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MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF AFRICA 

AFRICAST / AFRICAAM 81/181 

Spring 2017 

3/5 Units – Ways requirements ED/SI 

Class schedule: Tuesday / Thursday, 3-4.20pm 
Encina West 108 

Instructor: Dr Toussaint Nothias (tnothias@stanford.edu) 
Office: Center for African Studies, 615 Crothers Way, 102 Encina Commons 

Office Hours: Tuesday 4.30-5.30pm (or by appointment). 

Course description 

How have Africa and its inhabitants been dominantly portrayed in Western popular 
culture? What are the power relations and historical background that shaped these 
representations? What are the contemporary ramifications of such representations both 
within and outside the continent? This course provides a wide-ranging inquiry into the 
role played by the media in representing Africa, with a particular emphasis on 
contemporary media representations. It engages with the media as social, economic 
and political institutions playing a key role in shaping popular perceptions of Africa.  

The objective of this course is to develop a theoretical and empirical understanding of 
the media as central actors in the process of imagining and representing Africa. It will 
address how media representations have been infused with a background of 
domination, inequality and racism. But it will also emphasize alternatives visions of 
African realities and the African agency to resist, redefine and challenge the flaws of 
outside images.	 The topic is particularly relevant to contemporary Africa as the 
emerging middle-class, economic and cultural globalization, and the uptake for 
communication technologies are shaping contested images of the continent. 

You will be introduced to the study and theory of representation as a way to explore 
the cultural, political, economic and ideological dimensions of the media. You will 
also learn about the history in which these representations appeared and the conceptual 
tools developed by media scholars, sociologists and postcolonial thinkers to analyze 
them critically.  

You will apply the analytical skills gained throughout the course by 1) conducting a 
group investigation into media representations of Africa on the Stanford campus, 2) by 
writing an original analysis of contemporary media representations of Africa of your 
choice, and 3) - for students registered for 5 units – by conducting a replication study. 

We will rely on a wide variety of material throughout the course, including: readings 
drawn from a variety of fields (media studies, cultural studies, anthropology, history, 
postcolonial theory and literature); film and documentaries; linguistic, visual, audio, 
video, multimedia and digital material.  
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Structure  
 
The style is a seminar class based on interactivity, collaborative learning, exchange 
and discussion.  See the section on attendance and participation below for more 
information. Rather than adopting a chronological approach, the course is structured 
around key themes. Some weeks will emphasize dominant representations and the 
political, social and economic forces shaping them. Other weeks will focus more on 
self-representation and non-Western representations. Throughout, however, we will 
engage with the encounters and processes of co-production involved in the making of 
these representations. Starting week 8, there will be less readings, because you will be 
working on your group project. Still, you will be expected to do independent readings 
for your final paper and upload reading notes on canvas. There will be several guest 
lectures, including on Senufo art, African futurism and design, and China in Africa. 
 
There are no prerequisites for this course. The seminar will enable you to develop 
your own interests and expertise as you work towards your final paper. If you have 
prior experience and knowledge of the issues surrounding Africa’s image, this 
seminar will allow you to deepen your knowledge and to engage with postcolonial 
theory and the study of media representation, in addition to conducting an original 
analysis tailored to your own interests.  
 
If you are looking to qualify for the minor in African studies, the final paper could 
serve as a relevant basis for the 25-page minimum research paper required.  
 
Learning Outcomes 
As a SI and ED class, you will learn the following: 
-You will learn how to examine the various role played by the media as social, 
economic and political institutions in representing Africa 
-You will understand how various historical power relations have shaped 
representations of Africa, and how these impact the contemporary context. 
-You will be able to critically appraise different methods to analyse media 
representations 
-You will work as group to investigate representations of Africa on the Stanford 
campus 
-You learn to work independently to conducting research by analysing a discreet case 
study of contemporary representations of Africa 
-Enhance your writing, reading and oral communication skills. 
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
Attendance, class participation and reading preparation 
 
Your attendance and participation account for 20% of your grade. Prompt, prepared 
and participatory attendance is required and will determine the quality of the class. 
This includes being on time, doing all the readings (or film watching when 
applicable) and being prepared to discuss them in class. I also take into account your 
ability to engage with other students in class, as well as your ability to listen actively 
(ask me about this in class if you want to know what I mean!). I will provide 
questions to guide your reading ahead of our sessions. These will also be used to 
structure our discussions. You may decide to fully write down your answers or bring 
notes. In any case, you should be ready to provide answers to the questions every 
week, and to demonstrate engagement with the readings. I WILL PROVIDE PDF 
COPIES OF ALL READINGS BY EMAIL. 
 
Up to two absences in the quarter, with advance notice, can be made up through 
writing a very short response to the readings. More than 3 absences will negatively 
impact your grade.  
 
Grading  
 
For a timeline of the assignments due date, see the table at the end of the syllabus. 
 
If you are taking the course for 5 units, the grading system is as follows: 
Attendance, participation and preparation      20%  
Replication Study         15%  
Reading Response Essay        15%  
Africa at Stanford Project        15%  
Final paper         35%  
 
 
If you are taking the course for 3 units, the grading system is as follows: 
Attendance, participation and preparation      20%  
Reading Response Essay        20% 
Africa at Stanford Project        20%  
Final paper         40%  
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Reading Response Essay (1200 – 1500 words) 
Rather than simply summarizing the arguments in a week’s reading, the response paper consists of a structured 
argument in which you link, compare and contrast themes and issues explored in the different readings for a 
given week. Think of it as a puzzle: how does the argument in one reading contradict, expand or deepen the 
argument in another one? This is due no later than at the end of week 5 (Friday, midnight), 

Africa at Stanford Project  
From Week 1 onward, you will start thinking about a “site” on campus, which produces representations of 
Africa.  This could be a physical space (like a museum, a section of the library, a student venue…) but it does not 
have to be (for instance a student newspaper, a Facebook group, a fundraising campaign…). There will be 
opportunities to discuss this in class, and you are highly encouraged to discuss it with me during office hours and 
among yourselves. The objective of the project is for you to develop an understanding of the politics of 
representation in everyday life. As such, your report could be “critical” of certain representations, but could also 
engage with the ways in which representations disrupt and challenge dominant perceptions of Africa. You will be 
expected to use the critical insights from the readings to analyse the production of these representations. On week 
9, you will present your findings in class. There is a lot of room for creativity for this assignment: you can 
conduct interviews, observation, participant observations, and surveys within the Stanford community. You can 
decide to create a video or an online platform to support your presentation in class on week 9. In your 
investigation, the main questions that should drive you are: what narratives/images are offered in a given site? 
Who produce them, how and why? How do these aspects resonate with the readings? Whenever applicable and 
possible, you should invite members from the site you research to attend your presentation on week 9. 

 
Replication Study (5 UNITS ONLY) 

The goal of this assignment is for you to use tools developed in previous studies to analyse media representations 
of Africa, but apply them to a new case study, and see if the results confirm, nuance or challenge previous 
studies. For the sake of time and workload management, I ask you to focus on online news articles, but you will 
have the ability to choose the media source to be analysed. You will use a coding sheet that I developed to 
analyse media content. You will then write a short summary of your findings (1000 words max) and present them 
in class on Week 6.  

 
Final Paper (2500-3000 words) 

In your final paper, you will offer an analysis of a contemporary media representation of Africa. Your paper will 
contain 1) a discussion of the theoretical approach that you use, 2) a research question, 3) a short methodology 
section (which explains how you gathered and analyzed your material), 4) an analysis section (in which you 
present your findings) and 5) a conclusion summarizing your findings in relation to your research question and 
the theoretical approach used. It should include a reference list. 
 
Like for the Africa at Stanford project, your project does not have to focus on misrepresentations of Africa, but 
could engage with representational attempts at countering stereotypes or representations that (willingly or not) 
disrupt dominant discourses. As such, you should consider analysing media representations emerging from 
outside the Western world, as well as African self and cross-national representations. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE CLASS 

 
Week 1 

Introduction: Why study representations of Africa? 
 

Week 2  
News out of Africa, then and now 

 
Week 3 

Tourism, advertisement, development: culture and the commodification of 
Africa 

 
Week 4 

 “African” film in question: Nollywood and auteur cinema 
 

Week 5  
Afrocentrism and Afropolitanism + Guest intervention by documentary film-

maker Karim Miské 
 

Week 6 
The myth of representation of Africa / Replication studies results 

 
Week 7 

Africa rising and afro-optimism: Instrumentalizing the critique of 
representation 

 
Week 8 

Sino-african representations + Guest intervention by film director Melissa 
Lefkowitz 

 
Week 9 

Africa @ Stanford group project presentations 
 

Week 10  
Acting on critique: The Africa stereotype scanner project 
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Honor code 
You are responsible for understanding and complying with the Stanford Honor code. 
Please read it here: 
https://communitystandards.stanford.edu/ 
The honor code contains fundamental information about plagiarism that you should 
review carefully. Please see the following link for more information and sources 
about plagiarism: 
https://communitystandards.stanford.edu/student-conduct-process/honor-code-and-
fundamental-standard/additional-resources/what-plagiarism 
 
Students with Documented Disabilities 
Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a 
disability must initiate the request with the Office of Accessible Education 
(OAE). Professional staff will evaluate the request with required documentation, 
recommend reasonable accommodations, and prepare an Accommodation Letter for 
faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is being made. Students 
should contact the OAE as soon as possible since timely notice is needed to 
coordinate accommodations. The OAE is located at 563 Salvatierra Walk (phone: 
723-1066, URL: http://studentaffairs.stanford.edu/oae). 
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MILESTONES AND ASSIGNEMENTS TIMELINE 
 
 
 
 
 

 W.1 W. 2 W. 3 W. 4 W.5 W. 6 W. 7 W.8 W. 9 
 

W. 
10 

June 11  
 

Attendance & 
Participation 

Throughout 

Reading Response 
Paper 

 Anytime before the end of week 5 
(Friday, midnight) 

Africa at Stanford 
Project 

 Chose 
site of 
analysis 

      Class 
presentation 

Final Paper           Due  

Replication Study 
5 units Option 

      Summary 
findings due 

(Friday, 
midnight) 

Class 
presentation 


