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Critical Investigations into Humanitarianism in Africa, PS 147E 
Spring 2021 

Professor Cecelia Lynch 
University of California, Irvine, clynch@uci.edu; 

With Professors Cilas Kemedjio (University of Rochester), 
cilaskemedjio@rochester.edu; Akosua Adomako Ampofo (University of 
Ghana), adomako@gmail.com; Penda Ba (University of Gaston Berger), 

mame-penda.ba@ugb.edu.sn; Simangaliso R Kumalo (University of 
KwaZulu-Natal), kumalor@smms.ac.za; Elias Opongo (Hekima Institute), 

elias.opongo@hekima.ac.ke; and Dr. Genevieve Nrenzah (University of 
Ghana), gnrenzah@ug.edu.gh 

Professor Lynch weekly on-line office hours: Fridays, 9-11 am PST (by Zoom, 
link: https://uci.zoom.us/j/91084807211); and by appointment. Contact: 
clynch@uci.edu 

Elham Kazemi, TA, weekly on-line office hours: Thursdays, 1-2 pm PST (by 
Zoom, link: https://uci.zoom.us/j/92777091638); and by appointment. 
Contact: ekazemi@uci.edu 

Misbah Hyder, TA, weekly on-line office hours: Wednesdays, 12-1pm PST 
(by Zoom link: https://uci.zoom.us/j/99788264376); and by appointment. 
Contact: mhyder@uci.edu 

(If these times do not work, please email us and we will find a time that suits 
you!) 

Welcome to Critical Investigations into Humanitarianism in Africa! In 
this course, we will explore the complex phenomenon of aid to Africa, debates 
about whether it “works,” and why many participants and observers criticize 
it. An innovative feature of this on-line course is the opportunity to engage in 
dialogue and written projects with students from across the University of 
California system and in Senegal, Kenya, South Africa and Ghana.  

What is humanitarianism? Humanitarianism is a complex and influential 
phenomenon that encompasses emergency aid, development, “peacebuilding” 
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and conflict resolution programs. It is influential in relations between the 
“Global North” and the “Global South.” Humanitarian aid to Africa has very 
often been presented through a U.S. and/or Eurocentric lens. Students in 
development programs are often trained in the technical or pragmatic aspects 
of humanitarianism without sufficient understanding of historical (colonial 
and missionary) legacies, knowledge of racialized constructions of African 
peoples and resulting representations of the beneficiaries of humanitarian 
aid, or understandings of how religious as well as “secular” practices shape 
ongoing debates about aid. As a result, aid workers are frustrated that their 
programs don’t work, donors try to find ever-more-precise (and sometimes 
invasive) measures of “success,” and aid recipients become cynical about the 
non-governmental groups that impose programs on them, often without their 
input. 

How do we grapple with these problems? As a first step, students in this 
course will be able to identify: 

n The major actors in humanitarianism in Africa 
n Foundational concepts in humanitarianism, including regarding 

emergency relief, peacebuilding, and development 
n The major critiques of humanitarian practices and why these critiques 

exist 

Next, we will go in-depth to examine: 

n How these critiques are linked to ongoing legacies of colonization and 
missionary activity across Africa 

n How contemporary humanitarian actors, including recipients of aid, 
react to, perpetuate, or reject or reformulate these practices and 
legacies 

n Similarities or differences between religious and secular humanitarian 
actors today 

n Specific programs regarding issues of gender, development, 
peacebuilding, and emergency relief in different parts of Africa (chosen 
by students themselves) 

n We will enhance our in-depth examinations through creating several 
opportunities for dialogue between students in Africa and students in 
the University of California system. Many students on both continents 
have experience with humanitarian organizations (nongovernmental 
groups at local, national or transnational levels, or various United 
Nations agencies), and some have worked or plan to build a career in 
related areas. Such dialogue now exposes students to experiences and 
perspectives they would not otherwise encounter and allows them to 
deepen their ability to apply, analyze and evaluate critical frameworks.  

Finally, students will create draft “posts” targeted to an academic blog like 
the Critical Investigations into Humanitarianism in Africa (CIHA) Blog (found 
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at www.cihablog.com). These may be done individually or in collaboration 
with other students in the University of California system or at participating 
institutions in Africa. This provides another unique opportunity for students, 
as posts by students have sometimes been published on the CIHA Blog in the 
past, allowing the student-authors to include them in their resumes. Such 
collaboration in writing is also particularly useful for students preparing for 
possible careers in humanitarianism broadly-conceived, journalism, and 
education at any level. 

Throughout all of the above, we will focus on questions of knowledge-
production and representation, as part of our exploration into and critique 
of the humanitarian phenomenon. This leads us into issues of “otherness” 
and race, gender, victimhood, power, agency, and ethics.  

Course goals:  

n Learn about the humanitarian phenomenon in Africa, including the 
historical, theoretical, legal and conceptual underpinnings of 
humanitarianism. Student understanding will be assessed by a) quizzes 
during Week 2 and Week 5, and b) UC TA and faculty evaluation of 
students’ on-line summaries of readings and films. 

n Explore and apply cutting-edge literature on humanitarianism and its 
critics, from western and non-western (primarily African) perspectives 
and a variety of sources (academic articles, blogs, videos, movies, the 
experiences of peers in Africa). Assessment will be through student 
journaling that reflects on course materials and interactions with peers. 

n Understand and be able to articulate the primary economic, political, 
and cultural effects of transnational humanitarianism, as well as local 
incorporation or resistance to particular programs and strategies. 
Students will work in groups to connect these effects to critical 
frameworks and concepts, and apply and analyze them for particular 
empirical cases. 

n Develop the ability to speak and write concisely and critically on 
humanitarian issues. Students will create draft blog posts (individually 
or in pairs) that evaluate humanitarian action in specific cases. 

Grading: 

n 10%: Attendance at two (2) mandatory synchronous on-line sessions 
(We will also have one (1) optional synchronous on-line session during 
Week 9.) 

n 30%: Participation discussion and activities (weekly; primarily 
asynchronous; including what’s app discussions with students across 
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UCs and at institutions in Africa, possibility of synchronous zoom 
sessions) 

n 30%: Performance on periodic or ongoing assessment activities 
(asynchronous; quizzes, student shared reflections on course materials)  

n 30%: 1500-word paper or draft blog post (grade includes draft of thesis 
paragraph during Week 8, first full draft of post during Week 10, and 
final draft post) 

n 1%: Extra-credit opportunities – midterm and final course evaluations, 
each worth 0.5 point 

Contact/work hours: This course is primarily asynchronous, except for two 
mandatory sessions and one optional session with both the Instructor and 
TA, although the Professor and TAs will be available for additional 
synchronous sessions if requested. In general, you should plan on a minimum 
of 3 hours/ week for on-line lectures/videos/ contact with Instructor; 1 hour 
for WhatsApp/Canvas or Google Doc activities; and several hours for 
additional readings and writing. 

 
Course Materials: 
 

n Films and readings accessible on-line from a variety of sources (all 
available on the course’s Canvas website for UC students; these will be 
emailed to students in African institutions). 

n Videos produced for this course, with the assistance of UC, with faculty 
presenting on their areas of specialization (religion, gender, conflict, 
peacebuilding, etc.). 

n The Critical Investigations into Humanitarianism in Africa (CIHA) Blog, 
www.cihablog.com. This blog has now built up a considerable repertoire 
of posts, reviews, and articles on all of the topics of interest to the 
course, and will therefore serve as a major resource for the course.  

n Resources of each of our partner institutions, including the Hekima 
Institute (Kenya) on conflict resolution and peacebuilding; the 
Programme on Religion and Governance and the Ujamaa Centre (South 
Africa) on theological critiques and work with NGOs; the Institute for 
African Studies (Ghana) on the history and legacy of slavery as well as 
gender and development; and the Laboratory for Analysis of Society and 
Power in Africa (LASPAD, Senegal) for the conflict in Casamance as well 
as the relationship between contemporary debates and social theory.  

n Chapters from forthcoming book Co-Edited by Cilas Kemedjio and 
Cecelia Lynch, Africa in the Humanitarian Imaginary.  

n Resources on how to write a blog. 
n Additional materials: Students should have access to a computer and 

headphones as well as have a (free) WhatsApp account (for contacting 
students in African academic institutions). 
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n Additional sources for blog posts suggested by the professor, speakers, 
TAs and other students. 

You should feel free to contact the Professor or TA during or outside on-
line office hours regarding your questions about or comprehension of 
these course materials.  

Tools and Services to Assist You: 

n Students who are differently abled: I am more than happy to work 
with you if you need accommodations for this course. (At UCI, you 
should register with the Disability Services Center 
(https://dsc.uci.edu/). In order for you to receive accommodations to 
which you are entitled, the Disability Services Center notifies me 
formally during the first two weeks of the quarter regarding the type of 
accommodations necessary.)  For all students, please feel free to see me 
as well, especially if you feel you need accommodations but have not (or 
cannot) formally gone through the process of registration with DSC. 

n Center for Excellence in Writing and Communication, sponsored by 
the UCI Division of Undergraduate Education (DUE). This is especially 
important for learning how to write your paper/blog post. 

n UCI Coronavirus Information Hub 

Tips on Reading and Taking Notes: 

n You are encouraged to complete assigned readings and watch the 
assigned videos by WEDNESDAY of each week. You should take notes 
on them (see below) so you will be prepared to ask any questions you 
have and discuss them during office hours or by email; taking notes 
also prepares you for assignments and exams. 

n WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS AND QUIZZES (WEEKS 1, 2, AND 5) ARE 
DUE ON FRIDAYS AT 5 PM PST (same days but variable times for 
students in African institutions) . Please contact the Professor or TA if 
you cannot submit by the deadline. Otherwise, late submissions might 
be penalized. 

How should you read and take notes?  A good rule of thumb is to keep notes 
both on what you think the author’s main points/arguments are, and your 
reactions to those points/arguments and why. For example, is this new 
information to you? Is the author making an argument you had not heard of 
or thought about before? Why do you think the argument is being made? Does 
the author provide sufficient evidence to make it? Does the author challenge 
previously held beliefs or theories (yours or those of others)? Does it agree 
with or differ from other readings in the class, and if so, how?   
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Remember, your notes are not “right” or “wrong” – they simply record 
your understanding of the material at the time you read it. Class lectures 
and discussions as well as your participation will help you contextualize and 
digest the material in the readings. 

 

Class Policies: 
 

n Academic Integrity Policy: Academic honesty is a requirement for 
passing this class.  Any student who compromises the academic 
integrity of this course is subject to a failing grade. The work you submit 
must be your own. Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to 
copying answers from another student, allowing another student to 
copy your answers, or communicating exam answers to other students 
during an exam. If you do so, you will be in violation of the UCI Policies 
on Academic Integrity: https://aisc.uci.edu/students/academic-
integrity/index.php 
 

It is your responsibility to read and understand these policies. Note that any 
instance of academic dishonesty will be reported to the Academic Integrity 
Administrative Office for disciplinary action and is cause for a failing grade on 
that exam/essay or in the course. 
 
Additional note on plagiarism: in all of your writing, you must identify the 
nature and extent of your intellectual indebtedness to the authors whose work 
you have read, or to anyone else from whom you have gotten ideas 
(classmates, etc.).  Failure to acknowledge and attribute properly your 
reliance on someone else’s ideas, thoughts, words, research, theories, 
evidence, findings, or arguments is PLAGIARISM.  This includes quotations, 
paraphrasing, and/or summarizing the work of others. 
 
See also UCI Copyright policy link: 
http://copyright.universityofcalifornia.edu/use/teaching.html 
 
Finally, the UCI Academic Integrity Administrative Office (located in the Dean 
of Students Office) is found at: https://aisc.uci.edu/  

 

Weekly Schedule and Topics 
 

NOTE: Weekly tasks are divided into “Preparation” (readings and 
videos); “Participation” (your online comments and discussions, any 
mandatory meetings, posting reflections on Canvas, peer-to-peer 
exchanges, etc.), and “Assessment” (quizzes, writing drafts of posts, 
etc.) 
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Week 1 
 

March 29-April 2, 2021: Welcome and Introduction to the 
Course: 

Preparation: 
n Watch CIHA “Think Aloud” video lecture on How to Read 

an Academic Blog Post (Cecelia Lynch) 
n Read Africa in Contemporary Perspective, Chapters 1 & 7 

(Available on Canvas). 

Participation:  
n Provide TAs with your contact information (email and 

What’s App) and a two-line description of your 
interests/experience related to humanitarianism (UC 
TAs and TAs from African institutions will compile lists for 
circulation so that you can contact other students for 
dialogue and group projects). Due Friday, April 2, by 5 pm. 

 

Week 2 

 

April 5-9, 2021: Topic: Representations of “Africa” and Their 
Critics: From Band-Aid to Live Aid and Beyond 

Preparation: 

n Watch video by Prof. Cilas Kemedjio. 
n Watch the following films and film clips:  

o BBC report on famine in Ethiopia, 1984; 
o LiveAid studio songs recorded in London, 1984; 
o Radi-Aid original video 

n Read the following: Cilas Kemedjio, “The Humanitarian 
Misunderstanding,” The CIHA Blog, January 13, 2009. 

n Read the following: Cecelia Lynch, “Stuck in a Moment You 
Can’t Get Out Of”: Band-Aid 2014’s “Crumbs from Your 
Table,” The CIHA Blog, November 17, 2018. 

n Read the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). 

Participation: 
n Mandatory on-line session for 1 hour (moderated by 

Professor and TAs) – introductions to the course and each 
other! Tuesday, April 6, 9-10 am (PT) OR Thursday, April 
8, 2-3 pm (PT) 

n Post a two-paragraph reflection on Canvas (UC students) 
or Google Docs (students at African institutions) your 
initial reactions to the themes of the videos in relation to 
“the humanitarian misunderstanding,” focusing on the 
following: What did you learn from the videos? Do you 
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think there is a “humanitarian misunderstanding”? What 
were your observations about the 
actors/interviewees/singers in each video? What were 
your emotional reactions to each? Were they similar or 
different, and how? Due Friday, April 9, by 5 pm. 

Assessment: 

n Complete a short quiz on the syllabus. Due Friday, April 
9, by 5 pm. 

n Complete a short quiz on the videos and reading. Due 
Friday, April 9, by 5 pm. 

 
Week 3 April 12-16, 2021: Topic: The Great Aid Debate: Economists 

frame the question of whether aid from the West to Africa 
“works”  

Preparation: 
n Read Nilima Gulrajani, “Transcending the Great Foreign 

Aid Debate: managerialism, radicalism and the search for 
aid effectiveness,” Third World Quarterly, 2011. 

n Watch ABC interview with Dambisa Moyo: “Is Aid Killing 
Africa?” 

n Crystal Murphy, “Microfinance, the State, and Dambisa 
Moyo’s Dead Aid”; both at http://www.cihablog.com/the-
great-aid-debate/  

n Watch Jeffrey Sachs film on Development Aid. 
n Read Téju Cole, “The White Savior Industrial Complex,” 

The Atlantic, March 21, 2012. 

Participation: 
n Post two paragraphs on Canvas (UC students) or Google 

Docs (students at African institutions) that a) outline the 
main positions in the debate and the authors’ rationales 
for them, and b) what you find persuasive or not persuasive 
about each.  

n Contact students at other UC and African institutions 
suggested by TAs and discuss reactions to readings and 
videos. 
 

Week 4 

 

April 19-23, 2021: Topic: Reversing the Lens: Ngūgī wa 
Thiong’o Reframes the Question: Africa has always given – so 
why don’t we see Africa as the donor and the West as the 
recipient? 

Preparation:  
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n Watch video by Dr. Genevieve Nrenzah on African religions 
and political issues around their celebration or 
denigration. 

n Read Ngūgī wa Thiong’o, Short Excerpts from Books and 
Articles, compiled by Cilas Kemejio and Cecelia Lynch (on 
Canvas). 

n Watch Ngūgī wa Thiong’o interview, “Memories of Who We 
Are,” October 13, 2015. 

n Read Frantz Fanon, “Medicine and Colonialism,” in A 
Dying Colonialism, Grove Press, 1965. 

n Read Eileen Wakesho and Omayma Gutbi, “African 
Correctives to European Narratives about Migration and 
‘the Refugee Crisis’,” The CIHA Blog, August 29, 2018,  

Participation: 
n Mandatory, audio-recorded, on-line session for one 

hour on Tuesday, April 20, 9-10 am (PT) OR Thursday, 
April 22, 2-3 (PT). Be prepared to discuss a) your reactions 
to Ngūgī’s reframing, focusing on specific historical facts 
and events, and any experiences with NGOs, and b) 
whether this reframing provides important context for 
Wakesho and Gutbi’s critique. 

n Discuss lecture and readings with peers in different 
institutions. 

n Post on Canvas (UC students) or Google Docs (students at 
African institutions) a two-paragraph summary about 
similarities and differences with peers in reactions to 
Reversing the Lens. 
 

Week 5 

 

April 26-30, 2021: Topic: Digging Deeper -- Religious and 
Secular Humanitarian Histories 
Humanitarianism and Militarism 

Preparation: 
n Watch Course Lecture by Prof. Simangaliso Kumalo on the 

ambivalence of missionaries’ legacies in Africa, using John 
Dube and contemporary issues. 

n Read Siba N’Zatioula Grovogui, “Zoe’s Ark and the Logic of 
Salvation: French Humanist Universalism from Jules Ferry 
to Bernard-Henri Levy,” chapter for Cilas Kemedjio and 
Cecelia Lynch, eds., Always Giving? Africa in the 
Humanitarian Imaginary. 

n Read CIHA Blog contributions on Biafra, from scholars 
from the region who lived through the conflict, the archivist 
of the World Council of Churches, and Cilas Kemedjio, 
found at: http://www.cihablog.com/notes-on-
humanitarianism-in-biafra-foundations-and-
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implications/; http://www.cihablog.com/problem-enact-
diakonia-world-council-churches-nigerian-civil-war-1967-
1970/; http://www.cihablog.com/biafra-faith-based-
humanitarian-intervention-basis-world-council-
churches/; http://www.cihablog.com/decolonizing-story-
humanitarianism-case-biafra-war/; 
http://www.cihablog.com/biafra-humanitarianism-
house-frances-neo-colonial-empire/ 

n Read Ayesha Nibbe on Northern Uganda and KONY 2012, 
The CIHA Blog, December 3, 2012. 

n Read Adam Schatz, “Mission impossible: humanitarianism 
is neutral or it is nothing,” MSF, October 20, 2002.  

Participation: 
n Discuss lecture and readings with peers in different 

institutions. 

Assessment: 
n Mid-course check-in/quiz. Due Friday, April 30, by 5 pm. 
n Mid-course evaluations. 0.5 extra-credit point 

 
Week 6 

 

May 3-7, 2021: Topic: Case Study: Casamance (Senegal)  
Led by Professor Penda Ba, University of Gaston Berger, St. 
Louis, Senegal:  

Preparation:  
n Watch “Think Aloud” lecture by Penda Ba on how to read 

about and understand the conflict in Casamance. 
n Read materials from LASPAD, University of Gaston Berger, 

on the conflict in Casamance, including the role of 
“traditional” religious leaders, including women, in leading 
resistance in WWI and WWII, found at: 
http://www.cihablog.com/introduction-casamance-
conflict-implications-peacebuilding/; 
http://www.cihablog.com/resistance-feminine-et-
pacifique-en-casamance-alandi-bassene-1913-1940-
feminist-non-violent-resistance-casamance-alandi-
bassene-1913-1940/; http://www.cihablog.com/factors-
that-influenced-casamance-separatism/ 

n For a comparison with Casamance, read Séverine 
Autesserre, “Dangerous Tales: Dominant Narratives on the 
Congo and their Unintended Consequences,” African 
Affairs, 2012, pp. 202-222 (provided on-line). 

Participation:  



11 
 

n Work with TAs on topics, sources and possible partners for 
draft blog post. 

n Begin research (past CIHA posts, discuss sources with 
peers/partners). 
 

Week 7 May 10-14, 2021: Topic: Conflict Resolution and 
“Peacebuilding” 

Preparation:  
n Watch lecture by Elias Opongo, Hekima Institute, on 

conflict resolution and social justice. 
n Watch film, “Pray the Devil Back to Hell.” You will need to 

rent or purchase it on-line. 
n Read Cecelia Lynch, “Who is Resilient? Problematizing the 

Appropriation of ‘Resilience’ in Humanitarian Action,” The 
CIHA Blog, June 23, 2017. 

n Read Heidi Hudson, “The Power of Mixed Messages: 
Women, Peace, and Security Language in National Action 
Plans from Africa,” Africa Spectrum, 52, 3 (2017), pp. 3-29. 

n Read TBA 

Participation:  
n Same as Week 6 

 
Week 8 May 17-21, 2021: Topic: The focus on Gender and 

“Development” in Africa  

Preparation: 
n Read Introduction, Adomako Ampofo, Akosua and Signe 

Arnfred (Eds.).  2009. African Feminist Research and 
Activism - Tensions, Challenges and Possibilities. Uppsala: 
Nordic Africa (provided on-line). 

n Read Deborah Mindry, chapter in forthcoming book, 
Always Giving? 

Participation: 

n Same as above 
n Write thesis paragraph for draft post. 
n Exchange and evaluate thesis paragraph with peers in 

what’s app groups. 
 

Week 9 

 

May 24-28, 2021: Topic: Humanitarian Trends and 
Resistances  
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Preparation:    

n Read Oladele Ogunseitan and Tamara Jimmeh, “Toxic 
Scavengers in the Digital Divide,” chapter for Kemedjio and 
Lynch, eds. (see above) 

n Read Crystal Murphy, “‘Trust no one’: the logics of 
microfinance, depending on whom you ask,” draft chapter 
for Kemedjio and Lynch, eds. (see above) 

n Read “Is it Time? The San Ethics Code for Scientific 
Research,” (with hyperlinked article), The CIHA Blog, 
March 23, 2017, and Angela Okune, “‘Responsible 
Research’: Reducing Risk or Improving Well-being?” The 
CIHA Blog, September 25, 2017. 

n Read TBA [a piece on Africa and COVID-19]  

Participation: 

n Optional on-line session for 1 hour (moderated by 
Professor and TAs) on Tuesday, May 25, 9-10 am (PT) OR 
Thursday, May 27, 2-3 pm (PT) 

n Continue drafting blog post. 

 
Week 10 

 

May 31-June 4, 2021: Topic: Is it possible to equalize 
humanitarian relationships? 

Preparation: 

n Watch course lecture by Akosua Adomako Ampofo on 
decolonizing scholarship on Africa and citing African 
authors. 

n Read Nana Akua Anyidoho, “On Whose Terms? Negotiating 
Participatory Development in a Fluid Policy Landscape,” in 
Helen Lauer & Kofi Anyidoho, eds., Reclaiming the Human 
Sciences and Humanities through African Perspectives, 
Volume I (Ghana: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2012), pp. 401-
412. 

n Read Simangaliso R Kumalo, “Educating for Social 
Holiness in Institutions of Higher Education in Africa.” 

Participation: 

n Post two paragraphs on Canvas regarding your 
assessment of whether equalizing humanitarian 
relationships is possible. Due Friday, June 4, by 5 pm. 
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n Complete first draft of blog post, exchange with peers for 
mutual comments. 

Assessment: 

n Turn in first draft of blog post for evaluation and 
comment. Due Friday, June 4, by 5 pm. 

 

Week 11 Friday, June 11, 11:59pm – Revise and Submit final blog post 
draft for assessment. Contact TAs and Professor if you would like 
to refine your post further for eventual publishing on the CIHA 
blog. 

 


