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BEYOND THE
SINGLE STORY:
WHY THE SAYING
"AFRICA IS NOT A
COUNTRY"
MATTERS MORE
THAN EVER

When was the last time
you  heard  someone
r e f e r  t o  " A f r i c a n
culture" as if it were a
single,  monol i thic
entity? Or perhaps you
have  seen  a  news
report  that  lumps
together the economic
fortunes  of  Nigeria,  a
petro-state of over 200
million people, with the
l a n d l o c k e d ,
mountainous nation of

Lesotho.  This  is  the
heart  of  a widespread
geograph ica l  and
cultural  fallacy.  The
phrase Africa is not a
country  is  not  just  a
pedantic correction for
geography buffs; it is a
crucial  lens  through
which  we  must  view
the  world’s  second-
largest  continent  in
order to understand its
t r ue  comp lex i t y ,
p o t e n t i a l ,  a n d
humanity.
Africa is a continent of
staggering diversity.  It
is home to 54 distinct,
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y
recognized  sovereign
nations,  each  with  its
own  flag,  national
anthem,  currency,
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g o v e r n m e n t ,
a n d — m o s t
importantly—its  own
unique  tapestry  of
histories,  languages,
and  tradit ions.  To
dismiss this patchwork
of  nations as a  single
"country"  is  to  erase
t h e  i d e n t i t i e s  o f
roughly  1.4  bi l l ion
people.  This  article
dives  deep  into  why
this  misconception
persists,  the  harm  it
causes,  and  how  we
can all develop a more
nuanced and respectful
view  of  the  world's
m o s t  d y n a m i c
continent.

THE SCALE AND
DIVERSITY OF THE
AFRICAN
CONTINENT

Let’s  start  with  the
n u m b e r s .  T h e
continent  of  Africa
covers  approximately
30.3  million  square
kilometers. To put that

in  perspective,  you
could  fit  the  entire
United  States,  China,
India,  and  most  of
Western  Europe  into
Africa  and  still  have
room  to  spare.  This
sheer  physical  size  is
the  first  clue  to  the
continent's  immense
diversity.
Geographically,  Africa
s p a n s  f r o m  t h e
t e m p e r a t e
M e d i t e r r a n e a n
coastline in the north,
traverses  the  vast
Sahara  Desert,  moves
through the lush Sahel
region,  and  reaches
the tropical rainforests
of the Congo Basin and
the  savannahs  of  the
Se renge t i .  I t  i s  a
continent of extremes,
from the snow-capped
p e a k s  o f  M o u n t
Ki l imanjaro  to  the
scorching depths of the
Danakil Depression.
This  geographical
var ie ty  na tu ra l l y
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fosters  a  mass ive
r a n g e  o f  h u m a n
exper iences .  The
saying Africa is not a
country  is  perhaps
most vividly illustrated
through its people and
cultures.

Linguistic
Powerhou
se
Did  you  know  that
Africa is home to over
2 , 0 0 0  d i s t i n c t
languages?  This  is
roughly one-third of all
the  languages  spoken
on Earth. While Arabic,
Swahili, Hausa, Yoruba,
and  Zulu  are  widely
spoken,  there  are
count less  smal ler
l a n g u a g e s  t h a t
represent  deep,  local
histories.

Nigeria alone
has over 520

languages
spoken within its
borders.
North Africa is
predominantly
Arabic-speaking,
with significant
Berber (Amazigh)
populations.
East Africa is
dominated by
Bantu languages
like Swahili, a
lingua franca
that blends
Bantu grammar
with Arabic
vocabulary.
Southern Africa
features
languages like
Afrikaans (a
Dutch derivative)
alongside Zulu,
Xhosa, and
Khoisan
languages, the
latter known for
their distinctive
click consonants.

Imagine trying to bring
a "single culture" to a
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cont inent  where  a
baker in Cairo may not
understand  a  single
word  spoken  by  a
f a r m e r  i n  r u r a l
Madagasca r .  The
linguistic  map  alone
proves the absurdity of
t h e  " A f r i c a  i s  a
country"  mindset.

HOW THE
MISCONCEPTION
PERPETUATES
HARM

Beyond being factually
inaccurate,  treating
Africa  as  a  monolithic
block  has  real-world
consequences .  I t
fosters stereotypes and
simplifies  deeply
complex  issues.

Economic
Generaliz

ations
W h e n  p e o p l e  s a y
"Africa  is  poor,"  they
a re  commi t t i ng  a
g r o t e s q u e
generalization.  The
economic  reality  is  a
spectrum. Compare the
following:

South Africa
has a highly
developed,
industrialized
economy with a
robust stock
exchange (the
JSE) and a
sophisticated
financial sector.
Botswana has
managed its
diamond wealth
prudently,
becoming a
middle-income
country with a
high level of
human
development.
Seychelles and
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Mauritius are
small island
nations with
some of the
highest GDP per
capita on the
continent.
Nigeria and
Angola are
major oil and gas
exporters.
Kenya is a
regional hub for
technology and
innovation, often
called the
"Silicon
Savannah."

Conversely,  there  are
nat ions  l ike  South
Sudan,  the  Central
African  Republic,  and
Somal ia  that  face
severe  conflict  and
poverty. Painting all 54
nations with the same
brush  of  "poverty"
ignores  the  thriving
midd le  c lasses  in
Accra,  the  booming
t e c h  s t a r t u p s  i n
N a i r o b i ,  a n d  t h e

financial  stability  of
Gaborone .  I t  a l so
overlooks the fact that
Africa has some of the
f a s t e s t - g r o w i n g
economies  i n  the
world.

Political
and
Social
Nuance
P o l i t i c a l l y ,  t h e
continent  is  a  mosaic
of  systems.  You  have
stable democracies like
Ghana,  long-standing
r u l i n g  p a r t i e s  i n
Rwanda,  constitutional
m o n a r c h i e s  l i k e
Lesotho,  and  different
d e g r e e s  o f
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m
e l s e w h e r e .  E a c h
country  has  its  own
unique  post-colonial
h i s t o ry ,  i n t e rna l



6

6 Africa Is Not A Country 2023-02-07

conflicts,  and  social
structures.
When  news  outlets
report  on  "Afr ican
politics," they often fail
to  differentiate
between the corruption
scandals in one nation
and  the  democratic
progress  in  another.
This  fuels  a  harmful
n a r r a t i v e  t h a t
"d i c ta to rsh ip"  o r
" instabi l i ty"  is  an
inherent  African  trait,
rather  than  a  specific
failure  of  governance
in  specific  places.
Remembering  that
A f r i c a  i s  n o t  a
country  forces  us  to
examine  each  nation
on its own merits and
challenges.

THE ROLE OF THE
MEDIA AND
EDUCATION

W h e r e  d o e s  t h i s
misconception  come
from?  A  large  part  of

the  blame  lies  with
Western  media  and
educational  systems.

Media
Framing
L o o k  a t  a n y
documentary  about
"Africa."  Chances  are,
it  features  images  of
exotic  wildlife,  vast
empty savannahs, and
impoverished  villages.
While  these  are  real
aspects of some parts
of  the  continent,  they
are  not  the  who le
s t o r y .  T h e r e  i s  a
persistent  bias  toward
"disaster  reporting,"
focusing  on  famine,
d isease,  war ,  and
corruption.  You  rarely
see  feature  stories
about  wor ld-c lass
universities  in  Cape
Town,  bustling  tech
conferences  in  Lagos,
or the high-speed train
connecting Tangier and
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Casablanca.
T h i s  s e l e c t i v e
storytelling primes the
global audience to see
Africa  as  a  place  of
tragedy  rather  than  a
continent  of  modern
nations  with  citizens
who  l ead  d i ve r se
lives—from  bankers
and artists to teachers
and engineers.

Education
al
Shortcuts
I n  m a n y  s c h o o l
systems  outside  of
Africa, the continent is
often taught as a single
unit.  A  student  might
learn  about  "Ancient
Egypt"  in  one chapter
and "The Scramble for
Africa" in the next, with
little  context  of  the
distinct  kingdoms  and
empires  (like  Ghana,

Mali,  Songhai,  Great
Zimbabwe,  and  the
Kongo) that thrived for
centuries  in  between.
This  lack  of  granular
education  contributes
to  the  lazy  shorthand
of  ca l l ing  Afr ica  a
country.

CELEBRATING THE
INDIVIDUAL
NATIONS OF
AFRICA

To truly dismantle the
stereotype,  we  must
actively  celebrate  the
uniqueness  of  each
nation.  Let's  look  at
just  a  few  examples
that  h ighl ight  the
continent's  glorious
variety.

Ghana:
The
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Gateway
to West

Africa
Known  for  its  stable
democracy,  friendly
p e o p l e ,  a n d  r i c h
history,  Ghana  is  a
na t i on  o f  v i b ran t
culture. It is famous for
its colorful Kente cloth,
its  role  in  the  trans-
Atlantic  slave  trade
(Cape Coast Castle is a
powerful  memorial),
a n d  i t s  d e l i c i o u s
cuisine  like  Jollof  rice.
Ghana  has  i ts  own
distinct  voice  in  the
world, from the highlife
music  of  E.T.  Mensah
to the literary genius of
Ama Ata Aidoo.

Ethiopia:

The
Cradle of
Humanki
nd
Ethiopia  is  a  country
with a unique identity.
It  is  the  only  African
nation  never  to  have
been colonized (barring
a  b r i e f  I t a l i a n
occupation).  It  has  its
own  alphabet  (Ge'ez),
its own calendar (which
is seven to eight years
behind  the  Gregorian
calendar), and its own
anc ient  Chr is t ian
traditions.  Its  cuisine,
centered around injera
(a spongy flatbread), is
unlike anything else in
the  world.  Ethiopia
represents  a  distinct
and  proud  civilization,
not a generic "African"
archetype.
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Morocco:
A
Crossroa
ds of
Worlds
Sitting at the northern
tip  of  the  continent,
Morocco  is  a  nation
heavily  influenced  by
Arab,  Berber ,  and
European  cultures.  Its
cities  like  Marrakech
and Fes are known for
their  stunning  Islamic
architecture,  bustling
souks,  and  intricate
t i lework.  Morocco
speaks  a  different
linguistic  family  (Afro-
Asiatic)  than  many  of
i t s  s u b - S a h a r a n
neighbors  and  has
deep  historic  ties  to
the Mediterranean and
Middle  East.  I t  is  a

perfect example of how
"African" identity is not
a single box.

HOW TO CHANGE
YOUR
PERSPECTIVE

If  you  want  to  move
beyond the "Africa is a
country"  fallacy,  here
are  actionable  steps
you  can  take.

Consume
Diverse
Media
R e a d  n e w s  f r o m
A f r i c a n  s o u r c e s
directly.  Outlets  like
The  Continent  (a
weekly  newspaper),
Mai l  &  Guardian
(South  Africa),  Daily
Nation  (Kenya),  and
Premium  T imes
(Nigeria)  offer  local
perspectives.  Watch
films  from  Nollywood
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(Nigeria's  massive  film
industry) or the works
o f  d i r e c t o r s  l i k e
Abderrahmane Sissako
(Mauritania).  Listen  to
music from the vibrant
Afrobeats  scene  in
Ghana  and  Nigeria  or
the  hypnotic  rhythms
o f  S o u k o u s  f r o m
Congo.

Learn the
Names
A  simple  but  effective
mental shift is to stop
using  "Afr ica"  as  a
catch-all.  When  you
hear a news story, ask
you r se l f :  "Wh i ch
country?" "Which city?"
"Which  community?"
By  using  the  specific
n a m e s — K e n y a ,
Senegal, Namibia—you
are  giving  the  people
and stories their proper
context and dignity.

Travel
with
Intent
I f  y o u  h a v e  t h e
opportunity to visit, do
not try to "see Africa."
Choose  one  or  two
countries  and  explore
t h e m  d e e p l y .
U n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
visiting  Morocco  will
give you a completely
different  experience
than  visiting  South
Africa  or  Tanzania.
E m b r a c e  t h e
differences  rather  than
s e e k i n g  a  s i n g l e
"African experience."

CONCLUSION: A
CONTINENT OF 54
STORIES

The  phrase  Africa  is
not  a  country  is  a
starting  point  for  a
more  intelligent  and
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respectful  dialogue.  It
is  a  call  to  abandon
lazy  stereotypes  and
embrace the beautiful,
chaotic,  and  diverse
reality  of  54  distinct
nations.  The continent
is not a single story of
poverty  or  wildlife  or
war.  It  is  a  library  of
books,  each  with  its
own  plot,  characters,
and  lessons.
By  recognizing  the
individual  sovereignty
and unique identity of
each African nation, we

honor the dignity of its
p e o p l e .  W e  s t o p
treating  them  as  a
homogeneous  group
and start seeing them
as Egyptians, Kenyans,
Ghanaians,  Nigerians,
and  Namibians.  This
simple  linguistic  and
mental  shift  is  the  first
s t e p  t o w a r d
understanding the true
pulse  of  the  world's
mos t  f a sc ina t i ng
continent—a  continent
of  millions  of  stories,
not just one.


