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Preface

AMADOU-MAHTAR M’BOW
Director-General of Unesco

For a long time, all kinds of myths and prejudices concealed the true history
of Africa from the world at large. African societies were looked upon as
societies that could have no history. In spite of important work done by
such pioneers as Leo Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo Labriola,
as early as the first decades of this century, a great many non-African experts
could not rid themselves of certain preconceptions and argued that the lack
of written sources and documents made it impossible to engage in any
scientific study of such societies.

Although the Iliad and Odyssey were rightly regarded as essential sources
for the history of ancient Greece, African oral tradition, the collective
memory of peoples which holds the thread of many events marking their
lives, was rejected as worthless. In writing the history of a large part of
Africa, the only sources used were from outside the continent, and the final
product gave a picture not so much of the paths actually taken by the
African peoples as of those that the authors thought they must have taken.
Since the European Middle Ages were often used as a yardstick, modes of
production, social relations and political institutions were visualized only
by reference to the European past.

In fact, there was a refusal to see Africans as the creators of original
cultures whxch flowered and survived over the centuries in patterns of their
own making and which historians are unable to grasp unless they
forgo their prejudices and rethink their approach.

Furthermore, the continent of Africa was hardly ever looked upon as a
historical entity. On the contrary, emphasis was laid on everythmg likely to
lend credence to the idea that a split had existed, from time immemorial,
between a ‘white Africa’ and a ‘black Africa’, each unaware of the other’s
existence. The Sahara was often presented as an impenetrable space pre-~
venting any intermingling of ethnic groups and peoples or any exchange
of goods, beliefs, customs and ideas between the societies that had grown
up on ecither side of the desert. Hermetic frontiers were drawn between
the civilizations of Ancient Egypt and Nubia and those of the peoples south
of the Sahara.

It is true that the history of Africa north of the Sahara has been more

xvii



Preface

closely linked with that of the Mediterranean basin than has the history of
sub-Saharan Africa, but it is now widely recognized that the various civiliza-
tions of the African continent, for all their differing languages and cultures,
represent, to a greater or lesser degree, the historical offshoots of a set of
peoples and societies united by bonds centuries old.

Another phenomenon which did great disservice to the objective study
of the African past was the appearance, with the slave trade and coloniza-
tion, of racial stereotypes which bred contempt and lack of understanding
and became so deep-rooted that they distorted even the basic concepts of
historiography. From the time when the notions of ‘white’ and ‘black’ were
used as generic labels by the colonialists, who were regarded as
superior, the colonized Africans had to struggle against both economic and
psychological enslavement. Africans were identifiable by the colour of their
skin, they had become a kind of merchandise, they were earmarked for
hard labour and eventually, in the minds of those dominating them, they
came to symbolize an imaginary and allegedly inferior Negro race. This
pattern of spurious identification relegated the history of the African
peoples in many minds to the rank of ethno-history, in which appreciation
of the historical and cultural facts was bound to be warped.

The situation has changed significantly since the end of the Second
World War and in particular since the African countries became inde-
pendent and began to take an active part in the life of the international
community and in the mutual exchanges that are its raison d’étre. An
increasing number of historians has endeavoured to tackle the study of
Africa with a more rigorous, objective and open-minded outlook by using —
with all due precautions — actual African sources. In exercising their right
to take the historical initiative, Africans themselves have felt a deep-seated
need to re-establish the historical authenticity of their societies on solid
foundations.

In this context, the importance of the eight-volume General History of
Africa, which Unesco is publishing, speaks for itself.

The experts from many countries working on this project began by laying
down the theoretical and methodological basis for the History. They have
been at pains to call in question the over-simplifications arising from a linear
and restrictive conception of world history and to re-establish the true facts
wherever necessary and possible. They have endeavoured to highlight the
historical data that give a clearer picture of the evolution of the different
peoples of Africa in their specific socio-cultural setting.

To tackle this huge task, made all the more complex and difficult by
the vast range of sources and the fact that documents were widely scattered,
Unesco has had to proceed by stages. The first stage, from 1965 to 1969,
was devoted to gathering documentation and planning the work.
Operational assignments were conducted in the field and included
campaigns to collect oral traditions, the creation of regional documentation
centres for oral traditions, the collection of unpublished manuscripts in
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Arabic and Ajami (African languages written in Arabic script), the compila-
tion of archival inventories and the preparation of a Guide to the Sources
of the History of Africa, culled from the archives and libraries of the
countries of Europe and later published in nine volumes. In addition,
meetings were organized to enable experts from Africa and other continents
to discuss questions of methodology and lay down the broad lines for the
project after careful examination of the available sources.

The second stage, which lasted from 1969 to 1971, was devoted to
shaping the History and linking its different parts. The purpose of the
international meetings of experts held in Paris in 1969 and Addis Ababa
in 1970 was to study and define the problems involved in drafting and
publishing the History: presentation in eight volumes, the principal edition
in English, French and Arabic, translation into African languages such as
Kiswahili, Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba or Lingala, prospective versions in
German, Russian, Portuguese, Spanish and Chinese, as well as abridged
editions designed for a wide African and international public.

The third stage has involved actual drafting and publication. This began
with the appointment of the 39-member International Scientific Com-~
mittee, two-thirds African and one-third non-African, which assumes
intellectual responsibility for the History.

The method used is interdisciplinary and is based on a multi-faceted
approach and a wide variety of sources. The first among these is-
archaeology, which holds many of the keys to the history of African cultures
and civilizations. Thanks to archaeology, it is now acknowledged that
Africa was very probably the cradle of mankind and the scene — in the
neolithic period — of one of the first technological revolutions in history.
Archaeology has also shown that Egypt was the setting for one of the most
brilliant ancient civilizations of the world. But another very important
source is oral tradition, which, after being long despised, has now emerged
as an invaluable instrument for discovering the history of Africa, making
it possible to follow the movements of its different peoples in both space
and time, to understand the African vision of the world from the inside and
to grasp the original features of the values on which the cultures and
institutions of the continent are based.

We are indebted to the International Scientific Committee in charge of
this General History of Africa, and to its Rapporteur and the editors and
authors of the various volumes and chapters, for having shed a new light
on the African past in its authentic and all-encompassing form and for
having avoided any dogmatism in the study of essential issues. Among
these issues we might cite: the slave trade, that ‘endlessly bleeding wound’,
which was responsible for one of the cruellest mass deportations in the
history of mankind, which sapped the African continent of its life-blood
while contributing significantly to the economic and commercial expansion
of Europe; colonization, with all the effects it had on population, economics,
psychology and culture; relations between Africa south of the Sahara and

xix



Preface

the Arab world; and, finally, the process of decolonization and nation-
building which mobilized the intelligence and passion of people still alive
and sometimes still active today. All these issues have been broached with a
concern for honesty and rigour which is not the least of the History’s merits.
By taking stock of our knowledge of Africa, putting forward a variety of view-
points on African cultures and offering a new reading of history, the History
has the signal advantage of showing up the light and shade and of openly
portraying the differences of opinion that may exist between scholars.

By demonstrating .the inadequacy of the methodological approaches
which have long been used in research on Africa, this History calls for a
new and careful study of the twofold problem areas of historiography and
cultural identity, which are united by links of reciprocity. Like any
historical work of value, the History paves the way for a great deal of
further research on a variety of topics.

It is for this reason that the International Scientific Committee, in
close collaboration with Unesco, decided to embark on additional studies
inanattempt to go deeperintoa number of issues which will permit a clearer
understanding of certain aspects of the African past. The findings being
published in the series ‘Unesco Studies and Documents — General History
of Africa’ will prove a useful supplement to the History, as will the works
planned on aspects of national or subregional history.

The General History sheds light both on the historical unity of Africa
and also its relations with the other continents, particularly the Americas
and the Caribbean. For a long time, the creative manifestations of the
descendants of Africans in the Americas were lumped together by some
historians as a heterogeneous collection of Africanisms. Needless to say,
this is not the attitude of the authors of the History, in which the resistance
of the slaves shipped to America, the constant and massive participation
of the descendants of Africans in the struggles for the initial independence
of America and in national liberation movements, are rightly perceived for
what they were: vigorous assertions of identity, which helped forge the
universal concept of mankind. Although the phenomenon may vary in
different places, it is now quite clear that ways of feeling, thinking, dreaming
and acting in certain nations of the western hemisphere have been marked
by their African heritage. The cultural inheritance of Africa is visible every-
where, from the southern United States to northern Brazil, across the
Caribbean and on the Pacific seaboard. In certain places it even underpins
the cultural 1dent1ty of some of the most 1mportant elements of the
population.

The History also clearly brings out Africa’s relations with southern Asia
across the Indian Ocean and the Afrlcan contributions to other civilizations
through mutual exchanges.

I am convinced that the efforts of the peoples of Africa to conquer or
strengthen their independence, secure their development and assert their
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cultural characteristics, must be rooted in historical awareness renewed,
keenly felt and taken up by each succeeding generation.

My own background, the experience 1 gained as a teacher and as
chairman, from the early days of independence, of the first commission set
up to reform history and geography curricula in some of the countries of
West and Central Africa, taught me how necessary it was for the education
of young people and for the information of the public at large to have a
history book produced by scholars with inside knowledge of the problems
and hopes of Africa and with the ability to apprehend the continent in its
entirety.

For all these reasons, Unesco’s goal will be to ensure that this General
History of Africa is widely disseminated in a large number of languages and
is used as a basis for producing children’s books, school textbooks and
radio and television programmes. Young people, whether schoolchildren or
students, and adults in Africa and elsewhere will thus be able to form a
truer picture of the African continent’s past and the factors that explain
it, as well as a fairer understanding of its cultural heritage and its contribu-

" tion to the general progress of mankind. The History should thus contribute
to improved international cooperation and stronger solidarity among
peoples in their aspirations to justice, progress and peace. This is, at least,
my most cherished hope. '

It remains for me to express my deep gratitude to the members of the
International Scientific Committee, the Rapporteur, the different volume
editors, the authors and all those who have collaborated in this tremendous
undertaking. The work they have accomplished and the contribution they
have made plainly go to show how people from different backgrounds but
all imbued with the same spirit of goodwill and enthusiasm in the service.
of universal truth can, within the international framework provided by
Unesco, bring to fruition a project of considerable scientific and cultural
import. My thanks also go to the organizations and governments whose
generosity has made it possible for Unesco to publish this History in
different languages and thus ensure that it will have the worldwide impact
it deserves and thereby serve the international community as a whole.
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Description of the Project

B. A. OGOT

President, International Scientific Committee
for the Drafiing of a General History of Africa

The General Conference of Unesco at its 16th Session instructed the
Director-General to undertake the drafting of a General History of Africa.
The enormous task of implementing the project was entrusted to an Inter-
national Scientific Committee which was established by the Executive
Board in 19770. This Committee under the Statutes adopted by the Executive
Board of Unesco in 1971, is composed of thirty-nine members (two-thirds
of whom are African and one-third non-African) serving in their personal
capacity and appointed by the Director-General of Unesco for the duration
of the Committee’s mandate. .

The first task of the Committee was to define the principal characteristics
of the work. These were defined at the first session of the Committee
as follows:

(a) Although aiming at the highest possible scientific level, the history
does not seek to be exhaustive and is a work of synthesis avoiding dogmatism.
In many respects, it is a statement of problems showing the present state
of knowledge ‘and the main trends in research, and it does not hesitate
to show divergencies of views where these exist. In this way, it prepares
the ground for future work.

(b) Africa is considered in this work as a totality. The aim is to show
the historical relationships between the various parts of the continent,
too frequently subdivided in works published to date. Africa’s historical
connections with the other continents receive due attention, these con-
nections being analysed in terms of mutual exchanges and multilateral
influences, bringing out, in its appropriate light, Africa’s contribution to
the history of mankind.

(¢) The General History of Africa is, in particular, a history of ideas and
civilizations, societies and institutions. It is based on a wide variety of
sources, including oral tradition and art forms.

(d) The History is viewed essentially from the inside. Although a scholarly
work, it 1s also, in large measure, a faithful reflection of the way in which
African authors view their own civilization. While prepared in an inter-
national framework and drawing to the full on the present stock of scientific
knowledge, it should also be a vitally important element in the recognition
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of the African heritage and should bring out the factors making for unity
in the continent. This effort to view things from within is the novel feature
of the project and should, in addition to its scientific quality, give it great
topical significance. By showing the true face of Africa, the History could,
in an era absorbed in economic and technical struggles, offer a particular
conception of human values.

The Committee has decided to present the work covering over three
million years of African history in eight volumes, each containing about
eight hundred pages of text with illustrations, photographs, maps and line
drawings.

A chiefeditor, a551sted if necessary by one or two co-editors, is responsible
for the preparation of each volume. The editors are elected by the Com-
mittee either from among its members or from outside by a two-thirds
majority, They are responsible for, preparing the volumes in accordance
with the decisions and plans adopted by the Committee. On scientific
matters, they are accountable to the Committee or, between two sessions
of the Committee, to its Bureau for the contents of the volumes, the final
version of the texts, the illustrations and, in general, for all scientific and
technical aspects of the History. The Bureau ultimately approves the final
manuscript. When it considers the manuscript ready for publication, it
transmits it to the Director-General of Unesco. Thus the Committee, or
the Bureau between Committee sessions, remains fully in charge of the
project.

Each volume consists of some thirty chapters. Each chapter is the work
of a principal author assisted, if necessary, by one or two collaborators.
The authors are selected by the Committee on the basis of their curricula
vitae. Preference is given to African authors, provided they have requisite
qualifications. Special effort is also made to ensure, as far as possible,
that all regions of the continent, as well as other regions having historical
or cultural ties with Africa, are equitably represented among the authors.

When the editor of a volume has approved texts of chapters, they are
then sent to all members of the Committee for criticism. In addition,
the text of the volume editor is submitted for examination to a Readmg
Committee, set up within the International Scientific Committee on the
basis of the members’ fields of competence. The Reading Committee
analyses the chapters from the standpoint of both substance-and form.
The Bureau then gives final approval to the manuscripts.

Such a seemingly long and involved procedure has proved necessary,
since it provides the best possible guarantee of the scientific objectivity
of the General History of Africa. There have, in fact, been instances when
the Bureau has rejected manuscripts or insisted on major revisions or even
reassigned the drafting of a chapter to another author. Occasmnally,
specialists in a particular period of history or in a particular question are
consulted to put the finishing touches to a volume.
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The work will be published first in a hard-cover edition in English,
French and Arabic, and later in paperback editions in the same languages.
An abridged version in English and French will serve as a basis for trans-
lation into African languages. The Committee has chosen Kiswahili and
Hausa as the first African languages into which the work will be translated.

Also, every effort will be made to ensure publication of the General
History of Africa in other languages of wide international currency such
as Chinese, Portuguese, Russian, German, Italian, Spanish, Japanese, etc.

It is thus evident that this is a gigantic task which constitutes an immense
challenge to African historians and to the scholarly community at large,
as well as to Unesco under whose auspices the work is being done. For
the writing of a continental history of Africa, covering the last three million
years, using the highest canons of scholarship and involving, as it must
do, scholars drawn from diverse countries, cultures, ideologies and historical
traditions, is surely a complex undertaking. It constitutes a continental,
international and interdisciplinary project of great proportions.

In conclusion, I would like to underline the significance of this work
for Africa and for the world. At a time when the peoples of Africa are
striving towards unity and greater cooperation in shaping their individual
destinies, a proper understanding of Africa’s past, with an awareness of
common ties among Africans and between Africa and other continents,
should not only be a major contribution towards mutual understanding
among the people of the earth, but also a source of knowledge of a cultural
heritage that belongs to all mankind.
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Note on chronology

It has been agreed to adopt the following method for writing dates.
With regard to prehistory, dates may be written in two different ways.

One way is by reference to the present era, that is, dates BP (before
present), the reference year being 4 1950; all dates are negative in relation
to + 1950. )

The other way is by reference to the beginning of the Christian era.
Dates are represented in relation to the Christian era by a simple 4 or —
sign before the date. When referring to centuries, the terms BC and AD
are replaced by ‘before our era’ and ‘of our era’.

Some examples are as follows:

(i) 2300 BP = —350

(i1) 2900 BC = — 2900
AD 1800 = 4 1800

(iii) s5th century BC = 5th century before our era
3rd century AD = 3rd century of our era
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General introduction

J. KI-ZERBO

Africa* has a history. The time has long gone by when maps and
portulans had great empty spaces representing the African continent as
marginal and subordinate, and the knowledge of scholars on the subject
was summed up in the cryptic phrase which perhaps tried to offer its
own excuse: ‘ibi sunt leones’ — here be lions. But then came the
discovery of the mines and their profits, and incidentally of the ‘native

* Note by the Volume Editor

The origin of the word ‘Africa’ has been difficult to elucidate. It became the
accepted term from Roman times onwards in the form ‘Africa’, replacing the
originally Greek or Egyptian word ‘Libya’, the land of the Lebu or the Lubins in
Genesis. From designating the North African coast, the word ‘Africa’ came to be
applied to the whole continent from the end of the first century before our era.

But what was the original meaning of the name?

Starting with the most likely explanations, the following versions have been
proposed. v :

The word ‘Africa’ is thought to come from the name of a Berber people who
lived to the south of Carthage, the Afarik or Aourigha, whence Afriga or Africa
to denote the land of the Afarik.

Another derivation of the word Africa is that it comes from two Phoenician terms,
one of which means an ear of corn, a fertility symbol in that region, and the other,
Pharikia, means the land of fruit.

It'is further suggested that the word comes from the Latin adjective aprica (sunny)
or the Greek aprike (free from cold)..

Another origin might be the Phoenician root faraga, which suggests the idea of
separation or in other words diaspora. It may be pointed out that the same root is
to be found in some African languages, for instance Bambara.

In Sanskrit and Hindi the root Apara or Africa denotes that which, in geographical
terms, comes ‘after’, in other words the West. Africa is the western continent.

An historical tradition subscribed to by Leo Africanus has it that a Yemenite chief
named Africus invaded North Africa in the second millennium before our era and
founded a town called Afrikyah. But it is more likely that the Arabic term [frigiya
is the Arabic transliteration of the word ‘Africa’.

One version even suggests that Afer was a grandson of Abraham and a companion
of Hercules.
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tribes’ who owned the mines, but who like them were annexed as the
property of the colonizing countries. Then, after the ‘native tribes’,
came nations impatient of the yoke, their pulses already beating to the
feverish rhythm of liberation struggles.

The history of Africa, like the history of mankind as a whole, is
really the story of an awakening. The history of Africa needs rewriting,
for up till now it has often been masked, faked, distorted, mutilated, by
‘force of circumstance’ — i.e. through ignorance or self-interest. Crushed
by centuries of oppression, Africa has seen generations of travellers,
slave traders, explorers, missionaries, governors, and scholars of all
kinds give out its image as one of nothing but poverty, barbarism,
irresponsibility and -chaos. And this image has been projected and
extrapolated indefinitely in time, as a justification of both the present
and the future.

It is not our purpose to write a history which will be a mere settling
of scores, with colonialist history backfiring on its authors, but rather to
change the perspective and revive images which have been forgotten or
lost. We must turn once more to science in order to create genuine
cultural awareness. We must reconstruct the real course of events. And
we must find another mode of discourse.

If these are the goals and reasons, the why and wherefore, of this
enterprise, how to set about it, the methodology, is, as always, a more
difficult question. And this is one of the matters to be treated in this
first volume of the General History of Africa, compiled under the
auspices of Unesco.

Why?

This is a scientific undertaking. The shadows and obscurities which still
shroud the past of the African continent constitute an irresistible
challenge to human curiosity. The history of Africa is practically
unknown. Patched-up genealogies; missing dates; structures sketched in
a vague and impressionistic manner, or appearing but dimly through a
fog; sequences which seem absurd because what goes before them has
been destroyed — all these add up to a jerky, incomplete film which
reflects only our own ignorance, vet which, with consequences ranging
from the irritating to the positively harmful, we have set up as the real
history of Africa as it actually happened. Is it surprising, then, that
African history should have been accorded such a small and subordinate
place in all the histories of mankind and of civilization?

But for some decades now, thousands of research workers, some of
them of great and even exceptional merit, have been exhuming whole
areas of ancient Africa. Every year dozens of new publications appear,
expressing a more and more positive attitude. And discoveries about
Africa, sometimes spectacular ones, call in question the meaning of
certain phases in the history of mankind as a whole.
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But this very proliferation carries with it its own dangers: the risk of
contradiction and confusion through lack of co-ordination; squabbles
between schools of opinion which tend to ascribe more importance to
the research worker than to the object of his research, and so on. It
accordingly seemed desirable, for the honour of science, that a survey of
unimpeachable quality should be carried out, under the auspices of
Unesco, by teams of scholars both African and non-~African, under the
authority of an International Scientific Committee and with African
editors, so as to bring the picture up to date. The number and
distinction of the research workers who have collaborated in this great
new discovery of Africa make it an outstanding experiment in in-
ternational co-operation. Perhaps more than any other branch of
learning, history is a human science. It emerges red-hot from the busy,
sometimes tumultuous, forge of the nations. History, fashioned physi-
cally by man in the workshop of life itself, constructed mentally by man
in laboratories, libraries and on excavation sites, is also made for man,
for the people, to illuminate and motivate their awareness.

For Africans, the history of Africa is not some narcissistic mirror or a
subtle excuse for avoiding the tasks and burdens of today. If it were an
alienating device of that kind, the scientific objects of the whole
enterprise would be compromised. But is not ignorance of one’s own
past, in other words of a large part of oneself, even more alienating? All
the evils that afflict Africa today, as well as all the possibilities for the
future, are the result of countless forces transmitted by history. And
just as the first step in a rational diagnosis and therapy is the
reconstruction of the evolution of the disease, in the same way the first
task in any overall analysis of the African continent must be a historical
one. Unless one chooses to live in a state of unconsciousness and
alienation, one cannot live without memory, or with a memory that
belongs to someone else. And history is the memory of nations. This
turning back to oneself can act as a kind of liberating catharsis, like the
plunging into one’s own depths entailed in psychoanalysis, which, by
revealing the basic forces that inhibit our personality, at the same time
frees us from the complexes by which our consciousness is held fast in
the hidden roots of the subconscious. But if we want to be sure of not
exchanging one myth for another, we must see that historical truth, the
matrix of an authentic and unalienated consciousness, is strictly tested
and substantiated.

How?

And thus we come to the formidable question of how, or in other
words to the problem of methodology. ‘

In this connection, as in others, we have to steer a middle course between
treating Africa as too exceptional a case on the one hand, and on the other,
dealing with it too much in terms proper to other parts of the world. Some
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people say that before we can talk of a real history of Africa we should wait to
find the same kinds of evidence as in Europe, the same array of written or
epigraphic documents. In short, for them, the problems of the historian are
the same everywhere, in the tropics as at the poles. It must be clearly
reaffirmed in this connection that there is no question of gagging reason on-
the pretext that there is a lack of material to present to it. Reason does not
become something different because it is exercised in the tropics. Reason is
supreme and does not bow to geography. But precisely because reason is not
blind, it has, in order to keep an accurate and firm grip on things, to
apprehend different realities differently. So the principles of internal and
external criticism have to be applied according to a different mental strategy
when one is considering, on the one hand, the epic song Sundjata Fasa® and,
on the other, the capitulary De Villis or the circulars Napoleon sent to his
prefects. The methods and techniques have to be different. And this
strategy will not be the same for every part of Africa. The Nile valley and the
Mediterranean shores . of the continent have, as far as historical
reconstruction is concerned, more in common with Europe than has Africa
south of the Sahara.

In fact, the difficulties specific to the history of Africa can already be seen
when one looks at the facts of the physical geography of the continent.
Africa, a lonely continent if ever there was one, seems to turn its back on the
rest of the Old World, to which it is joined only by the fragile umbilical cord
of the isthmus of Suez. It is to the south, amid the austral waters, that Africa
thrusts her solid mass, bound in by coastal ranges through which rivers force
their way by means of heroic defiles, in themselves great obstacles to
penetration. The only sizeable passage between the Sahara and the
Abyssinian mountains is blocked by the vast marshes of the Bahr el-Ghazal.
Strong winds and sea currents guard the coast from Cape Blanco to Cape
Verde, while in the middle of the continent three deserts add internal
barriers to isolation from without: in the south, the Kalahari; in the centre,
the ‘green desert’ of the equatorial forest with all its dangers which man had
to overcome before he could make it his refuge; and in the north, the Sahara,
desert of deserts, a huge continental filter, a wild sea of ergs and regs which
joins with the mountain fringe of the Atlas to separate the lot of the
Mediterranean part of Africa from that of the rest of the continent. These
ecological forces, though not forming completely watertight compartments,
have, especially in prehistory, weighed heavily on every aspect of Africa’s
destiny. They have also enhanced the value of all the natural loopholes
which were from the start to act as gangways or corridors in the exploration
of Africa, begun thousands of millennia ago. One paramount example is the
great north—south groove of the Rift valley, stretching from the very
centre of Africa and across the Ethiopian ridge as far as Iraq. In the east—
west direction the valleys of the Sangha, Ubangi and Zaire must also have

1. In the Malinke tongue, Praise to Sundjata. Sundjata, the founder of the Mali Empire
in the thirteenth century, is one of the most popular heroes in African history.
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acted as a corridor. It is not by chance that the first kingdoms of black
Africa developed in those more accessible regions, the Sahels,? at once
permeable from within, to a certain extent open towards the exterior, and in
contact with neighbouring regions of Africa with different and
complementary resources. These open areas, with their comparatively rapid
evolution, afford, a contrario, the proof that isolation was one of the key
factors in Africa’s slowness in pursuit of certain kinds of progress.? As
Fernand Braudel wrote, ‘Civilizations are made on earth’, and he adds,
‘Civilization is the daughter of number.’ The very vastness of the African
continent, with a diluted and therefore readily itinerant population living in
a nature at once generous with its fruits and minerals, but cruel with its
endemic and epidemic diseases,* prevented it from reaching the threshold
of demographic concentration which has almost always been one of the
preconditions of major qualitative changes in the social, political and
economic spheres. Moreover, the slave trade was a severe demographic
drain from time immemorial, and especially from the fifteenth to the
twentieth century, after the traffic was organized on a large scale, and this
can only have helped to deprive Africa of the stability and human dynamism
necessary for any outstanding creativeness, even on the technological
plane. Neither nature nor man, geography nor history, have been kind to
Africa. And it is indispensable that we should go back to these fundamental
conditions of the evolutionary process in order to pose the problems in
objective terms, and not in the form of such myths as racial inferiority,
congenital tribalism and the so-called historical passivity of the Africans.
The best these subjective and irrational approaches can do is conceal a
deliberate ignorance. As for the worst, the less said the better.

The difficulty of sources

It must be admitted that as far as Africa is concerned the question of
sources is a difficult one. There are three main sources for our historical
knowledge of Africa: written documents, archaeology and oral tradition.
These are backed up by linguistics and anthropology, which enable us to
elaborate on and refine the interpretation of data which may otherwise be
crude and unyielding. It would be wrong, however, to place these different
sources in any preordained and rigid order of importance.

(1) Written sources, if not very rare, are at least unevenly distributed in
time and space. The most obscure centuries in African history are those
which lack the clear and precise illumination that comes from written

2. From the Arabic sahil: shore. Here shore of the desert regarded as a sea.

3. The climatic factor should not be neglected. Professor Thurstan Shaw has stressed
the fact that it has not been possible to grow certain cereals adapted to a Mediterranean
climate (rain in winter) in the Niger valley because south of 18N, owing to the blocking
of the intertropical front, they cannot be acclimatized. See C. T. Shaw, 1971b, pp. 143-53.

4. See J. Ford, 1971.
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accounts — for example, the centuries preceding and following the birth of
Christ (here North Africa is an exception). But even when such evidence
exists, its interpretation is strewn with difficulties and ambiguities. Thus, on
re-examining the travels of Ibn Battuta, and the various ways in which he
and al-‘Umari transcribed place names, some historians have come to
question whether Niani-on-the-Sankarani was the capital of ancient Mali.*
On the quantitative plane, large masses of written material, archival or
narrative, have still not yet been exploited, as is shown by recent incomplete
inventories of unpublished manuscripts concerning the history of black
Africa which are being found not only in libraries in Morocco,® Algeria and
Europe, but also in the libraries of Sudanese scholars and leading citizens in
towns throughout the Niger bend,” and whose titles suggest some
promising new veins. Unesco has established the Ahmed Baba centre at
Timbuktu to promote the collection of such material. The archives of Iran,
Iraq, Armenia, India and China, not to mention the Americas, must hold
many scraps of African history awaiting some perspicacious and imaginative
researcher. For instance, in the Archives of the Prime Minister in Istanbul,
where the records of the decrees of the Imperial Ottoman Divan are kept
and classified, there came to light an unpublished correspondence, dated
May 1577, from Sultan Murad III to Mai Idris Aloma and the Bey of
Tunis. This correspondence throws quite a new light on the diplomacy
of Kanem-Bornu at that period, and on the situation in the Fezzan.®

In the African countries deeply influenced by Islamic culture, Institutes
of African Studies and Centres for Historical Research pursue an active
policy in search of manuscripts. New guides, such as those published by the
International Council on Archives under the auspices of Unesco, help to
guide researchers through the forest of documents scattered throughout the
west.

Only a determined policy of publishing and judicious reprinting, together
with translation and distribution in Africa, can bring all these new efforts
together and give them a multiplier effect strong enough to enable us to
cross a critical new qualitative threshold in the vision of Africa’s past. And
the new attitude to the new mass of documents will be almost as important
in this as the new documents themselves. Many texts which have been in use
since the nineteenth century or the colonial era call imperatively for a re-
examination free of anachronistic prejudice, and imbued instead with an
endogenic approach. In this connection, written sources based on sub-
Saharan scripts (Vai, Bamum, Ajami) should not be neglected.

(2) Thesilent witnesses revealed by archaeology are often more eloquent
than the official chroniclers. The marvellous discoveries of archaeology have

5. See J. O. Hunwick, 1973. The author risks using the argument a silentio: ‘If Ibn
Battuta had crossed the Niger or the Senegal he would have said so.’

6. See Unesco, 1973, Doc. No. SHC/WS/2q4.

7. See Etudes Maliennes, ISHM, no. 3, September 1972.

8. See B. G. Martin, 1969, pp. 15-27.
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already served African history well, especially when, as is the case with
several thousand millennia of Africa’s past, there is no oral or written
chronicle available. Then objects alone, buried with those for whom they
bear witness, keep vigil beneath the heavy shroud of the earth over a past
without a face and without a voice. Some of these objects are particularly
significant as points of reference in the measuring of civilization. These
include articles made of iron, together with the technology involved;
pottery and its inscriptions, production techniques and styles; objects made
of glass; and different graphic styles; the techniques of canoeing, fishing
and weaving; foodstuffs; and geomorphological, hydraulic and ecological
structures linked to the evolution of climate. The language of archaeological
excavation has by nature something objective and irrefutable about it. Thus
a study of the typology of the pottery and objects of bone and metal found in
the Nigero-Chadian Sahara demonstrates the link between the pre-Islamic
peoples (Sao) of the Chad Basin and cultural areas extending as far as the
Nile and the Libyan desert. The living ties of the past are revived, beyond
the modern landscape with its crushing loneliness and apathy, by the
kinship shown in statuettes of baked clay wearing cross-belts, in the decora-
tions on the bodies of figurines, in the shapes of jars and bracelets, harpoons
and bones, in arrow-heads or tips, and in throwing knives.® The location,
classification and protection of archaeological sites in Africa is a matter of
prime urgency and importance, which must be undertaken before thieves,
irresponsible amateurs or ignorant tourists despoil and disturb them and
strip them of any serious historical interest. But such urgent large-scale
exploitation of these sites is only possible within a framework of inter-
African programmes, backed up by powerful international co-operation.

(3) Besides the first two sources of African history — written documents
and archaeology — oral tradition takes its place as a real living museum,
conserver and transmitter of the social and cultural creations stored up by
peoples said to have no written records. This spoken history is a very frail
thread by which to trace our way back through the dark twists of the
labyrinth of time. Those who are its custodians are hoary-headed old men
with cracked voices, memories often dim, and a stickler’s insistence on
ctiquette (vietllesse oblige!), as behoves potential ancestors. They are like the
last remaining islets in a landscape that was once imposing and coherent, but
which is now eroded, flattened and thrown into disorder by the sharp waves
of modernism. Latter-day fossils!

Whenever one of them dies a fibre of Ariadne’s thread is broken, a
fragment of the landscape literally disappears underground. Yet oral
tradition is by far the most intimate of historical sources, the most rich, the
one which is fullest of the sap of authenticity. As an African proverb has it,
“T’he mouth of an old man smells bad, but it says good and salutary things.’
However useful the written record may be, it is bound to freeze, to dry up its

9. See P. Huard, 1969.
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subject. It decants, dissects, schematizes, petrifies: the letter killeth.
Tradition clothes things in flesh and blood and colour, it gives blood to the
skeleton of the past. It presents in three dimensions what is often crowded
on to the two-dimensional surface of a piece of paper. The joy of Sundjata’s
mother, overwhelmed by the sudden recovery of her son, still bursts forth in
the warm and epic tones of the griots of Mali. Of course, we have to skirt
many pitfalls in order to winnow the material offered by oral tradition — to
separate the wheat of fact from the chaff of words that are only there for the
sake of symmetry or polish, and of set phrases that are only. the formal
wrapping of a message from the distant past.

It has been said that oral tradition does not inspire confidence because it is
functional — as if every human message were not by definition functional,
including archives, which by their very passiveness, and beneath an
appearance of neutrality and objectivity, conceal so many lies by omission,
and clothe error in respectability. It is true that the epic tradition in
particular is a para-mythical recreation of the past; a sort of psycho-drama
revealingtoa community its roots and the corpus of values which nourish its
personality; a magic passport enablmg it to travel back up the river of time to
the realm of its ancestors. That is why epic and historical utterance are not
exactly the same. The first overlaps the second, with anachronistic
projections forward and backward in real time, and with concertina effects
like those found in the earth in archaeology. But do not written records
suffer from these enigmatic intrusions too? Here as elsewhere we must seek
the nugget of sense, try to find the equivalent of a touchstone which
identifies pure metal and rejects slag and dross.

Of course, in epic the weakness of the chronological sequence is the
Achilles’ heel: mixed-up temporal sequences cause the image of the past to
reach us, not clear and stable as in a mirror, but like a fleeting, broken-up
reflection on the surface of a ruffled stream. The average length of reigns
and generations is a highly controversial question, and extrapolations based
on recent periods have to be accepted with great reserve, because of
demographic and political changes, to name only two factors. Sometimes an
exceptional and magnetic dynast polarizes the exploits of his predecessors
and successors around his own person, and the others are literally eclipsed.
This applies to certain dynasts in Rwanda, or to Da Monzon, King of
Segou (beginning of the nineteenth century), to whom the griots attrlbute
all that kingdom’s major conquests.

Furthermore, an oral account taken out of its context is like a fish out of
water: it dies. Taken in isolation, oral tradition resembles African masks
wrested from the communion of the faithful and exhibited to the curiosity of
the uninitiated. It loses its significance and life. Yet it is through that life,
because it is always being taken over by fresh witnesses charged with
transmitting it, that oral tradition adapts itself to the expectations of new
audiences; and this adaptation relates mainly to the presentation, though it
does not always leave the content intact. Moreover, some modern sharks and
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mercenaries of oral tradition even serve up rehashes of written texts which
they reinject into the oral one!

Even the content of the message is often hermetic or esoteric. For the
African, speech is a weighty matter — an ambiguous force which can make
and unmake, which can be the bearer of evil. That is why the message is not
articulated openly and directly, but wrapped up in fable, allusion, hint,
proverbs that are hard to understand for the vulgar but clear for those who
possess the antennae of wisdom. In Africa, speech is too weighty to be
wasted, and the more authoritative one’s position the less one speaks in
public. But if someone says to another, ‘You have eaten the toad and spat out
its head’, he understands at once he is being accused of avoiding part of his
responsibilities.!® The hermeticism of this half-speech shows at once the
inestimable value of oral tradition, and its limits: it is almost impossible to
transfer all its richness from one language to another, especially when that
other is structurally and sociologically very remote. Tradition does not
stand up well to translation. When uprooted it loses its vigour and
authenticity, for language is ‘the home of being’. And many errors ascribed
to tradition itself are due to incompetent or unscrupulous interpreters.

Be that as it may, the validity of oral tradition has today been amply
proved, and confirmed by crosschecking with written and archaeological
sources, as in the cases of the Koumbi Saleh site, the Lake Kisale remains
and the events of the sixteenth century as transmitted by the Shona, which
D. P. Abraham has observed to be in agreement with the writings of
Portuguese travellers of the period.

To sum up, the mode of discourse of oral tradition, whether in epic or
prose, whether didactic or ethical, has a triple point of view. First, it reveals
the values and usages which motivate a people and condition their future
acts through representation of archetypes from the past. In doing this, it not
only reflects but also creates history. When Da Monzon is addressed as
‘master of waters and master of men’, this signifies the absoluteness of his
power. But the same stories also show him constantly consulting his
warriors, his griots and his wives.!! A sense of honour and reputation is
unmistakable in the famous line in the Song of the Bow in honour of
Sundjata (Sundjata Fasa): ‘Saya Kaoussa malo yé.”'? The same idea is also
beautifully expressed in the story of Bakary Dian’s struggle against the
Fulani of Kournari. The valiant Bakary Dian has retired in anger to his
village, Dongorongo, and the people come to beg him to return to the head
of the Segou army. He gives way finally when they touch the sensitive chord
of pride and glory: ‘Forget old words exchanged. It is your present name
you must think of. For one comes into the world to make a name. If you are
born, grow up and die without a name, you have come into the world for
nothing, and you have left it for nothing.” Then he cries: ‘Griots of Segou,

10. See H. Aguessy, 1972.

1. See L. Kesteloot, 1978.
12. ‘Death is better than dishonour.’
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since you have come it is not impossible. I will do what you ask, for the sake
of my fame. I will not do it for Da Monzon. I will do it for no one in Segou. 1
will do it just for my reputation. Even after my death, it will be added to my
name.’ ‘

Similarly —a piece of evidence about both civilization and law — Silamaka
says: ‘You are fortunate that I am forbidden to kill messengers.’

But the reconstruction of the past is by no means wholly fictional. There
are passages of recollection, veins of history which are often more prosaic
than' the vivid decorations of the epic imagination: ‘Thus began this
institution of collective herding in Bambara towns. If you were chosen and
made a herdsman, you became a public Fula. The public Fulani kept the
flocks of the King. They were men of different races, and their chief
shepherd was called Bonke.” Again: ‘At that time people did not wear
slippers, but leather samaras of tanned ox-hide, with a strap round the nose
[the big toe] and a strap round the heel.”’ The epic is strewn with allusions to
techniques, and to objects which are not essential to the action but suggest
the setting. ‘{Da Monzon] sent for his sixty Somono paddlers, thirty men at
the prow and thirty at the stern. The canoe was richly decorated.’ ‘Ladders
were got ready and set against the wall. The Segou infantry attacked and
infiltrated the town ... The Segou horsemen launched flaming arrows. The
houses of the village caught alight.” Saran, the woman in love with Da
Monzon, goes and wets the Kore warriors’ gunpowder . . . Itis only through
a careful analysis, sometimes even psychoanalysis, of the very psychoses of
the transmitters of the tradition, and of their audience, that the historian can
get to the solid substance of historical reality.

The number of different versions-transmitted by rival groups — for
example, by the various griot-clients of each noble protector (horon,
dyatigui) — far from being a handicap, is on the contrary only a further
guarantee for critical history. When accounts agree, as in the case of the
Bambara and Fula griots, who belonged to opposing camps, the authenticity
of the evidence is reinforced. And as is shown in the case of the Gouro, with
whom a liberal and integrationist exoteric tradition, transmitted by the
lineage, coexists with the oligarchical and hairsplitting esoteric tradition of
the secret society, spoken history contains self-censoring elements because
of its very different origins. In fact, it is not private property, buta common
fund which derives from and provides for various groups in the community.

The important thing is that internal criticism of these records should be
supported by a thorough knowledge of the genre in question, its themes and
techniques, - its codes and stereotypes, its set phrases of padding, the
conventional digressions, the evolution of the language, the audience and
what it expected of the story-tellers. Above all, the historian must know
about the caste to which these latter belonged — their rules of life, how they
were brought up, their ideals, their schools. We know that in Mali and
Guinea, for example, there have for centuries been real schools of initiation
at Keyla, Kita, Niagassola, Niani, and so on.
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This rigid, formal and institutional oral tradition usually has its structure
reinforced and supported by court music, which is integral to it and under-
lines its didactic and artistic portions. Some of the instruments used, such as
the Sosso Balla (the Balafon of Sumarro Kante), are so old that they would
repay an archaeological investigation in themselves. But the cor-
respondences between types of instrument and music, types of song and
dance, make up a minutely ordered world, in which anomalies and later
additions are easily detected. Every genre has its own special instrument in
each cultural region: the balla (xylophone) or the bolon (harp-lute) for epic;
the bendre (a big round one-sided drum made out of a gourd and beaten with
the bare hands) of the Mossi for the exaltation (often silent) of the zabyouya
(noms de guerre) of the kings; the mver (harp-zither) for the tropical
Nibelungen of the Fang poet-musicians. These instruments, the vehicles of
spoken history, are sacred, the object of veneration. In effect they are part of
the artist, and their importance in communicating the message is all the
greater since, because language is tonal, music has direct meaning; the
instrument becomes the artist’s voice, and he does not need to utter a
word. The triple rhythm of tone, intensity and duration becomes music with
meaning, the kind of semantic melodism Marcel Jousse spoke of. As a
matter of fact, music is so much a part of oral tradition that some stories can
only be told in song. Popular song, which epitomizes the will of the people in
a satirical form, sometimes spiced with black humour, which still retains its
vitality even in the present age with its election campaigns, is a valuable
genre, complementing and counterbalancing the evidence of official
records.

What has been said here of music applies equally to the other modes of
expression, such as the visual arts. As in the bas-reliefs of the Kingdoms of
Abomey and Benin or in Kuba sculpture, we sometimes find a direct
expression of historical characters, cultures and events.

So oral tradition is not just a second-best source to be resorted to only
when there is nothing else. It is a distinct source in itself, with a now well-
established methodology, and it lends the history of the African continent a
marked originality.

(4) In linguistics, African history has not an auxiliary science but an
independent discipline which nevertheless leads history right to the heart of
its own subject. A good counter-demonstration of this is Nubia, buried in
the double silence of the ruins of Meroe and of the undeciphered Meroitic
script just because the language remains unknown.!® True, much still
remains to be done in this field — and what needs doing first is to define
scientifically the languages concerned. The descriptive approach must not
be sacrificed to a comparative and synthetic one which aims at being
typological and genetic. It is only through minute and laborious analysis of
the facts of language, ‘with its “significants” of consonants, vowels and

13. Unesco organized an international scientific symposium in Cairo in 1974 on the
deciphering of this African language.

11



Methodology and African Prehistory

tones, its wide-ranging diversity of combinations in syntagmatic schemata
and its “significatum” in the living experience of the speakers of a given
community’,’* that one can extrapolate backwards, an operation often
made difficult by a lack of historical depth in knowledge of the languages
concerned. In fact, the only way they can be compared in terms of their
contemporary strata is by the synchronic method, which is the
indispensable foundation of any diachronic and genetic synthesis. It is a
difficult task, and one can easily see why learned battle rages in certain areas,
particularly . over Bantu. Malcolm Guthrie. supports the theory of
autogenesis; Joseph Greenberg puts up a spirited defence of the idea that the
Bantu languages need to be placed in a wider, continental context: this, he
says, because of resemblances which are not accidental analogies due to
external influence, but derive from an intrinsic genetic kinship, manifested
— in similarities in pronouns, basic -vocabulary, and grammatical
characteristics such as the system of noun classification — in hundreds of
languages from Wolof to Baka (Republic of the Sudan). These arguments
are not just academic debates as far as the historian is concerned. Anyone
who takes, for example, the distribution of groups of analogous words
denoting sheep on the edge of the forests in Central Africa, notices that
these homogeneous groups do not overlap the edge of the forest, but divide
parallel to it. This suggests that the livestock in question spread along the
parallels of the two adjoining biotopes of savannah and forest; whereas
farther east the linguistic pattern forms vertical belts from East to southern
Africa, which suggests introduction at right angles to the parallels of
latitude, and illustrates, a contrario, the inhibiting role of the forest in the
transfer of techniques.!® But this role was not the same in the case of all
techniques. In short, linguistic studies show that the routes and paths of
migration, and the diffusion of both material and spiritual cultures, are
marked out by the diffusion of related words. Hence the importance of
diachronic linguistic analysis and glotto-chronology to the historian who
wishes to understand the meaning and dynamics of Africa’s evolution. For
instance, Greenberg has shown Kanuri’s contribution to Hausa as regards
cultural terms and terms of military technique, and this brings out the
influence of the Bornu Empire in the development of the Hausa kingdoms.
In particular, the titles or styles of the Bornu dynasties, including Kanuri
terms such as kaygamma, migira, etc., spread far into Cameroon and
Nigeria. The systematic study of toponyms and anthroponyms can also
produce very accurate indications, on condition that the nomenclature is
revised according to the endogenic approach. For a large number of names
have been distorted by the exotic pronunciation or transcription of non-
Africans, or by Africans acting as interpreters or scribes. The hunt for the
mot juste, even and especially when it has been institutionalized in writing

14. See M. Houis, 1971, p. 45.
15. See C. Ehret, 1968.
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for centuries, is one of the most complex tasks to be accomplished by a
critical history of Africa.

Let us take an example. The word Gaoga, used by Leo Africanus to
denote a kingdom of the Sudan, has often been assimilated with the word
Gao. But if the word Gaoga is analysed on the basis of Teda and Kanuri, a
kingdom of that name can also be identified between Wadai (Namena),
Darfur (Sudan) and Fertit (Central African Republic).?® The question of
references to the Yemen as the land of origin of numerous Sudanese
dynasties has been re-examined in some depth since the time of H. R.
Palmer. Should not the word Yemen be interpreted not in the sense of the
pious evocations of Muslim chroniclers oriented towards Arabia Felix, but
rather as referring to the ancient land of Yam (whence Yaman)?!? An
examination of the Swahili lexicon, full of terms of Arabic origin, and of
those of the peoples living along the east coast of Madagascar (Antemoro,
Antalaotra, Anosy), also furnishes the historian with a mine of information.

At any rate, linguistics, which has already done African history good
service, should discard from the outset the disparaging ethnocentric attitude
which characterized the African linguistics of A. W, Schlegel and Auguste
Schleicher. According to them, ‘the languages of the Indo-European family
are at the summit of evolution, and the languages of the Blacks are at the
very bottom of the ladder, though it used to be thought that they were
interesting in that they revealed a state near to the original state of language,
when languages were supposed to be without grammar, speech just a series
of mono-syllables, and vocabulary restricted to an elementary inventory.’!#

(5) The same remark applies a fortiori to anthropology and ethnology.
Ethnological discourse!® has by the force of circumstance been a discourse
with explicitly discriminatory premises, and conclusions implicitly political,
with, between the two, a ‘scientific’ exercise which was necessarily
ambiguous. Its main presupposition was often linear evolution, with
Europe, pioneer of civilization, in the van of human advance, and at the rear
the primitive ‘tribes’ of Oceania, Amazonia and Africa. It asked the question:
what on earth was it like to be an Indian, a black, a Papuan, an Arab? The
other, whether backward, barbarous, savage to a greater or lesser degree, is
always different, and for this reason he is 4n object of interest to the scientist
or an object of greed to the slaver. So ethnology was deputed to serve as a
sort of Ministry of European Curiosity vis-a-vis ‘the natives’. The
ethnological outlook, strong on nakedness, misery and folklore, was often
sadistic, lubricious and at best paternalistic. Ethnological essays and reports

16. See P. Kalk, 1972, pp. 529—48.

17. See A. and E. Mohammadou, 1971.

18. See M. Houis, 1971, p. 27.

19. The term ‘ethnic group’ has always been marked by radical prejudice, since from
the first it was applied to peoples supposed to possess no writing. Even in the sixteenth
century, Clement Marot used the phrase ‘idolatrous or ethnic’. Eth