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Preface



Over the years that we have been teaching Africa survey courses, we have found that students’ ability to approach the continent is deeply influenced by American stereotypes about Africa. Many students filter accurate information through their inaccurate stereotypes, thus making learning less effective than it could be. Therefore, we have written this book for students and others who are just beginning to think about Africa and need to consider how we commonly misperceive and misrepresent Africa. At the beginning of every course, we take time to discuss our heritage of ideas about Africa. We ask students to explore what our stereotypes are, how we have acquired them, where they appear in our culture, and why they persist. As each course proceeds, we find moments when students can pause to think about how our stereotypes relate to the topics at hand.


Africanist scholars have extensively described and criticized American stereotypes about modern Africa. They have had the most obvious successes in improving K–12 textbooks, children’s literature, and news reporting, but their studies apply to numerous other areas of American culture. Thus, we have been able to rely on experts in many fields for both ideas and examples. Our own contributions lie in having gathered and organized many ideas, located further examples, and written accessibly, primarily for undergraduate college and university students.


As in the other editions, the chapters in this volume are brief, and each chapter can more or less stand on its own. Teachers thus have many options for how they use the book, ranging from assigning one or two chapters to basing an entire course on the book’s ideas. In the latter case, students may examine some of the sources referred to in this book and find many new examples. They may also interview Africans or people who have traveled to Africa as tourists or missionaries, on business, or otherwise.


The first, second, and third editions found their way to many readers other than college and university students. Those editions helped diplomats, travelers, church groups, international student advisers, reporters, K–12 teachers, and others to think about how we treat Africa. We hope this fourth edition will be equally useful to readers who are not students.


This book is mostly about what Africa is not. For those readers who want to learn more about what Africa is and who do not have access to an Africanist specialist as a guide, we have included a brief section at the end of the book on how to learn more about Africa and how to find teaching resources.
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CHANGING OUR MIND ABOUT AFRICA


Most of us who are Americans know little about Africa. We don’t even know basic facts about the continent: that Africa’s 11.7 million square miles make it larger than China, the United States, India, most of Europe, Argentina, and New Zealand combined. Or that its 1.2 billion inhabitants speak up to 2,000 languages. In fact, many Americans think of Africa not as a continent but as one country. We might have studied Africa for a few weeks in school or glanced occasionally at newspaper headlines about genocide, AIDS, Ebola, or civil war, but rarely have we actually thought seriously about Africa. If we do want to learn about Africa, it is difficult to find ample and accurate information in our popular media such as television and newspapers. Africa and its people are simply a marginal part of American consciousness.


Africa is, however, very much a part of the American subconscious. Ironically, although we know little about Africa, we carry strong mental images of the continent. Once you begin to notice, you find that Africa appears in the American public space quite frequently. Although it may not figure often in the news, it shows up in advertising, movies, amusement parks, cartoons, and many other corners of our society. And although most Americans do not possess many facts about Africa, we do “know” certain general truths about the continent. We know, for example, that Africans belong to tribes. And we know that Africa is a place of famine, disease, poverty, coups, and large wild animals.


General images are useful and perhaps necessary for our collective consciousness. We can’t know everything about the world, so we have to lump some things into big categories that are convenient if lacking detail. Life is too short for most of us to become experts on more than a couple of subjects. Thus, these images help us to organize Africa’s place in our collective mind. A war in Congo? A drought in Ethiopia? Ah, yes, that’s more of the “African trouble” category. Elephants being used in a commercial? Yes, wouldn’t it be fun to have an elephant wash your car? There are lots of large animals living in the wilds of Africa, aren’t there?


If our general categories are reasonably accurate, they help us navigate our complex world. If, however, they are inaccurate, these categories can be both dangerous and exploitative. If, for example, we are wrong about Africa’s supposed insignificance, we will be blindsided by political, environmental, or even medical events that affect how we survive. Or, if we think of Africa only as a place of trouble, a large zoo, or a storehouse of strategic minerals, rather than as a place where real people live real lives, we will likely be willing to exploit the continent for our own purposes. France’s former president François Mitterrand demonstrated this possibility graphically when, speaking to his staff in the early 1990s about Rwanda, he noted that “in some countries, genocide is not really important.”1 Although in the short term the exploitation of Africa might help France or us, in the long term the planet’s society and environment will pay dearly for our failure to care.


Speaking “African”


Anyone who wants to study Africa in depth needs to learn African languages, because language is the major key to understanding how people mentally organize the world around them. Likewise, anyone who wants to understand Americans must examine the words Americans know and use. You can begin to discover American ideas about Africa by trying some free association with the word Africa. Ask yourself what words come to mind when you hear Africa. Be aware that this is not the time to “clean up your act” and impress yourself with your political correctness. Rather, search for the words your society has given you to describe Africa, some of which will seem positive, some negative, and some neutral.


Our students have helped us create lists of words that come to mind using this exercise. Within a few minutes, a class frequently generates thirty or forty words that Americans associate with Africa. Native, hut, warrior, shield, tribe, terrorist, savage, cannibals, jungle, pygmy, barbarian, pagan, voodoo, and witch doctor are commonly associated with “traditional” Africa. “Tourism words” include safari, wild animals, elephant, lion, and pyramid. There are also “news words,” including coup, poverty, ignorance, drought, famine, tragedy, and tribalism. And then there is a group of “change words” (indicating Western-induced change), such as development, foreign aid, peacekeeping, and missionary. Occasionally, a really honest person will come up with “racist words” he or she has heard, like Moorish whore, towel-head, spear chucker, or jungle bunny.


Although some American words might be positive—kinship, wisdom, or homeland—the overwhelming impression gained from studying American language about Africa is that Africa is a primitive place, full of trouble and wild animals, and in need of our help. Regrettably, there still exist many popular and widely held misconceptions of Africa. Internet sites such as Global Citizen, goAfrica, and Aperian Global provide lists of the typical misconceptions about Africa such as the following:2




1. Africa is just one large country.


2. Africa is poor and disease ridden.


3. Africa is technologically backward.


4. Africans all live in huts.


5. Africa needs aid to help it “develop.”


6. Africans all speak “African” and share the same culture.


7. Africa is filled with dangerous animals.


8. Africa is dangerous and violent.


9. Africa is mostly jungle.


10. Egypt is not truly African.


11. Africa has no history.




The messages that perpetuate such impressions pervade American culture. They are ideas that have deep roots in American history as well as strong branches that entwine our daily lives. At one time in our history, most of white America did not even consider Africans to be equal as humans! By comparison, today’s understanding is positively enlightened. Yet historical misperception, ignorance, stereotype, and myth still cast shadows upon our thinking. Once you begin to look for them, you see inaccurate portrayals of Africa that reproduce the blatant old images in subtler, modernized versions. In fact, a worthwhile exercise is to ask yourself where the words listed above have come from. Home? School? Church? Friends? Television? Newspapers? Magazines? Movies? Books? Amusement parks? It is difficult to get complete and balanced views of Africa in everyday American life. This topic will be discussed further in Chapter 2.


This book investigates the histories of our inaccurate and stereotypical words and ideas and suggests alternatives. For example, Africans are sometimes referred to in everyday America as “natives.” You may or may not think that native is a negative word, but its use is a legacy of the colonial period in Africa, when words were weapons employed by outsiders to keep Africans in their place. In the first part of the twentieth century, most Americans believed that Africans could be (indeed, should be) subjugated because they were primitives, natives. The problem is not the term itself, however. The first dictionary definition of native is someone who belongs originally to a place. Thus, “He is a native of Boston” is a neutral and acceptable use of the word. We also use native in a positive political way in the term Native American, which implies that an American Indian has rights and connections that go beyond those belonging to the rest of us who are more recent immigrants. But the term African native evokes a negative connotation, whether intended or not, that is a holdover from its colonial meanings of primitive, savage, or unenlightened. Why can we think of Africans as natives, but never the Chinese? The answer is that we have long thought of Africans as primitive and the Chinese as civilized. Today, even when we intend no insult to Africans, we have these leftover phrases and connotations that get in the way of conceiving of Africans as real people like ourselves.


You can get around the African native and native African problem in a number of ways. For example, if you are referring to an African living in a rural area, you can say “a rural African.” If you mean someone who is an inhabitant of Africa, just say “an African.” If you mean someone who belongs to the Kikuyu ethnic group, use the words “a Kikuyu.” These phrases are more precise and therefore less likely to create images that evoke stereotypes. And, to avoid even a hint of insult, you might steer clear of phrases like “He is a native of Kenya,” which in most other contexts would be neutral but in the African context might elicit musings on whether you are referring to the stereotype.


The Use and Misuse of Stereotypes


In an ideal world, we would abandon our stereotypes about Africa and learn to deal with Africans as they really are. Human cognition does not allow this, however. Everybody stereotypes. And we do it about practically everything. The reason for this is, first of all, that we are biologically wired to try to make sense of reality, even when it makes no particular sense. Whether through science, history, literature, religion, or whatever, humans strive to understand and categorize what is in front of them. We also stereotype because it is virtually impossible to know everything that is going on in reality, and therefore we are bound to base our judgments on partial information. Moreover, we often use ideas provided by our culture instead of investigating things for ourselves. If our culture has a premade picture of reality for us, we are likely to accept it. One way to think about this is to invert the notion “seeing is believing,” making it “believing is seeing.” Once we “know” something through our culture, we tend to fit new information into the old categories rather than change the system of categorization.


To say that we inevitably use stereotypes is really to say that we use mental models to think about reality. But the word stereotype also implies that some models are so limiting that they deform reality in ways that are offensive, dangerous, or ridiculous. Thus we need to strive to make our mental models as accurate as possible. We should, for example, study African art, history, literature, philosophy, politics, culture, and the like so we can differentiate among Africans. We should also ask ourselves whether we cling to inaccurate models of Africa because they shore up our self-image or allow us to do things otherwise unthinkable.


Following are brief discussions that explore different reasons for the persistence of our misconceptions about Africa. Later in the book we offer extended discussions of many of these topics.


Leftover Racism and Exploitation


During much of American history, a large majority of Americans considered racist beliefs and exploitation of Africa acceptable. Racism, according to one definition, is “the use of race to establish and justify a social hierarchy and system of power that privileges, preferences, or advances certain individuals or groups of people usually at the expense of others. Racism is perpetuated through practices that are both personal and institutional.”3 Although the United States never ruled colonies in Africa, Americans did enslave Africans and maintain both a slavery system and segregation. Moreover, we profited from our businesses in Africa, sent missionaries to change African culture, and did not protest the colonization undertaken by Europeans. This exploitation of Africa, whether direct or indirect, required thinking about Africans as inferiors. In other words, our culture has had a lot of practice, hundreds of years of it, in constructing Africa as inferior. The legacy of racism is obvious in the words and ideas we call to mind when we hear the word Africa.


Our legacy of negativity poses a question: Can we attribute a major portion of our modern stereotypes about Africa to our just not having gotten around to changing the myths we inherited from our racist and imperialist past? Perhaps we no longer need most of these myths, but they persist because only a few decades have passed since the end of the colonial period and it has been a similarly brief amount of time since the passage of the US Civil Rights Act of 1964.


Support for this view comes from the fact that African independence and the civil rights movement made it increasingly unacceptable for news reporters and commentators to use the most blatantly negative of the words we once associated with race and with Africa. Likewise, schoolbooks are vastly improved in their treatment of Africa. One could argue that with greater sensitivity to the issue and more time, Americans will change. To put this idea another way, shouldn’t we give Americans the benefit of the doubt and assume that most people do not consciously intend to exploit or misrepresent Africa? We believe that we should.


Current Racism


We are assuming that most readers are not intentionally racist, because people who are probably wouldn’t read this kind of book. Although the most derogatory images of Africa can no longer appear in public spaces, they persist because we learn them in the more private aspects of our lives, from family and friends, through social media, and often through jokes or offhand comments. Unfortunately, such private racism is difficult to eradicate, because continuing efforts like this book can do little for those who would not seriously consider them. Others of us, perhaps most of us, are a different kind of racist, for although we truly want to believe that all humans are equal, we entertain undercurrents of racist doubt in our minds that make us susceptible to more subtle myths about Africa. It is this real but unintentional racism that concerns us here, because a deeper consideration of the issues can help us see Africans more clearly.


It would be incorrect, however, to say that all or even most of the public stereotypes about Africa come from unintentional racism. First, each of us has negative, nonracist stereotypes about others. Second, not all of our stereotypes about Africa are negative. Inaccuracy and insensitivity are not necessarily racist, even when they have racist roots and produce racist results. This is a fine distinction to make, especially if you are a victim of racism, but it seems a useful distinction if we are to help decent, willing people to see Africa in new ways.


Current Exploitation


We also perpetuate negative myths about Africa because they help us maintain dominance over Africans. From our perspective in the United States, it is difficult for us to see how globally influential our country actually is. In simple terms, we are a superpower. To wield this kind of might and still think of ourselves as good people, we need powerful myths. Whereas in the past the myth of the racial inferiority of Africans was the major justification for Western control of Africans, now cultural inferiority is a more likely reason. Our news media, for example, are much more likely to inform us about African failures than about African successes. And the successes we do hear about tend to demonstrate that our own perspectives on reality are correct. It doesn’t take much imagination to figure out that modern Americans who deal with Africa—bureaucrats, aid workers, businesspeople, missionaries, and others—might have an interest in describing Africa in ways that justify the importance of their own work.



Entertainment


If Africa were portrayed as being “just like us,” it would be quite uninteresting. “Man Bites Dog” sells more newspapers than “Dog Bites Man.” The word exotic describes the point; exotic portrays African culture as excitingly different. Usually this is at the expense of African culture, which is removed from its everyday context in a way that allows us to believe that this culture is exceptional rather than common like ours. Movies and novels thrive on this sort of thing. America, too, is often portrayed overseas as exotic, and we are thus frequently mistaken. In his book American Ways, for example, Gary Althen describes an international student who was misled by myths about exotic America. Coming to the United States having watched American movies, the student expected to find a lot of women ready for sexual activity with him.4


We provide African examples in later chapters but give a first illustration here. The story of Cephus Bansah, the chief of the Ewe people in eastern Ghana and western Togo, was published in many news sources in the United States and abroad, including an article in the New York Post.5 The accompanying pictures show Chief Bansah in full chiefly attire standing on the floor of an auto shop. The short article describes Bansah, who by day works as an auto mechanic and lives in Germany with his German wife and two children, and who by night counsels his people back in Ghana via Skype. The article portrays Bansah positively as a chief who raises money for development projects for his people, but it also stereotypes him, describing the Ghanaian chief and his people as a product of backward and superstitious belief. The “primitive and exotic Africa” theme in the article notes that Bansah keeps a “voodoo” shrine in his German home. The article does not intend to portray Africans in stereotypical ways. But its subtext leaves the reader to think that although Africans may live in the West and marry Western women, they cannot divorce themselves from their African superstitions and backwardness. Yet we would not think of calling Christian ministers or Jewish rabbis, whose homes contained religious objects, backward or superstitious.


This is exoticism. Exoticism portrays only a portion of a culture and allows the imagination to use stereotypes to fill in the missing pieces. Most frequently, when we supply the missing pieces, we extrapolate that other people are more different from us than they are similar. Thus we can too easily sustain our myths about Africans and believe that words such as superstitious, voodoo, and the Dark Continent actually apply to Africa.


Self-Definition


Sometimes we use other people, including Africans, as a mirror. We want to know about them so we can know about ourselves. This very human activity accounts at least partially for our interest in people-watching in parks and the appeal of television sitcoms, movies, literature, history, and many other cultural phenomena. In the case of Africa, we might say that many of us want Africans to be a bit savage so we can feel more satisfied with our own lot in life. The Looney Toons announcer on the Cartoon Network puts it well: “Without nuts like these, the rest of us look crazy.” Perhaps you have never thought of Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, and Elmer Fudd as therapists, but doesn’t Africa often serve the same function? If we focus on ourselves without comparison to others, don’t we look pretty messed up? But if we can see that others are poorer, less educated, or more violent, then it is easier to believe that we are fine despite our problems. To put it differently, we can’t be rich without the poor, developed without the underdeveloped, saved without the sinner, normal without the abnormal, civilized without the uncivilized, and so forth.


Our culture is especially susceptible to this kind of thinking because of the way we conceive of time. Our idea of time as a continuum from the past to the future—rather than, for example, as a circle returning to a golden age of the past—is embodied in our concept of progress. For us, progress generally means going forward, moving on, getting over it, improving ourselves, growing up, and a whole collection of other ideas implying that the past is negative and the future is positive. Of course, if we believe this to be true, we will expect reality to substantiate the belief. Indeed, one way we perceive African reality reveals this way of thinking. We see African community life as basic but impossible to return to in our own communities. And tribalism is something we have gotten beyond. It wouldn’t help to find much that is of use to us in Africa, because that would contradict our understanding of progress.


Positive myths about Africa also serve Western self-definition. Those who are dissatisfied with modern American life might construct Africa to present viable alternatives. Some might search African customs for a more natural way to live. Some might look to Africa for a less racist culture. Some, specifically African Americans, might be looking for their idealized personal and cultural roots.


Stereotypes over Time


As Europeans spread across the world from the 1400s onward, they had to make sense of the new peoples and places they encountered. Over time, and for reasons explained later in this book, Africans and Africa became representative of extreme “otherness.” They were not the only representatives of difference, of course: there were also Aborigines, Native Americans, and so forth. But Africa certainly became a primary symbol that Europeans and white Americans used to express difference. Even black Americans found Africa’s difference useful at times.


Fortunately, with each passing decade, Americans have been treating Africans with less prejudice. Perhaps we are in the midst of a real withdrawal, however slow, from the myths of primitive Africa. Indeed, we cannot afford such myths. Africa, because of its sheer size, population, resources, and modernization, will play an increasingly important role in the world, whether for good or ill, and will have to be taken seriously. Our long-term interest in our shrinking world is to understand Africa with as little bias as possible.


The point is not that an accurate and whole picture of Africa has to be totally positive. Indeed, such a claim would be a continuation of our stereotyping. What we should strive for is a view of Africa as a continent full of real people, both like us and not like us. On the surface this seems easy: “It’s a small world after all!” “Why can’t we just get along?” “All we need is love!” “Just leave them alone.” But these stereotypical, facile solutions don’t automatically work in the real world. As you will find in the pages that follow, seeing others as fully human without desiring to change them into ourselves is exceedingly difficult. It may be, however, the only thing that will make our home—the planet—a safe place to live.


A Word About Words


Before we go any further, a warning is in order. As we wrote this text, we realized that some of the words we use regularly are problematic. For example, in popular culture and even in much academic discourse the word Africa often refers only to Africa south of the Sahara desert.6 The part of Africa north of the Sahara, from Morocco to Egypt, is sometimes lumped with the so-called Middle East. In this book we talk about the whole of Africa as Africa because the issues we discuss are relevant for the whole. Actually, most of the issues discussed here are relevant for the Middle East as well.


We also warn readers that not all Africans are the subjects of the stereotypes discussed in this book, assuming we consider the millions of European Africans in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, and elsewhere to be Africans. Another group of Africans who aren’t the subject of stereotypes are those of South Asian descent residing in countries such as Kenya and South Africa.


Likewise, terms such as Westerners and Americans, and the pronouns we and our, are frequently distortions of the truth. There is, you will agree, no such thing as an average American, just as there is no such thing as an average African. In writing this book, we found ourselves generalizing and perhaps overgeneralizing about Americans for the sake of calling attention to “our” stereotyping of Africans. We need to remember, however, that in every era there have been Americans who did not accept the general view and who spoke out on behalf of Africans.


One of the biggest difficulties with generalizing about American views of Africa concerns the inclusion of African American views. The problem is complex because American culture is complex. Until at least the 1960s, for example, it was quite common for African Americans to think of Africans as having primitive cultures. This should not be too surprising, considering the dominance of European culture and the fact that most information about Africa was filtered through European American eyes. Thus when we say that “we Americans” believed Africa to be primitive, it can be taken as somewhat accurate for black as well as white Americans.


However, African Americans since well before the American Revolution have resisted white efforts to define black reality, and therefore they cannot be said to have invented the idea of African primitiveness, even if they believed in portions of it. They were victims in much the same way that Africans have been victims. Moreover, African Americans have largely rejected white American interpretations of race, and many have attempted to teach America about African achievements. Until the mid-twentieth century such teachers were largely ignored, but their efforts make it more difficult to generalize about Americans.


In this book, we have usually focused on white American myths about Africa—because they have been the most dominant, the most negative, and the most in need of change. Although we include a brief summary of African American perspectives in Chapter 5, the subject deserves a fuller treatment. What seems most strikingly similar about white and black American perspectives on Africa is that all of us have generally “used Africa to think with.” Whether Africa has been constructed in a negative or positive manner, we have used the continent to reflect upon who we are in relation to each other and in relation to Africa. Much of this thinking, negative and positive, has stereotyped Africa in ways explained in this book.
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HOW WE LEARN


An American curious about Africa living in the nineteenth century would have found fewer sources of information than an American living in the twenty-first century. If he or she learned about Africa, it would have been primarily through popular magazines and periodic world fairs and exhibitions. One of the first and best-known world exhibitions, held in the newly constructed Crystal Palace in London, took place in 1851. Called the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, the event highlighted industry, technological innovations, and modern designs, and it was the brainchild of Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert. In 1889, a similar Universal Exposition took place in Paris and featured the newly built Eiffel Tower, an African village with four hundred Africans from French colonies, and an Egyptian exhibit, made to look exactly like a chaotic street in Cairo, complete with donkeys and their groomsmen and dancing women and men, all imported from Egypt. To replicate life in Cairo as seen by the Western eye, the exhibition’s buildings were painted in such a way as to make them appear dirty.1 Such world expositions aimed to present the historical development of humans and to show off the industrial and technological progress of the West and its global prowess. To demonstrate the progress of Western societies in industry and innovation, exhibition curators juxtaposed exhibits of societies said to be lacking in such progress. In the United States, the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair and the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair re-created African village life and brought Africans from Dahomey (Benin) and Congo, respectively.2 These two American world exhibitions, along with ethnographic museums and magazines of the day, provided the means by which millions of everyday people learned about the Dark Continent. The staging of African cultures reinforced in the minds of visitors the superiority of the West and the inferiority of Africans and Asians. Moreover, the representations of African cultures in such expositions and in museums, whether of street life in Cairo or village life in sub-Saharan Africa, became the mental images that Westerners took with them when they traveled to Africa.3


Today, however, there are many ways for us to learn about Africa from a very young age. How has Africa been presented in recent times? What do young people learn about Africa in school? In the 1970s, scholars of Africa realized that American high school textbooks were filled with stereotypes about sub-Saharan Africa. With the coming of independence for African countries in the 1960s and with the American civil rights movement, the most glaring myths had disappeared, but less obvious myths persisted. In a 1978 study, Africa in Social Studies Textbooks, Astair Zekiros and Marylee Wiley detail the extent to which our public schools were perpetuating myths and inaccuracies about Africa. They note that most textbooks were written by “‘armchair’ authors who rely on weak sources for their own information.”4 Thus, no matter what the textbook authors were discussing, they tended to make Africa look like the place they imagined rather than the one that existed.


Textbooks covering North Africa (the part of Africa bordering the Mediterranean Sea)5 also have contained biases and stereotypes. Hani Morgan’s examination of American textbooks from 1898 to 1994 finds a decline over time in the most negative portrayals of Islamic culture and people, but also finds that the textbooks continue to reflect biases about this part of the world and fail to include pictures showing how most people actually live. Alexander Wiseman’s recent survey of secondary school textbooks in sixteen countries concludes there is a tendency to extol ancient Islamic cultures and societies such as ancient Egypt, while describing today’s societies in less positive terms.6 We are moving away from the most derogatory portrayals of Africans, but many biases still influence how and what people think of Africans.


Although American textbooks have improved, today’s most common experiences for high school students are not to study Africa at all or to study it only briefly. Thus, by the time students get to college, most still have sketchy and outdated ideas about the continent. A 2007 survey asked American college students studying in several African countries to describe their attitudes toward Africa before and during their time there. When asked what they had expected to find in Africa, they provided words much like the ones described in Chapter 1, especially poor, dangerous, hot, underdeveloped, violent, tribal, and spiritual. When they described how they felt after spending time in Africa, they emphasized words such as beautiful, diverse, friendly, culturally misunderstood, developing, changing, and vibrant, and overall the students’ perceptions were significantly more positive.7 Our own experiences with students mirror this study.


Both teachers and students are bombarded with mistaken images of Africa in our everyday culture, so it is not surprising that they often mistake Africa for what it is not. Correcting these errors is not a losing battle, but it is an uphill one. If readers of textbooks and teachers of classes are wearing tinted glasses, even the most accurate texts will appear to be the same color as the glasses. What is the tint of these glasses? “Americana,” the hue of our cultural heritage. Thus, to know how Americans learn about Africa, we must look at the more general culture in which our glasses get manufactured.


We learn about Africa through various media—television, newspapers, magazines, movies, and the Internet. But these media, through text or images, often present Africa and Africans in ways that reinforce our biases about the continent.8 These texts and images socially construct an African reality that often barely represents what Africans experience in their own societies. Western media, by presenting or excluding certain understandings of Africa, have an enormous power to influence how we think of Africa and reinforce our assumptions and stereotypes of Africa as violent, hopeless, and in need of Western help.


Television Culture


One way to study how we learn about Africa is to examine popular culture, the ordinary information we get from television, magazines, movies, novels, and other common sources. This approach leads us first to television. In sheer numbers of programs, Africa is actually better represented on American television than are many other areas of the world. Regrettably, however, the shows do not provide a very accurate view of Africa, in part because of the large number of nature programs. Today’s nature shows still tend to portray Africa as a place filled with wild animals, park rangers, and naturalists who battle against poachers and encroaching agriculture. By featuring carnivores, the programs also use Africa to emphasize “survival of the fittest” motifs. Yet most Africans never see many wild animals because they live in towns or in parts of the continent where the human population is dense. Furthermore, relationships in nature are vastly more complex than those symbolized by the few large animals that nature programs favor.


As stations on cable and satellite television have multiplied, so have programs on African people, and from time to time the Learning Channel, the Discovery Channel, the History Channel, Black Entertainment Television (BET), the Travel Channel, and other stations show Africa-related ethnographies and documentaries. If we are fortunate to have good cable service, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and Cable News Network (CNN) offer weekly shows on Africa, covering more than just programs about wild animals. CNN’s African Start-Up and Marketplace Africa explore African businesses, industries, and entrepreneurs. These shows present Africans striving to improve economic development and growth in their countries and the continent as a whole. Other weekly shows such as CNN’s Inside Africa explore the diversity of cultures, religions, and peoples found on the continent, and African Voices offers viewers a look at African trendsetters in fashion, food, style, arts, and sports. And, to its credit, CNN does run stories produced by African reporters. Although these shows are an improvement over much programming on Africa, they are often shown at odd hours of the day and are not seen by many Americans. And, despite the growing number of programs, most Americans still lack a serious understanding of how Africans currently live. Today, 40 percent of Africans live in cities, and most rural Africans are deeply connected to cities in one way or another. Why, then, do most shows about African culture rarely show a city scene, middle-class Africans, a paved road, or a farmer producing a crop that will be sold in a town or eventually reach us? One reason is that urban documentaries are more difficult to film than are those about life in rural areas. Most African elites live in cities and don’t like reporters and filmmakers prying into their affairs.


Perhaps a more significant reason for television’s preference for rural over urban Africa is our ongoing romance with the exotic. We consider nature and the life of people with less contact with modern cultures more interesting and more enlightening than studies of everyday modern African life. An African shopping mall or television studio isn’t as interesting to us as life in an African village. Thus, greater television access to Africa as a result of the cable revolution has rarely led to a more complete image of African life. A 2011 episode of Bizarre Foods, for example, visited a rural Madagascar village and, despite its respectful treatment of individual villagers, described the village as an example of what life was like in the Middle Ages.9 The host’s Travel Channel web page adds, “Most people still live the way they did 100s of years ago—hunting and gathering for food.”10


But this is not true for Madagascar or for the village visited in the program. It is true that Madagascar is largely rural, quite poor, and badly governed. But most people are farmers and herders, not hunter-gatherers, and UNICEF reports that in 2013 life expectancy was a strong sixty-five years; most children were immunized against childhood diseases; the incidence of HIV was low, at less than 1 percent; 36 percent of people had mobile phones; 89 percent of children finished primary school; two-thirds of those under twenty-five years old were literate; and girls were as literate as boys.11 This is hardly the Middle Ages.


If we can only rarely find a whole picture of Africa on television shows, we should be able to turn to television news to find out about contemporary Africa. Yet here the picture is even bleaker. What usually prompts the infrequent appearances of Africa in the news or in news documentaries is a war, coup, drought, famine, flood, epidemic, or accident. Such events certainly occur, but they are not the essence of Africa or of any other part of the world. To be fair, despite the problems, our reporters are providing more context for such news events than they ever have before. For example, television coverage of the transition to majority rule in South Africa included a great deal about the history and life of South Africans. Since that time, however, South Africa has almost disappeared from the news except for occasional reports of trouble.


Of course, charges that news reportage is biased are common for all areas of the world, including American cities. Defenders of television news say that reporters have too little time to provide background and that Americans don’t want to watch it anyway. Increasingly, news programs border on entertainment. We want our emotions aroused, but not so much that we actually might feel compelled to think deeply or take some kind of action. Moreover, news from Africa is expensive. If all this is true, it is clear that we learn what we want to learn and that we like our picture of Africans the way it is now.


Newspapers


Newspapers provide about the same coverage of Africa as television news does and for the same reasons. Unless you subscribe to a world-class paper such as the New York Times or the Washington Post, you are likely to find no more than a couple of column inches of space devoted to Africa per week. And the stories tend to be of two kinds: “trouble in Africa” and “curiosities from Africa.” The trouble in Africa reporting usually follows a pattern. At any given time, only a handful of American reporters cover Africa, with a population of 1.2 billion, nearly four times that of the United States. These reporters either are based in one of the big cities, such as Cairo (Egypt), Johannesburg (South Africa), Nairobi (Kenya), or perhaps Abidjan (Côte d’Ivoire), or are visiting these cities. They report on local events, and if trouble arises in a neighboring country, they fly in, get the story, and fly out, or they collect what information they can from where they are. News about Gabon, Nigeria, or Zimbabwe might be broadcast from Abidjan. It sounds authentic because it comes from Africa, but it might as well be from the United States, which has equally good or better communications with most African cities. When there is a big story, reporters flock to it, stay for a while, then leave. And because reporters rarely speak local languages or have well-developed local contacts, the result is shallow reporting.12 In many cases, we hear nothing from a country for months or years, and then it appears in the news once or even every day for a couple of weeks before disappearing until trouble occurs again.


Charlayne Hunter-Gault—a longtime observer of Africa, reporter for the New York Times, correspondent for the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) and National Public Radio (NPR), and CNN South Africa bureau chief—makes the point well in her book New News Out of Africa. She writes that




the perception throughout Africa is that foreign media are only interested in stories that fit the old journalistic maxim “If it bleeds, it leads.” Much of the shallow coverage of death, disaster, disease, and despair for which foreign media treatments of Africa are criticized derives from what is called “parachute journalism”—dropping in for a brief look at a situation, then flying back out without taking the time to delve deeply into the background or put a story in context.13





If we try to put a positive spin on reporting about trouble in Africa, we might concede that our reporting is about the best we can hope for, considering the difficult conditions under which reporters must work. We are badly served, however, because our news is superficial, sensationalist, and infrequent.14


Moreover, because journalists usually do not know local situations well, they often rely on Western-based aid groups for information and perspectives. Karen Rothmyer, who studies African news sources, says that Western-based aid groups have an interest in exaggerating both African troubles and the Western role in solving Africa’s problems. If Africa has big problems that only outsiders can solve, then the NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) can look good and raise more money.15


Ironically, bias in media coverage can also be found in the desire of some reporters to treat Africa well. Ugandan journalist Charles Onyango-Obbo observes that in the 1990s younger liberal Western journalists began reporting on what they termed a “new breed” of African rulers who they supposed would bring democracy, honesty, and development to African governments and economies. In producing such reports, the journalists glossed over the undemocratic and dishonest features of the new regimes, thus allowing the new rulers to believe that the West would look the other way if they acted badly. “Africa, the continent,” Onyango-Obbo concludes,




is a collection of nations that are pretty much like others elsewhere in the world, struggling with successes and with failure, and there should be no special type of journalism reserved for its coverage. The patronizing reporting one witnesses today is as bad as the condescending work of the past. What the African continent needs is good journalism, one that tells the stories as they are reported and observed. What has happened to coverage of Africa in the Western media today offers the latest proof that there is no alternative to this proven approach.16





Stories that can be characterized as curiosities from Africa also appear regularly in newspapers. Witchcraft accusations in South Africa, killing of albino persons in Tanzania, crocodile attacks in Zimbabwe, lion killing by young Maasai pastoralists—all these are reported without context, so Africans are made to seem irrational rather than normal. And why isn’t there news about normal everyday life in Africa? Weeks go by in local papers without any substantial news from Africa, and then one includes a front-page story about how the “newest version of Nigeria-based rip-off targets dog lovers” scam is luring people to send money to buy or rescue purebred puppies that don’t exist.17 Is this news about Africa? Yes. Is it interesting? Kind of. Does it give us perspective on what is happening in Africa? Not much. Is it useful? Somewhat. Is it the most important news from Africa? Not at all. Once again, however, we should remind ourselves that there has been progress. In this case, the story about puppies was not about curiosities of African village life but about Africans living in cities with everyday access to modern tools such as the Internet.


In recent years Western news coverage of Africa has attempted to go beyond the publication of trouble in Africa or curiosities from Africa articles. Since the 1990s, major newspapers have discovered “Africa rising,”18 and now include reportage on economic and social transformations that are taking place on the continent. A more positive narrative, such Africa rising articles discuss the growth of the African middle class, technological innovations and transformations, and the important economic developments taking place. So, today, major newspaper outlets make sure to include stories that are more positive and hopeful in their tone as well as expanding the variety of stories covered. To increase the variety of news about Africa, more news outlets rely on locally based Africans to cover events on the continent. In addition, newspapers and television news outlets have been forced to improve news coverage of Africa because they have been challenged by Africans who take to Twitter or Facebook to denounce Western news stories that are biased or misleading.19


Magazines


We should do better in our magazines if only because they are constrained by fewer urgent deadlines and offer more space to provide context. Indeed, magazines such as the New Yorker, Atlantic Monthly, Current History, Discover, and Vanity Fair have published thoughtful, largely unbiased articles about Africa in the past few years. Once again, progress. Yet the trouble in Africa articles outnumber the articles that help us to see Africans as real people attempting to solve their problems in rational ways, even if the solutions might be different from the ones we would choose.


Two articles in the New Yorker are typical of the problematic coverage of Africa. The first is on the life of Joshua Blahyi, whose nom de guerre during the Liberian civil war was General Butt Naked.20 Blahyi, no longer a warlord since the end of the civil war, has become a civilian whose survival depends on the generous handouts of Western evangelical missionaries. The article leaves the reader with the impression of a young Africa balancing between a life of violence and a life of begging—Africa the violent or Africa the needy. The second article explores why so many young Tunisians have joined the global jihadist movement after participating in the Tunisian Arab Spring that ended the authoritarian regime of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.21 Clearly both of these articles fall into the trouble in Africa category, and reinforce American stereotypes about Africa. Likewise, the Atlantic Monthly also published a recent article with a trouble in Africa theme, which details the bloody and failed December 2014 coup to oust Gambian president Yahya Jammeh.22 A more positive article about Africa in the Atlantic Monthly documents the efforts of the American philanthropist Howard G. Buffett (the son of the business investor Warren Buffett) to improve farming techniques throughout Africa.23 But again the constant message is that Africans left to themselves mess up or that they have no agency to solve their own problems, and therefore they need the help of the West.


Most Americans read less sophisticated fare as a daily diet. In more popular magazines, most articles about Africa are of the “African safari” genre. A few wild animals, a few natives, a camp, a curio market, a little art, a gourmet meal, and you’re home. Other themes include “celebrity goes to Africa,” “curious customs,” and “African agony.” These views of Africa not only evoke stereotypes we already hold but reinforce them as well.


One very popular magazine, National Geographic—with an astounding global circulation of more than 6 million in 2013—is America’s picture window on the world. What are we likely to see through this window? The editorial policy of the magazine since its early days has been to avoid controversy and print “only what is of a kindly nature… about any country or people.”24 That policy, still followed more than a century later, directs the organization toward wild animals and ethnography and away from the social, political, and economic conditions in which Africans live. Countries such as Congo (Kinshasa) and Malawi were featured in the 1970s and 1980s, but in the 1990s most African countries became unsuitable for National Geographic. As conditions worsened in Africa, it was increasingly difficult to be kind to modern Africa, at least from the American perspective, and the frequency of National Geographic articles dealing with individual African countries declined correspondingly.


In the 1990s and after, National Geographic continued to run articles on Africa, but they tended to feature animals. The exceptions are most frequently trouble in Africa articles that, for example, warn against environmental deterioration, describe problems with oil extraction, and decry violence. Although often useful, these articles, even taken as a whole, offer a distorted picture of Africa.


A 2004 article on modern Johannesburg would have been a good place to discuss both the positives and negatives of African urban life. But the article, “City of Hope and Fear,” focuses on fear and violence rather than hope in this South African city.25 The article stands out because only a year later the magazine’s sister publication, National Geographic Traveler, also included an article on Johannesburg, “Brash and Brilliant,” that celebrates “Jo’burg” as a tourist destination.26 Although portions of South Africa do have high rates of violent crime, as do portions of the United States, journalist Charlayne Hunter-Gault, quoted earlier, chastises the media for focusing on the violence of Johannesburg:




Many people say that they want to visit Africa for the adventure, for some of the world’s greatest natural wonders, and because it is the last best place to see animals not in a zoo. Many tell me they are making plans to go there, especially to South Africa, whose struggle against apartheid engaged so many of them. Then, in the next breath, they express concern about the reports of crime they’ve heard. One caller shared with me the report his son came back with that “everyone” in South Africa carries a gun, which was news to me, a Johannesburg resident of almost ten years.27





Today’s National Geographic articles might treat Africa less stereotypically than those of the past, but the Dark Continent bias is still there.


“Egypt in the Moment,” National Geographic’s 2012 coverage of Egypt after the ouster of President Hosni Mubarak, paints the postrevolution country in stereotypical fashion.28 In his description of a train ride to Luxor, the author highlights the broken train windows, the lack of an air conditioner, the putrid smell coming from the nonfunctioning toilets, and a disabled man sliding on the floor of the train begging for money. Most of the Egyptians interviewed by the author agree authoritarian rule works best for the country, but they just disagree on what type of authoritarian rule: either a Pharaonic-type rule along the lines of Egypt’s 5,000-year history or Islamic rule à la the Egyptian Brotherhood. The author leaves the reader with the impression of a population stuck in time, clinging to its conservatism. If Egyptians remain stuck, as the author claims, how has Egypt’s historical context contributed to the current situation? The author does not place these events in context, failing to connect the recent events to Egypt’s colonial history or the ways in which it was strongly influenced by Cold War politics and the foreign and military aid that was used to prop up the leadership. Consecutive Egyptian governments used this military and foreign aid not to defend against external threats but to repress domestic political opposition. The author does not mention the role played by the United States in supplying military and monetary aid to Egypt since the 1970s ($1.55 billion in 2014 alone29), a stream of aid that helped keep Hosni Mubarak in power for thirty years.


In another Dark Continent depiction of Africa, the 2015 National Geographic article, “Lifeblood: The Congo River Is the Main Road Through the Heart of Africa—for Those Who Dare to Travel It,”30 manages to evoke all of the negative nineteenth-century images and stereotypes of Africa: depravity, drunkenness, disorder, chaos, danger, ungovernability, poverty, and corruption. The article, unfortunately, implies that the “Dark Continent” view of Africa is just as true in the twenty-first century as it was one hundred years ago when Joseph Conrad published his novella Heart of Darkness. The Africa depicted in the ride up the Congo River in 2015 remains a place of eternal disorder and misfortune, with passengers binging on alcohol, fighting, singing, and falling overboard into the river. The captain of the barge worries whether his ship, overloaded beyond the capacity of its engine to function effectively, will break down. He fears his crew will poison him. Along the way, the author encounters young Congolese men with AK-47s who demand a bribe. Amazed by the lack of infrastructure in the villages along the river, the author reinforces the picture of primitive, unchanging Africa. Without placing the situation of present-day Congo in a context of colonial and postcolonial relations between the West and the political elites of the Congo, the article limits our understanding of Africa today and reaffirms the stereotype of Africa as a hopeless place.


National Geographic, our window on the world, is rarely a place to get a balanced picture of Africa. This magazine calls itself scientific, yet it avoids controversy, thriving on beautiful photography and entertainment. It would have to take such an approach to be so widely accepted in the United States and indeed in the world. Is this publication then useless? No, beauty and safety have their places, and, like our other media, National Geographic is improving. Forty years ago National Geographic would not have published topics such as environmental degradation and oil extraction, as it does today. But even if the magazine doesn’t actively exploit, it does reinforce our stereotypes by focusing on “natural” and “traditional” and even “uncivilized” Africa, and it confuses us by asserting that beauty, safety, and bland analysis are somehow equal to science and geography.


The Internet


The Internet took off in the 1990s as millions of computer networks became linked. The Internet offers users access to an unimaginable amount of information, services, and resources. And as our world grows more digitized, more of us get our news and information about Africa from online sources. While newspaper and magazine readership has declined over the past ten years, social media, such as Facebook, Google+, YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat, have grown tremendously, and they spread information about the world more quickly and to more individuals around the globe. Moreover, anyone with access to a computer can create content and can share that content with many others. Because of social media we can be in touch digitally with people around the world who share our quest for news and information about Africa. We can even access Africans who blog about Africa.31


Social media help increase Western attention to ongoing events such as the 2011 Arab Spring, when young North Africans posted online videos and other messages to inform the world about the political revolutions taking place in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya and to mobilize support for social change.32 Certainly social media can be positive because they can provide more accurate sources of information about Africa, help to notify the world in real time about ongoing events, and mobilize people into taking action. The Arab Spring provides an example of the positive role of social media and the role it may play in overturning erroneous ideas about African reality. Western scholars and policy makers who study North Africa had long held the view that the region could not democratize because North Africans lived in the grip of states characterized by “robust authoritarianism,” upheld in power by loyal and strong military, police, and intelligence forces.33 However, beginning in 2010, Western perceptions of the robust authoritarian nature of North African governments were upended by powerful revolutionary forces. Several countries—Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya—experienced the overthrow of their long-standing heads of state. Others, such as Morocco, were forced by the population to make political concessions that reduced the power of the regime. How did this happen? Social media played an important role in the diffusion of the Arab Spring within these countries as well as to neighboring countries. In Tunisia and Egypt, the populations’ grievances against their governments were amplified by the deaths of two young men.34 Social media documenting their deaths went viral and galvanized citizens to begin to organize antigovernment protests. In both countries, YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook were used to communicate and coordinate information about protests, to provide tips to protestors about how to conduct themselves nonviolently and how to protect themselves from tear gas, and to inform and mobilize international support for the revolution. In just a few weeks, authoritarian governments collapsed in Tunisia and Egypt, much to the surprise of the Western governments that backed them.35


However, many criticisms have been leveled against social media. For example, there is often no way to fact-check whether someone’s blog or microblog is true, partially true, or harmfully false, particularly when the events take place in remote locations in Africa. One such case occurred in 2010 when an oil tanker overturned and later exploded in the town of Sange, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, killing more than 230 people. Within months, a horrific picture of all of the charred bodies was posted by anti-Muslim American bloggers who claimed that the deaths took place in Nigeria and were caused by Nigerian Muslims burning to death their fellow Nigerian Christians.36 Social media, because of its private nature, also risks protecting cyberracism: the use of the Internet to make or promote racist statements and ideas, or to organize racist groups. Although it is often the case that such comments are made unintentionally, they do reinforce negative ideas and stereotypes about Africa. In one example, a young woman on a flight to South Africa in 2013 posted on her Twitter account: “Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white.” By the time she landed in South Africa, her comment, linking AIDS to race, had been retweeted more than 2,000 times and condemned by people all over the world.


Movies


Movies also teach us our African stereotypes. North African film characters are typically portrayed as treacherous, villainous, or inhumane.37 From the Mummy films of the 1930s and 1940s to the 1942 classic Casablanca, North Africans are frequently disparaged and made to seem less than human. Casablanca and many other films, from oldies such as The African Queen, Mogambo, and Tarzan the Ape Man to newer pictures such as The Constant Gardener or The Last King of Scotland, offer only a partial view of African reality. There are dozens of such “African” feature films, and each tells a story that seems to be about Africa but in which Africa only provides an exotic background.


One comedy, Blended, released in 2014, starred Adam Sandler and Drew Barrymore. The two first meet on a blind date that goes horribly wrong and they vow never to date again. But fate brings the two of them and their children together again in South Africa at the Sun City Resort. The film depicts South Africans in the most stereotypical of ways: in Blended, Africans are depicted as buffoons, lazy workers who sleep while on the job and jeopardize the lives of their American hotel guests. In a throwback to colonial Africa, one of the African characters wears a colonial helmet on the job. African crafts are labeled as “native crafts,” and African eating habits are depicted as disgusting when one of the movie’s characters announces, “They eat fried caterpillars.” Typically, the movie offers lots of scenes of African large animals and beautiful landscapes but gives us no insight into how everyday Africans live or what they think about. The African characters serve to provide only minstrel-type entertainment to whites and bring the two main characters together for the happy-ever-after ending. There is nothing wrong with entertainment, of course, except that this is where we pick up our ideas about Africa.


Africa has also appeared in such dramatic feature films as Blood Diamond and Beasts of No Nation. However, as their titles suggest, these movies perpetuate myths of Africa as remote, exotic, and full of violence and disease. These films echo Leonardo DiCaprio’s line in Blood Diamond: “God left this place a long time ago.”


Blood Diamond, an offensive film, damages the image both of the continent and of the individual African. Solomon, the film’s only significant African character, is hollow, unintelligent, and aggressively instinctual. During a scene in which he and the character played by Leonardo DiCaprio are hiding from passing trucks of militants, Solomon thinks he spots his missing son and cries out, alerting the enemy to their presence. He does not seem to realize his mistake even the following day, after a sharp rebuke from DiCaprio. Later, in another chaotic fighting scene (instigated once again by an act of stupidity), in which everyone is using firearms, Solomon picks up a shovel to bash in the head of the man who kidnapped his son.


In Blood Diamond, the whites are always the ones scheming, plotting, dealing, and, above all, thinking. The film’s Africans never so much as protest the injustices of their society, let alone fight back. Solomon, apparently motivated by little more than animal instinct to protect his son, is unable to think through his actions. Dialogue also makes ample use of the abbreviation TIA (for “This is Africa”) to dismiss anything violent or distressing that occurs, implying that in Africa, misery is the only way of life.


Some films about Africa have been remade frequently over the decades, like The Mummy or the Tarzan movies, which are among the oldest films in which Africa is featured. The first Tarzan film, Tarzan of the Apes, made in 1918, has been followed by forty-one more. Beyond films, Tarzan’s story has appeared in stage productions, television shows, radio programs, animated movies, and video games. The latest version, The Legend of Tarzan (2016), tries to avoid the classical racist tropes of the white superhero saving Africans by offering the viewer historical details of the brutality of the Belgian King Leopold in the Congo and inserting real historical figures into the story. But it, too, has its share of stereotypes. In the film, Tarzan, loath to return to Africa, explains, “I’ve already seen Africa. And it’s hot.” Et tu, Tarzan? But of course he does go back to Africa and is heartily welcomed as Africa’s favorite son and friend to both humans and animals. Stereotypically, he single-handedly wins in a fight against the bad African chief, Mbonga, and Mbonga’s multitude of fierce African male warriors. The movie portrays Tarzan as someone who communicates perfectly with animals as he nuzzles with his old friends the lions, saves his gorilla-brother, Atuk, from being killed by the bad white imperialist soldiers, and is not harmed by hungry crocodiles swimming in the Congo River. For his stunning finale, Tarzan summons all the wild animals in the jungle and the savanna to rescue Jane and the thousands of Congolese people captured and bound for slave labor on King Leopold’s plantations.


Though the film criticizes colonialism, slavery, and the economic exploitation of Africans and attempts to humanize Africans, it fails on other counts, misinforming the viewer about life in Africa. As one example, the movie depicts ethnic differences among Africans by their clothing and bodies, portraying four “Congolese” ethnic groups—the Mbonga, the Mombolo, the Kuba, and the Mbolongo. But only one of these groups, the Kuba, actually exists in the Congo. There are no Mbolongo people in the Congo or anywhere else: it’s a name made up by the movie’s screenwriters. The other two ethnic groups, the Mbonga and Mombolo, refer to groups in Cameroon. Why not use the names of groups that actually exist in Congo? There are more than two hundred. Western moviemakers don’t have to get the facts straight and can count on the ignorance of Americans regarding any details about African cultures. They can easily fabricate African-sounding names and get away with it.


Although it is no longer acceptable to create a film set in Africa that does not feature Africans or that makes overtly racist statements without encasing them in the dialogue of unsavory characters, Hollywood stereotyping of Africa has become more veiled rather than less prevalent. Fortunately, several contemporary films from international producers offer more enlightened perspectives. The Constant Gardener, The Last King of Scotland, Tsotsi, Shake Hands with the Devil, Hotel Rwanda, Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom, and Doctor Bello are particularly good, though each has its problems.


One rare exception to the typical Hollywood film about Africa is Queen of Katwe, directed by the Indian American filmmaker Mira Nair and starring David Oyelowo and Lupita Nyong’o. Queen of Katwe is a biopic of the life of Phiona Mutesi, a young Ugandan girl who became a world chess champion. Unlike most movies made about Africa, Queen of Katwe does not depict Africans as helpless victims of poverty, disease, corruption, and so on, but rather it portrays the dignity of Phiona, her family, and the residents of her poor community, Katwe. They face difficult life circumstances but still manage to surmount their challenges as individuals, through their own sheer intelligence and determination and collectively with the help of others in the community. Nair’s film doesn’t reduce Africa to a single story but shows us the beauty, strength, humanity, and intelligence of its people. It remains to be seen whether Disney Studios, who agreed to make Queen of Katwe, or any other studio will film other African stories like Phiona’s, especially because the movie’s revenues have been disappointing so far.38


Amusement Parks


Busch Gardens Africa in Tampa, Florida, is another prime example of how we learn about Africa and also how this learning process is changing. In the 1970s the park was called Busch Gardens: The Dark Continent. As a result of protests, Busch Gardens Africa has tried to change its Dark Continent image. Now the park focuses instead on neutral images: the large animal park, replicas of African houses, African-made tourist art, and rides that have mildly African themes. Nostalgia for nineteenth-century stereotypes persists, however, and thus there are endless inconsistencies. The idea of Ubanga Banga Bumper Cars in the section called the Congo would be hilarious except for the underlying message this stereotypical “African” name sends about Africa. It is strange to think of the Dolphin Theater and Festhaus restaurant being in Timbuktu, a town on the southern edge of the Sahara Desert. The park’s Stanleyville area is named after the violent white conqueror of the Congo River, Henry Morton Stanley, and the colonial town that bore his name. Modern Congolese found the name odious enough to change it to Kisangani. And the real Kisangani doesn’t have warthogs, orangutans, or a barbecue smokehouse. The conflicts with reality go on and on, but to anyone who knows little about Africa, these inconsistencies aren’t readily apparent.
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