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Mohamed Amin

By Chris A. Paterson, Georgia State University

“Nothing's impossible. It's all possible if
you want it.” This the Kenyan cameraman
Mohamed Amin told me—a message about
journalism he delivered unceasingly to any
audience who would hear him. In
November, Mo Amin was killed in the
Comoros Islands plane crash—a brutal irony
for a man who had spent a lifetime striving
to cover news without becoming a part of it.
Amin did more than any other journalist to
provide the world with fair and balanced
reporting of Africa.

Few people have had as many close
brushes with death as Mo Amin, few have
been so indestructible; but finally, Mo
encountered a situation where he could not
maintain that slight element of control that
permitted him to escape so many times
before. (In Ethiopia a few years back Mo's
brush was so close that he lost an arm, and a
colleague, but it never slowed him). Africa,
and Mo's native Pakistan which he loved
and which loved him, are, like the rest of the
developing world, too often ignored by a
Western media that can only portray peace
and routine politics and economics when
they happen close to home (that, for
international television journalists, is
London, New York, and Atlanta). Close to
home is easy on news coverage budgets, but
the result is an image of developing
countries, and the majority of people in the
world, in perpetual chaocs. Mo Amin, who
worked mostly for Reuters Television
(formerly  Visnews), spent a lifetime
fighting, always insisting that no excuse was
good enough to avoid a story, and that it
was wrong to present this singular and
deeply distorted view of a continent. [ did
not know Mo well, having only met and

interviewed him once. But as I complete a
book on television news agency coverage of
the developing world, I may have a better
sense than some of Mo Amin's journalist
brethren of the depth of his contribution. He
has had much to do with keeping Africa on
the international news agenda (though just
barely) for most of my lifetime—over three
decades.

Mo is best remembered for extraordinary
video journalism  which motivated rich
nations to make a rare generous and
personal gift to Africa, and save the lives of
millions starving in Africa's Horn in 1984.
Mo's intrepid journalism, not the BBC, NBC,
or Visnews, were responsible for this story
and its effect, though those organizations
gladly rode his coattails. What often gets left
out of the Mo legend (a legend he—and
biographer Brian Tetley, who was killed
with Amin—had a hand in promoting) is the
vastness of human history that would not
have been written had Mo not been there,
had Mo not fought his London news agency
editors tooth and nail for story after story.
Global journalism tends to ignore Africa
when the few media giants writing the
world's news are not held accountable. Mo
waged the fight every day, digging for
stories throughout Africa and pushing them
under the noses of his news agency bosses.
So respected was Mo—holder of the British
OBE, of every journalism and humanitarian
award, and friend to royals, presidents, and
potentates the world over—that editors
under intense pressure to find any excuse to
refuse the expense of African coverage
would have to listen, and often, would have
to allow Mo to do what he did best. In the
early nineties Mo tried to cover new famine

in the Horn, but was mostly ignored, with
US military intervention in Somalia being
one result. In 1995 he told me of his
frustration in trying to cover elections in
Africa’'s most populous, and for the West,
strategically important nation, Nigeria. His
editors did not want the story unless there
were “bodies in the streets.” When, he
asked, is this same criteria applied to election
coverage in Western countries?

Recently though, Amin scored a great
triumph by developing with (and for)
Reuters, a weekly news program about
Africa for African broadcasters; it has been
the first commercially successful
continent-wide television news project,
although most African broadcasters still
cannot afford it. The program is one of his
greatest legacies, and broadcasters the world
over should be encouraged to air it. Editors
and program buyers continue to assume
Africa is of no interest, that the continent is
synonymous only with despair, and that the
African Diaspora represents an audience
unworthy of cultivation.

Now Mo Amin is silent. A few excellent
journalists still represent big media in Africa,
but none have the power to challenge, as
Mo routinely did, a corporate journalism
with little room for Africa. Mo is a hero to
me, not just for his magnificent and
remarkable photojournalism, but for using
his stature for the betterment of the nations
and people he loved. Media critics (ASA
colleagues among them) will continue the
fight, and so too will caring journalists and
unsatisfied media consumers everywhere.
But will it be enough? I fear none will speak
again with the authority of Mo Amin.

Claude Ake

By Guy Martin, Clark Atlanta University

It was in the course of a conversation I
was having with fellow political scientist
Mahmood Mamdani—who recently took up
a Chair in African Studies at the University
of Cape Town—that I learned of the sudden
and untimely death of Claude Ake, one of
142 passengers and crew of the ADC
Airlines plane that crashed shortly before
landing at Lagos Airport outbound from
Port Harcourt on November 7, 1996.
Claude was arguably one of the most
brilliant, original and prolific of the new
generation of African political scientists who
emerged to prominence in the seventies. A
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product of Columbia University—yet firmly
grounded in his Ogoni traditional
society—he was one of the first scholars to
openly challenge the conventional wisdom
of Modernization theory which was then the
undisputed paradigm in African studies and
to propose instead a bold and innovative
political economy approach for a better
understanding of Africa’s chronic economic,

political, and social crisis. A kind of
intellectual testament, his latest book,
Democracy and Development in  Africa

(Brookings Institution, 1996) is assuredly
destined to become a classic.
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Not surprisingly, over the last ten years,
Claude and I kept bumping into each other
at various meetings of African social science
organizations in which we were both
actively involved, principally the African
Association of Political Science (AAPS), and
the Council for the Development of Social
Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA).
Claude's presidency of CODESRIA shall
certainly be remembered as one of the most
dynamic and innovative in the short life of
the organization, which under his inspiring
leadership, launched a series of major
research networks on social movements,
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ethnicity, democratization, and gender in
Africa. Again, we found ourselves together
in New York in 1990-1991, him as visiting
professor at Columbia, me as senior fellow
at the International Peace Academy, and we
briefly worked together on the IPA's Africa
Programme.

When I left the IPA to take up a
temporary  position at The American
University in Washington, DC, in the Fall of
1991, I owed it, once again, to Claude, who
had declined an offer to take up that same
position to start his own Centre for
Advanced Social Science (CASS) in his
native Port Harcourt. Perhaps better than

anything else, this move exemplifies
Claude's utmost professional integrity and
profound moral rectitude, as well as his total
and selfless commitment to the advancement
of social science in Africa. Declining many
lucrative offers from prestigious academic
institutions in the United States and
elsewhere—or even occasional offers of
lobbying on behalf of discredited African
governments—Claude considered it his
sacred duty to work in Africa for the
development of the third generation of
African (specifically Nigerian) academics.
He did so first as professor, then Dean of the
Faculty of social sciences at the University of

Port Harcourt, and later as head of CASS.
He literally died in their service. Africa has
undoubtedly lost one of its intellectual
luminaries and a world<lass scholar.
Claude Ake's sudden and untimely death
will leave a void that is unlikely to be filled
any time soon. May his memory and spirit
live on, possibly through a Claude Ake Chair
and/or a Claude Ake Memorial Lecture at a
major African university, or through Claude
Ake Research Fellowships for deserving young
African scholars sponsored by a prominent
African social science organization such as
AAPS, CODESRIA, or the SAPES (Southern
Africa Political Economy Series) Trust.

Book Donation Success Story

by John Comaroff

How many books does it take to satisfy
the appetite of several hundred avid Tswana
university students for learning history?
And what happens when that appetite is fed
by the sight—in a post-apartheid South
Africa that promises so much yet has so little
to give—of libraries with empty
bookshelves and insufficient resources to
accommodate a growing body of enquiring
young minds? The answer to the first
question is more...and more...and yet more.
To the second, it is part frustration, part
anger, part resignation—but, most of all, a
quiet appeal for help from those who have
the wherewithal to offer it, an appeal to
direct the surplus scholarly wealth of our
relatively indulged European and American
academic communities to those elsewhere
who have dire need of it. Especially notable
among the latter are the ill-gotten, largely
forgotten, universities created under
apartheid, now “liberated” to go their own
ways—without  much intellectual
infrastructure, only human capital. It was
out of a recognition of this need that the
University of Chicago/University of the
North West book project, generously funded
by the ASA, was born. In August 1995, John
and Jean Comaroff (University of Chicago)
visited Mmabatho—once capital of the
ethnic “homeland” of Bophuthatswana, now
center of the North West Province of South
Africa—during the course of a research trip
in southern Africa. While there, they visited
the local university, then still known as the
University of Bophuthatswana (UNIBO),
and were shown the library by Neil Roos, a
lecturer in the History Department. It left a
profound impression—sparse stacks; social
science shelves with little on them of
contemporary salience; students eagerly
seeking non-existent books, competing for

scarce seats, waiting patiently in line for
materials from a reserve room with too few
copies of everything and an overworked,
under-resourced staff. The mechanics of the
project were straightforward enough: from
October 1995 to September 1996, the
Africanist circle at Chicago organized an
appeal for quality social science books and
journals. The results were unexpected. Not
only were a large number of contemporary
volumes collected from faculty, students,
and friends, but a few senior
professors—either recently retired or about
be—contributed classics from their own
personal collections. McKim Marriott, for
example, generously offered up a rare set of
anthropology journals, many of them full
runs of early, valuable serials—this in
addition to many now priceless books.
Some donated just one volume; others,
substantial holdings. Together they
amounted to well over a thousand items.
These were catalogued and prepared for
shipping in the USA by Ben Miller and
Anne-Maria Makhulu, graduate students in
Africanist anthropology at the University of
Chicago; and unpacked, inventoried, and
shelved in Mmabatho by Neil Roos and Jen
Seif (also a graduate student at Chicago,
now doing research in South Africa), along
with two permanent staff of the University
of the North ‘West Library, Messrs.
Khutsoane and Mlagisi. The Comaroffs
returned as volunteer teachers to the
University of the North West in August,
1996, to find that the books were being fully
employed by the library. Indeed, the
project was the object of a great deal of
positive comment, from Provost Melamu
down to the faculty of several departments.
Although a mere drop in an ocean of need,
they were beginning to find their way into
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every day wuse—there to feed the
extraordinary appetite of Tswana history
students for texts to read, and criticize, and
argue over, and make their own.

Book Donations
Sought

The following organizations request the
donation of books for their libraries. Please
contact the individuals listed in order to
effect coordination:

RK. Obura

Crop Management Research Training Project
PO Box 677

Njoro

Kenya

Tel: 254-37-61261/61368, fax: 254-37-61145,
e-mail: cmrt@arso.sasa.unep.no

Tessema Mekie

Library

Hadiya Development Association
Hossana

Ethiopia

Isaac Mbachu,

Department of Government and Public
Administration

IMO State University

PMB 2000

Owerri

IMO State

Nigeria
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