social and behavioral sciences. Researchers tend to define problems and
solutions as sharing common gateways to all cultures leading to the conclusion that
what works in the United States or Europe should work in Africa or, for that matter,
anywhere. The critical roles of social cultural contexts that nurture such behaviors are
typically ignored. I have argued in previous publications that how we frame a question
is not how we necessarily should frame the solutions.


Overall, one could surmise that the primary question in engaging in meaningful
research that affirms African agency in their own health and well-being is the ability to
locate an African “gate.” Locating such a gate should result in conclusions that answer
three basic questions. The first is: Will research be anchored in culture? This question
allows us to examine the ways in which African ways of knowing are central to solu-
tions framed for Africans. The PEN-3 model provides guidance on how to answer this
question. The second is: Will research results have policy implications? Quite often
research conducted among Africans ends up in pages of reports and publications that
have no direct link to policies in the countries in which the studies were conducted.
SOPHE’s leadership in advocacy for the health education profession demonstrates
organizational commitment to use health education research to inform health policy.
And the third and final question is: Will the research method produce results and mean-
ings that will be African? This is perhaps the most critical question. The concept,
methodology, and language of the research will determine the question of meanings and
relevance for Africans. Thus, to enter an African health issue, we must learn about and
use African theoretical gates.


Finally, researchers whose work does not focus on Africa may wonder about the rel-
evance for them of the ideas and propositions set forth in this article. It is for this rea-
son that I maintain that lessons from Africa offer a gateway to better understand every
local context to promote global understanding. I challenge each of us working to
improving the health conditions and systems of persons or groups to substitute the
wording “Africa” to the area in which you find yourself working (i.e., southern U.S.,
inner city, Tex-Mex border) and the word “Africans” with your specific population (i.e.,
African Americans, Latinos, poor, elderly). What is required is to develop a theory of
society that emphasizes our interconnectedness at the personal and group levels. I am
confident that you too will agree that the African gate presented in this article offers a
path to locating your own gate of entry.
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December 12, 2011 


Ten Biggest Positive Africa Stories of 2011 
Posted by Alexis Okeowo 
 
Thinking back on media coverage of sub-Saharan Africa this past year, including some 
events that made my top-ten list of the major Africa stories for 2010, I got a little 
depressed. With all the doom and gloom of conflict and state-sponsored repression, it’s 
easy to forget the strides the continent’s residents make every day in business, 
technology, art, and politics. So, for this year’s list, I decided to choose positive stories 
that seemed especially auspicious. There are always caveats to any good news, but, for 
now, the good is outweighing the bad. Africa is a place that is impossible to reduce to any 
generalities, except maybe this one: it has an enormous amount of potential. Here’s why: 
 
1. Africa is experiencing an economic boom. Africa is predicted to have the largest 
economic growth of any continent over the next decade, and the burst has already begun. 
As domestic industries, entrepreneurs, and foreign investors prepare to take advantage of 
this growth, the economies of at least a dozen countries have expanded by more than six 
per cent a year for six or more years. Ethiopia’s grew by seven and a half per cent this 
year. A number of big countries appear to be headed for ten per cent. And concrete 
middle classes are forming across the continent: as the Economist noted, sixty million 
African households have annual incomes greater than three thousand dollars. By 2015, 
that number is expected to reach a hundred million, a number almost equivalent to India’s 
today. 
 
2. South Sudan gained its independence. It has been a long time coming. Two decades 
of civil war in the former unified Sudan left the southern half empty of people and 
resources, and broke. But, despite worries to the contrary, the Sudanese government 
allowed the independence referendum promised in a 2005 peace treaty to proceed, and 
South Sudanese voted in approval by a margin of ninety-nine percent. Tensions with 
Sudan over the border, oil, and the Nuba Mountains, notwithstanding, South Sudanese 
finally have a chance to rule themselves. 
 
3. Ugandans staged Walk to Work protests in a movement partly inspired by the Arab 
Spring and rooted in rising fuel and food prices and overwhelming unemployment and 
corruption. (The movement was so named because of the hundreds of thousands of 
Ugandans who walk to work because they can’t afford fuel.) Why were the protests good 
news? President Yoweri Museveni has clung to power for a quarter century, while the 
opposition leader Kizza Besigye has competed tirelessly for his seat, losing three times in 
the past decade alone. As Besigye led thousands on the streets of the capital Kampala 
through tear gas and bullets, and protesters walked through the streets of other towns, it 
appeared that, for the first time in years, Ugandans were telling Museveni that enough 
was enough. 
 
4. Two Liberian women won the Nobel Peace Prize. Though the timing was 
awkward—the political opposition complained that the announcement of the award, to 
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (the country’s first female leader) and the activist 
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Leymah Gbowee, came right as Sirleaf was vying for reelection—much of the country 
found the recognition of the work of Sirleaf and Gbowee to be well-deserved. Gbowee is 
particularly impressive: during what looked like a hopeless civil war in the nineteen-
nineties, her peaceful, all-women prayer protests, sit-ins, and appeals to rebels to sign a 
peace deal effectively ended the fighting. 
 
5. Cell phones continue to change how Africans live. The devices have proven to be 
invaluable: health-care workers use cell phones to track and monitor pregnant women in 
rural Rwanda (where the number of maternal deaths is high) and H.I.V. patients in 
Kenya, and Kenya’s mobile banking system, which has been called the world’s most 
innovative, lets Kenyans pay bills, send remittances, purchase goods and airtime, move 
funds among accounts, and even take out and pay back loans for entrepreneurial ventures.  
 
6. South African democracy took a turn for the interesting. During this past summer’s 
local government elections, Helen Zille’s Democratic Alliance party gained a surprising 
twenty-one per cent share of votes against the deeply entrenched African National 
Congress, which has ruled since the fall of apartheid. (Nelson Mandela was once its 
leader.) This is no small feat. The A.N.C., in spite of its corruption and multiple scandals, 
has held on to its dominance in part by invoking racial rhetoric and the spectre of the 
apartheid era, and has nearly turned South Africa into a one-party state. The D.A., led by 
a liberal white female politician who campaigns for multiracial progress, has had 
difficulty gaining voters across the racial divide. That may be changing.  
And in other good news, President Jacob Zuma unexpectedly fired two top ministers and 
the police chief for corruption. 
 
7. African innovation was celebrated for a third year at Maker Faire Africa. Emeka 
Okafor, a Nigerian, once said that he couldn’t understand why, in the tech realm, so little 
interesting and creative activity seemed to be coming out of sub-Saharan Africa. Curious 
about what good ideas from Africa looked like, he helped found Maker Faire Africa, 
where inventors from across the continent gather to showcase their wares—this October 
in Cairo, in previous years in Nairobi and Accra. The result has been astounding: mobile 
apps, seed-planting devices, solar-powered computer kiosks made out of recycled oil 
drums, paraffin lamps, and other technologies that, importantly, address the immediate 
needs of Africans.  
 
8. The U.S. announced a new push for gay rights abroad. 2011 has been tough for gay 
and lesbian Africans—their living conditions in Uganda, Cameroon, Malawi, and South 
Africa, among other places, are growing worse, and Nigeria’s parliament is considering 
an anti-gay bill. But there is some positive news in this story, too. The U.S. government 
says it will use all diplomatic tools, including foreign aid, to influence nations that 
criminalize or mistreat gays. Uganda has already denounced the initiative, but Malawi’s 
government says it is reviewing its anti-homosexuality legislation. 
 
9. (Some) progress in Somalia. Analysts told the Times that the African Union’s 
peacekeeping troops, drawn from several African countries and supported by U.S. funds, 
drones, and contractors, appear to be prevailing in the war against Somalia’s insurgents. 
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The situation is still bad—five hundred soldiers have been killed so far and the Somali 
government has yet to build any real infrastructure—but the African Union remains 
optimistic.  
Better yet, the rains have finally started in central and southern Somalia, easing both the 
drought and the famine. 
 
10. Botswana as a global leader in fighting corruption. According to the just-released 
Corruption Perception Index, done every year by Transparency International, Botswana 
was ranked thirty-two out of the hundred and eighty-three countries included in the 
survey, and was up four places from last year and eight places since 2009. The country 
ranked over half of all European nations. Botswana has launched an intense approach to 
weeding out corruption by setting up a Directorate on Corruption and Economic Crime to 
investigate and bring prosecutions, and by drafting legislation that will protect whistle-
blowers. Here’s hoping Botswana’s neighbors follow suit. 
Illustration by Jim Stoten. 
 
Read more http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2011/12/ten-biggest-
positive-africa-stories-of-2011.html?printable=true&currentPage=all#ixzz1tF36soRO 
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Tips for Volunteering/Service Learning in Africa 
• You can’t tell them how to do things. 
• Short term opportunities are costly 
• Expect less running water and/or electricity. 
• Rural areas can be more traditional. Adapt to local norms. 
• Life runs slow and work matches life. 
• Tell your boss/mentor/leader if you are sick. 
• Just because people don’t show up on time doesn’t mean that you don’t have to. 
• Unemployment is rampant in Africa. Don’t take a job a local person could do. 
• Don’t make promises you can’t keep- this goes for kids and adults. 
• Biggest impact will be on you and not the community. 
• Gifts. Penn gear, solar flash lights, lanterns and radios. Great for you while you are there 


and even better as a gift to leave behind for your host or boss.  
• Once you get used to the slower pace in Africa you can feel like you are on vacation. 


Don’t over play the slow pace. Show up on time and work hard while you are there. 
Africans know about the American- style of work pace. Have realistic expectations. 
Some days you will feel useless. Spend the time chatting with people.  


• If you are going on a volunteer project, you can't just do research. It may be a conflict of 
interest. If you plan on collecting any data and using it for a paper that might be shared 
you must have IRB approval. Anecdotal information and papers that will not be shared 
does not need IRB approval. Remember that "sensitive issues" or "vulnerable groups" 
also need special IRB approval to be researched- poor people, children, sick people, etc. 
(You probably know more about this than I do) 


• Always get permission from heads of the community, this could be men or women, but 
make sure you know who they are and you have spent time covering your agenda with 
them. This may take days or weeks. Find out the cultural greetings and basic language.  


• If you want information about most things, you have to include women. Including 
women might take special effort. Visit women at convenient times, have women involved 
fully, be able to talk about things that might interest them, dress like they do, offer 
compensations, etc.  


• Remove your hat and sunglasses when talking with anyone including your colleagues. 
• Americans like to 'get down to business.'  Don't do this in Africa.  Greet properly before 


stating your business, even if it's just making a purchase in a store. 
• Respect the age hierarchy and stratification.  Always defer to someone older than you, 


and more so to people who are elderly or accomplished in another way (faculty, gov't 
official, NGO head, etc).  You are not children so you will look strange if you are seen 
playing with the children as though you are one.  


• It is much easier and appropriate for women outsiders to interact with women, especially 
in rural areas.  Women outsiders can usually interact with men without a problem though 
interactions should always be out in the open. 


• Your hosts are very concerned about your welfare.  If they indicate that you should or 
shouldn't do something/go somewhere, etc., you should abide by their wishes as they will 
worry and feel personal responsibility for anything that may happen to you.  


 








I Didn't Know There Were Cities in Africa!  


Challenging children's — and adults' — misperceptions about the African continent  


by Brenda Randolph and Elizabeth DeMulder  


In the fall of 2007, in a 1st- and 2nd-grade classroom during circle time, Ms. Brown told 
her students, "My friend is planning a trip to the continent of Africa. Can you tell me 
what my friend will need when she goes to Africa?" Several children shouted out 
excitedly.  


Water, 'cause it's very hot.  
Food, 'cause they'd be hungry.  
A tent.  


Ms. Brown followed up with another question, "What will my friend see when she goes 
to Africa?" The children quickly rattled off a list: 


Animals. 
Yeah, animals.  
Elephants.  
Cheetahs and monkeys. 
Lions.  
Giraffes.  
Jaguars.  
Men with spears hunting animals.  


Ms. Brown asked, "What kinds of things do they do there?" 


Dance.  
Sing.  
Go on a safari.  


Finally, Ms. Brown asked, "What kind of jobs do they have there?" The children seemed 
stumped. Then two children piped up.  


Picking fruit.  
Growing corn.  


These responses highlight the images that children often have of Africa.  


As Professor Michael Bamidele Adeyemi of the University of Botswana suggests, 
"Americans believe that Africa is a country, that Africa is 'still uncivilized,' that the 
average African is polygamous, and that Africa is not urbanized." In fact, the African 
continent encompasses a diverse set of more than 50 nations, each made up of a variety 
of urban and rural cultures, lifestyles and socioeconomic realities. Rates of urbanization 







in Africa are the highest in the world. By 2025, more than half of the African population 
will be urban. Barbara Brown explains in the March/April 2008 issue of Social Studies 
and the Young Learner: "Americans are often surprised to learn that the majority of 
Africans have never seen large wildlife." 


Images in the news, popular media and school textbooks often highlight African people 
living in abject poverty; rarely do they show the realities of wealth, power and good 
health that also exist throughout the continent. Typically, African children are depicted as 
sick and hungry; rare are depictions of the millions of African children who arrive at 
school fed and ready to learn each day. 


Inaccurate impressions of Africa start early, as children are exposed to stereotypical 
information in books, the news media, advertisements, and film and TV programs such as 
"The Lion King," "Madagascar" and "George of the Jungle," to name just a few.  


It is not just children who see Africa as a land full of wild animals and starving children. 
One of the authors of this article showed slides in her child's classroom of their family's 
trip to the capital city of Dakar in Senegal, with images of cars, tall buildings and people 
in schools, restaurants and at work. As soon as the slide show was over, the teacher 
jumped in front of the class and told all the students, "I want you to know that this is not 
the real Africa that you have just seen here." 


Because teachers, parents, and other adults are influenced by ongoing exposure to these 
stereotypes, we must carefully examine and challenge our own knowledge and 
assumptions about African environments, customs, traditions and cultural realities. 
Otherwise, our misimpressions influence the kinds of learning opportunities we create for 
children. 


This is a challenging but essential task. Vivian Yenika-Agbaw, the author of 
Representing Africa in Children's Literature: Old and New Ways of Seeing, analyzed 50 
fictional children's books set in West Africa and published between 1960 and 1995. She 
found that the texts "represent West Africa as either primitive/barbaric or 
natural/romantic." 


She also examined messages regarding life in Africa as depicted in picture books for 
young children. Although some picture books depicted "Africans as dignified people with 
varied cultures," many painted a more stereotypical picture; negative messages included 
descriptions and depictions of Africa "as a 'Mythical Home' with unexplainable natural 
and historical occurrences … as a vulnerable place prone to foreign invasions … [and] as 
a place where people share space with animals." 


Our own review of 30 children's books about Africa found skewed and incomplete 
images. More than 90 percent of the books, for example, showed only rural or village life 
and jungles. Based on images from these books, readers would assume there are no cities 
in Africa. 







Why is this important? 


Stereotypical representations of Africa and its people have a profound impact on three 
levels: 


• Racial relations and identity development for all Americans. Constant association of 
Africa with animals, poverty and exotic behaviors affects the perception of African 
American and black heritage around the world. Such deficit images of Africa contribute 
directly to racism. Historically, these misconceptions were used to justify enslavement 
and colonialism. The portrayal of Africa in Western media and children's books continues 
to feed a belief in white superiority and the need of Africans (Blacks) to be saved or 
feared. The images also contribute directly to internalized racism, leading many black 
children in the U.S. to want to distance themselves from any association with their 
African heritage. 


• Treatment of first-generation African immigrants. Most recent immigrants from 
African countries to the United States learn quickly about how little Americans know 
about Africa and experience firsthand the racism associated with that ignorance. We have 
heard countless stories from first-generation immigrants from Africa about the questions 
they receive. Invariably, they are asked about wild animals. Many of these immigrants 
have come from cities in Africa and have not seen a wild animal except in the zoo. In 
some cases, children are taunted, told to return to the jungle or asked to show their tail.  


• Global/international relations and foreign policy. Ultimately what students in the 
United States learn about Africa impacts our country's relations with and policies toward 
African countries. If negative stereotypes prevail, then as citizens we are unlikely to 
challenge policies that are paternalistic or exploitative. If the next generation of students 
develops a deeper and more respectful understanding of African countries, then our 
foreign relations and policies will follow suit.  


CHALLENGING AFRICAN STEREOTYPES IN THE CLASSROOM 
Below are recommendations for using an anti-bias curricular approach when creating 
learning experiences about the African continent for children in the United States.  


• Use the names of specific countries instead of just calling it "Africa." Just as it is 
unusual to use "Europe" when referring to France or "North America" when referring to 
Canada, avoid using "Africa" to stand for individual African countries. Some guidance: 
Some children's books have Africa in the title, but the author's note indicates which 
nation is featured. If a parent, fellow teacher, or guest speaker references Africa, you can 
ask: "Which country?" If there are first-generation immigrants from the African continent 
in your school or classroom, be sure that you and your students know their specific 
countries of origin. Read Africa is Not a Country (Burns & Melnicove, 2000) to your 
students, and find the featured countries on a map of Africa. Reinforce the vastness of the 
continent with the informative map "How Big is Africa," which fits Europe, China and 
the United States into Africa. 



http://www.bu.edu/africa/outreach/





• Avoid activities that perpetuate stereotypes of hungry and poor Africans. Activities 
that use images of hungry, helpless Africans reinforce negative stereotypes that pervade 
children's consciousness due to limited exposure to counter images. When fundraising 
drives, social studies lessons or current events focus on issues of poverty in an African 
country, use the opportunity to teach about the root causes of hunger and poverty 
globally. Be sure to help children recognize that poverty is also prevalent here in the 
United States, and that poverty locally and globally is impacted by U.S. trade policies and 
multinational corporations. Students can then identify strategies for lasting change, e.g. 
purchasing fair-trade items, educating their communities, and advocating for progressive 
legislation. Terry Moore, a 3rd-grade teacher, describes how a small group of committed 
students moved their school "from charity drives to education to action." For their final 
project, the students held a Hunger Banquet, an activity designed by Oxfam America to 
mimic inequities and politics in the real world. Students charged $5 admission to an ice 
cream banquet, then dished out unequal portions to the attendees. The activity 
dramatically changed the way their fellow students viewed hunger and poverty. The 
money the students raised was donated to an organization dedicated to helping people 
obtain a sustainable source of food and income ("Beyond Bake Sales: Elementary 
Students Fight Hunger and Child Labor" in Rethinking Schools, Summer 2004). Many 
more lessons like this can be found in Rethinking Globalization: Teaching for Justice in 
an Unjust World. 


• Use "regular" language. Employ words and phrases that you would normally use 
when discussing life in the U.S. Use "house" not "hut" and "people" (or identity group or 
ethnic group) instead of "tribe." The latter is a source of endless debate and discussion. 
Curtis Keim provides a cogent critique of the term "tribe" in his book Mistaking Africa: 
Curiosities and Inventions of the American Mind (Keim, 1999). 


• Pay attention to the messages and images conveyed by your choice of art activities. 
In many classrooms, making "African" masks and "huts" are students' first school-based 
introductions to Africa. Expand students' perspectives by introducing contemporary art 
and artists. Highlight Nigerian batik specialist Nike Onlaniyi Davies and encourage 
students to use her techniques to create their own artistic expressions. Davies is featured 
in Faces magazine's "The Yoruba People: Nigeria and Beyond" (September 1995) and on 
her website. If mask-making is an essential part of your curriculum, be sure to include 
masks from throughout the world. Know the country and cultural significance of the 
masks you are introducing from Africa and be aware that some countries in Africa have 
no masking traditions. Introduce students to the wide variety of musical expressions from 
Africa by playing compact discs while students work. Start with Putumayo's "Mali," 
which features the lyrical kora, the vibrant balaphon and blues-tinged sounds from 
southern Mali. 


• Make sure you are using as many contemporary stories as you are folktales. 
African folktales are a great way to teach values and gain insight into cultures and beliefs. 
The heavy use of folktales, however, can lead to misconceptions since folktales are 
typically set in the past and feature wild animals and rural scenes. Balance folktales with 
stories that introduce young children to present-day reality in cities and towns. These 



http://www.rethinkingschools.org/

http://www.rethinkingschools.org/

http://www.nikeart.com/





images are represented well in Ikenna goes to Nigeria (Onyefulu, 2007) and A Child's 
Day in a South African City (Wulfsohn, 2002). 


• Include North Africa. Don't separate the study of North African countries from 
countries south of the Sahara. Bring North Africa into your discussions with The Day of 
Ahmed's Secret (Heide & Gilliland, 1990), set in Egypt, and My Father's Shop (Ichikawa, 
2006), set in Morocco. When studying ancient Egypt, be sure to include ancient Nubia, 
Egypt's southern neighbor. The Rise of the Golden Cobra (Aubin, 2007), a novel set 
during the reign of King Piankhy, is a good choice for upper elementary students. 


• Highlight typical social groups and everyday activities. Avoid materials that 
emphasize exotic practices. Provide posters and books that feature African children and 
families engaged in everyday activities, especially those activities with which children in 
the U.S. can relate. The African continent is a diverse collection of countries where 
people live in wealth and in poverty, in rural and in urban dwellings; where livelihoods 
depend upon farming, business, and industry; and where individuals occupy all of the 
professions we have come to associate with the industrialized world, including doctors, 
lawyers, and professors. Tololwa Mollel's My Rows and Piles of Coins (1999) and Big 
Boy (1997) are much more representative of life in Tanzania than the endless stream of 
books about East Africa's cattle-keeping Maasai. For occupation diversity, ask children to 
identify the different occupations in Here Comes our Bride (Onyefulu, 2004). 


• Avoid wild animal motifs. Did you know that most Africans have never seen large 
wild animals? Elephants, lions and giraffes populate only a few countries, primarily in 
East and Southern Africa, and today most of these large animals live in or near national 
parks. Children in Africa are much more likely to see the same animals an American 
child would see. I Lost My Tooth in Africa (Diakite, 2006), What's Cooking, Jamela? 
(2001) and Musa's Journey (Grobler, 1997) collectively feature birds, dogs, cats, 
chickens and a host of other barnyard animals. If "wild animals" is a must-do theme, read 
a book about wild animals in the U.S., and then read Home Now (Beake, 2007), a realistic 
story about an orphaned South African girl who befriends an orphaned elephant that lives 
in a national park. In Ashraf of Africa (Mennen and Daly, 1990), we see fierce lions, 
gliding crocodiles, and thundering zebras but discover that Ashraf, who lives "in a city, a 
city at the very tip of the great African continent," has only seen these animals in a book. 


• Explore African perspectives and actions. Share the ways Africans see their world by 
reading award-winning books by African authors. Tololwa Mollel (Tanzania), Ifeoma 
Onyefulu (Nigeria) and Elinor Sisulu (South Africa) are just a few of the authors from 
African countries who have won Children's Africana Best Book Awards (complete list of 
winners at www.AfricaAccessReview.org). Highlight Africans who organized to bring 
about needed change. For example, students can learn about Kenya's Green Movement 
and the leadership of Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai. Independent readers 
can tackle easy-to-read biographies including Lilian Ngoyi (van Wyk, 2003) and Helen 
Joseph (van Wyk, 2003); these unsung heroes — one black, one white – opposed 
apartheid side by side and in death are buried side by side.  



http://www.africaaccessreview.org/





• Take an imaginary city tour. To ensure that your students never say, "I didn't know 
there were cities in Africa," pretend your class is taking a trip that includes a tour of two 
or more cities. Students will need to plan their air travel, select hotels, understand the 
currency and exchange rate, pack appropriate clothing and identify places of interest to 
visit. Good choices for this project are: Accra, Ghana; Cairo, Egypt; Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia; and Cape Town, South Africa. Cape Town (Stein, 1998) and Cairo (Stein, 
1996) are good resources for planning trips to these cities. For Accra and Addis Ababa, 
use Google Images and the University of Wisconsin's digital collection Africa Focus: 
Sights and Sounds from Africa. Don't limit your study of urbanization in Africa to the 
present. Ask students in grades 3 and higher to write about living in an ancient or 
medieval African city. UNESCO's World Heritage site has useful information on Aksum 
and Lalibela, Ethiopia, and medieval Timbuktu, Mali. 


Brenda Randolph is the Director of AfricaAccess, Chairperson of the Africana Children's 
Book Award and Library Media Specialist with the Montgomery County Maryland Public 
Schools. Betsy DeMulder is the Director of Initiatives in Educational Transformation at 
George Mason University and visiting scholar with Teaching for Change. Thanks to 
Barbara Brown (Boston University), Lindsey Allard (Teaching for Change), Merry 
Merryfield (Ohio State University), and Deborah Menkart (Teaching for Change) for 
their contributions to the article.  


Recommended Books and Posters 


Books 
A Child's Day in a South African City ($15.95), by Gisele Wulfsohn. This colorful book 
presents a snapshot of the life of a child living in Johannesburg. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 076141407X 
Africa is Not a Country ($9.95), by Margy Burns Knight. The vignettes in this picture 
book demonstrate the diversity of the African continent and negate the common western 
reference to Africa as a country. (Grades 1-4) 
ISBN# 10: 0761316477 


Big Boy ($6.95), by Tololwa M. Mollel. Little Oli wants to be big like his brother. 
Tanzania's magical Tunukia-zawadi bird helps him become very big indeed. (Grades K-
3) 
ISBN# 10: 0395845157 
Sorry, out of print. 


Boundless Grace ($6.99), by Mary Hoffman. In this sequel to Amazing Grace, young 
Grace visits her father and his new family in the capital of Banjul, Gambia. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0140556672 
Galimoto ($6.99), by Karen Lynn Williams. Walking through his town in Malawi, a little 
boy finds the wire he needs to make a toy car like the big boys make. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0688109918 



http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/AfricaFocus/

http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/AfricaFocus/
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Here Comes Our Bride ($15.95), by Ifeoma Onyefulu. Bold, bright photographs provide 
a window into Edo wedding traditions in Nigeria. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 184507047X 
I Lost My Tooth in Africa ($16.99), by Penda Diakite. While visiting her father's family 
in Bamako, Mali, a young girl receives a surprising gift from the local Tooth Fairy. 
(Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0439662265 
Ikenna Goes to Nigeria ($16.95), by Ifeoma Onyefulu. British-born Ikenna explores 
Lagos, Onitsha, and Abuja and gets to meet his mom's relatives when he visits Nigeria. 
(Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 1845075854 
Musa's Journey ($15.00), by Mari Grobler. Musa gathers familiar barnyard animals as 
presents for mama. (Grades K-5) 
ISBN# 10: 9-780624-042563 
My Father's Shop ($16.95), by Satomi Ichikawa. A young Moroccan boy learns the rug 
trade from his father. (Grades K-2) 
ISBN# 10: 1-929132-99-9 
My Rows and Piles of Coins ($16.00), by Tololwa M. Mollel. A Tanzanian boy saves his 
coins to buy a bicycle so that he can help his mother carry goods to the market. (Grades 
K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0395751861 
Sofie and the City ($15.95), by Karima Grant. When Sofie calls her grandmother in 
Senegal, she complains about the ugliness of the U.S. city in which she now lives, but her 
life changes when she makes a new friend. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 1590782739 
Sundiata: The Lion King of Mali ($7), by David Wisniewski. This picture book version of 
the famous Sundiata epic recounts Sundiata's triumph over physical handicaps and strong 
opposition to rule Mali. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0395764815 
The Day Gogo Went to Vote ($6.99), by Eleanor Batezat Sisulu. Six year-old Thembi 
accompanies great-grandmother when she votes in South Africa's first democratic 
election. (Grades K-3) 
ISBN# 10: 0316702714 
The Day of Ahmed's Secret ($7), by Florence Parry Heide. A young boy in Cairo works 
hard selling fuel. He is most proud, however, of his ability to write his name. (Grades K-
3) 
ISBN# 10: 0688140238 
The Rise of the Golden Cobra ($11.95), by Henry T. Aubin. This adventure novel focuses 
on the Nubian king Piankhy, who ruled southern Egypt and restored Ma'at, the Egyptian 
concept of fairness, truth, and honor. (Grades 6-9) 
ISBN# 10: 1554510597 
They Fought for Freedom biography series. The biographies in this series document the 
lives of legendary anti-apartheid activists, including two of the women referenced in the 
article: Lilian Ngoyi (ISBN# 10: 0636022560) and Helen Joseph (ISBN# 10: 
0636022404) (Grades 4-7) 
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What's Cooking, Jamela? ($16.00), by Niki Daly. Instead of fattening up a chicken for 
Christmas dinner, this South African preschooler gives it a name and makes it her friend. 
(Grades K-2) 
ISBN# 10: 0374356025 
Poster 
How Big is Africa? ($14) This full color 24"x31" poster and study guide show how the 
continent of Europe, the United States and China combined do not cover all of Africa 
when their maps are superimposed. Produced by the Boston University African Studies 
Center Outreach Program. 


 
A Special Offer for Teaching Tolerance Readers 


Teaching for Change offers many of the books referenced in this article through its online 
catalog. Through December 31, 2008, our friends at Teaching for Change will waive 
shipping fees on these titles for orders over $25 in the U.S. for Teaching Tolerance 
readers. To take advantage of this special offer, use code TEACHTOL.  


 
Recommended Books and Posters 


Web Exclusive! 


Go (http://www.tolerance.org/teach/magazine/features.jsp?p=0&is=43&ar=944&pa=4) 
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