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Yolanda Sangweni: Good morning and good afternoon! Welcome to the 2021 Mandela Washington 
Fellowship Summit. I am pleased that our audience includes the 2021 Mandela Washington Fellows, 
U.S. government representatives in the U.S. and on the continent, and of course our 26 institute 

partners. We’re so glad to have you here with us today to celebrate the completion of the 2021 
Fellows’ journey.  

  

My name is Yolanda Sangweni, and I will be your emcee, guiding you over the next two days. I am 
currently a Senior Director of Programming at National Public Radio. A little bit about me: I was born 
and raised in Durban, South Africa, but also spent a lot of time in the Eastern Cape, not far from where 

Madiba is from. I came to the U.S. a young girl, and I’ve spent most of my life living between the two 
countries. I speak both isiXhosa and isiZulu. So I want to say today, molweni, and sanibonani! Both are 

salutations in my languages.  
  

But back to our agenda today. Using the chat, we want to hear from you! Tell us what you are from, if 
you’re a fellow, your institutes, and what your biggest learning experience was at the institute. 
Embassy watch parties, let us know where you are.  

  
So - a few good housekeeping tips for you. The homepage is the most important page today. Here 
you'll find information that will guide you over the next two days. Across the top of the page are the 

navigational buttons. If you need technical assistance, or have a Fellowship question, please direct 
your question to the helpdesk, which is found under “Help.” If you miss a session, or a part of a 
session, they can be watched later on the link available on the site on the homepage.  

 
Now, onto our agenda. I’d like to kick us off by introducing Matthew Lussenhop, the Acting Assistant 

Secretary of State for the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs at the U.S. Department of State. 
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Acting Assistant Secretary Lussenhop joined the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, known as 

ECA, as the Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary in July 2019. He is a career member of the Senior 

Foreign Service, Class of Minister-Counselor, and has served his country as a Foreign Service Officer 
since 1990.   
  

Prior to his arrival at ECA, he served as Chief Mission in Belgium and Morocco. He has served in the 
field of public diplomacy and strategic communication in numerous posts, in Washington DC and 

overseas, including at the U.S. Embassies in Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Morocco, 
Bulgaria, and the Philippines. Mr. Lussenhop is the recipient of multiple State Department Superior 

and Meritorious Honor Awards. He speaks Arabic and is a native of Minnesota and a summa cum laude 
graduate of the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. I am pleased to welcome Acting Assistant 
Secretary of State Matthew Lussenhop to the stage.  

 

Matthew Lussenhop: Thank you, Yolanda, for the introduction. Greetings and welcome, Mandela 
Washington Fellows, to the 2021 Summit. My name is Matt Lussenhop, and I am the Acting Assistant 

Secretary of State for the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. And it is my pleasure to welcome 
the 700 distinguished Fellows, along with the Mandela Washington Fellowship alumni, our valued 
Leadership Institute Partners representing 26 academic institutions across the United States, as well 

as U.S. government representatives and other program stakeholders. And I want to thank the ECA 
program team and our implementing partner, IREX, for creating an innovative six-week leadership 
program, “Focus Projects” and “Communities of Practice,” that enabled Fellows to explore their areas 
of interest and build networks. I also want to thank our Leadership Institute Partners who remained 

flexible during this extraordinary time to ensure an enriching and educational experience. 
Impressively, the Leadership Institute hosts and IREX developed over 400 programming videos to 

guide your leadership development.   

  
2021 Fellows, you embody the principles of resilience and inclusion, which are woven throughout this 
year’s Summit and exemplify our Bureau’s mission to build mutual understanding between people of 

the United States and other countries around the world. And you will soon become U.S. Exchange 
Alumni, joining a network of more than 1.5 million alumni of our programs around the world.   

  

Through your fellowship, you’ve deepened your understanding of topics such as social 
entrepreneurship, organizational development, and ethical leadership. You’ve also exchanged ideas 
with other Fellows, and counterparts in the United States. We encourage you to continue networking 
during the Summit and via the Fellowship Portal. As alumni, you can now apply for opportunities such 

as the Reciprocal Exchange, which would allow a U.S. expert or a collaborator to travel to your country 
to work on a project of mutual interest.   
  

And today, I’m pleased to announce that the Department of State is committing an additional 200,000 
dollars to support the 2021 Fellows in project implementation. You will be eligible for a special 
application of the Alumni Engagement Innovation Fund, or AEIF, available through U.S. embassies, 

and you will learn more about that tomorrow. I hope you’ll think about how you can leverage these 
opportunities and collaborate with others to advance your work. And as you reflect on these 

opportunities, consider the experiences of other Fellowship alumni who have embraced the notion of 

servant leadership, like our outgoing Leadership Impact Award winner, Ibrahima Kalil Gueye.  
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The Leadership Impact Award annually recognizes the achievements of one outstanding member of 

the Mandela Washington Fellowship Alumni Network. 2020 Leadership Impact Award winner Ibrahima 
is a 2018 Fellowship alumnus from the Presidential Precinct, and he runs “Open and Transparent 
Guinea,” a program that has reached 10,000 citizens, promoting transparency and good governance. 

Ibrahima has been an excellent representative of the Fellowship this year. As our 2020 award comes to 
a close, we are also excited to announce the 2021 Leadership Impact Award winner tomorrow.  

  
The Secretary of State and I hope that you take advantage of the opportunities provided by this 

week’s Summit, and the Fellowship as a whole. Secretary Blinken is a strong supporter of programs 
like the Mandela Washington Fellowship, and he has met with participants and alumni of the 
Fellowship, both in the United States and in Africa.   

  

And it’s now my distinct honor to welcome our Secretary of State, Antony Blinken. Antony J. Blinken is 
the 71st U.S. Secretary of State confirmed by the U.S. Senate on January 26th of this year. Over three 

decades and three presidential administrations, he has helped shape U.S. foreign policy to ensure it 
delivers results for the American people in partnership with people around the world. 
Secretary Blinken is proud to lead the department where he got his start in government nearly 30 

years ago. His wife, Evan Ryan, once led the Bureau that I’m in now, overseeing the Mandela 
Washington Fellowship and our other exchange programs. Outside of government, the Secretary has 
worked in the private sector, civil society, and journalism. So without further ado, please welcome 
Secretary Blinken.   

 
Antony Blinken: Hello, everyone! I’m a huge admirer and supporter of the Mandela Washington 

Fellowship, so I’m delighted to have this chance to speak with you all--especially the 2021 cohort, who 

represent all 49 sub-Saharan African nations. COVID-19 means that this year’s fellowship had to be 
virtual--but you still made it great. You took full advantage of every learning and friendship 
opportunity. We’re proud and grateful to be part of your journeys.   

  
I remember when we launched the Mandela Washington Fellowship back in 2014. We were so excited 

about the program, because Africa’s future rests in the hands of extraordinary young leaders across 

the continent, and because it’s a huge privilege and opportunity to help these extraordinary young 
leaders achieve their dreams. With this year’s cohort, there are now more than 5,000 young leaders 
across Africa  who are alumni of the program. And they’re doing outstanding and inspiring work on 
critical issues that are having an impact in the lives of so many of their fellow Africans--from 

promoting entrepreneurship and education to supporting democratic reform and a strong civil 
society.  
  

I had a fantastic conversation with Mandela Fellowship alumni on my recent virtual trip to Kenya and 
Nigeria. We talked about urgent issues like global health and the climate crisis, and I knew I was 
speaking with the future leaders of communities and countries. I wish I could do a shout-out to all of 

this year’s participants individually. But let me just mention a couple, because they represent the 
concrete and creative ways in which Fellows are working to make lasting change.   
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Juweria Ibrahim is a Civic Engagement Fellow at Appalachian State University. She created an 

organization that advocates for women’s rights in Ethiopia, with free mentorship and skills 

development programs for women. And Amadou Jallow is a Public Management Fellow at UC-Davis. 
He works for the Gambia Standards Bureau, and his goal is to create regulatory frameworks for clean 
energy technologies, to promote more innovation and more jobs in that critical space.   

  
I also want to mention an alum who has continued to work with the U.S. State Department since 

participating in the program--Kaveto Tjatjara. Kaveto is from Namibia. He was a 2018 Business Fellow 
at the University of Notre Dame. And with the help of a grant from the State Department’s Citizen 

Diplomacy Action Fund, he’s scaling up his waterless toliet business. Now he’ll be able to provide 
sanitation to another 1,300 kids. Take inspiration from Kaveto--and stay connected with us.   
  

Think of this as more than just a six-week program. You’ve just begun to engage with this network. 

You’ve just begun to use the new tools you’ve acquired. This is the beginning of your journey as a 
Mandela Washington Fellow. We’re eager to see all that the future will bring--and how the seeds that 

we’ve planted together will bloom.   
  
So let me give a huge thank-you to everyone who makes this Fellowship possible, including our team 

here in Washington, in the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs; our staff in embassies and 
consulates across Africa; our partners at IREX, the International Research and Exchanges Board, who 
administer the program; and the 26 colleges and universities across the United States who have 
hosted our young leaders for the past six weeks.   

  
This program, of course, is names for Nelson Mandela. He once said that education is the most 

powerful tool that you can use to change the world. I hope this fellowship has added to your 

education. I know that getting to know you has added to the education of your teachers, your 
advisors, your peers. And I believe with all my heart that--with the deeper sense of connection and 
friendship that this fellowship makes possibl--our countries and our people will be able to do much 

more together to build a better future.   
  

Thank you all very much. Congratulations.   

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you, Secretary Blinken, for the insightful remarks. I couldn't agree more--
there are so many great connections to be made in this community. Over the next few days, you will 
continue to hear from speakers who value the Fellows present in the room today.  

  
Since 2014, the Fellowship has welcomed leaders from 49 countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Leaders 
who are now making a significant impact in their communities. The Department of State implements 

programs like the Mandela Washington Fellowship because the U.S. Congress and other stakeholders 
recognize the impact of these exchanges, and how they have on the continent and on U.S. 
communities.  

  
We will now hear from Representative Karen Bass, and Senator Chris Coons, as they welcome you to 

this illustrious event.   
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Karen Bass: Well hello, everyone! To the very first virtual meeting of the Mandela Washington Fellows, 

let me just say that I have been a champion of the YALI program from day one. Over the years, I have 

had the honor every single year of greeting you; this is the first time I greet you virtually, and you know 
what? I hope it’s the last time I greet you virtually! Next year, I will look forward to seeing the class of 
YALI Fellows; maybe many of you will come back again, and we will meet in person.   

  
I have had the opportunity to meet with you when you’ve come to the United States, and I’ve had the 

opportunity to meet with you in many countries in Africa. As a matter of fact, every time I go to the 
continent--and you should know that I try to go every chance I get--no matter where I am, I always 

meet YALI Fellows. And what I think is so great about it is that not only do you get the experience of 
coming here--and of course we think that’s great, I do look forward to the day that you’re in Los 
Angeles, California, because that’s where I’m from--but I like the fact that you have an opportunity to 

meet with each other. People from one side of the continent, from East Africa, meeting folks from 

West Africa and Southern Africa, and you build relationships that I hope become lifelong relationships, 
and it’s just wonderful.   

  
I consider myself a lifelong community activist. I grew up in a very tumultuous time, not just in the 
United States but around the world--post-civil rights movement, in the middle of the Vietnam War--

where I protested the policies of my government. I protested in the United States to free Nelson 
Mandela and to stop U.S. engagement in southern Africa--not just South Africa, but the liberation 
movements in southern Africa. And I looked forward to the day when I would actually have the 
resources to go to Africa on my own. That didn’t come until much later in my life, long after Nelson 

Mandela was freed, but at least I had the opportunity to travel to the continent.   
  

For many years, I worked really trying to further the social justice movement in the United States--

whether it was fighting against racism, or racial profiling from police, or fighting for economic 
opportunities for African Americans. All of those issues I was involved in many, many years before I  
ever envisioned that I would have an opportunity to run for office. But I was really excited in 2011 

when I did have the opportunity to run for Congress, because it allowed me to work on both domestic 
issues and foreign policy issues.   

  

And then, of course, the number one area of the world I wanted to focus on was Africa. So I was 
selected to serve on the Foreign Affairs Committee. And due to the unfortunate and very tragic death 
of an icon from the U.S. Congress, Donald Payne--when he passed away, I became the head Democrat 
on the Subcommittee on Africa. And so, now it allows me to travel to the continent a lot.   

  
And my emphasis on working on African issues is to change the way our country views the continent 
of Africa. I joke sometimes and I say that a lot of Americans think that Africa is a country and that I 

always delight in telling people that you could fit the continental United States on the continent of 
Africa three times, and people are shocked to realize how big the continent is; the fact that there’s 
over 50 countries. And so, to me, getting our U.S. policy, but also the U.S. public, to see Africa as a 

partnering continent and not as a continent that is always in need. As is often said in the African 
Union: “trade, not aid.”  
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What I have found over the years is that I think a lot of people, in terms of some of our policies, also 

look at the continent of Africa and the people of Africa very similarly to how people in inner-city 

America is viewed. Oftentimes, for example, in my district: I represent south-central Los Angeles, and 
that is known for, unfortunately, a lot of violence, a lot of gang activity, a lot of drug trafficking. But 
south-central Los Angeles is much, much, much more than that. And those folks, like myself, who is 

from that community, we understand the assets that are there. We understand the beauty of the 
community and the beauty of the people, and I look at Africa the same way. It’s--people just see a war 

or a conflict or a coup, and that’s not what I see. I see people and culture and countries that are 
peaceful that have challenges--like everywhere.   

  
But I want our policy to be aligned as a partnership. And so that’s one of the reasons why I love the 
YALI program so much, is because YALI is about building a partnership with the United States, building 

relationships with people in the United States where we’re equal. It’s not about charity, it’s not about 

“Africa is nothing but countries involved in problems,” but it’s about a real partnership between two 
peoples in different sides of the world.   

  
Obviously, my affinity to Africa is because of my ancestors, who I don’t know who they are or where 
they came from, like most African-Americans; that’s why a lot of African Americans claim the entire 

continent. I did do my DNA, so I know some of my ancestors were from the country of Cameroon, but I 
don’t even know much about my ancestors in the United States, my ancestors that were enslaved--I 
know that they were, I don’t know who they were, I don’t know where they were enslaved. And so, one 
thing that African-Americans struggle with is the lack of our history, and that’s something that is very 

different, obviously, if you were born and raised on the continent.  
  

So, I wish you well, I hope you have a wonderful Fellowship, the Mandela Washington scholars. Again, I 

look forward to seeing you in public next year, and then maybe before then I’ll see you on the 
continent of Africa. Thank you so much for giving me the opportunity to speak with you today.  
  

Chris Coons: Hi. I’m U.S. Senator Chris Coons from Delaware and I want to congratulate you as you 
come to the end of your time here with the Mandela Washington Fellows. I know this pandemic has 

made everything more challenging about our lives and it’s been the first time we’ve had the Young 

African Leaders Institute happen virtually, and I hope you’ve been able to get as much as possible out 
of it and you’ve been able to participate robustly and to build connections with each other, across our 
country as you’ve experienced the United States and across the continent as you’ve gotten to know 
each other.   

  
I’ve seen the impact that YALI has had on fellows who’ve returned to the continent in previous years. 
I’ve had a chance to sit in person and to listen to how the leadership experience and the connections 

and contacts made through the Fellows program has had a lifelong impact on young YALI Fellows 
from Ethiopia to Liberia, from Kenya to South Africa. I’ve met with returned YALI Fellows and been 
impressed with their entrepreneurship, their vision, their civic engagement, their optimism for the 

future. Africa is the world’s youngest continent and across dozens and dozens of countries and 
thousands and thousands of YALI fellows we’ve seen how the U.S. partnership with Young African 

Leaders has strengthened communities, careers, and futures.   

  



 

 

Transcript for Summit Opening  
Page 7 

 

 

 

So, if I could just offer a few brief words of advice, first it would be to stay in touch with each other. 

You’ve built some great relationships and you’ll see them become stronger and  even more 

meaningful in the months and years ahead. Second is to remain optimistic. The world is coming 
through a very difficult period, with the twin global challenges of the ongoing pandemic and climate 
change, but we are also pulling together as a world community to tackle these challenges, and you 

can play an important part in how our world moves forward together. Last, is to remain optimistic as a 
continent about what the African people can bring to the rest of the world. You have deep experience, 

great wisdom, remarkable human and natural resources. And I believe in the future of Africa and the 
future global leadership of Africa and Africans.   

  
So, I hope you’ve had a wonderful experience with the Fellowship, and I look forward to future 
opportunities to meet in person. Thank you, and congratulations.   

  

Yolanda Sangweni: I’m now delighted to introduce Myra Labiche, a 2021 Fellow from the Seychelles 
who participated in the Public Management track at Syracuse University Institute, who will open up 

our keynote session.  
  
Myra Labiche: Greetings, everyone. My name is Myra Labiche, and I am a 2021 [Mandela Washington] 

Fellow in the Leadership in Public Management track. I am honored to be with you all today at the 
2021 Mandela Washington Fellowship Summit.   
  
I am here to introduce the keynote speaker, Uzodinma Iweala. Dr. Iweala is an award-winning writer, 

filmmaker, and medical doctor. As the CEO of The Africa Center, he is dedicated to promoting a new 
narrative about Africa and its diaspora. Before joining The Africa Center, Uzodinma was the CEO, 

editor-in-chief, and co-founder of Ventures Africa magazine, a publication that covers the evolving 

business policy, culture, and innovation spaces in Africa.   
  
You may know him as an author. His books include Beasts of No Nation, a novel released in 2005 to 

critical acclaim and adapted into a major motion picture; Our Kind of People, a non-fiction account of 
HIV/AIDS in Nigeria, released in 2012; and Speak No Evil, a novel about a queer first-generation 

Nigerian-American teen living in Washington, D.C. His short stories and essays have appeared in 

numerous publications like The New York Times Magazine, Vanity Fair, and The Paris Review, amongst 
others.   
  
Uzodinma remains very involved in issues in sub-Saharan Africa. He was the founder and CEO of the 

Private Sector Health Alliance of Nigeria, an organization that promotes private sector investment in 
health services and health innovation in Nigeria. Uzodinma sits on the boards of the Sundance 
Institute, The International Rescue Committee, and the African Development Bank’s Presidential 

Youth Advisory Group. A graduate of Harvard University and the Columbia University College of 
Physicians and Surgeons and a Fellow of The Radcliffe Institute at Harvard University, I wish to 
welcome Dr. Uzodinma Iweala to the stage.  

  
Uzodinma Iweala: Greetings to all of you. I had hoped by this time we’d be well out of the terrors of 

this pandemic, and I’d be able to address you in person, but it appears that events have overtaken us, 
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and we find ourselves yet again relegated to this imperfected mediated, but hopefully still meaningful 

mode of exchange.  

  
Before we move further, I want us to take a moment to remember those affected by Covid.   
  

I was asked to join you today to share my story about my successes. How I came to be an author and 
CEO, and how my journey reflects this year's conference theme of ‘Leadership for the Future: 

Resilience and Inclusion.’  
  

I really hate talking about myself, so I beg your indulgence to speak at length about someone else. As 
the state department has much to do with our gathering here, today I would like to start with a man 
named Thomas Jefferson, the first Secretary of State and third President of the United States of 

America.  

  
He was on the one hand a profoundly intelligent, sensitive, and sophisticated thinker, with a real love 

of learning and an awesome vision for the future. On the other hand, he was a real scoundrel: a racist 
slave owner who refused to acknowledge his own biracial children.  
  

This, by the way, is me being nice. I have other words for Mr. Jefferson, but as we are here at the 
invitation of the State Department, and in the spirit of diplomacy, I shall choose my words carefully.  
  
Here in the United States, the founding fathers--of which save for George Washington, Thomas 

Jefferson is perhaps the most recognized--are often considered exemplars of leadership, secular gods 
if you will, lionized and mythologized in ways that they themselves would have considered 

preposterous. We have got to the point where, for some to even mention that Jefferson was indeed a 

man with serious and consequential flaws, is on par with blaspheming the Lord.  
  
I have struggled long and hard with how or why I, a black man who Jefferson saw as subhuman, 

addressing a gathering of Africans, who Jefferson might have bought and sold with consideration only 
for his bottom line, can find him not only fascinating, but also an important example of leadership, 

from both his time and for our present moment. I won’t concern myself with whether Jefferson was a 

good man; that I leave to God, or the Universe.  
  
As to Jefferson the leader, in real-time the reviews were mixed. His contemporaries were ruthless, 
who actively and ruthlessly criticized his tenuous Governorship of Virginia, a position which he 

resigned, leaving Virginia leaderless at the height of the Revolutionary War. Even his presidency--
lauded though it was for the nation-shaping Louisiana Purchase, which doubled the size of this 
country--was also condemned for numerous shenanigans and intrigues.  

  
Jefferson's own party colleague and fellow Virginian John Randolph called Jefferson a hypocrite: a 
man who preached small government and anti-federalism while doing just the opposite, increasing 

the size and power for the federal government and the power of the executive branch while 
circumventing the Congress to achieve his policy goals.  
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So considering we have by some accounts a morally questionable man, whose contemporaries judge 

his effort to leadership middling to all-right--why do we remember him? What makes his leadership so 

compelling, both then and now?  
  
I’ve thought long and hard about this, as you can tell. Not just because the history of the United States 

of America as a great nation intrigues and inspires me, but also because the answer, I think, has 
profound lessons for each of us, as individuals who aspire to be leaders.  

  
That lesson boils down, to me, to one word: resonance.   

  
What do I mean by resonance? If you’ll permit me to digress for a moment, perhaps I can give you a 
clear idea of why resonance is an important attribute of leadership.  

  

Earlier this summer, in my capacity as CEO of The Africa Center, I had the opportunity to attend a 
concert of the stellar Ghanian-American musician Moses Sumney. This was a special occasion, 

sponsored by New York City, to mark the end of Covid restrictions, and to announce that New York 
was back in business. The concert took place in the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, by volume the 
largest cathedral here in America--an imposing edifice high atop Morningside Heights, limestone 

towers still in construction, even after 100 years. Inside was no less amazing: vaulted arches and 
carved reliefs soaring over and bearing down on once queue-filled, now coronavirus-emptied space, 
dotted with socially distanced chairs in pods of two and three.  
  

I took my seat, both in awe of the structure and hot anticipation of what it would mean to listen to the 
effect of an openly queer, black African man in a space full of religious iconography. A space that once 

probably did it's best to keep that very human out. And then in walked Moses, black robed and bare 

armed, in high-heeled platform boots. He stopped dead center, stood motionless, while the lights 
dimmed and we watched, all silent, all still.   
  

And then what power, what voice. Small at first, then growing, rising, until all was full, and my body 
vibrated to the sound of the song. That my soul suddenly released from this off articulation of 

awkward appendages, floated free to join with the spirits of all others in attendance. We were, for a 

moment, transfigured: ourselves but not ourselves. Individuals, but also as one, now imbued with all 
manner of worldly force and power. Yes, something stronger than ourselves. Something more terrific. 
What rapture.  
  

This, my friends, is resonance. I know you’ve felt it before. As artists, novelists, even in my work at The 
Africa Center, this is what I strive for. This is power, pure and simple. And it can be supremely 
transformative, both for good and in the service of evil.  

  
This idea of resonance has become so important to me when I teach my classes at New York 
University, I no longer talk about books in terms of “good” or “bad.” Those terms fall flat: they lack 

depth and  thus meaning. I think about the texts, the texts that I teach, I think about the narratives in 
terms of resonance. I ask my students, did this book resonate? Did this narrative resonate? And if so, 

why?  
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I return to Thomas Jefferson and this question of leadership. I would argue that Jefferson is a leader 

of consequence due to a deep understanding of resonance, and his mastery of narrative to affect this 

resonance in the hearts of, to use his language, men. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal. That they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights. That 
among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happyness,” from the Declaration of Independence, 

which he wrote.  
  

In his slave-owning mind, “men” may not apply to men that look like you and me. But whether by 
divine inspiration or luck, Jefferson touched on something deeply resonant; not only for people of his 

era, but for times to follow. He was able to articulate a new narrative that shaped the movement to 
build one of the most powerful countries and empires in global history. And for this, Jefferson 
deserves enormous credit.  

  

I'm certain that you’ve heard this word I just mentioned, narrative, before. What is your narrative?   
  

We must take control of our narrative. Africa must forge a new narrative, and so on, and so on. I say 
this as someone whose whole career is built off of telling stories. This word has come to annoy me in 
recent  

months, because it is so disarticulated from its complexity, which renders it almost meaningless at 
times. And yet it is still so very important, especially for those of us who fancy ourselves leaders of 
today and tomorrow.  
  

Narrative in this Facebook, Tik-Tok, Instagram-addled world in which we find ourselves has been 
individualized, and commoditized. It’s been reduced to a base form, with our leaders as people who 

shout the loudest, in the hope that this bludgeoning resonates with enough people, so that they can 

accumulate enough money or power to accumulate even more money, and more power. Does this 
sound familiar? This is not a uniquely African phenomenon, as political life in recent years in the 
United States has shown us. Nor is it a phenomenon unique to our time. It is, however, an acute 

problem, at a moment in our collective human existence where the challenges we face as a species 
could be species-ending.  

  

The scope and pace of the transformation today is far more disorienting and consequential than 
anything Mr. Jefferson and his contemporaries, with the probable exception of Benjamin Franklin, 
possibly could have imagined during that western European period of Enlightenment and sometimes 
violent global expansion.  

  
But what is this narrative? I swore I would do everything possible from letting this devolve into a 
literary theory lecture. But I am a creative writing professor, so all you doctors, and 

software engineers, and accountants buckle up; I promise it will be quick.  
  
For me, the most serviceable definition of narrative is, ‘a representation of a particular situation or 

process in such a way as to reflect or conform to an overarching set of aims or values.’ I like this 
definition because it moves narrative away from the exclusive and mysterious province of the creative 

class, away from the consumer-capitalist marketing mumbo-jumbo that is all the rage today, and fully 

into the public and political sphere, where we all exist.  
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A narrative provides a framework for our existence. A resonant narrative provides a framework that 

can mobilize groups of people, to take action, to transform the surrounding world. “We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal”--Jefferson. “So whatever you wish that 
others would do to you, do also unto them”--Jesus. These are probably some of the most 

consequential narratives for the modern world.   
  

But there are others which have been equally consequential; thoroughly beneficial for the western 
world, and devastating for us as Africans. Narrative frameworks that we have internalized, which help 

to govern how we Africans exist. That for some reason we are less-than, we do not deserve or are 
incapable of being stewards of the resources that we have. That we must be superhuman to be 
considered human.  

  

These are also resonant narratives--negatively resonant narratives, that have allowed for a shaping of 
Africa that benefits almost no one on our great continent, save a very small elite. Oh, and of course, 

the whole range of external powers seeking to instrumentalize us for their own gain. Enough, I say. 
And to adopt and modify Mr. Jefferson's words, it is our right, it is our duty to throw off such 
narratives, and to provide new narratives for our future security.  

  
Jefferson's legendary leadership rose from his acute understanding that the moment he lived in 
needed a fundamentally new narrative. He, along with numerous others, stepped forward to write 
that new narrative. He championed a new narrative of equality that ultimately had a more profound 

resonance than the older, and up to that point supremely resonant narrative of strict hierarchy, and 
God-sanctioned inequality.  

  

There's a huge caveat here that we need to take notice of. It’s clear that Jefferson did not fully buy 
into the new narrative of equality. On the one hand, he wrote all men are created equal. On the other 
hand, he owned 600 or so slaves. On one hand he sold the virtues of liberty and pursuit of happiness, 

on the other, for his own convenience and pleasure, he kept in bondage a teenage girl.  
  

Jefferson's ambivalence towards his own narrative is evidenced by his personal behavior, and would 

later have profound negative consequences for the idea of the America he helped to birth.  
  
There are two intertwined points I want to make related to the birthing process of new narratives. 
First: just because you come up with a new narrative, especially if it’s resonant, does not mean other 

people will suddenly accept it, or you as a leader. The Americans, as we know, fought a whole war to 
get the British to acknowledge the tenets set forth in the Declaration of Independence. And second, 
and perhaps more profound, is that for a leader pushing new narratives, seeking to propagate a new 

resonance, the harder, more consequential battles between narratives are often fought internally.  
  
How many here recognized Mr. Jefferson's behavior, and the people currently in power across some of 

our countries? The most obvious is when someone preaches anti-corruption on one hand, and on 
Tuesday, conspires with his--and sadly, it’s mostly his--cronies, to enrich himself at the expense of his 

own people. This happens when the old, externally-generated, internally-accepted narratives of 
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African worthlessness battle the narratives of African abundance. Instead of dealing with the 

dissonance, those in power look for individual escape, often with disastrous implications.  

  
We as young leaders have to be acutely aware of this challenge, because it is the unconscious,  
 internal struggle of individuals or groups seeking to drive change that can often, as Mr. Jefferson 

shows, derail movements to build a truly better future.  
  

Pulling a little harder on this strand of thought allows for an illustration of what narrative-driven 
leadership is about. This narrative is comprised of three equally important parts, only one of which is 

what you say. The others are what you as a leader do, and with whom you do it. And to be very 
concrete, considering all of the lyrical waxing that I’ve been doing, I see three vaguely correspondent 
leadership tiers here. A leader has the ability to scan the world and create a resonant narrative; 

effective leaders create resonant narratives that inspire collective, transformative action; great 

leaders create resonant narratives that broaden our understanding of what is possible, that inspire 
people to act and achieve that possibility, and also expand our understanding of who is included in 

the sense of possibility.  
  
I know that Jefferson was a leader. I am 100 percent certain he was an effective leader, though again, 

some of his contemporaries may say otherwise. Haters.  
  
But was he a great leader? I don’t know. To me, his failure to see the humanity in black people, and to 
extend this era-shaping narrative of equality to us, when so many of his contemporaries could, is a 

glaring flaw, and perhaps a bridge too far. But again, this is instructive.  
  

I recognize that none of my reasoning might follow as scientific--but it works for me, and they asked 

me to speak, so take it or leave it. Effective leaders are not necessarily good people, but great leaders 
almost always are. Effective leaders can accomplish amazing things, both for good and for evil; great 
leaders almost always work on the side of good. And for those of you who want to become ministers 

or presidents--political systems often breed leaders who are very effective at maintaining existing 
narratives, and oftentimes these leaders lose the ability to perceive when resonance has petered out.  

  

Great leaders often materialize outside of political systems,  and create new narratives that bring 
more people into the political sphere. Jefferson's record is mixed in this sense: he did proclaim an 
ideology opposed to the status quo on the one hand; on the other, he was an established figure 
extraordinaire, upholding the most exclusionary of social and political mindsets. I find him very 

confusing.  
  
But enough of Jefferson, and more about you, and the leadership you will need to exhibit in this crazy, 

crazy world. Some advice, since you asked. If you want to be an effective leader, you need to have a 
real  
 understanding of where the narrative needs to change. This means, first and foremost, you need to be 

a receptacle for information. You need to read widely, and provocatively; and, you need to listen 
widely and provocatively, as well. By this I mean, you need to open your eyes and your hearts, and 

you’ll find that people not only tell you their concerns about the old narratives, but they will also tell 

you their hopes for a new world. And it is in the space of hopes that resonance occurs.  
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A great leader listens with his or her heart, or their heart, because a truly open heart allows you to 

broaden your understanding of who is included and what’s possible. And broadening the coalition of 
participants and the building of possibility generates a lasting, inclusive change that we humans 
definitely need to survive the next couple of centuries.  

  
I know I don’t need to tell you where narratives must shift; many of you are already working very hard 

in this area. The fact that you are all here is proof that you are already leaders--effective ones, at that. 
Congratulations.  

  
The goal now is to continue learning what it takes to be even more effective. But over and above this, 
is to cultivate a sense of greatness. And that isn’t so much taught as it is practiced. Maybe some 

people are born with a truly open heart and open mind, but for many of us--certainly the person for 

whom this program is named, Nelson Mandela--that process takes years.  
  

I realize I’ve gotten this far without saying much about myself, and I’ll probably finish having said very 
little. That is by design, because I don't know that my circumstances have much to say. I was born on 
third base, much of my life has been conditioned by being the child of some very influential people, 

offered every opportunity in the world. As my grandfather always used to remind me, much is 
expected from those to whom much has been given. My journey--all of our journeys must be towards 
an open heart, because the project ahead of us is so much about the connections between people, 
and between narratives. This requires an open heart, and an open mind, to be inclusive.  

  
Jefferson was not necessarily inclusive in his thinking; he had a very narrow, concrete idea of who was 

included in the sense of possibility created by his narrative. But you, we, young Africans, have the 

chance to be fully inclusive in our thinking. That’s where greatness lies.  
  
I’m not exactly sure how to do this; only certain that I must, in my personal journey. That we must. 

Imagine if Jefferson had operated with a truly open, inclusive heart. Imagine what a country, how 
much greater America would be.   

  

I’ve been pretty hard on the old man, and no apologies here. That said aside, the shock of criticism 
coming from a black man, I don’t think he’d be all that offended. Plues, being dead and all, he’s got 
better things to do. And you all have better things to do, as well, rather than listening to me 
pontificate.   

  
But before I go, I want to leave you with one last quote from Jefferson. Uttered in his first inaugural 
address, delivered March 4th, 1801. “Kindly separated by nature and a wide ocean from the 

exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe; too high minded to endure the degradations of the 
others, possessing a chosen country, with room enough for our descendants to the thousandth and 
thousandth generation, entertaining a due sense of our equal right to the use of our own faculties, to 

the acquisitions of our own industry, to honor and confidence from our fellow citizens, resulting not 
from birth, but from our actions and their sense of them, enlightened by a benign religion, professed 

indeed and practised in various forms, yet all of them inculcating honesty, truth, temperance, 

gratitude and the love of man, acknowledging and adoring an overruling providence, which by all its 
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dispensations proves that it delights in the happiness of man here, and his greater happiness 

hereafter; with all these blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and a prosperous 

people?”  
  
Jefferson may have been writing about the United States, and he may not have been addressing us, 

but these words resonate with me. Indeed, it sounds like he could be talking about our beloved Africa. 
“With all of these blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and prosperous people?”    

  
Jefferson answered the question for a nascent United States in his next sentence; but I’ll let that 

question hang, and ask how will you answer this for our countries, our continent, our world? That’s 
where leadership lies.   
  

Thank you.  

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you so much, Dr. Iweala, for those inspiring words. We will keep them close 

to our hearts.   
  
And I want to open it up to some of the questions that some of the fellows have for you. Myra Labiche, 

who introduced you, she’s from Seychelles, Dr. Iweala she has a question for you, to begin our Q & A 
session.   
  
She begins by saying, “I believe that Africa has so much potential, and we are far from reaching even 

half of our true potential. In terms of development, we have an amazing people, natural resources, 
rich traditions, and yet we have a deeply rooted culture of corruption, power struggle, violence, 

poverty, and poor health systems, etcetera. All of this persists to overshadow the continent. The 

question is, do you feel that the next African generation will remove such barriers to the development 
of the continent, and justify why you believe such a belief.”  
  

Uzodinma Iweala: Goodness gracious, that is a question.  
  

Yolanda Sangweni: These are the fellows.   

  
Uzodinma Iweala: These are the fellows. Look, I think--I’ll say two things. I think we’re in a lot of 
trouble if the next generation doesn’t, and therefore I believe that the next generation will. But I also 
think that it is important to consider, you know, again, some of these narratives and the frameworks 

with which we’re operating from.   
  
You know, all of these things exist--they’re not awesome at all. At the same time, they’re not 

everything that defines us. So you can dwell in these more negative narratives of corruption, and 
deprivation, and whatnot. Or, as all of you are doing, you can focus on the abilities you have as leaders 
to shift the conversation, both inside yourselves as well as within the cohorts and sets of people that 

we associate with. And that’s where the change lies. So, I am super optimistic, and I really do believe 
that a lot of these things can be pushed to the side, and that we can develop a more perfect society--

or societies, I should say, in each one of our countries and communities.   
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I think we should not be under the illusion that this is something that just happens. As I mentioned, 

when you fight to change a narrative, people who are invested in the old narrative--and even you, 

sometimes, being invested in that old narrative, will fight yourselves. And that struggle is intense, 
supremely important to engage with. But also let’s not forget also it’s a struggle, something that we’re 
going to have to really really fight very hard to overcome, and push to the next level that we’re looking 

to go to.  
  

Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you for that. Adaora Oji, another fellow, made a comment in the chat. They 
write, “it’s so common for leaders to be hypocrites and the first defaulters of change.” What are your 

thoughts on that?  
  
Uzodinma Iweala: Yeah. I mean, again, I think it is--it’s an unfortunate thing. But you know, I go back 

to this idea of this internal struggle. I think, if you look at some of our independence leaders--you 

know, the folks who shaped some of the nations that we live in, post-colonialism--some of these 
people had really profoundly important ideas. And again, some of these people had profound internal 

struggles that really actually lessened the strength of their ideas.   
  
I think Jefferson is no different, and I used him for that example. This is somebody who had 

profoundly important ideas about equality, but in many ways was a total hypocrite when it came to 
practicing that, by owning people.   
  
Our leaders--whether you’re talking about some of the ethnic divisions privileging one group over 

another in our countries, or some of the talk around corruption--that internal struggle, that tendency 
to hypocrisy is a very human trait, and it’s something that we have to be aware of. But again, it’s about 

how do people come together to 1) create really strong, resonant narratives about a new system that 

we can build, and 2) how do you create systems or structures that help to mitigate the impacts of the 
hypocrisy that we all carry. That’s what’s important, that’s why it’s about systems and not just 
necessarily just individuals. How do you construct a large unit, which helps to guide and govern us all.  

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you. Maletsie Letsie of Lesotho writes, “I hear how Dr. Iweala talks about 

effective leadership and great leadership, and how difficult it is for a great leader to easily venture into 

politics. How can great leaders be helped to transition easily to become effective leaders, in order to 
function in politics, while still holding up their greatness?”  
  
Dr. Uzodinma Iweala: That’s such a good question, a difficult one. I should say that I really think that 

great leaders are fundamentally effective leaders. I just also think that politics, by its nature, is in 
many ways about preservation of the status quo. And the thing about a great leader is, you know, 
preservation of the status quo necessarily excludes people, and I think a great leader is somebody 

who fundamentally wants to bring more people into a conversation and expand the scope of who 
benefits from the work that we’re all collectively doing.   
  

Going back to Nelson Mandela--who I would consider a great leader, but I also know gets mixed 
reviews in many ways--it’s something that is very much a timed thing. You don’t just wake up--and 

maybe some people do, I don’t know, Jesus or whatever--but you don’t really wake up and all of a 

sudden, you’re great. I think uou have to learn this idea of openness. I think we all have to learn this 
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idea of openness. And we all have to learn because we all have blind spots, we all have things that 

we’d like to push to the side, that we would like to exclude, and that causes complications.   

  
I think, it’s--how do you cultivate that sense of self and that sense of openness, and then move into 
the political sphere? I think there are people who have done it, I think there are people who have done 

it and who are then perhaps changed by the political sphere. I think there are people who have done it 
for a period of time and then the narrative has changed, and they don’t realize that.   

  
It’s hard for me to give a concrete answer to that, not being a politician myself and not having tried to 

make that move. Maybe one day, I'll be able to tell you thoroughly. But for right now, I think it is that 
how do you 1) try and cultivate a really strong sense of self that will help to guide your decision-
making when you move into that sphere. And that’s something that I think we’re all capable of doing, 

even if it’s very, very hard.  

  
Yolanda Sangweni: I think many of us, Dr. Iweala, are hoping that you will become a politician. But 

that’s another topic.   
  
I have another question from Bohlale Buzani from South Africa. They ask, “the greatest leaders in 

history were most effective in their prime youth years. However, today, there is a prevalent narrative 
that suggests that young people from Africa lack substance or character to lead; therefore, they 
should be beneficiaries, because it takes time for leaders to develop. My question for you, Doc, is how 
do we then shift this narrative to one that views young people as co-creators to one that views young 

people as co-creators?” [2:03:44]  
  

Dr. Uzodinma Iweala: I think a couple of things. First and foremost, I totally disagree with this idea 

that somehow the youth of our continent are somehow, someway feckless and unconvincing. I find 
that to be completely wrong.   
  

I also at the same time have been one that says that sometimes, when you look at the age of the folks 
on the continent who are in positions of power, we say that they’re very old, and that’s not the case 

elsewhere in the world. And then, you think about the fact that here in the United States, when 

you kind’ve take a look at some of the people who are in power, we’ve got sort of everybody holding 
positions of leadership over the age of 70, pushing 80. So, it’s not just an African thing. I think this 
generational conversation exists wherever you are in the world.   
  

So, I want us to take a moment to remember that. That that tension, that struggle between the way 
that youth perceive themselves as leaders, and the way that an older generation perceives the youth, 
is a constant and enduring thing over generations, time immemorial and across all geographies.   

  
That said, I think the thing here is to 1) figure out how to push people of our generation, or 
generations coming behind us, into more positions of prominence, and give them the megaphones to 

help change conversations. I mean the thing about arguing with people who hold power is that they 
hold power, and they can do a lot to stop the argument, where you can’t. And that’s something that 

we have to be very strategic about, that’s something that we have to be very, very strong about. Which 

is making sure that; however we need to do it, even when people might ban social media or ban 
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platforms for conversation, that the young folks actually find ways to step up, and share the ideas that 

will transform the world that we live in.   

  
Because the thing about that older generation of septuagenarians, and octogenarians, and in some 
cases nonagenarians, is that those folks are going to die soon. And I just put it that starkly. The world 

that they are trying to preserve is a world that benefits them, and not a world that is, again, open, and 
provides possibility for us.   

  
And I should say that, again, that’s not every single person. I don’t think age necessarily means--just 

being old doesn’t mean that you aren’t focused on the future, or focused on expanding the 
conversation to include younger generations. But unfortunately, I think sometimes, like now, we have 
a set of folks across the continent and in other parts of the world who are really focused on 

consolidating for themselves at the expense of a younger generation. That has to change. And that 

change is a constant, but it can be frustrating to watch, and the pace can be frustrating.   
  

But I think a lot of the youth across the continent are doing commendable things to step up. I mean a 
lot of you guys are out here, really making noise, trying to push that change, even if it is frustrating. 
And I think everyone should take a step back and pat themselves on the back. But don’t let up.   

  
I also would say that, if you think about so many of the revolutions, whether on our continent or if it’s 
America or whatever--you know, Thomas Jefferson was in his 30s when he wrote the Declaration of 
Independence. A lot of those folks who are quote-unquote “founding fathers” are pretty young. You 

know, that should provide some inspiration to anybody around the world.   
  

The same is true for our own independence leaders. A lot of those folks were pretty young, and you 

know some of them are still alive today, which will tell you how young they are. You can put away the 
bad that some of those folks have done, and just look at it as an example of what courageousness, and 
stepping up with a voice to shape the world that you live in, means. And work that, even if some of the 

other stuff that has been done isn’t so great.   
  

Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you so much. From Kenya, we have a question from Stanley Ratemo: “do 

you think the narrative regarding corruption in African leaders can change in this generation?”  
Dr. Uzodinma Iweala: Yes, I do. I also think that the narrative around corruption is an interesting one. 
Because I think we often think about it in very stark terms. We often think about is as a, and I probably 
shouldn’t say this, but I think that we have to be honest about the systems that we’re dealing with. 

And this is true, again, everywhere in the world.   
  
People, only when it comes to Africa do, we somehow, someway, think that we have to just 

immediately and permanently eradicate all corruption completely. And if you look at other political 
systems, you’ll find that these folks managed to figure out a way to kind’ve weave and limit corruption 
within their systems. But corruption is still part and parcel--when we talk about humans being 

hypocrites, we talk about humans having moral failings. That will always exist. We will never live in a 
pure world. So, the issue is not necessarily completely eliminating it. The issue is figuring out a way to 

make sure that it doesn’t go off the guardrails. And to make sure that you can do--and I know I 

shouldn’t be saying this, because we’re on a U.S. government, but I think we have to be realistic.    
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Like, to fight corruption, if you try to say we’re going to get rid of it entirely, that’s an impossible goal. 

But if you say, we’re going to try and provide structures within the way that our government operates 
so that we can hold people accountable--somebody’s going to find a way to steal money, but you 
equally ave to find a way to bring that person to account, and make sure that it’s public, and it’s fair. 

That people can see that there are consequences for corruption. But this idea of eliminating it entirely 
is unrealistic. And I think that we need to make sure that our conversation, for each of our societies, is 

not just about eliminating. It’s about forming ways that are locally-inspired to deal with the corruption 
that exists.   

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Wonderful. So, our last question comes from Cameroon. It comes from Alice 
Besong asks, “what future do you see for young African leaders?”  

  

Dr. Uzodinma Iweala: Far be it for me to start prescribing things for anyone. But I think that the 
futures I see are challenging, because I think that the environment in which we find ourselves today--

the pandemic, climate change, etc--are challenging. But what I really do see is I see a set of folks who 
if given the chance, and who also take the chance to step up in these areas and hopefully reshape the 
conversations and also provide some solutions to some of these things.   

  
I mean, I look at a lot of folks on the continent working in what has now become the rage, people 
saying things like ‘oh, the circular economy,’ like it’s something super sophisticated--forgetting that 
we’ve gotten people all across the continent who are practiced in the arts of recycling, in the arts of 

reduce, reuse. How do we make sure that those folks are pushed up as representatives, the best and 
the brightest of who we are?   

  

We’ve got folks who are writing and creating profound narratives in the creative space, about who we 
are, about African futures, about what we want to see. I think, again, it’s about privileging those folks. 
You know, I feel like the future is bright, and I feel like this change will happen, and I feel that there’s a 

new generation of folks who has the mindset and the ability to say that 1) enough is enough for the 
things that don’t work, and 2) Africa is the center of the world. Like our continents, our countries are 

points to develop the solutions for a lot of the challenges that we may not have created, but will 

impact us. And it’s going to be hard, and it’s going to take a while. We don’t have awhile, but it will 
take some time. And it’s going to hurt. But I think as African young folks, as African leaders, the 
solutions for the issues that we’re going to face as a globe are going to come from you guys, from us. 
And that’s just my confidence, that’s my inspiration.   

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Wow. Thank you so much. And before you leave, Dr. Iweala, I also want to toast 
you, because you are an African leader that we can all sort of look to. Doctor, author, and now CEO of 

The Africa Center. I mean, you are an example of the ways that we can use our talents to further and 
shine the light on the continent and the diaspora. So, thank you so much.   
  

And if you’re ever in New York, anyone, please go visit the Africa Center in Harlem. Before you 
leave, i just want to ask if you have any departing, concluding thoughts, Dr. Iweala?  
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Dr. Uzodinma Iweala: Well, first I want to say thank you, Yolanda. You’re far, far too kind. And the 

admiration is mutual, completely. And I do want to extend the invitation to anyone who has the 

chance to travel to New York: come up to the Africa Center, come see us. We’d love to bring you into 
our community and our home.   
  

And really, it’s just to say that I’m so inspired by all of you, the work that you’re all doing, and the ways 
that you’re approaching changing this world that we live in. God knows that we need it, that we need 

you, and we need you to be leaders of this, and the next generation. Thank you so much for having 
me.   

  
Yolanda Sangweni: Thank you.   
 

So, Fellows and guests, I hope you were as inspired as I was. Thank you to Dr. Iweala for his words of 

support. We will now have a 10-minute break. When we return, you will see the first of the Ignite talks, 
and have an exciting policy discussion addressing the U.S.-Africa policy relations. Please join us back 

on the main stage at 10:35 [a.m. EST]. Thank you.  
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