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 TEXT ANTHOLOGY: NON-FICTION

stove What do you notice about this
paragraph?

AIDS Auto-immune Deficiency Syndrome,
a threat to life in some African countries.

fleecing Exploiting someone financially:
robbing someene of their money

Guadalajara City in Mexico popular with
tourists.,

Alice Walker 20th-century African-
American writer.

She assumed that I did not know how to use a stove.

What struck me was this: she had felt sorry for me even before she
saw me, Her default position toward me, as an African, was a kind

of patronising, well-meaning pity. My roommate had a single story of
Africa: a single story of catastrophe. In this single story, there was no
possibility of Africans being similar to her in any way, no possibility
of feelings more complex than pity, no possibility of a connection as
human equals. ...

So, after I had spent some years in the U.S. as an African, I began to
understand my roommate’s response to me. If I had not grown up in
Nigeria, and if all I knew about Africa were from popular images,

I too would think that Africa was a place of beautiful landscapes,
beautiful animals, and incomprehensible people, fighting senseless
wars, dying of poverty and AIDS, unable to speak for themselves and
waiting to be saved by a kind, white foreigner. [ would see Africans in
the same way that I, as a child, had seen Fide’s family. ...

But I must quickly add that I too am just as guilty in the question

of the single story. A few years ago, I visited Mexico from the U.S.

The political climate in the U.S. at the time was tense, and there

were debates going on about immigration. And, as often happens in
America, immigration became synonymous with Mexicans. There were
endless stories of Mexicans as people who were fleecing the healthcare
system, sneaking across the border, being arrested at the border, that
sort of thing.

I remember walking around on my first day in Guadalajara, watching
the people going to work, rolling up tortillas in the marketplace,
smoking, laughing. I remember first feeling slight surprise. And then, I
was overwhelmed with shame. I realised that I had been so immersed
in the media coverage of Mexicans that they had become one thing in
my mind, the abject immigrant. I had bought into the single story of
Mexicans and [ could not have been more ashamed of myself.

So that is how to create a single story, show a people as one thing, as
only one thing, over and over again, and that is what they become. ...

Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to
dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and
to humanise. Stories can break the dignity of a people, but stories can
also repair that broken dignity.

The American writer Alice Walker wrote this about her Southern
relatives who had moved to the North. She introduced them to a book
about the Southern life that they had left behind. “They sat around,
reading the book themselves, listening to me read the book, and a kind
of paradise was regained.”

I would like to end with this thought: That when we reject the single
story, when we realise that there is never a single story about any
place, we regain a kind of paradise.




