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African History in Film 
 
Dr Jon Earle     Office: CRNS 466 
HIS 431(Fall 2017)    Phone: 859.238.5941 
Time: MWF 1240–140pm   Email: jonathon.earle@centre.edu 
Place: YOUNG 113 Office Hours: T: 3–5pm; R: 3–5pm; by appointment 
 

We are talking here about the African continent, and it is a continent going through a crisis. Nobody can deny 
that we have a lot of wars going on; brothers killing brothers; we have a lot of diseases and catastrophes. But 
on the other hand, we have a majority of individuals, both men and women, who are struggling on a daily basis 
in a heroic way and the outcome of whose struggle leaves no doubt. This is a struggle whose purpose is not to 
seize power, and I think the strength of our entire society rests on that struggle. And it is because of this 
struggle that the entire continent is still standing up. So I’ve tried in my own way to sing the praises of those 
heroes, because I am also a witness to that daily struggle. In the traditional society which I come from, when 
you look at our societies, whether you’re talking about the Mandinka, Bambara or Fulani, we have the tradition 
of the storyteller called the griot and also other kinds of storytellers. Their role was to record memories of daily 
actions and events. At night, people would gather around them and they would tell those stories that they had 
recorded. I think there are parallels between myself and these storytellers, because in that traditional society, the 
storyteller was his own writer, director, actor and musician. And I think his role was very important in 
cementing society. Now, with new technologies and the tools that we have acquired, I think we can take 
inspiration from them and do some work. 

        ~ Ousmane Sembène (1923–2007), The Guardian, June 2005 
 
PLEASE read over the syllabus several times. Being fully cognizant of its contents is the 
responsibility of the student. While the central structure of the course is set, the professor 
reserves the right to change any aspect of the syllabus for the purpose of facilitating more 
useful, transformative interaction. 
 
Welcome to African History in Film! This course uses leading scholarship and film to explore Africa’s 
modern past and contemporary politics. It begins by exploring the historical invention of Africa, 
showing in particular how racialised stereotypes in nineteenth- and twentieth-century America and 
Europe were driven by colonial imagination, commercial forces and, in time, popular filmography. 
Next, we shall study how communities throughout Africa have innovatively used film to challenge 
western stereotypes, and renegotiate and mediate historical and political space. 
 
Learning Objectives 

• to become familiar with the historical processes surrounding the representative invention of 
Africa 

• to learn how to use historical context and analysis to engage African and Afrocentric 
filmography; in short, to learn how to view film from the historian’s perspective 

• to develop a deep appreciation for African filmography 
• to acquire the historical skillset to become a critical evaluator of popular (western) 

representations (namely film) of Africa: from ‘Blood Diamond’ is cool, to here’s what’s historically 
and critically problematic and useful. 
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Required Readings 
 
JN Pieterse, White on Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western Popular Culture (Yale 1995) 
CP: Course Packet (on Moodle) 
Films (on closed reserve) 
 
Students with Disabilities 
Students with physical impairment and/or learning disability will sometimes need accommodations 
to help them have an equal opportunity to learn. These can include seating preference, permission to 
tape lectures, and extra time on tests and other assignments—at Centre, time-and-a-half is 
customary. Accommodations should be the result of a discussion between the student and the 
College’s coordinator for disabilities, Dr Mary Gulley (mary.gulley@centre.edu), with whom you 
must secure an Accommodation Notice. The professor must sign the Notice before accommodation 
takes effect. It is the responsibility of the student to discuss any accommodations with Dr Gulley 
and to complete the process through her office. 
 
Academic Integrity 
It is imperative that you review the Academic Honesty section of your Student Handbook, where 
academic expectations are clearly illuminated. You will also find important discussion on plagiarism 
and the adverse impact of academic dishonesty. Without say, academic dishonesty is unacceptable in 
any form and will most certainly result in course failure. 
 
While Wikipedia is a useful resource to informally gather quickly needed information, it is not an 
academic source and may not be employed to develop argumentation or citation. 
 
Classroom Etiquette 
The use of cell phones and all forms of texting are strictly prohibited. Usage—including disruption 
by tone or vibration—will adversely impact your grade. Unless you are ill, it is unacceptable to leave 
the classroom once we’ve begun. Provided you can consume without interruption, food and drink 
are perfectly acceptable. Laptops and electronic devices may not be used, except with 
permission. 
 
Communication 
E-mail is the most efficient way to reach me. However, please feel free to use my office line (found 
above). If I am unavailable, please leave a message. I typically respond to e-mail and voicemail within 
twenty-four hours. During posted office hours, you’re more than welcome to stop by unannounced. 
If you need to meet beyond these hours, please send an e-mail to make an appointment. I do not 
respond to email over the weekend (Friday evening through Monday morning). 
 
The Writing Center 
If you need help learning to write or simply want to build upon existing skills, the College houses an 
active Writing Center, which is equipped to help you learn to write powerfully. For more 
information, please visit the Center’s website: https://sites.google.com/a/centre.edu/writing-
center/. Services are free of charge, and well worth your time. 
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Course Evaluation 
A: 100–94% A-: 93–90% B+: 89–86% B: 85–82% B-: 81–79%  
C+: 78–76% C: 75–72% C-: 71–69% D: 68–66% U: 65% or below 
 
Attendance & Participation         15% 
 
Reading & Film Quizzes         40% 
 
Semester Project Part I:  Research Survey Questionnaires    15% 
 
Semester Project Part II:  Final Paper: Deconstructing Representations of Africa 30% 
 
attendance & participation 
It is important to not simply show-up to class—you will need to be an active, informed participant. 
Periodically, throughout the term, I’ll offer comments on your participation. This will give you a 
sense of where you stand with this component. If you wish to nail this component, you should 
come into each discussion with a list of specific time markers and scenes that you are 
prepared to deconstruct and build upon. 
 
You are allowed three unexcused absences throughout the course. However, you may only earn full 
percent if you are without unexcused absences. Excessive absences, that is, missing 12 or more 
hours of class time in each of two or more classes, are grounds for immediate suspension from the 
College. Unless I hear from you before class, an absence will be considered unexcused. All 
assignments are due at the beginning of class (the first two minutes), and you will be unable to earn 
higher than a C on late assignments. Further, no assignments will be accepted twenty-four hours 
beyond the posted deadline. 
 
reading & film quizzes 
Reading quizzes will be administered throughout the semester. Any film and/or reading material 
between one quiz to the next is fair game. Reading quizzes will only be re-administered due to 
sickness or family emergency. However, I will also re-administer quizzes on account of legitimate 
civil and religion functions (e.g., weddings, family reunion, a sibling’s childbearing, baptism, akika, 
bar/bat mitzvah, samskara, etc.). It is your responsibility to ensure that a missed quiz is 
rescheduled. 
 
semester project: part I  research survey questionnaires  
This course will provide you with the opportunity to deconstruct popular representations of Africa 
on Centre’s campus. In doing so, it will enable you use African film to critically engage local cultural 
productions. 
 
STEP 1: Develop a questionnaire that will allow you to identify a particular stereotype of the 
continent. Examples include: lawlessness, diversity, singularity, violence, mineral conflict, chaos, land 
of sexual intensity, etc.  Your questionnaire needs to be designed in such a way that interlocutors 
(students at Centre) are free to express their opinions and identify the film(s) from which these 
images are driven. For example, perhaps a student feels that unless the American State Department 
intervenes, eastern Africa is bound to politically implode, a sentiment shaped by Kony2012, 
Machinegun Preacher or Hotel Rwanda. You will use this questionnaire on five to ten students (no one 
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from within the course). Ultimately, you want to be able to put your finger on one Hollywood-
produced film of Africa, for reasons I shall explain below. 
 
STEP 2: Once you have collected your data, you will use the findings to narrow a stereotype (and 
film) from which these images derive. On 2 October, you will submit your questionnaires with a 
one-page summary of your findings. Within this summary, you will devote one full paragraph to 
identifying the tentative results of your findings. In a second full paragraph you will outline a 
research agenda, within which you will have identified an African-produced film that engages the 
topic and/or region in hand. It’s this African-produced film that you are going to use as the central 
component of the second part of this project. Your second paragraph should also include a brief 
description of the film. When it comes to locating a film, you may not use any film from this 
course. A number of African-produced films can be ordered through ILL, and in some instances 
viewed online. Here is where you should begin by looking to see what’s available: 
 

• Stanford University Library: An annotated guide to numerous African films and organisations, 
organised by both region and theme: 
http://web.stanford.edu/dept/SUL/library/prod//depts/ssrg/africa/film.html. 
 

• Media Resources Centre, University of California, Berkeley: An annotated guide to numerous 
African films, organised by both region and theme: 
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/Africanfilm.html. 
 

• California Newsreel, The Library of African Cinema: An extensive collection of some of the most 
influential African-produced films over the past two decades. These films can usually be ordered 
through ILL: http://newsreel.org/African-Cinema.  
 

•  Sample of some of Centre’s current holdings: 
http://catalog.centre.edu/search~S0?/X(Africa)&SORT=D&m=v/X(Africa)&SORT=D&m=v&S
UBKEY=(Africa)/1%2C69%2C69%2CB/browse. 
 

• There are a number of African Film festivals, which might provide some useful references too: 
o Pan-African Film Festival: http://www.paff.org/ 
o African Diaspora International Film Festival: http://nyadiff.org/ 
o New York African Film Festival: http://www.africanfilmny.org/ 
o Africa in Motion: Scotland African Film Festibal: http://www.africa-in-motion.org.uk/ 
o Durban International Film Festival: http://www.durbanfilmfest.co.za/ 
o Archival site of Panafrican Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou, the largest film festival 

in Africa: http://www1.rfi.fr/actuen/pages/001/page_46.asp 
 

• On reserve, I have placed a number of books which offer analysis and film suggestions: 
o Gugler, African Film: Re-Imagining a Continent (Indiana University Press 2003) 
o Vivian-Bickford Smith, Black + White in Colour: African History on Screen 
o Pfaff, Focus on African films 
o Ukadike, Black African Cinema 
o Higgins, Hollywood’s Africa after 1994 
o Saul & Austen, Viewing African Cinema in the Twenty-first Century 
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semester project: part II  final paper: deconstructing representations of africa  
Next, you will develop a 9-page research paper (1.5 spacing, 12 point font, 1 inch margins) 
 

I. Introduction (1 page): frame research question/topic by drawing from your questionnaires 
II. Hollywood production (2 pages): identify theme(s) and region: this is your critical analysis of 

the film, drawing from concepts we will have explored in readings, viewings and discussions 
III. Historical research and transition into your film (2 pages): Where you will historicise the region 

and/or topic of focus in the popular film 
IV. Analysis of African-produced film (3 pages): positioned to complicate and/or deconstruct 

popular representation 
V. Conclusion (1 page): Findings of study brought into focus 

 
Your paper must include a bibliography and use no less than seven secondary sources (course 
readings may be used). Footnotes or in-text citations are acceptable. However, I shall look for 
consistency. The paper is due on 1 December (printed and electronic copy) (5pm). 
 
The evaluation of the paper shall be based upon the quality of your analysis and sources, and the 
clarity of your structure and grammar. The strongest papers will have identified a clear theme or 
identical region, e.g., the place of violence in Sierra Leone in Blood Diamond versus Ezra, or the 
portrayals of apartheid in Invictus as opposed to Mapantsula (Gugler, p. 91) or Fools (Gugler, p. 97). 
 
PLEASE take advantage of posted office hours to obtain feedback and clarification. 



 

 Monday: 28 August Wednesday: 30 August Friday: 1 September 
  (1) The Invention of Black 

Bodies 

 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION • “Beasts of No Nation”: Whose Film is 
African Film? 

• Syllabus 

Colonial Imagination Marketing ‘Black’ in Twentieth-Century 
America 

READING  White on black, Chapters 1 & 2 White on black, Chapters 10–11, 13 
ASSIGNMENT    
 

 Monday: 4 September (Labour Day) Wednesday: 6 September Friday: 8 September 
  

OFF: WORK ON PROJECTS 
  

LECTURE & DISCUSSION Depicting African violence Sexualising Africa: fear & fantasy 
READING White on black, Chapters 14–15 White on black, Chapters 9 & 12 
ASSIGNMENT  QUIZ 1 
 

 Monday: 11 September Wednesday: 13 September Friday: 15 September 
 (2) Africa’s Precolonial 

Pasts 
  

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING Cham, ‘Film and History in Africa’ (Moodle) FILM: Kei ̈ta!: l'he ́ritage du griot, The heritage of the 

griot 
FILM: Yeelen 

ASSIGNMENT   FILM QUIZ 2 
 

 Monday: 18 September Wednesday: 20 September Friday: 22 September 
 (3) Transatlantic Slavery   

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING RH: ‘The transatlantic slave trade in cinema’ 

(Moodle) 
FILM: Adanggaman FILM: Sankofa 

ASSIGNMENT   FILM QUIZ 3 
 

 Monday: 25 September Wednesday: 27 September Friday: 29 September 

 (4) Colonial Filmography   

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING FILM: Out of Africa FILM: Nionga 

http://www.colonialfilm.org.uk/node/1910  
FILM: Stampede 
http://www.colonialfilm.org.uk/node/1829  

ASSIGNMENT   FILM QUIZ 4 



 

 Monday: 2 October Wednesday: 4 October Friday: 6 October 
 (5) Decolonisation & Liberation 

Struggle 
  

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING  FILM: Camp de Thiaroye FILM: The Battle of Algiers 
ASSIGNMENT SEMESTER-LONG PROJECT: PART I DUE  FILM QUIZ 5 
 

 Monday: 9 October Wednesday: 11 October Friday: 13 October 
    
LECTURE & DISCUSSION REVIEW MID-TERM FALL BREAK 
READING    
ASSIGNMENT    
 

 Monday: 16 October Wednesday: 18 October Friday: 20 October 
     
LECTURE & DISCUSSION (6) Remembering 

Resistance 
  

READING  FILM: Flame FILM: Lumumba, la mort d'un prophète 
ASSIGNMENT    
 

 Monday: 23 October Wednesday: 25 October Friday: 27 October 
   (7) Contemporary conflicts 

& cinema 
 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING FILM: Harvest: 3,000 Years  FILM: Blood Diamond  
ASSIGNMENT FILM QUIZ 6   
 

 Monday: 30 October Wednesday: 1 November Friday: 3 November 
   (8) Rwandan Genocide  

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING FILM: Ezra FILM: Sometimes in April FILM: Beyond the Gates (Shooting Dogs) 
ASSIGNMENT   FILM QUIZ 7 
 



 Monday: 6 November Wednesday: 8 November Friday: 10 November 
 (9) Gender & Sexuality   

LECTURE & DISCUSSION  Screening: Forbidden Fruit  
READING   FILM: Woubi Chéri 
ASSIGNMENT    
 

 Monday: 13 November Wednesday: 15 November Friday: 17 November 
  (10) Nollywood OFF: WORK ON PROJECTS 

LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING FILM: The Gods Must be Crazy   
ASSIGNMENT FILM QUIZ 8   
 

 Monday: 20 November Wednesday: 22 November Friday: 24 November (Thanksgiving) 
    OFF 
LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING FILM: The Great Mistake 

(http://youtu.be/UakGiI6sfDg) 
FILM: The Wedding Party (On Netflix)  

ASSIGNMENT  FILM QUIZ 9  
 

 Monday: 27 November Wednesday: 29 November Friday: 1 December 
  OFF: WORK ON PROJECTS REVIEW OFF: WORK ON PROJECTS 
LECTURE & DISCUSSION    
READING    
ASSIGNMENT   SEMESTER-LONG PROJECT: PART II 

DUE (5pm) 
 


