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The New Map of Africa in My Mind 

EACH of us carries a map of the world in 
his mind. Parts of it may be filled in 
accurately and in detail; other parts may 

be less clearly defined; and some spots will un
doubtedly be completely blank. If the map in 
your mind is anything like the one that, until 
recently, I had in mine, the section marked 
"Africa" is likely to be rather sketchily drawn 
and nowhere near its proper proportionate size. 
Large sections of that continent may be blank, 
and the rest filled in with a strange melange of 
deserts and jungles, rubber and cocoa trees, gold 
mines and uranium deposits, and a curious collec
tion of people ranging from brooding, dark
skinned "natives" to the vigorous young men who 
are springing up to lead the emerging nations. 

The distortions and the inaccuracies of our 
mental maps are quite understandable. Most of 
us have had little formal instruction about Africa 
-and that little a long time ago. Much of what 
we have seen in movies and read in novels has 
served to reinforce our stereotypes of that part of 
the world. And although more recent-and more 
authentic- films and stories may have produced 
some new pictures for us to add to our mental 
scene, we have done exactly that-pasted the new 
over the old-and it is often evident that the old 
pictures have not yet been removed. 

Another factor that has contributed to the dis
tortion of our mental view of Africa is that over 
a long period of time, most of us have woven a 
"color curtain" in our minds. Writing in his 
book, The Dark Eye in Africa, Laurens van der 
Post tells us that "European man arrived in 
African already despising Africa and African 
beings ... . W alking into Africa in that mood, he 
was, by and large, quite incapable of understand-
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ing Africa, let alone appreClatmg the raw ma
terials of mind and spirit with which this granary 
of fate, this ancient storehouse of the lost orig
inal way of life, was so richly filled." Even our 
American Negroes have found it difficult to un
derstand Africa, for they have long tried to erase 
this part of the world from their minds. 

A short time ago I spent five months traveling 
through various parts of the African continent. 
Often I lived in the homes of Africans. I visited 
their schools and hospitals, watched them at work 
on farms and in factories, talked to their leaders. 
And always I was impressed with the many and 
varied evidences of the creativity of the African 
people. There is now a new map of Africa in 
my mind. True, it is still superimposed upon the 
old and distorted one, but it is far more accurate 
both in detail and design. Here are some of the 
changes and corrections I have made on my map. 

My new map is larger and more diverse geo
graphically. For many years I have taught that 
Africa is four times the size of the United States 
and that the Sahara Desert is about the size of 
our country, but I had to travel by airplane, bus, 
train, canoe, paddle steamer, camel, and foot even 
to begin to understand the terrific size of this 
continent. Even then, I saw only a part of its 
vast area. But such statements as, for example, 
that the Belgian Congo and the Sudan are each 
about a third the size of the United States, shall 
certainly have greater meaning for me now. 

For a long time I have thought of Africa as a 
country of deserts and tropical jungles. The des
erts are certainly there, but I have learned that 
much of what we consider jungle is really only 
forest, and that a large part of Africa-a far 
greater part than I had ever supposed- is actually 
savannah. And much of this continent is also 
plateau . In fact, with its low coastal plain around 
the edges and the sudden rise near the coast to 
the plateau country, it could be said to resemble 
a huge, inverted dinner plate. 

The Sahara Desert, too, has changed upon my 
new map. It no longer appears as one great ex· 
panse of sand, but one of sand and outcroppings 
of rock. R eading, as well as recent travels, h ave 
impressed upon my mind the importance of this 
desert land as a giant highway for the many mi
grations from the Arabian peninsula. 
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There are also more concentrations of people 
on my new map than there were on the old. I 
now see thousands of men, women, and children 
hugging the shores of the Nile, clustered along 
the Niger, and crowding into cities such as Leo
poldville, Lagos, Accra, and Nairobi. 

Many times in the past I have stressed the fact 
that cities the world over have developed on 
rivers, lakes, or oceans. But I have had to revise 
that statement, for I visited the "tin-top" city of 
Ibadan in Nigeria, a city with a population of 
Soo,ooo, and learned that it was not located on 
any body of water, but grew as a fortress as the 
coastal peoples withdrew in the face of attacks 
by invaders from northwestern Africa. 

Animals, too, have come in for redistribution 
on. my new map. My old map of Africa was 
cluttered with animals of many kinds. T oday, 
due to the tsetse fly, animals are, for the most 
part, concentrated on the eastern coast and are 
almost extinct in the west. 

M y new map contains a much greater variety 
of people. I have always been intrigued by the 
diversity of people in Africa, ranging from the 
tiny Bushmen and Hottentots to the giant W a
tussi. On my recent trip, I did not see any of the 
small people of Africa, but I did see some of their 
giants. I realize, however, that these are the ex
ceptions about whom we should teach very little, 
for they constitute such a tiny minority of Africa's 
population. 

There are the Masai tribesmen in Kenya with 
their scanty clothing and their spears, a changing 
group as so-called civilization advances. There 
are tribal chiefs with giant, colored umbrellas 
held over them by their servants, and there is the 
Asantahene of Ghana before whom my guide 
prostrates himself. And there are the clever 
tradeswomen in the markets of Accra in Ghana 
and Lagos in Nigeria, decked out in their beauti
ful print dresses and colorful head-ties. Such are 
some of the representatives of the Old Africa. 

But there are other people to see. There are 
thousands of children in school uniforms running 
to and from shabby old buildings or new con
crete structures. There are students in the Univer
sity of Ghana, the University of Ibadan, Lova
nium in the Congo, and Makerere College in 
Uganda-students who came from Kenya, Ugan
da, and Tanganyika. There are men like Robert 
Gardiner, the able head of the Civil Service in 
Ghana, and Tom Morealle, a modern chief of the 
Chagga tribe on the slopes of Kilimanjaro, who is 
himself responsible for the fact that 31 ,ooo of the 
tribe's 33,000 children are now in school and that 
a $65o,ooo building has just been constructed for 

their College of Commerce with proceeds from 
their cooperative coffee industry. There are Afri
can representatives sitting in Legco, the assembly 
for Kenya, Tanganyika, and Uganda. These are 
some of the representatives of the New Africa. 

There are also far more Asians and Middle 
Easterners on my new map, for I realize that the 
traders and clerks on the eastern coast are largely 
Indians and Pakistani, and on the western coast, 
Syrians and Lebanese. 

There are many more agricultural and indus
trial products on my new map. One memorable 
picture I brought back from Africa is of hundreds 
of acres on the Firestone Rubber Plantation in 
Liberia where the old trees have been destroyed 
and new plants started. Realizing that they must 
compete with the new synthetic rubber and that 
they would not be able to secure more laborers 
than they now have, this company has developed 
new rubber trees which can produce much more 
latex than was possible in the past. Such scientific 
planning and planting is still rare, but it is not 
limited to rubber, nor to Liberia. 

In Uganda I saw hillsides covered with the 
deep green of tea plants, and in the Sudan I saw 
a million acres of the Gezira project where some 
of the best long-staple cotton of the world is 
being raised scientifically on irrigated land. In 
Ghana I learned of the comprehensive campaign 
being conducted by every agency of society 
against the swollen-shoot disease which was 
threatening the lucrative cocoa business. 

It is little wonder that my old map of Africa 
showed only a very few factories and dams, for 
prior to World War II few of them existed. But 
my new map shows many small factories scattered ' 
over most parts of Afr ica, factories which produce 
shoes, cement, textiles, canned fruit, cigarettes, 
and a host of other products. And there are a few 
enormous plants such as the giant plywood fac
tory in Sapale, Nigeria, and the enormous textile 
plant at Kaduna in the same country. 

Africa has also begun to utilize its enormous 
supply of water power, and I call to mind the 
Owen Falls hydroelectr ic project in Uganda with 
a cluster of new factories around it and its high
tension wires which carry power to Kenya. 

Other signs of westernization and industrial 
maturity were evident. In the Congo I saw a 
group of men poring over the pages of the popu
lar African magazine, Drum. The pictures that 
were attracting their interest were of the giant 
Kariba Dam on the Zambesi River in south
eastern Africa, which, when completed, will be 
four times the size of the Hoover Dam! 
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Many enlarged ports, as well as many new ones, 
also appear on my map. One of these is the new 
harbor at Monrovia in Liberia, started during 
World War II but not completed until after the 
end of the war. Another is the enlarged port at 
Mobassa in Kenya. Most striking of all is the new 
port at Tema, a few miles from Accra in Ghana. 
It is estimated that the new city now under con
struction near the new harbor will contain some 
so,ooo inhabitants. 

As these pictures of the New Africa flash 
through my mind, I am reminded of the difficulty 
involved in finding capital for such projects, and 
I realize again the reason for the large amount 
of government planning and control which is 
necessary in these new nations. 

My new map has more mosques on it. Of 
course, I knew that there were millions of Mos
lems in Africa, but I thought of them as being 
concentrated in the north. I was, therefore, a bit 
startled to realize that the majority of the inhabi
tants of Nigeria, a country fairly far south, are 
Moslems. 

Inquiry about the penetration of Islam into the 
central part of Africa and even into the south
ern sections brought the reply that Christianity 
is barely holding its own throughout that conti
nent while Islam is making rapid strides. The 
major reasons given for the growth of Islam were: 
that it has no history of race prejudice; that it has 
not been associated with western colonialism; 
that it accepts polygamy; and that it is much 
easier to join than the Christian faith. 

Scores of tiny Christian chapels appear on my 
new map, many of them used during the week for 
mission schools, and there are several strikingly 
modern buildings such as the cathedral in Onit
sha in Nigeria and a smaller but impressive 
church in Monrovia, Liberia. Ju-Ju shrines of 
many kinds are still in evidence, but they held 
a much more prominent position on the old map. 

There is more color and beauty on my new 
map. No matter where one goes in the world, 
there are beautiful sights and beautiful objects. 
Africa is certainly not an exception to this rule . 

I have added to my new map some of the sun
sets which I saw in the mountain areas of the Bel
gian Congo as the sun seemed to spout forth all 
the colors of the rainbow before it receded be
hind the mountains. I have added, too, the placid, 
lovely harbor of Dar-es-Salaam in Tanganyika, 
with its sailboats and merchant ships, a city 
appropriately named "Haven of Peace," and the 
captivating highlands of Kenya with their red 
soil. blue sky, and acres and acres of pyrethrum 

(used for making DDT), resemblin~ giant fields 
of daisies. 

There is color on my new map, too. Color in 
the many costumes of Africa, especially in the 
brilliant green, red, yellow, and purple stripes 
in the kente cloth togas worn by the men of 
Ghana. Perhaps even more colorful, although not 
so beautiful, are the enormous bright turbans 
worn by the chiefs of northern Nigeria, a strik
ing contrast to their long white robes. And for a 
veritable riot of color, one has only to enter one 
of the market cities along the west coast and see 
the white blouses and bright print skirts of the 
market-women, topped off by their head-ties with 
brightly starched peaks. 

There is beauty also in the tiny, wooden, im
pressionistic wood carvings of the Africans, in the 
gold weights molded in the shapes of animals 
and people, and in the leather products known 
in the United States as Moroccan leather but 
actually produced in central Africa and sold in 
Morocco after being transported by camel across 
the desert. 

Africans are preserving mementos of their past 
in museums. I saw small but lovely collections 
in Accra and in Dar-es-Salaam. But they are also 
producing new beauty. At Ibadan I saw many 
African students painting and sculpturing, and 
in Onitsha I saw the famous altar piece of the 
Risen Christ by the world-famous Ben Enwonwu. 

A wider variety of dancers and musicians ap
pear on my map. The dancers and drummers on 
my old map of Africa were all pretty much of one 
type. Now I see a wide variety. I see some scantily 
dressed and some overburdened with clothes. I 
see some in Liberia dancing on stilts and some 
masked dancers in Nigeria who look as if they 
might be celebrating Halloween. 

But I also see dancers in Ghana moving to the 
music of "High Life," a more sophisticated music 
which is the forerunner of calypso, and in the 
major cities I see dancers in western garb swing
ing and swaying to Western jazz. 

And the instruments on my new map range 
from tiny tambours to the giant talking drums, 
and from small hand drums made from gourds 
to large earthen vessels. 

Certainly no one can understand Africa with
out at least an elementary appreciation of its 
dances. As is true in so many other parts of the 
world, in Aftica the dance is a creative art form 
which reveals much about the way of life of its 
people. As one writer has said: 

They dance for joy and they dance for grief; they 
dance for love and they dance for hate; they dance to 
bring prosperity and they dance to pass the time away. 
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Symbols of the rising tide of anti-colonialism, 
anti-discrimination, and of the new nationalisms 
appear on my new map. In my mind's eye I see 
again a sidewalk cafe in Leopoldville in the Bel
gian Congo. It is a Sunday afternoon, and a Bel
gian family are sipping drinks at a table. As they 
finish, the father gives his young son a tip for the 
African waiter. The boy tosses it on the sidewalk 
saying, "There it is. Pick it up!" The old man 
stoops to pick it up, but not without looking 
angrily at the boy. 

In another scene it is Saturday afternoon in 
Nairobi, Kenya, and the white settlers from the 
Highlands are in town. Striding down the street 
is an old Englishman with a cane in his hand. 
Two African girls, chatting together gaily, stand 
in his way. He whirls his cane and curses them in 
foul language for obstructing his passage. Of 
such small incidents is born hatred of whites and 
of Western Europeans. 

Frustrated by the clash of cultures and by their 
inability to advance, some Africans retreat into 
old orthodoxies and resort to violence. 

I picture for a moment the new settlement of 
the Kikuyus, who led the Mau Mau revolt
settlements established by the British to control 
the food supply and thus cut off aid to the 
guerrilla fighters. These settlements are now 
being built up as an attempt to develop an en
tirely new economy for Kenya. 

The many new flags on my map are symbols of 
the rising tide of na tionalism which is sweeping 
Africa. T ypical are the red and white flags of 
Tunisia, the red, yellow, and green flags of 
Ghana with their lone black stars in the center, 
and the blue, yellow, and green flags of the Sudan. 
As I pause to consider the appearance of these 
new flags upon my map, I hear again the voice 
of Julius Nyerere, the young school-teacher leader 
of Tanganyika's independence movement as he 
replied to my question about the time-table of in
dependence for his country: 

I must say that at one time five years ago the idea 
of Tanganyika's becoming ind~endent in 20 years was 
revolutionary. Today the idea of Tanganyika's becoming 
independent in 10 years is reactionary. 

M )' new map shows several of the fascinating 
leaders of the new and emerging nations. Physi
cally, the new leaders are not very different from 
other Africans; psychologically they are giants 
among men. T hey are symbols of the rising tide 
of nationalism and of the revolution of rising 
expecta tions. 

They are young, these new leaders, and, for 
the most part, orators of tremendous power who 

are able spokesmen for their people. Most of 
them are Western trained. 

As I look at my mental picture, I see the suave, 
attractive Nkrumah sitting behind his desk in the 
Christiansborg Castle in Accra-the building that 
was once a fortress in the days of the Danish 
slave trade. Impatient, impulsive, idealistic, he 
is telling me not to wait 15 years, not to wait ten 
years, but to come back in five years to see the 
wonders wrought in modern Ghana. 

I see, too, Tom Mboya of Kenya, cagey, cool, 
and calculating, expressing the hope that extrem
ists will not drive Africans to a black racist 
policy. 

I see Bourguiba of Tunisia with his blue eyes, 
high forehead, and expressive hands, praising the 
French for their culture and condemning them 
for their stupid action in Algeria. 

And I see the gaunt, dark face of Balewa, the 
prime minster of Nigeria, as he spells out the 
problems of creating a new nation out of the 
strong regional loyalties of the 36 million people 
in the largest nation of Africa. 

Signs of the struggles against illiteracy, disease 
and social fracture appear on my new map. My 
mind flashes back to Lagos and I see once more 
the hundreds of bicycles outside the government 
offices- symbols of the new African middle class 
workers who cannot afford automobiles but who 
can afford bicycles. It is easier to realize why 
these persons are the "rich" people of Africa 
today if one remembers that the per capita in
come in almost every part of that continent is 
less than $100 per year, compared with $2200 

per person per year in the United States. 
With such figures in mind, one can understand 

why medical treatment is at a premium; why 
there are so few schools and so much illiteracy; 
and why people live in such small, ill-equipped 
houses or huts. 

Poverty, disease, and crowded conditions in the 
cities all lead to widespread social fracture, espe
cially when old systems of values have been dis
carded and new ones have not yet been created. 

But the signs of progress are there. I see hun
dreds of tiny schools scattered all over Africa and 
experimental training centers for teachers, such 
as the fundamental Education Center at Klay, 
Liberia, started by UNESCO and now carried on 
solely by the Liberian government. 

In Accra I see the beginning of a Bookmobile 
sys tem with several of these traveling libraries 
parked outside the ultra-modern library building 
recently erected in that capital city. 

And in Oji in Nigeria I see a group of men 
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and women leaving the leprosy clinic to return to 
their homes, thanks to the powerful and wonder
ful modern drugs which are making leprosy a 
curable disease. 

And, finally, my mind turns to a Saturday eve
ning in Dar-es-Salaam in Tanganyika and to a 
wonderful Community Center there where a 
play in being enacted by a group of African boys 
and girls. Similar community acti-vities are being 
carried on in many of the cities of Africa today 
as people try to establish roots for the rootless of 
that continent. 

Conclusion. Yes, Africa is changing rapidly and 
radically and we must catch up with these 
changes if we are to introduce the Africa of today 
to students in our schools and colleges. 

Furthermore, we need to teach about many 
aspects of this vast and complex continent, in
cluding its progress as well as its problems, its 
art and music as well as its geography and history. 
To do this we will need to enlist the help of 
teachers of various subjects, including literature, 
home-making, music, art, and science. 

The resources available to do such a job of 
interpreting the contemporary African scene are 
not as numerous as we would like, but there are 
far more than most people realize. 

To begin with, there are resource persons
some 2000 students from Africa now in American 
colleges and universities, plus an increasing num
ber of people who have lived or traveled in 
Africa. There are a good many films and film
strips listed in the H. W. Wilson Educational 

Film Guide and the Filmstrip Guide as well as 
some audio-visual and written materials avail
able from embassies and information bureaus. 
There are some good books of factual informa
tion and a large number of novels, ranging from 
those of Peter Abrahams, Nadine Gordimer, and 
Alan Paton on the Union of South Africa to 
those of Elspeth Huxley on Kenya. 

There are clippings from current newspapers 
and magazines and such recent publications as 
the special issues of the Atlantic Monthly and 
Holiday, both published in April, 1959. Much 
help can be obtained from Africa: Special Report 
(1234 2oth St., N.W., ·washington, D.C.) and 
Africa Today (8o1 Third Ave., New York 17). 
A few excellent books for children are available, 
portraying Africans as interesting human beings, 
for example, E. Harper Johnson's Kenny (Holt, 
1957) and Anna Riwkin-Brick and Astrid Lind
gren 's Sia Lives on Kilimanjaro (Macmillan, 
1958). The foreign Policy Headline Booklet by 
John Scott, "Africa: \Vorld's Last Frontier," 
and the Oxford Book Company's booklet by Emil 
Lengyel, "Africa in Ferment," are both excellent. 

Interpreting Africa is not an easy assignment, 
but it can be an exciting one, and it is certainly 
an important task for teachers. For a long time 
we have lived without Africa and they without 
us. Now we must learn to live together. One of 
the ultimate tests of the depth of our interna
tional understanding rests in our ability to under
stand, accept, and respect the 225 million peo
ple of modern Africa, our neighbors in a shrink
ing world. 


