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Book Reviews

BOOK REVIEW of Schraeder, Peter J., ed. 2020. Understanding Contempo-
rary Africa. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. 478 pp. $32.50 (paperback).

Africa’s colonial and postcolonial experiences shaped the trends of sociopo-
litical and economic events within the continent throughout the twentieth 
century. Similarly, challenges encountered by Africans in the twenty-first 
century, such as recurring famines and droughts in East Africa, the activities 
of insurgent groups in the Sahel region, and the surge in population, will 
influence the continent’s future. Thus, in fourteen chapters, Understanding 
Contemporary Africa examines how past and contemporaneous events have 
determined the course of sociopolitical and economic development in Africa 
by analyzing the peculiarity of the continent’s geography, political economy, 
international relations, and cultural practices and their effects on Africans.

Each chapter is outlined in a varied narrative style, but this inter-
disciplinary approach provides a unique insight into how scholars from 
different disciplines analyze various sociopolitical and economic issues. 
In chapter 10, “Family and Kinship,” through the lens of an anthropolo-
gist, Barbara G. Hoffman discusses how Christianity facilitated the course 
of sociocultural changes among the Masai and the impact of Islam on  
the evolution of traditional gender roles in Mali. In contrast, through the 
periscope of a political economist, in chapter 7, Jeffrey Paller’s “Population 
and Urbanization” critiques the evolution of Africa’s cities. He examines 
how different phenomena, such as colonialism, civil war, sprawling slums, 
overpopulation, and climate change, have influenced the transformation of 
Lagos, Harare, and Douala into megacities and the challenges encountered 
there. 

Each chapter focuses on a unique set of thematic issues while 
providing a thorough understanding of how events intertwine with one 
another. For instance, chapter 3, Thomas O’Toole and Kirstie Lynn Dobbs’s 
“The Historical Context,” painstakingly delineates the sociopolitical and 
economic structure of precolonial and colonial African society. This back-
ground reinforces the analysis of contemporary events in Peter J. Schraeder’s 
“Politics” and “International Relations” in chapters 4 and 6, respectively. 
Against this backdrop, Schraeder examines the courses of political evolu-
tion in Africa and how internal and external factors facilitate and hinder the 
prospects of sociopolitical and economic development. Compared to O’Toole 
and Dobbs’s chapter, Schraeder’s chapters depict change and continuity in 
different parts of the continent.
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Gretchen Bauer’s “Roles of Women” and Marc Epprecht’s “LGBTIQ 
Rights,” chapters 11 and 12, respectively, intertwine with each other. Both 
chapters analyze how sociopolitical and economic challenges during the 
precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial period determined women’s social 
rights and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, and queer rights 
in different parts of the continent. Both authors agree that international 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have consistently campaigned for 
sociopolitical and economic equality and recognition of minority groups in 
Ghana, Uganda, South Africa, and Namibia.

The paradoxical views of some scholars in Understanding 
Contemporary Africa underline the analysis of issues examined in each 
chapter. For instance, Michael Kevane’s “Economies and Development” 
envisages that the restrictive health measures implemented by different 
health authorities while containing the spread of COVID-19 would affect 
Africa’s political economy, yet the growth of Africa’s population and the 
prospects of the continent’s cities such as Lagos, Douala, and Nairobi chal-
lenge his predictions. The population of Nairobi and Abidjan will exceed 10 
million by 2040. The transformation of these cities into megacities will add 
to their importance. Paller’s “Population and Urbanization” acknowledges 
the prospects of African cities while noting that rising social inequality, 
intractable crime rates, and climate change are among the challenges that 
confront the people of these cities.

The availability of a viable health system would increase the produc-
tivity and life expectancy of the populace within these emerging megaci-
ties; however, achieving this feat is hindered by inadequate funding of the 
health sector, a lackluster attitude toward health issues, overdependency on 
medical foreign assistance, and corruption. Amy S. Patterson’s chapter on 
“Public Health” underlines these problems, which affect the development of 
different sectors in African society. Similarly, in chapter 9, Garth A. Myers’s 
“Environmental Challenges” highlights the causes of the environmental 
crisis. These include climate change, the extraction of natural resources, a 
lack of development in rural areas, deforestation, and poaching of wildlife. 
Myers not only analyzes these problems but posits feasible solutions to 
them. Thus, Africans are not portrayed as hapless victims of contemporary 
environmental problems. The efforts of African governments, national and 
international NGOs, and multinational companies have an instrumental 
role in mitigating the effects of the environmental crisis.

Belief in the existence of a supernatural being or beings is a preva-
lent feature in traditional African societies. Various ethnic groups worship 
various deities. Belief in spirits and gods, such as vadzimu among the Shona 
and Orisha among the Yoruba, has served as a means of maintaining reli-
gious and cultural values. Therefore, Ambrose Moyo and Schraeder’s chapter 
on “Religion” studies the impact and evolution of traditional religions. 
The evolution and influence of Christianity and Islam in different parts of 
the continent, from the precolonial to the postcolonial period, provides a 
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vignette of how religion, politics, and culture are intertwined and how they 
shape the course of sociopolitical changes.

Overall, Understanding Contemporary Africa encapsulates the socio-
political and economic challenges and prospects of the fifty-four countries 
within the continent. How some peculiarly African problems have trans-
formed structures, functions, and the policies of global institutions, such 
as the International Monetary Fund and the United Nations, would make 
the next volume of this publication an indispensable guide for scholars 
interested in knowing more about how events happening in the continent 
are reshaping the world.

Yusuf Sholeye 
University of Calgary

BOOK REVIEW of Seibert, Gerhard, and Paulo Fagundes Visentini, eds. 2019. 
Brazil–Africa Relations: Historical Dimensions and Contemporary Engage-
ments from the 1960s to the Present. Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer. 
299 pp. $99.00 (hardcover), $24.99 (ebook).

Gerhard Seibert and Paulo Fagundes Visentini are the editors and writers 
of many chapters in Brazil–Africa Relations: Historical Dimensions and 
Contemporary Engagements from the 1960s to the Present. The book is 
divided into seven chapters, an introduction, and a conclusion and has, 
as collaborators, Analúcia Danilevicz Pereira and Antonia Aparecida 
Quintão.

The title may suggest to some that the book exclusively contains data 
and discussions of Brazil-Africa relations beginning in 1960, but it goes much 
further. The first chapter, “Brazil–Africa Relations from the 16th Century to 
the 20th Century,” written by Seibert, gives a sense of what Brazil meant to 
the Atlantic slave trade: of 10.7 million enslaved Africans who arrived in the 
Americas between the beginning of the sixteenth century and the abolition 
of the slave trade in Brazil (1850), 5.5 million, about half, were destined for 
Brazil. About 70 percent were from lands that currently correspond to Congo 
and Angola. The Atlantic slave trade explains the close relations that Brazil 
and Africa kept in that time: until 1822, for example, Angola was a subcolony 
of Brazil, supplying slave labor directly from Luanda and Bengela to Brazilian 
ports. 

Throughout the book, readers encounter enough information to appre-
ciate a clear timeline of Brazil-Africa relations. During the nineteenth 
century, colonial imperialism emerged. In that phase of colonialism, Western 
powers invaded, occupied, and explored almost the whole of Africa. The 
process of decolonization, long and heterogeneous, began at the end of World 
War II and continued for at least three decades. During this period, relations 
between Brazil and the African continent were nonexistent, as the area 
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was under a colonial monopoly. In international organizations, such as the 
United Nations, the Brazilian position, at least until Ernesto Geisel’s govern-
ment (1974–79), supported the colonial powers, as the country depended 
economically on France, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Brazil 
had close relations with Portugal, represented by an influential immigrant 
community, and with South Africa, for years Brazil’s greatest African partner. 
The only exception during the Cold War occurred during the terms of Jânio 
Quadros and João Goulat (1961–64), who put in practice a so-called política 
externa independente (independent foreign policy): instead of following the 
lead of the United States and its allies, Brazilian foreign policy reflected 
the country’s own interests. In the decade after the 1964 military coup, the 
Brazilian government returned to self-alignment, advertised as a tool to 
prevent a perceived communist threat.

At the start of the energy crises of the 1970s, Brazil had been going 
through its milagre econômico (economic miracle), a period of fast 
economic growth. Geisel therefore decided to shift the Brazilian position 
on Africa, seeing the continent as an important guarantor of Brazil’s supply 
of petroleum. Brazil-Africa relations cooled down during the 1980s and 
1990s, reflecting economic crises on both sides of the Atlantic and the 
rise of the neoliberal paradigm. Many political changes occurred in Brazil: 
redemocratization in 1984, a new constitution in 1988, and an impeach-
ment in 1992. In 2002, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva was elected president, and 
his government’s strategy of making Brazil a more active international 
player led to increased attention to Africa. In fact, as the book shows, it 
was during Lula’s two terms (2002–10) that Brazil-Africa relations reached 
their peak. For many reasons, such as the effects of the Operação Lava Jato 
(Operation Carwash) against corruption and the political and economic 
crises that hit the country after 2013, relations between Brazil and Africa 
have deteriorated since then.

Each chapter of the book is dedicated to one specific aspect of Brazil-
Africa relations. For example, the third chapter, “The Multilateral and 
Regional Dimensions of Current Brazil–Africa Relations,” analyzes decades 
of Brazilian participation in multilateral and regional organizations, shed-
ding light on the nation’s strategy for Africa; the following chapter, “The 
South Atlantic in the Framework of Brazil–Africa Relations,” highlights 
the importance of the southern Atlantic as an international trade corridor 
and hydrocarbon supplier, and it shows how Brazil and Africa have been 
cooperating to keep the region stable, demilitarized, and immune from the 
interference of traditional powers.

The book offers a complete overview of Brazil-Africa relations. It is full 
of statistical data, giving readers a comprehensive panorama of this topic—
for example, on page 153, to illustrate the role of the Gulf of Guinea in the 
world oil industry, Danilevicz Pereira states that the region is responsible 
for 15 percent of global petroleum production—and covers all presidential 
administrations until that of Michel Temer, the last Brazilian head of state 
before Jair Messias Borsonaro, currently in charge.
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This book is part of a well-established study topic in Brazilian 
academia. As a bibliographical compilation made by Kabengele Munanga 
and Antonia de Lourdes dos Santos (2002) and known as Cem anos e mais 
de bibliografia sobre o negro no Brasil shows, the most important Brazilian 
Africanists or Africanists working in Brazil—Kabengele himself, Carlos 
Serrano, and Fernando Mourão; the most prominent Black Brazilian intel-
lectuals, Lélia Gonzalez and Milton Santos; and even Léopold Senghor and 
Roger Bastide—have written or held conferences about one or more themes 
related to Brazil-Africa relations.

Felipe Antonio Honorato 
University of São Paulo
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BOOK REVIEW of Isaacman, Allen F., and Barbara S. Isaacman. 2020. 
Mozambique’s Samora Machel: A Life Cut Short. Foreword by Albie Sachs. 
Athens: Ohio University Press. 258 pp. $17.95 (paperback).

Allen F. Isaacman is an American historian specializing in the social history 
of Southern Africa, and Barbara S. Isaacman is a criminal defense attorney and 
law professor. In the 1970s, they lived and worked in Mozambique for sev-
enteen months. They have published several books, including The Tradition 
of Resistance in Mozambique (1976), Mozambique: From Colonialism to 
Revolution (1983), Slavery and Beyond (2004), and Dams, Displacement, 
and the Delusion of Development (2013).

The book in question, Mozambique’s Samora Machel: A Life Cut 
Short, has as its main source more than twenty interviews made mainly 
with people who lived closely with Samora Moisés Machel (1933–86), who 
participated in the liberation struggle and became the leader of FRELIMO 
and the first president of Mozambique, with a socialist-oriented government. 
The authors consulted extensive documentation from the Samora Machel 
Documentation Center and present twenty-three pictures of Samora’s trajec-
tory, for example pictures that show Samora in a nursing course, among guer-
rillas in the countryside, and delivering speeches as president (74–75, 101–4, 
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133–36, 159–60, 197). Their book has nine brief chapters, plus a prologue, a 
conclusion, and a foreword written by Albie Sachs, a South African activist.

In the prologue, “The Challenge of Representation” (23–36), one can 
highlight the way in which the authors locate themselves in relation to the 
history of Mozambique (31) and admit that it is not possible to ignore their 
relationship with Samora and several FRELIMO members, but they invite 
some degree of criticism in the analysis. FRELIMO was a movement that 
participated in the liberation struggle and became the governing party. It has 
been in power since Mozambique’s independence, and its members continu-
ally try to control historical memories and produce official narratives.

The first two chapters, “Living Colonialism” (37–50) and “The Early 
Political Education of Samora Machel” (51–67), are rich in information and 
testimonies about Samora’s family, education, and daily life during the 
colonial period in Mozambique. Samora is portrayed as being proud of his 
family, a man who did not reject local beliefs, who faced difficulties studying 
in Christian mission schools, and who witnessed the arbitrariness and cruel-
ties of the colonial world, which affected Mozambicans in rural and urban 
environments alike. This witness supposedly explains Samora’s outrage and 
closeness to anticolonialist movements.

The third and fourth chapters, “The Struggle within the Struggle” 
(68–85) and “Samora and the Armed Struggle” (86–114), focus on FRELIMO 
as a liberation movement, emphasizing that divisions within the movement 
were exacerbated by regional and religious animosities, with one faction led 
by Eduardo Mondlane (1920–69) and another faction bringing together Uria 
Simango, Mateus Gwenjere, and Lázaro Nkavandame. The latter faction 
had openly antiwhite members, suspected of the 1969 book-bomb attack on 
Mondlane that led to his death.

The fifth chapter, “Politics, Performance, and People’s Power” (115–
47), is perhaps the best part of the book. It recommends a certain approach 
to analyze Samora’s speeches and writings:

Simply reading Samora’s speeches fails to capture the com-
plexity of his performances. His repertoire included the inten-
tional use of repetition, incorrect grammar, body language, 
and engagement with the audience through song, humor, and 
sarcasm. (123)

The authors argue that Samora’s speeches and writings reveal an emancipa-
tory project with puritanical tones. Some testimonies suggest that he would 
have been austere and severe as president.

The sixth and seventh chapters (148–68, 169–86) place strong emphasis 
on disqualifying the RENAMO opposition movement with the idea that 
its members acted as terrorists and as elements of destabilization with the 
support of Rhodesia and South Africa’s racist regimes. But in contrast, the 
authors point out errors in Samora’s government between 1977 and 1986, 
among them policies toward peasants and traditional leaders (Geffray 1991), 
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abuses of power, reeducation camps, measures to relocate the population 
considered unproductive, and bellicose rhetoric against South Africa.

The last chapters (187–216) focus on suspicions about those involved 
in the accident that killed Samora and the political uses of his memory. The 
authors’ use of the concept of organized forgetting (Pitcher 2006) helpfully 
reflects on attempts to diminish Samora’s significance after FRELIMO aban-
doned its Marxist-Leninist orientation.

The merit of the book is that it retains some degree of criticism. It 
does not venerate Samora or simply reproduce official narratives. It does 
not simplify the role of FRELIMO dissidents and the role of RENAMO. And 
through the testimonies of FRELIMO members present in the book, readers 
can see how the recent corruption scandals involving former president 
Armando Emílio Guebuza have significantly affected historical memories.

Attempts to control historical memories and create official narra-
tives in Mozambique are problematized in the specialized literature (Borges 
Coelho 2019; Dinerman 2006; Schafer 2007). The book does not engage 
with several references that criticize FRELIMO’s official narratives. The last 
chapters could thus point to aspects of Samora’s trajectory that challenge 
official narratives.

Silas Fiorotti 
University Center FMU, Brazil 

Áfricas: Research Group (UERJ-UFRJ), Brazil
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