
8/10/17, 16:09BINGO! | Anthropology-News

Page 1 of 6http://www.anthropology-news.org/index.php/2017/08/10/bingo/#.WYy899GjUXE.twitter

BINGO!
Mark Moritz August 10, 2017

How to Teach about African Foragers

One of my favorite courses to teach centers around a problematic category:
hunter-gatherers. But the problematic nature is also one of the reasons why I
enjoy teaching this course—it allows me to integrate scientific and critical
perspectives in anthropology to train students to recognize myths about
foragers and their impacts. Recently, I found a very effective strategy to
overcome the challenge of students not recognizing forager myths: a game of
bingo.

One of the greatest challenges for students is to
recognize the myths about foragers because they
have grown up with National Geographic and the
Discovery Channel.

The goal of the course is to train students to scientifically study the diversity
of forager societies and write up the results without reproducing harmful
myths. I achieve that goal through two interrelated projects: a comparative
study of forager societies and an ongoing critical analysis of how foragers are
represented in the anthropological literature and the mainstream media. The
course is built around Robert Kelly’s book, Lifeways of Hunter-Gatherers
(2013), and John Marshall’s film series, A Kalahari Family (2002). I use
Kelly’s book to show that a scientific study of the wide range of foraging
societies, not just the Hadza or the Ju/’hoansi, helps to avoid the creation of
myths or stereotypes about hunter-gatherers, while I use Marshall’s films to

https://books.google.com/books?id=rKoZBAAAQBAJ&lpg=PT1&ots=HtudFphKHn&dq=Lifeways%20of%20Hunter-Gatherers&pg=PA1#v=onepage&q=Lifeways%20of%20Hunter-Gatherers&f=false
http://www.der.org/films/a-kalahari-family.html
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show the impact of myths on contemporary foragers.

One of the greatest challenges for students is to recognize the myths about
foragers because they have grown up with National Geographic and the
Discovery Channel. Unfortunately, anthropologists have also contributed to
these myths. They assume that there is something special about foragers and
that by studying contemporary foragers, we can learn something about the
evolution of our species. And while practically everyone notes that
contemporary foragers are modern people who live in a world of Coca Cola,
many anthropologists cannot help themselves and argue that there are larger
lessons about humanity to be drawn.

Another persistent problem in the study of foragers is that generalizations are
made on the basis of a limited sample. Robert Kelly shows how, at different
times in the history of anthropology, one society becomes the quintessential
model for all other foraging societies, for example the patrilineal band of
Australian Aboriginals or the generalized foraging model of the Ju/’hoansi.
All other societies are then seen through the lens of that model. Moreover,
variation that does not fit the model—be it the patrilineal band or the
generalized foraging model—is ignored. While there is always a perfunctory
note about the diversity across foraging societies, that diversity is
conveniently ignored if it does not fit the theoretical model. The result is that
when students learn about foragers, they often learn about one iconic case.



8/10/17, 16:09BINGO! | Anthropology-News

Page 3 of 6http://www.anthropology-news.org/index.php/2017/08/10/bingo/#.WYy899GjUXE.twitter

Slideshow 2 Photos

Class assignment flyer for the Hadza Development Fund. Jesse Young

I have experimented with different assignments to help students recognize

http://www.anthropology-news.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Jesse-Youngs-Hadza-Fund-Newsletter-1.jpg
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forager myths. This year, my students played a game of forager myth bingo. (I
was inspired by chronic illness bingo from the blog, Heart Sisters, that I came
across one day when I entered the rabbit hole of the internet). In preparation
for the game, students read Binyavanga Wainaina’s satirical piece “How to
Write about Africa” (2005) and identify stereotypes in a flyer for the Hadza
Development Fund that Jesse Young, a former student, purposively
incorporated, drawing from Wainaina’s piece and Frank Marlowe’s book, The
Hadza: Hunter-gatherers of Tanzania (2010). The flyer assignment was an
experiment from an earlier iteration of the course.

As in the flyer assignment, the stereotypes on the bingo card are mostly
drawn from Wainaina’s “How to write about Africa” and include statements
about the film’s visuals (e.g., pictures of elephants, wide and empty
landscapes with wildlife, the light in Africa), scenes (e.g., Jane Goodall says
something about nature, hero carries and teaches children, hero eats what
they eat without flinching), and narration (e.g., Hadza have not changed in
50,000 years, overpopulation threatens ancestral lands of the Hadza, Hadza
are doomed without your help).

Then in class we watch the film, Hadza: Last of the First (2015), which—no
surprise, considering the title—is full with stereotypes about Africa and
foragers. However, rather than simply watching and discussing the film, we
play a game of bingo while watching the film. Students check off the
stereotypes they caught in the film and marked them on their cards.

https://myheartsisters.org/2014/11/23/chronic-illness-bingo/
https://granta.com/how-to-write-about-africa/
https://mlab.osu.edu/sites/mlab.osu.edu/files/Jesse%20Young%27s%20Hadza%20Fund%20Newsletter.pdf
http://thehadzalastofthefirst.com/
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Example of card used in BINGO exercise. Mark Moritz

It does not take long for students to start checking off the different boxes on
the card. And after about five minutes into the film, the first students shout
“Bingo!” when they have checked off an entire row or column. It is really
quite impressive how many stereotypes the director was able to pack into the
first minutes of the film. To show how effective this strategy was, in the
middle of the film, a student raised her hand and asked, “This film is a
parody, no?”

Unfortunately, the film was not meant as a parody—and unfortunately, it is
similar to many other stereotypical films about African foragers, for example,
The Great Dance: A Hunter’s Story (2000) by Craig and Damon Foster. And
really, after reading Wainaina’s piece it becomes impossible to watch any of
these films and not start laughing and crying simultaneously.

We finish the semester watching the fifth part of John Marshall’s series, A
Kalahari Family: Death by Myth (2002). The film is painful to watch. Not
because the film is stereotypical—it shows how myths haunt the Ju’/hoansi as

http://www.senseafrica.com/
http://www.der.org/films/death-by-myth.html


8/10/17, 16:09BINGO! | Anthropology-News

Page 6 of 6http://www.anthropology-news.org/index.php/2017/08/10/bingo/#.WYy899GjUXE.twitter

development organizations create a community conservancy to protect
Ju’/hoansi land. Rights. However, the idea of the conservancy is sold to
financial donors by—dare I say—pimping the Ju/’hoansi as people who
continue to live as foragers in symbiosis with their environment as they have
done for thousands of years. In this vision of the Kalahari, there is no room
for Ju/’hoansi making a living through herding and farming. Moreover, in the
end, lions and elephants are even more important than foragers. The
Ju/’hoansi are well aware of the dangers of the myths. Oma Tsamkxao, one of
the main protagonists in Marshall’s film, expresses it well: “There are two
kinds of films. Films that show us in skins are lies. Films that show the truth
show us with cattle, with farms, with our own water, making our own plans.”

Why is that a simple game of bingo helps students become aware of forager
myths? I think what makes the teaching strategy effective is the same reason
why Wainaina’s “How to Write about Africa” is such a compelling critique of
stereotypes about Africa: satire.

Mark Moritz is associate professor in the Department of Anthropology at
the Ohio State University. His research focuses on social-ecological systems
and in particular pastoralism in West Africa. He uses backwards course
design, flipped classrooms, and active learning strategies to train students to
think as anthropologists.  
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