Sandhira Wijayaratne—Sweren Student Book Collecting Contest Entry
Title: Moralistic Humanitarianism and Africa
I was sitting in on a panel conference focused on the discussion of human development
when a Congolese academic asked his listeners to recall the first time they heard of Africa. A
dead and heavy silence ensued as we tried to rack our brains for our first memories of the
continent. But our presenter beat us to it, reading our childhoods faster than we could remember
them. And as soon as his deep voice spoke the words that are still etched in my mind, we all
knew he was right: “The first time you refused to finish your food, I bet your mother said that
there are starving children in Africa.”
His point was clear, that Africa was consistently used as a tool to measure our own
fortune against: always an object of pity, never something to be admired—always looked down
upon, but never looked up to. As I trace my first legitimate thoughts for the continent, I am
slightly ashamed to say that they were out of concern. It was in 2004, my freshman year of high
school, when I first heard about the atrocities in the Darfur region of Sudan. The brutal genocide
during the time ignited what I see as the moralistic conscience that still burns within me. It was
because of Darfur that I picked up Not on Our Watch, the first book in an endless collection that
continues to redefine and change my passion for the region. In it, Cheadle and Prendergrast
introduced me to the devastation that was western Sudan, how lawlessness and governmentbacked militias slaughtered and raped thousands, how they burned thriving villages and
destroyed within months livelihoods that lasted for centuries. But what struck me most was their
haunting depiction of an outside world bearing witness, bystanders that were not blind nor
deaf—that could definitely see and hear—but onlookers that were apparently overcome by
muteness, overwhelmed and wrought with paralysis. The failure to strongly speak and act
against what was an obvious genocide is a complete failure of our globalized humanity, of a
world supposedly dedicated to the basic rights of all. While governments were bickering about
the specifics of what was occurring on the ground, the people of Darfur suffered for years. But
woven into the authors’ account of a failed world system were suggestions and advice that
individuals could follow to ensure that such atrocities do not go unnoticed. Their tips give me
hope that I can do my part to ensure that these issues are never ignored.
The spark was lit, and in spite of the wide range of contradictory opinions I am now
aware of, the dryness of my high school mindset caught fire, serving as fertile ground for the
fluid embers that took over. Despite the Congolese speaker’s words, I do not see my initial
interest in African issues and humanitarian endeavors as a product of pity; there was no way I
was looking down on the Darfuri people. But I was definitely horrified—not only of the things
that man could do to man, but more from what man would not do for each other. The silence and
inaction that followed the news reports may perhaps ring a lot louder than the cries and gunshots
that drowned the region. At first, I thought such immobility was due to a dearth of knowledge. I
was one of the few in my class that knew about Darfur, let alone the names of more than five
countries on the continent. It was this combination of privileged awareness amidst this
environment of cluelessness that pushed me further. I was not caught with a bout of sympathy,
but with a rapid fever of questioning. How long has stuff like this been going on? Is there
anything being done? How could people not know about this? And most importantly: Why
didn’t they care?
It was in that state of mind that I picked up Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart, the classical literature on Africa. Achebe’s work provides beautiful insight

into the complexities and nuances of tribal life before colonization, culture much more refined
and enigmatic than the “savage” that Conrad depicts in his Heart of Darkness. Conrad’s prose
was frustrating to read through because of such portrayals, but I believe he was attempting to
represent the European attitude towards Africans at that time, which, if true, is unbearable to
believe. From these fictional accounts rooted in history, I moved onto nonfiction. I Dreamed of
Africa and The Shadow of the Sun, narratives by outsiders to the continent, provided compelling
and poignant stories of the vivid life and sage beauty that lies inherent in the soil and the spirit—
the appreciation that these Westerners had for Africa and its many diverse peoples and traditions.
Meredith’s Fate of Africa chronicled the continent-wide hope that the nationalist movements
inspired, as well as the corruption, conflict, and power struggles that have dictated much of
Africa since independence. His work is the single-most comprehensive history of the entire
region that I have read.
The failure of African states to grow post-independence attracted me to the international
development academics and their literature: Sachs, Easterly, Collier, Stiglitz, and Sen. Each has
profound insights that somewhat contradict each other, but reading them all has given me a more
holistic view about what the problems are, and how multi-faceted they have become. There is no
cure-all solution, and no one knows everything, but the strategies put forth at least provide the
framework for what can work. It was Sen’s Development as Freedom that was particularly
enthralling, his capabilities framework setting the stage for an original interpretation of
development: not as economic data or other statistics, but as the increased access to various
freedoms dictating the quality and ease of life. He reminded me that there are real, live people
behind that veil of numbers—the form that development often takes. If we re-focus our
commitment to people’s capabilities as opposed to just growth and GDP per capita, we get to the
heart of what development is supposed to do: raise people’s livelihoods, and not only countries’
wealth.
Yet, despite development efforts from abroad and within, there is still much to be desired.
Poverty is one problem that persists. Conflict is another. Gourevitch’s We Wish to Inform You
That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed Along With Our Families is an in-depth portrayal of the
Rwandan genocide of 1994, a remarkable piece profiling various parties on the ground. His
work reinforces the notion that genocide is a global problem that supercedes national boundaries.
When it happens, the open wound that remains is a hole in the Earth; everyone feels it because
everyone dug it. Thus, we all are perpetrators, and we all are victims. What is the What? tells
the story of one of the Lost Boys of Sudan, refugee children fleeing the internal war within their
country. Valentino Achak Deng escaped the civil war, survived refugee camps, and was given a
new home in the United States, only to find that the insecurity and exhaustion that he thought he
left in Africa took on a different form in his new American life. Outcasts United complements
this theme of unrelenting woe following those who have fled conflict, even after resettlement.
But it also transcends it, highlighting the fulfillment of the hope that can be realized. In this true
story, a female, Jordanian coach pushed her refugee youth soccer team to put aside the war they
fled and the differences in their diverse cultures. The coming together of kids from Afghanistan
to Liberia is a shining example of the innocence that can be saved when there are those willing to
save it. Dr. Paul Farmer is another example. Profiled in Mountains Beyond Mountains, in
addition to the multitude of books he himself has written, Dr. Farmer is the epitome of how one
man can make a huge difference. It was these individual stories of dedication in my book
collection that convinced me that I also could move beyond just reading about Africa’s problems

to committing myself to action that works to solve them. Yet, I never once did think that books
would be part of the potential solutions.
Last spring, I studied abroad in Kenya through the School for International Training. Part
of our curriculum allowed us to develop and carry out our own field research projects. I chose to
work with a free school for AIDS-affected children in the Kibera slums of Nairobi, one of the
largest slums in the world and the largest in East Africa. The HIV/AIDS epidemic runs rampant
through this community. Most of the children have a mother or father infected with HIV.
Others are orphans, having lost a parent to the disease. Sadly, the damage doesn’t stop there:
some of the children themselves are infected. Couple this epidemic with slum life, and the
situation becomes worse for these kids. However, their school, called Angels of Hope-Kibera, is
doing an amazing job of uplifting these forty children. The free early childhood education, daily
feeding program, and psychosocial counseling that the school provides have done much to
alleviate the plight that these kids face at home. Yet, Angels of Hope-Kibera is limited by an all
too common resource: funds. The scant budget it runs on is always on the verge of collapse.
Seeing this school embodied this epidemic’s unfairness: how innocent kids were born
into these troubling situations, and how even when inspiring institutions existed, they were often
crippled financially. This inequity was what moved me to act. I developed my field project
around fundraising for the school. Though I was initially not sure through what method I would
raise money, I gradually adopted the idea of a photobook: a book of pictures and narratives
documenting the kids and their stories. The concept came from conversations with friends, as
well as Lana Wong’s Shootback, a copy of which we had in our office. So I visited the
children’s homes with the school’s director, interviewed their families, and subsequently
photographed the children. Later on, I compiled narratives that I wrote from the interviews with
the photographs I took, and produced the first book—Faces of Angels. Four months later came
Under the Red Bandana, a shorter book with the same photographs and themes, but with much
less content. I have used both photobooks as tools to generate revenue for Angels of HopeKibera, and to this point, about $2,000 has been raised. The school continues to function, and
eight of the older kids can now attend age-appropriate schools with the funds that I have raised.
Books serve as both the source of my honed passion for African affairs, as well as the
medium through which I created my own service to the region. This contest serves as yet
another way that books can give back to my little brothers and sisters in Kenya. Should I be
awarded any prize by the selection committee, I will send all of that money to Angels of HopeKibera.
I still reflect on the Congolese academic’s words, and continue to sift through his
implications. But, I also think about the violence, disease, poverty, and injustice that much of
Africa continues to contend with. My dedication to the continent is not an admission of feeling
sorry, but it does serve as recognition that Africa struggles with significant problems that affect
countless people in countless ways. Many of the books in my collection document how
awareness of such steep hurdles is met by inactivity to do anything substantial about them. This
phenomenon, though counterintuitive, is too frequent to keep track of. Above anything, I think
my commitment to the region works against such blatant ignorance; it is our duty as global
citizens to act on things we know are wrong. Nevertheless, I consistently question my motives,
the underpinning rationale for my obsession with Africa. Sometimes I hear the low tones of a
Congolese voice. Other times I hear my own trying to make sense of things. But mostly, I hear
those of the kids I met in Kibera. Every time I hear their singsong laughter, I think to myself: I
must be doing something right.
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