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XXIForeword

In 1964, UNESCO launched a groundbreaking and ambitious project with 
a simple premise: to tell the history of Africa, from the perspective of Africans. 
Over the course of the following three decades, UNESCO brought together 
some of the greatest minds from Africa and around the world to produce eight 
volumes of the General History of Africa. 

�is pioneering corpus, complete with richly illustrated maps, explanatory 
charts and revelatory photographs, was published in 12 languages. It replaced 
colonial distortions with an African perspective, rectifying widespread ignorance 
and discriminatory prejudices through a pluralistic, interdisciplinary approach 
to historiography.

�is new volume, General History of Africa Revisited, comes more than 
30�years after the publication of Volume VIII. In line with the principles of 
the original project, rejecting a static, unchanging view of history, Volume IX 
revisits the earlier works with new perspectives, taking into account shifts in 
academic consensus along with major archaeological discoveries and scienti�c 
advancements. �is work was undertaken in collaboration with 60 distinguished 
scholars from 28�countries across every continent. 

Faithful to the decolonial spirit of the �rst eight volumes, this volume challenges 
Eurocentric biases and brings to the fore a range of African sources: oral, material, 
artistic and written. It gives readers a coherent and condensed analysis of each 

FOREWORD
by Audrey Azoulay, Director-General of UNESCO
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of the previous volumes and provides a framework to evaluate those to come. In 
particular, it reconceptualizes the notion of �prehistory� and replaces it with �initial 
history�, emphasizing Africa�s continuous historical presence. 

�is volume delves into hominid lifeways, stone technologies, food production 
and the invention of pottery, characterizing the emergence and early days of 
humankind, which are widely accepted to have taken place in Africa. It also 
depicts ancient hunting and gathering societies, integrating environmental, 
paleo-anthropological, genomic, linguistic and archaeological perspectives 
throughout the initial history of the continent. 

From these fascinating origins, General History of Africa Revisited goes on to 
address the demographic, cultural and dynamic processes that shaped the ancient 
and modern history of Africa � from the expansion of monotheism to the formation 
of merchant diasporas and the development of enslavement and resistance.

Building on the advances made in the �rst eight volumes, this book builds 
a scienti�c and decolonized reconstruction of the continent�s past, integrating 
the richness of new data, methodologies and perspectives.

Revisiting this anthology decades later is not only a scienti�c pursuit, but also a 
pathway for addressing contemporary issues. Given that racism and discrimination 
around the world today have long histories with strong roots in colonization and 
enslavement, combating racial stereotypes and addressing inequalities require a 
comprehensive understanding of Africa�s history.  

It is my hope that this new volume of the General History of Africa will be 
widely read and shared. UNESCO will use the knowledge within these pages 
to promote a better understanding of Africa�s past and the ways in which Africa 
and its diaspora have helped build modern societies. With a particular focus on 
young people, the Organization will continue its popularization e�orts through 
the development of documentaries, comic books, educational video games and 
theatre scripts. 

Recognizing that history is a living discipline, UNESCO will also continue to 
foster the development of knowledge on the history of Africa and its diasporas, 
particularly by promoting the establishment of networks of universities, research 
centres and institutions.

Finally, I wish to express my deepest gratitude to all members of the 
International Scienti�c Committee, its Chair and Vice-Chairs, the editor and 
authors of this volume, and everyone who contributed to the achievement of 
this collective work. My sincere thanks also go to the donors and partners, both 
public and private, whose generosity has made this work possible.
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Introduction

The UNESCO General History of Africa (GHA) project consists of a three-stage 
process. The first stage, �the General History of Africa� stricto-sensu, was launched in 
the early 1960s, the second, �the Pedagogical Use of the General History of Africa�, in 
2009, and the third and last, �Volume IX of the General History of Africa�, in 2013. 

The Volume IX of the GHA project was initially shaped at the Expert 
Meeting held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, under the auspices of the African 
Union, from 20 to 22 May 2013. Some 50� experts from different parts of 
world were invited to share ideas and make recommendations on the best 
ways to proceed. The initiative was spearheaded and initially funded by the 
Federal Government of Brazil. The International Scientific Committee for the 
Preparation and Publication of Volume IX of the General History of Africa, 
composed of 16 members appointed by the UNESCO Director-General, met 
later in the year in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil, to craft the project agenda and set 
it in motion. From 2013 to 2017, the Committee met successively in Salvador, 
Bahia, Brazil (November 2013), Paris, France ( June 2014), Sªo Carlos, Brazil 
(October 2015), Luanda, Angola (February 2016), Havana, Cuba ( January 
2017) and finally, in Xiamen, China (December 2017). The Committee crafted 
the initial structure of Volume IX in three tomes, organized the editorial teams 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Reconceptualizing the History of Africa and its Diasporas

Augustin F. C. Holl
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and selected some 250-300 authors worldwide. During the last meeting in 
Xiamen, it was decided to produce three volumes (IX, X and XI) instead of 
one Volume IX comprising three tomes. When the last stage of the process is 
complete, the GHA will be an impressive eleven-volume series.

�e launch of the General History of Africa

The middle of the twentieth century was the crest of a wave of independence 
of African countries. The legacy of World War II, which pitted the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Warsaw Pact military alliances 
against each other, was the key variable of international geopolitics. The Cold 
War, spreading its frozen wings over all international affairs, was at its peak. 
The raw ideological and geopolitical tensions manifested themselves on all 
continents. In Africa, Patrice Emery Lumumba, the Prime Minister of the 
newly independent State of Congo-Leopoldville, was deposed and assassinated 
on 17 January 1961. In Europe, the construction of the Berlin Wall, a palpable 
symbol of the Iron Curtain, started on 13 August 1961. In the Americas, the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, which lasted from 16 to 28 October 1962, brought the 
world to the brink of a nuclear conflagration. And finally, in Asia, following 
the implementation of the �containment� doctrine, the United States Air Force 
attacked North Vietnam in 1964, triggering a sustained escalation in a war that 
lasted up until 1975.

The World War II alliance to defeat fascism and German-Japanese militarism 
was shattered in the immediate post-war years. The Chinese Communist Party 
and the People�s Liberation Army defeated the Kuomintang and the Chinese 
Nationalist Party, and proclaimed the People�s Republic of China on 1 October 
1949. The Berlin Blockade, implemented from 24 June 1948 to 12 May 1949, 
signalled the onset of a new era of ideological rivalry, political confrontations 
and an arms race. Newly independent countries, pressured to choose sides, 
were faced with difficult and unpalatable choices. They attempted to create a 
space between the antagonistic blocks with the formation of the Non-Aligned 
Movement during the decade 1950-1960. The Bandung Conference, which 
took place from 18-24 April 1955 in Indonesia, was an epoch-marking event. 
It brought together Asian and African leaders and called for a rapid end to 
colonial domination. The movement toward independence of former colonies 
� predominantly in Africa � kicked off and the outcome was inevitable. The 
General History of Africa (GHA) project was born in that tense context. The 
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move was motivated by the strong will of newly independent African countries 
to take their destiny into their own hands, improve their present, shape their 
future and reflect on their history from their own perspective. 

 The history curriculum taught in colonized Africa was inadequate in many 
aspects. Schoolchildren in French colonies were taught to sing �Our Ancestors 
the Gauls�. The European self-assigned �civilizing mission� was predicated on 
the erasure of African historical agency. A new approach to Africa�s past was an 
absolute necessity. The process of writing the GHA was consequently launched 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) in 1964. Its main goal was to write the history of Africa from 
an African perspective. The monumental task undertaken then took some 20 
years, at the end of which, in the early 1980s, the first volumes were produced. 
Eight volumes, numbered I-VIII, initially in French, English and Arabic, and 
translated later into 10 other languages, were published between 1981 and 1999. 
Some 350 historians and scientists, two thirds of them Africans, were involved. 
Their work was coordinated by the International Scientific Committee for 
the drafting of a General History of Africa, comprising 39 experts. They had 
to challenge the colonial library and rebuild an African historiography free of 
colonialist imprints and stereotypes. The history of Africa was not confined to 
enslavement, poverty, famines and civil unrest. The rich and diverse tapestry of 
Africa�s past had to be rendered as thoroughly and precisely as possible through 
sound and rigorous scholarship. The GHA project pioneered an alternative 
way of writing history (Schmidt and Patterson, 1993). It brought to the fore 
marginalized and silenced people�s voices and promoted a �de-nationalized� 
historical narrative, featuring hidden space and time connections between 
different countries and regions of the world.

Starting with the GHA, UNESCO launched a series of general and regional 
histories, including the History of Humanity, a History of the Civilizations of 
Central Asia, a General History of Latin America, a General History of the Caribbean, 
and the Different Aspects of Islamic Culture. The process was triggered by the 
liberation of different parts of the world from colonial rule. It showcased new 
knowledge allowing for the build-up of a new universalism, a universalism 
that takes into consideration different historical legacies and worldviews. The 
pluralist and multidisciplinary approaches relied on for the writing of these 
histories shifted the narrative from the chronicles of kings, princes and dominant 
elites to the histories of political, social and cultural transformations, as well as 
scientific and artistic developments in different geocultural areas.
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�e General History of Africa as an alternative

The GHA was crafted as an alternative to the Eurocentric views of world 
history. The search for an alternative to the situation of alienation, domination 
and dependency has been part of the activities of some individuals or organized 
groups as early as the nineteenth century, with activists like Marcus Garvey, 
intellectuals like E.�W. Blyden, W.�E.�B. Du Bois, and more recently Cheikh 
Anta Diop, to name but a few towering figures. Surfing the waves of political 
independence of African countries in the middle of the twentieth century, 
UNESCO�s GHA project was launched to decolonize African history. The 
product that emerged from that initiative ended up as an important collection 
of eight volumes, published between 1981 and 1999. They are arranged along a 
chronological sequence, with some unavoidable overlap, each volume coordinated 
by one or two editors. In his preface, A.�M. M�Bow, then Director-General of 
UNESCO, summarized what was at stake in the writing of the eight-volume 
General History of Africa. His presentation focused on a number of key issues, 
including �the denial� of history, the false assumption of a �balkanized� continent, 
and the conception of Africans and Afrodescendants as �the wretched of the 
Earth�. He explained the genesis of the project and its scientific ambitions, and 
asserted the imperative for a widespread circulation and the need for pedagogical 
use of the published works. 

Centuries of enslavement, followed by destructive conquest and colonial 
domination have generated peculiar conceptions of Africans, their past and their 
position in the world, as well as their future. Despite important contributions 
of a small number of scholars � Leo Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo 
Labriola � mentioned in his text, M�Bow points to a common theme that 
emerged during the nineteenth century and spread during the colonial period. 
According to that theme, derived from the Hegelian conception of world 
history, African communities were societies unlikely to have a history. The 
core of the issue was that of the nature of the sources needed to write history. 
The lack of written sources in most ancient African societies was erroneously 
equated with the absence of history. Oral sources were paradoxically disparaged. 
Most of African history was still written from an outsider�s perspective, based 
on external sources and relying on a European template as a model. African 
history was filtered through a series of preconceptions. It thus appears crucial 
for the historians to reshuffle their methodological tools and abandon the 
misleading preconceptions.



XXVIIGeneral introduction

The dominant perception of Africa was that of a continent with juxtaposed 
subsets. North Africa, known as �white� and sub-Saharan Africa, known as �black� 
were thought to have lived separately on account of an insurmountable obstacle, 
namely the Saharan desert. Ancient Egypt and Nubia were also thought to have 
evolved independently from the rest of the continent. Consequently, Africa was 
not considered to be a historical entity. While each of the regions of Africa 
possesses its own originality, those regions have maintained uninterrupted 
exchanges between each other. North Africa, for example, was a bridgehead 
between the Mediterranean world and sub-Saharan Africa, and as for the 
margins of the Sahara, they have always been fluctuating. Egypt and Nubia 
have an interwoven history and share many cultural characteristics with the 
rest of Africa.

Racial stereotypes linked to the slave trade and colonial domination have 
distorted the very basis of African historiography. The use of discriminatory 
categories, for example, establishing white superiority and the �essentialisation 
du nŁgre� have distorted this historiography. In fact, Africa had to fight against 
twofold enslavement, economic and psychological. The hierarchy established 
among races as featured in colonial historiography served to justify colonial 
domination and the �civilizing mission�. Changes that occurred after World 
War II, particularly the entry of African States onto the international scene, 
contributed to the evolution of the situation.

In this particular context, the Africans themselves felt the profound need to 
re-establish the historicity of their societies on solid foundations. This was one 
of the main stakes involved in the GHA project. The methodological innovation 
required gave great importance to African sources, particularly oral traditions 
(which require a systematic critical approach for satisfactory exploitation).

GHA volumes I to VIII

UNESCO�s GHA includes the following eight volumes:
Volume I � Methodology and African Prehistory, edited by J. Ki-Zerbo (1981), 

has 28 chapters and three themes: methodology; archaeology and its techniques; 
and environmental change and regional sequences.

Volume II � Ancient Civilizations of Africa, edited by G. Mokhtar (1981), has 
29 chapters and four themes. It deals with the evolution and emergence of the 
continent�s early States up to 500 CE, with Egypt and Nubia having the lion�s share.
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Volume III � Africa from the Seventh to the Eleventh Century, edited by M. 
Elfasi and I. Hrbek (1988), comprises 28 chapters and five themes. It focuses 
on the expansion of Islam and its consequences on peoples and cultures of the 
African continent. 

Volume IV � Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century, edited by D.�T. 
Niane (1984), partly overlaps chronologically with the previous volume. It 
comprises 27 chapters and four themes, dealing with the diversity of Africa�s 
political, social and economic organizations as well as the �Africanization� of Islam.

Volume V � Africa from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century, edited by B.�A. 
Ogot (1992), focuses on Ottoman expansion in North Africa, the development 
of the Atlantic slave trade, and their consequences on African societies. It has 
29 chapters organized into thematic subsets: global processes on the one hand, 
and regional and local syntheses on the other hand.

Volume VI � Africa in the Nineteenth Century until the 1880s, edited by J. 
F. Ade Ajayi (1989), consists of 29 chapters and four themes, dealing with 
European settlements in northern and southern Africa, the formation of new 
States, Islam revivalist movements in West Africa, and the general state of the 
continent on the eve of European colonization.

Volume VII � Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-1935, edited by A. 
Adu Boahen (1985), has 30 chapters on the comparative analysis of European 
colonial systems and the multifaceted response of African societies, including 
the emergence and development of nationalist movements. 

Volume VIII � Africa since 1935, edited by Ali A. Mazrui and C. Wondji 
(1999), has 30 chapters and seven themes. It explores the effects of major 
world crises and their impacts on the emergence and development of African 
nationalisms, pan-Africanism, the struggle for liberation and the place of 
independent African countries on the world scene.

Unfortunately, the impressive achievement of the GHA project was not 
widely disseminated in African bookstores, libraries or research institutions. Its 
impact on history curricula was virtually non-existent in most, if not all, African 
countries. A new initiative was necessary. The opportunity for launching that 
new initiative was found on 9 September 1999, with the Sirte Declaration, the 
founding act of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which changed its 
name to the African Union (AU) in 2002.
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�e pedagogical use of the General History of Africa

The Pedagogical Use of the General History of Africa project is but the second 
phase of the GHA long-term objectives. It is geared to shift the momentum 
back into the hands of Africans and people of African descent. Building on the 
political dynamics triggered by the Sirte Declaration and the establishment 
of the Organization of African Unity on 9 September 1999 in Sirte, Libya, 
the Libyan Government provided funds for an ambitious project geared to 
support the movement toward the integration and construction of a united 
continent. Following a request from the African Union, UNESCO launched 
the Pedagogical Use of the General History of Africa project, first through an 
extensive review of the published volumes and an international meeting in 
Tripoli from 10-17 June 2010. Once the programme was launched, expert 
meetings were organized successively in Harare, Zimbabwe, in Accra, Ghana, 
and in Khartoum, Sudan. The foundational idea was to generate a common 
frame of mind, and shape a manifest destiny based on a common history and 
shared future that would further the construction of a peaceful, united and 
prosperous continent. 

The dense and rich material assembled in the eight volumes of the GHA 
had to be analysed and included in the history curriculum of all the continent�s 
school systems, from elementary schools to higher education institutions. 
Africans and Afrodescendants have to learn a history written from their own 
perspective, away from narrow national histories inherited from the colonial 
library. Despite significant transformations and sustained curricula changes in 
almost all African countries, the legacy of the colonial period is still present and 
resilient. The use of African languages at all levels of the education institutions 
will be critical for the future success of this project. The destruction in Libya 
left the project without funding. Alternative funding sources are being explored, 
with the project moving forward, but at a slower pace.

�e post-colonial imperative and new epistemology

Some 60 years after the wave of independence of African countries, it was 
possible to pause and think. The Bretton Woods institutions � the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank and, more recently, the World Trade 
Organization � set the rules and imposed liberal capitalism as the economic 
norm. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the ensuing collapse of 
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the Soviet empire, some authors wrote about the �end of history� (Fukuyama, 
1989, 1992) and �clash of civilizations� (Huntington, 1993, 1996). By way of an 
introduction to his 1992 book, Fukuyama wrote: 

In it, I argued that a remarkable consensus concerning the legitimacy of liberal 
democracy as a system of government had emerged throughout the world over the 
past few years, as it conquered rival ideologies like hereditary monarchy, fascism, and 
most recently communism. More than that, however, I argued that liberal democracy 
may constitute the �end point of mankind�s ideological evolution� and the �final form 
of human government,� and as such constituted the �end of history� (https://www.
marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/us/fukuyama.htm).

Imposed structural adjustments, deregulation, privatization and laissez-faire 
have proven to be double-edged swords. The consequences were disastrous for 
most, if not all, African countries. What is the place of former colonies, caught 
in the neo-colonial net of their former colonizers � the CFA franc being an 
emblematic case of neo-colonial domination � in such an international system?

Without having to cut ties with former colonial powers, it is time to explore 
new spaces and times as well as distant and present connections with South 
America and Asia. Despite its current political crisis, Brazil, with the largest 
population of people of African descent outside Africa, will be a crucial partner 
in the years to come. In most American and Caribbean countries, people of 
African descent are fighting for their human and civil rights. The history of 
the African diaspora in the Indian Ocean, Asia and the South Pacific has 
to complement and dilute the dominant focus on the Atlantic world. China, 
already the first economic partner of Africa and the second largest economy in 
the world, has had multi-secular relationships with Africa (Li Anshan, 2005). 

Past Chinese presence in Africa

It is not known precisely when Chinese goods reached Africa for the 
first time. Archaeological research provides a number of clues. An Austrian 
expedition excavating in Thebes, at Deir el-Madina, found the remains of silk 
in the hair of a 30-50 year-old female mummy discovered in the burial ground 
of the kings� workers. The burial is dated to the Hyksos period, belonging to 
the Twenty-First Dynasty, i.e. 1075-945 BCE (Li Anshan, 2005; Lubec et al., 
1993). The silk industry certainly originated in China, where archaeologists have 
found textiles in a mysterious tomb dating back nearly 2,500 years in eastern 
Jiangxi Province, the oldest to be discovered in China�s history. The silk industry, 
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Past African presence in China

Beyond the presence of surprising animals, such as zebras and giraffes (Chau 
Ju-Kua, 1911; Ferrand, 1919, 1922; Filesi, 1970; Wheatley, 1961; Talib and 
Samir, 1988), a number of Africans, through different indirect channels, ended 
up living in China as early as the first quarter of the eighth century. According to 
the Chronicle of the Tang Dynasty, in 724, the King of Srinijaya, from Palembang, 
Sumatra, offered a Zanj [black] girl, among other things, as tribute to the 
Emperor (Talib and Samir, 1988, p. 732; Ferrand, 1922). This practice was 
repeated several times during the following centuries, in 813, 818 and 976. In 
813 and 818, the rulers from Kalinga, an Indonesian kingdom, offered several 
Zanj boys and girls in three successive missions to the Tang Emperor Hsien-
Tsung. In 976, under the Sung dynasty, the Imperial court received �a black K�un 
Lun slave with deep set eyes and black body� (Chau Ju-Kua, 1911) from an Arab 
trader (Talib and Samir, 1988, p. 732).

Although, indirectly and through Arab and Indonesian intermediaries, the 
slave trade reached China, mainly through the entry port and distribution hub 
of Guangzhou (Canton). The enslaved Africans were �employed on shipboard 
to caulk leaky seams below the water-line from the outside as they were expert 
swimmers who do not close their eyes under water� (Chau Ju-Kua, 1911, 
pp. 31-2; Talib and Samir, 1988, p. 732; Wheatley, 1961, p. 55). Others were 
gate guards and household servants for the wealthy families in metropolitan 
areas. According to Chau Ju-Kua (1911, p. 32), �many families buy black people 
to make gatekeepers of; they are called kui-nu, or �devil-slaves� or hei siau ssi 
(black slaves or servants)�. There is clearly much more research to be done in 
this direction, if oral histories and family archives can be collected systematically.

The great Moroccan world traveller and explorer Abu Abdullah Muhammad 
Ibn Abdullah al-Lawati al-Tanji Ibn Battuta � Ibn Battuta for short � visited 
China in the middle of the fourteenth century. He travelled all over the ancient 
world, covering some 120,000 kilometres in 29 years. Ibn Battuta arrived at 
Guangzhou (Canton) in China in 1345 (Ibn Battuta, 1982). He was particularly 
interested in local crafts, boat construction and porcelain making, and visited 
a number of places and towns. He travelled north to Hangzhou, which he 
described as the largest city he had ever seen. He could not reach Beijing and 
returned to Guangzhou in 1346 to sail to Sumatra.

It is also claimed that Admiral Zheng He�s Treasure Fleet took some foreign 
dignitaries back to China to pay homage to the Ming emperors. It is not clear if 
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some Africans from the Swahili city-states of Mogadishu, Malindi or Mombasa 
were involved in these visits. In summary, from as early as the eighth century, 
Africans were present in Chinese imperial courts and in some wealthy families 
in southern China.

An exciting new conjuncture

A conjuncture is the convergence of independent factors that generates a 
new and unpredictable situation that lasts. The new and exciting conjuncture 
referred to here is made of four distinct developments: (1) a new institutional 
framework; (2) the improvement of the general economic and social outlook 
of Africa, despite persistent problems; (3) the expansion and acceleration of 
economic cooperation between Africa, Asia and South America; and (4) the 
development of a multipolar world.

A new institutional framework
The end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century 

witnessed important changes in Africa�s political map. After long wars of 
national liberation, the former Portuguese colonies became sovereign States 
in the 1970s: Guinea-Bissau and Cabo Verde celebrated their independence 
on 24 September 1973; Angola followed on 11 November 1974; and finally, 
Mozambique on 25 June 1975. It was the turn of Namibia and South Africa to 
go through profound changes in the 1990s. The former gained independence 
from South Africa�s mandate on 21 March 1990. Nelson Mandela was freed 
from Robben Island jail on 11 February 1990 and was elected shortly after as 
the first post-apartheid South African president. Two new sovereign States 
entered the African political scene during the same time, after long and painful 
wars of liberation: Eritrea gained independence from Ethiopia on 24 May 
1991, and South Sudan separated from the Republic of Sudan and celebrated 
its independence on 9 July 2011. 

The establishment of the African Union in 1999 and the initiation of the 
regional integration process sparked a new momentum, challenging the divisions 
of the continent and the identity and nation construction model inherited from 
the colonial period. The major changes in the areas of economic cooperation 
and international relations that have influenced our globalized world since 
the end of the 1990s have paved the way for new opportunities as well as new 
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challenges and threats for Africa. Indeed, the accelerated pace of urbanization, 
Africa�s wealth in terms of natural and strategic resources and the aspirations 
and creativity of young people pose new challenges for the people of Africa, 
thus emphasizing the need to take control of their destiny. 

Moreover, people of African descent in South, Central and North America, 
the Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, the Middle East and elsewhere are attaching 
increasing importance to the links that tie them to Africa and African heritage. 
The countries in which people of African descent reside are increasingly 
recognizing the important contribution of these citizens to the construction 
of their societies. These countries are currently establishing public policies that 
aim to rectify historical distortions and combat racism, racial discrimination 
and the inequalities of the past, including positive discrimination measures. In 
that spirit, the initiatives taken by the Brazilian Government � in particular the 
adoption of a law on the mandatory teaching of the history of Africans and of 
Afrodescendants at all levels of education by using the GHA � set a standard 
in this regard. The preparation and publication of Volume IX of the GHA is a 
positive response to the above-mentioned trends and the requests formulated 
by Member States at the African Union summit held in Syrte, Libya, in 2009. 

Africa�s economic outlook 
The economic outlook of the entire continent has shifted in the right 

direction during the last two decades, starting from the 2010s. There are 
significant variations between regions and countries, but on average, the 
situation has improved. Globally, major European weekly magazines, such as 
Le Point in France and The Economist in the United Kingdom, have praised 
Africa�s economic performances. It is a far cry from the description of Africa as 
�the hopeless continent�, in the thundering headline of The Economist in 2000. 
The economic growth rate has been sustained for the last few years, averaging 
5% per year, with double-digit rates in countries like Ethiopia and Ghana. 
The European-American financial crisis did not significantly affect Africa, 
partly because of its loose banks. There are still major obstacles to the freeing 
of all the potential creative energy, but many African entrepreneurs are more 
optimistic and less risk-averse. According to demographic projections, there are 
500 million Africans of working age and there will be 1.1 billion in 2040, more 
than in China or India (Le Point, 9 August 2012). The potential for greener 
development is also higher in Africa than anywhere else in the world.
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�e expansion and acceleration of economic  
cooperation between Africa, Asia and South America 
The multilateral cooperation between African countries and Asian and 

South American partners is on the increase. Most Asian economic powerhouses, 
whether large, like China, India and Japan, or smaller, like South Korea, are 
launching cooperation programmes with African countries in a broad range of 
domains. A new cooperation alliance, BRIC � including Brazil, Russia, India 
and China � working for an alternative to the Bretton Woods institutions 
(the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade 
Organization) was formed in 2009. South Africa joined the alliance later, which 
changed its acronym to BRICS � Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. 
BRICS financial institutions are being created and they are expected to affect 
international cooperation and financial systems in the years to come. Despite 
its current political crisis, Brazil, with the largest Afrodescendant population 
out of Africa, is positioned to play an important role in the cooperation with 
African countries.

�e development of a multipolar world
The collapse of the Soviet empire, symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall 

on 9 November 1989, took all political commentators by surprise. Starting 
with glasnost, the attempted reform movement launched by President Mikhail 
Gorbachev, the Soviet empire unravelled within a few months (Sebestyen, 2010). 
The world was left with a single dominant imperial power that tried to impose 
its political views on the rest of the planet. Building on the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, viewed by some as the triumph over the �evil empire� (Fukuyama, 1989, 
1992; Huntington, 1993, 1996; Sebestyen, 2010), a power group of ideologues 
termed �neoconservatives� took control of the foreign policy of the United States 
of America and devised a new doctrine of �pre-emptive strikes� against whoever 
challenged the world domination of the United States. The first Gulf War, 
triggered by Iraq�s invasion of Kuwait, took place in 1990-1991. The invading 
army was expelled by an international coalition led by the United States of 
America. The neoconservatives rose to full executive power with the election 
of G.�W. Bush and Dick Cheney, respectively as President and Vice-President 
of the United States, in November 2000. During the chaotic rule of President 
Boris Yeltsin (1991-1999), the Russian Federation was totally absent from the 
international stage. On 11 September 2001, the attack on the World Trade 
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Center in New York unleashed the implementation of the new doctrine. The 
war in Afghanistan started on 7 October 2001 and continues today. Under 
the pretext of the presence of weapons of mass destruction, the Iraq War was 
launched on 20 March 2003 and lasted until 18 December 2011. Vladimir Putin 
replaced Boris Yeltsin as President of the Russian Federation on 31 December 
1999, and was elected to that post a few months later in 2000. He initiated a 
series of reforms of Russian governing institutions and launched a ferocious war 
in Chechnya. A few years later, he restored the pride of the average Russian 
citizen and brought Russian diplomacy and military back on the world scene. 
The rise of China as the world�s second economic powerhouse and its military 
build-up led to the emergence of a new multipolar world.

�e new General History of Africa: an exponential growth

The Volume IX of the General History of Africa project is the third phase, 
launched in 2013, in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The impetus came from Brazil. 
The Brazilian parliament passed a law on the mandatory teaching of the history 
of Africans and of Afrodescendants at all levels of public education in the 
country. The Brazilian Government offered funding for an additional volume 
in the GHA series, a volume that would feature the history of African diasporas 
worldwide. The new project, anchored on the key concept of �Global Africa�, 
encourages literary and artistic approaches to gain better insight into certain 
aspects of the experiences of Africans and people of African descent. It advocates 
the use of concepts or notions in African languages, allowing people to think 
in African terms, realizes comparative studies in relation to South America 
and Asia, and offers a balanced and positive history of Africa and its diasporas. 

The contributors were asked to think about writing history differently and 
to invent another way of portraying history. They were particularly encouraged 
to take into account the literary and artistic productions concerning historic 
African experiences as essential materials in the writing of the endogenous 
history of Africa and Africans. The contexts and their specific implementation 
of the concept of race would be central to understanding how Africans and 
people of African descent refer to themselves. It would also involve critical 
observation of the dynamics of the relationship between Africa and its diasporas, 
African �globality�, movements back and forth and the ways in which Africa 
could connect to the rest of the world. 
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An epistemic shift: Global Africa 

This project implies writing a serene history of Africans and people of African 
descent on a global scale. That is what is subsumed under the concept of �Global 
Africa�; in other words, taking into account the many dimensions of Africanness 
worldwide, from the initial expansion of humans from the African continent to the 
successive diasporas over time, right up to the present day (Harris, 1993; Hodgson 
and Byfield, 2017). The concept allows us to overcome the customary dichotomies 
and divisions between Africa and the African diasporas, enabling a balanced 
understanding of the African diasporas, in the long term and in their diversity. 
It equally allows us to reassess approaches to the period of enslavement, to study 
the relationship between pan-Africanism and the diasporas, and the enhancement 
of pan-Africanist thinking nurtured by contributions from different diasporic 
experiences. In other words, it allows us to address actively and transversally the 
different issues linking Africa and its diasporas.

�e decolonization of concepts 

The decolonization of the concepts, paradigms and categorizations 
used in social and human sciences, particularly in history, is regarded as an 
epistemological necessity throughout the scientific and intellectual communities 
in the former colonies and beyond (Mudimbe, 1988; Said, 1979) and as yet 
another component of the cultural and political emancipation of peoples who, 
not without difficulty, have thrown off the yoke of European colonization 
(Mignolo, 2011). Thanks to post-colonial studies, researchers in Latin America, 
Asia and Africa now select topics on the structural, protean remnants of colonial 
relations in the post-colonial era � a sort of �coloniality� � that perpetuates 
age-old images and epistemological racism, disparaging non-Western cultural 
output. This inextinguishably burning issue somewhat informs the endogenous 
African approach taken in writing the General History of Africa. The approach to 
the decolonization of knowledge on Africa, providing an opportunity to write 
an innovative history from within and with a different outlook on the world, 
makes a crucial contribution to what the poet and thinker AimØ CØsaire called 
the �meeting place for giving and taking�, a rearranged universal, a �pluriversal�, 
illustrating the great variety of human nature. 

The current project, initially known as Volume IX of the General History of 
Africa, is consequently different from all the previous ones. It now comprises 
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three volumes � IX, X and XI � each with an editorial team consisting of section 
coordinators, co-editors and editors, with three main goals: (1) to update the 
General History of Africa and theories on human origins and the earliest human 
civilizations; (2) to explore and flesh out the formation process of �Global 
Africa� and its consolidation in the rest of the world through its diasporas; and 
(3) to look at the opportunities and new challenges of �Global Africa� in the 
contemporary world.

�e General History of Africa Revisited

Volume IX, The General History of Africa Revisited, essentially aims to 
update the GHA. After four decades of intensive archaeological, historical and 
anthropological research, most of the content of the first three GHA volumes 
is partially or totally outdated. This updating is particularly challenging partly 
because of tightly limited space. It is divided into four sections, each under the 
editorial responsibility of coordinators.

Section 1, coordinated by Olabiyi B. Joseph Yaï and Martial Ze Belinga 
and entitled �Writing History of Africans and their Diasporas Today� explores 
the epistemological and theoretical conditions for the production of historical 
narratives in the contemporary world. The concept of �historical sources� is 
�stretchable� ad infinitum. Objects, monuments, words, songs, poems and 
artefacts are historical sources depending on the purpose of the investigations 
being conducted. The assembled contributions interrogate the meaning and 
contribution to historical scholarship of such concepts as �Africa�, �history� 
and �oral traditions�. What is the translation of the word �history� in African 
languages, in ancient Egyptian or in Yoruba? The authors discuss and explore 
the intricacies of long-term versus short-term histories, the possible contribution 
of native African writing systems, and the use and misuse of oral traditions in 
the chronicle of historical experiences of Africans and Afrodescendants.

Section 2, �Review of the General History of Africa: Volumes I-VIII�, is 
coordinated by Doulaye KonatØ. It comprises the reviews of the contents 
of GHA volumes I to VIII, published between 1981 and 1999, in order to 
determine what needs to be updated.

Section 3, entitled �The Initial History of Africa: An Update�, is coordinated 
by Augustin F.� C. Holl. The new formulation is a substitute for the term 
�prehistory� that tends to be misread by an increasing number of people. Human 
history is a continuum from its remote hominid beginnings to the present. 
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Periodization is a necessity but it does not have to be constructed on a �before� 
� prehistory � and a standard, genuine �after� � history � viewed as a civilization 
threshold. The scheme suggested in this section is made of successive stages, as 
follows: initial, ancient, modern and contemporary history.

The update of the initial history of the continent is carried out in seven 
topical entries, each with two to four contributions. The first, �general topics�, 
deals with paleoenvironmental and paleoclimatological research, paleogenomics 
and African language classifications. Paleoanthropological research has 
completely changed our understanding of human origins and evolution. The 
speciation events and radiation episodes that resulted in the emergence of (1) 
the Ardipithecines � Sahelanthropus tchadensis, Orrorin tugenensis, Ardipithecus 
ramidus and Ardipithecus kadabba � dated to 7-4.5 million years ago, (2) the 
Australopithecines dated to 4.5-1.7 million years ago, (3) Homo dated to 2.5 
million years ago and finally, (4) Homo sapiens sapiens dated to around 300,000 
years ago, all took place in Africa. Three contributions under the second topic 
feature the oldest 7 million-year-old hominid from the Djurab desert in the 
Republic of Chad, an informed discussion on hominid subsistence and lifeways, 
and the presentation of the earliest stone tool complexes. Pleistocene hunting 
and gathering communities are dealt with under the third topic, in two chapters; 
and the emergence and expansion of food production is covered under the 
fourth topic, in three chapters. New directions in Egyptology are featured 
under the fifth topic, in four chapters. The discussions are evidence-based and 
serene, staying away from entrenched orthodoxies. Technological inventions and 
innovations are dealt with under the sixth topic, in two chapters, one on pottery 
and the other on metallurgies. Finally, the seventh topic explores the emergence 
of social complexity, in four chapters. 

Section 4, coordinated by Doulaye KonatØ and entitled �Ancient and Modern 
History of Africa: An Update�, features 12 contributions organized under four 
themes: (1) regional processes in the inland Niger delta, the Maghreb and 
Madagascar; (2) histories of religious systems; (3) trade diasporas in West and 
East Africa and the Indian Ocean; and finally, (4) enslavement and resistances.

Africa and Its Diasporas

Volume X, Africa and Its Diasporas, includes three sections. Section 1, 
coordinated by Carole Boyce-Davies and entitled �Redefining Global Africanity 
and Blackness� includes 16 contributions, organized into two parts: (1) �Race, 
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Location, Diaspora and Global Blackness�, containing nine contributions; 
and (2) �Global Africanity and the African Diaspora: New Epistemological 
Considerations�, comprising seven chapters. The introduction by Boyce-Davies 
sets the stage, explores the origins of colour systematics in different settings and 
scholarly traditions, and traces the genealogies of the concept of �Global Africa�.

Section 2, �Mapping the African Diasporas�, is coordinated by VaniclØia 
Silva Santos. The entire section deals with different aspects of the formation 
and resilience of African diasporas in different parts of the world. It comprises 
36 contributions organized under six topics. 

The first topic, geographies of the African diasporas, comprises four 
chapters tracing African presence in China, Australia, India and Iran. African 
revolutions and resistance to oppression, under the second topic, features revolts 
and resistances of enslaved peoples in North America, Brazil, Colombia and 
Madagascar. The third topic, African diasporic religions, includes six chapters 
ranging from Black brotherhoods in Angola, Portugal and Brazil, to Muslim 
resistance in North America and religious experiences of Africans in the Middle 
East. The fourth topic, oral genres, under the title �Ties that bind: wisdom tales, 
orature and literature� are represented by three contributions on the Caribbean, 
Latin America and Brazil. The transfer of skills and knowledge is dealt with 
under the fifth topic, African diasporic knowledge and technologies, through 
four contributions featuring agriculture, foodways, navigation and mining. 
Finally, the sixth topic, the return to Africa, in three contributions, focuses on 
the returnees from Brazil to West Africa and India to East Africa. Cases from 
Liberia and Sierra Leone, not dealt with here, are relatively well-known.

Section 3, �Life Stories and Freedom Narratives of Global Africa� is 
coordinated by Paul Lovejoy. It comprises 18 contributions featuring the life 
trajectories of enslaved individuals who were written about or who wrote 
autobiographies. The selected narratives range from the seventeenth to the 
early twentieth century, with the largest proportion dated to the nineteenth 
century. As can be expected in the present state of research, there are many 
more narratives from the Atlantic world, including the west coast of Africa, the 
Caribbean and the Americas. The situations in the Indian Ocean and mainland 
Asia, in this case during the Ottoman Empire, are featured in two contributions. 
The potential for new discoveries is particularly high in these parts of the 
African diasporas that are still underinvestigated. The narratives of �returnees� 
feature the situations in nineteenth-century Sierra Leone, the Bight of Benin 
and Calabar. All the situations described in the narratives attest to the individual 
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agency, bargaining skills and resilience of those involved. They bring a direct 
textured human touch to past African diasporic experiences. 

Global Africa Today

The end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first century witnessed 
the complete liberation of Africa from direct colonialism. The newly launched 
African Union created a sixth region for �Africans from the diaspora�. All these 
developments open new opportunities and pose difficult challenges. These are 
the issues dealt with in Volume XI, Global Africa Today. It is a very difficult foray 
into the �history of present times� or �immediate history�. The distancing that 
allows for a serene writing of history is missing from the picture. Historians 
have to write history while being involved in it. 

The volume is divided into three sections. The first explores the current trends 
in contemporary historical scholarship and the theoretical and epistemological 
conditions for writing the history of Global Africa today, the second deals with 
the specific situation of Africa in the contemporary world and the third and 
last focuses on challenges to Global Africa at the turn of the third millennium.

Section 1, �Global Africa Today�, coordinated by Catherine Coquery-
Vidrovitch comprises 26 chapters. The assembled contributions are organized 
under seven topics with two to six chapters each. The four chapters under the first 
topic address the new paradigms that shape historical research of contemporary 
Africa and its diasporas. The second topic, comprising six contributions, deals 
with emerging new approaches on previously neglected issues. What is the 
intellectual and cultural impact of the transatlantic slave trade in West African 
collective memories? How did gender relations shape the structures of African 
and diasporic societies? What does it mean to be poor? Is the current meaning, 
crafted by international organizations, applicable to African contexts? This is 
a sample of the issues addressed by the contributors to this topic. Religious 
factors are explored under the third topic through two chapters addressing 
the Africanization of Christianism through black churches, on the one hand, 
and the recent emergence of new religions, on the other. Issues of political 
renewal are discussed under the fourth topic. The contributors explore the rift 
between long-lasting African �territorial-political� organization and the current 
�national-territorial� State inherited from the colonial period. Some of the key 
questions addressed can be spelled out as follows: What is the relationship 
between nationality and nationalism? What does nationalism mean in African 
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multinationality States? What is the genesis of African contemporary chiefdoms 
and how do they fit in the contemporary State model? The fifth and sixth topics 
shift from continental Africa to a diasporic perspective. The fifth topic focuses 
on the concepts of �Creolization�, �hybridization�, and �miscegenation� as they are 
relied upon in the Caribbean identity discourses, aesthetics and performing arts. 
The sixth topic consists of three contributions focusing on how Africa is viewed 
and conceptualized from the Caribbean. The exploration is carried out via the 
academic lenses and the development of African studies programmes, and the 
Caribbean revitalization movement. Lastly, the seventh topic explores present-
day visions with a focus on blackness, race and representation, economics and 
African views on globalization. 

Section 2, �Africa in the Contemporary World�, coordinated by Tayeb 
Chenntouf, comprises 29 contributions arranged in three rubrics. The first 
rubric features the permanence of the Global Africa project weaved through 
a broad range of topics, from political initiatives to the performing arts. The 
Global Africa project can be said to have started with the very deportation of 
Africans across the Atlantic Ocean. Music, technology, cuisine and religions 
were key elements of the survival kits of those who landed in the Americas 
and the Caribbean. The concept of pan-Africanism was coined and nurtured 
by intellectuals of the diaspora mostly in the nineteenth century. It expanded 
through a series of meetings in the early part of the twentieth century and 
became a mobilizing force in the movements for the liberation of the continent 
from colonial domination. The Organization of African Unity (OAU) and the 
African Union (AU) are, so far, the clearest political materialization of pan-
Africanist ideas on the continent. The second rubric focuses on the challenges 
of current globalization and the new world geopolitics. What can be the role 
of Africa in this emerging new geopolitical world characterized by increasing 
connectivity through the Internet and faster air transportation? Africa, with its 
marginal 2% contribution to world trade, tends to witness a regression in its 
economic development. With very few exceptions, the continent is confined to 
the exportation of raw materials and unprocessed agricultural products. The influx 
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) has destabilizing consequences on 
the operation of local governments. Political and military interference from 
former colonial powers and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
as well as peace-maintenance operations in Somalia, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and Mali preclude any pragmatic preparation of a future united, 
peaceful and prosperous Africa. The third rubric, exploring the role of culture 
and intellectuals, asks the programmatic question: �What should be done?�. 
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Debates on the role of Africa in the expanding globalized world are taking 
shape in different cultural and intellectual contexts. With significant variations 
between countries, African institutions of higher education are generally 
underfunded and have been unable to play their rightful role as laboratories 
of ideas. Narrow State boundaries affect the nature and scope of the ideas 
explored in different forums. New positive developments are nonetheless 
taking place. Free movement of people and goods is now in place in West 
Africa. The Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area 
was signed recently in Kigali, Rwanda, on 21 March 2018, by 44 heads of 
State and government.

Section 3, �Africa at the Turn of the 3rd Millennium: Challenges and 
Dynamics�, coordinated by Faranirina V. Rajaonah, comprises 22 contributions 
organized into four rubrics. The first rubric focuses on demography and 
urbanization. It explores the implications of African population growth in 
terms of economics, public health through the lenses of epidemiology, food 
security and urban growth, both in average-sized towns as well as megalopolises. 
The second rubric deals with issues of gender and generations. The assembled 
contributions discuss patterns of age and generation successions in sampled 
countries, the integration of African college graduates in Russia, social and 
economic landscapes, institutionalized social promotion as well as women 
in education and their increased roles and visibility in public affairs, both on 
national and international scenes. The third rubric, on partnership, envy and 
integration, explores different aspects of regional integration as well as new 
opportunities offered by cooperation between Africa and the BRICS alliance 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa). Is this really an alternative to 
the predatory practices of dominant multinationals and the unilateral ukases 
of the Bretton Woods institutions? We will have to wait and see. Envy and 
the rush to African lands and the ensuing �land-grabbing� are featured, and 
their implications assessed, along with an African perspective on migrations 
and development and the emerging new African financial hubs. Finally, the 
fourth rubric, �Africa in Tempo with the World�, delves into worldwide cultural 
circulations. These circulations are manifest in the emergence of new religious 
practices, such as Salafism and new Christianities, as well as in the worldwide 
appeal of black cosmopolitan aesthetics in African popular music, African 
cinema, fabrics and contemporary art.

The general picture that emerges from this volume is that of Global Africans 
and Afrodescendant communities on the move, slowly carving their paths and 
shaping their futures.
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Conclusion

 The project that has resulted in these three volumes was extraordinarily 
ambitious, original and inspiring. It aimed at setting a new way of writing 
history, taking into account current debates in social and human sciences, with 
epistemological ruptures and sustained reconceptualization. Competences 
and skills are available to move historical scholarship in new directions, in a 
multipolar world, rather than a closed relationship with the west. It is a fantastic 
challenge spelled out in the chapters of these three volumes.
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GENERAL HISTORY OF AFRICA 
REVISITED: AN INTRODUCTION

Augustin F. C. Holl

Introduction

�e UNESCO General History of Africa (GHA) was initiated in the wave 
of independence of African countries in the middle of the twentieth century. 
It comprises eight volumes published between 1981 and 1999. �e adopted 
perspective is overtly multi-disciplinary, but the whole work can be clearly 
assigned to the humanities and social sciences research �elds. (�e research 
domain encompassing social sciences and humanities is very broad indeed.) 
�e sustained and increasing move towards interdisciplinarity makes the 
delineation of demarcation lines even more di�cult. One will thus have to 
rely on a minimalist operational de�nition. Accordingly, humanities and social 
sciences include all forms of scienti�c and philosophical research devoted 
to the understanding and explanation of the human condition. Some � here 
termed historical sciences � like palaeoanthropology, archaeology and history, 
deal with the time dimensions. Others, such as geography, habitat research 
and architecture, focus on the spatial dimension. Others, such as anthropology, 
linguistics, psychology, demography, sociology and political science, explore the 
synchronic dynamic patterns of human societies.

�e creative side of the humanities (painting, sculpture, music, literature, 
theatre, cinema, and so on), with their theoretical and technological 
developments to be observed, studied and analysed � these productions of 
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the human mind � are of particular importance to a balanced understanding 
of the multiple facets of the history of Africans and people of African descent 
worldwide. �e project of the GHA was launched as a corrective to the 
distortions and biases contained in the �colonial library�.

�e production of scholarly knowledge on Africa and its people (Bernal, 
2006; Diop, 1999; Khaldun, 2015; Li Anshan, 2005; Mveng, 2005; Mudimbe, 
1988), as well as its changes through time, goes as far back as pharaonic Egypt, 
Greco-Roman antiquity, and early dynastic China. At �rst glance, the process is 
initially set o� by cultural alterity � striking di�erences � at the very foundation 
of encounters between minds shaped by di�erent cognitive and perceptual 
practices. Perceived di�erences of patterns of behaviour, physical appearance, 
food habits, dressing codes, housing styles, and so on, could have been praised 
� as kindness, simplicity, friendliness, generosity � or condemned � with terms 
such as cannibals, savage, barbarians, etc. Travel narratives and reports from 
European explorers and adventurers shaped the �others� perception of the donor 
societies� elites and in�uenced their attitudes. �e combination of all these 
genres led to the formation of the �colonial library�.

From the �colonial library� to now

As far as Africa is concerned, the colonial intelligentsia carried out fundamental 
and applied research in almost all �elds of social sciences and humanities. Most 
of these men and women belonged to the colonial apparatus as administrators, 
soldiers and military o�cers, medical doctors and nurses, missionary personnel, and 
so on. Some became renowned scholars in their respective �elds and contributed to 
the foundation of African studies programmes in European and North American 
universities and research institutions. Different schools, museums, research 
institutions, and academic traditions emerged in Europe at Berlin, London, Paris, 
Rome, Vienna, and in North America at Harvard and Columbia.

Di�usionism was at its peak (Hegel, 1965; Ratzel, 1882, 1891). With some 
variations among authors, Africa was viewed as a continent that received all 
innovations from neighbouring populations � essentially from the Near East 
� through direct migrations and/or technological in�uence. �e main themes 
of the �colonial library� � hierarchy of races, civilizations and cultures � were 
contested and countered initially by intellectuals from the diaspora, in the 
Caribbean and North America (Antenor Firmin, W. E. B. Du Bois, Sylvester 
Williams) and later from Africa (Cheikh Anta Diop). 
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Modern higher education institutions created in Africa were initially 
extensions of European universities and Christian missions. Achimota College 
on the Gold Coast, Makerere in Uganda, Ibadan in Nigeria, were the �rst to 
be in operation in Africa during the colonial period. Algiers University, Dakar 
University, and the University of Cameroon � the French Foundation of Higher 
Education in Cameroon, an extension of the Academy of Bordeaux � created 
later, were all French institutions in their former colonies.

�e research agendas were exactly the same. �e �eld archaeology programme 
of the famous ancient Ghana site of Awdaghost � Mission Tegdaoust � led by 
Jean Devisse and Serge Robert from the History department of the University 
of Dakar was interested in tracing Arab and North African in�uence on the 
emergence of urbanization in West Africa (Holl, 2006a). Glazed ware of 
Mediterranean and North African origins was analysed thoroughly (Robert-
Chaleix, 1985), while locally made pottery was neglected and left unexamined. �e 
structure of European archaeological research in Africa is clearly nation-based, 
with recurrent sub-titles like: �British contributions to...�, �50 ans d�archØologie 
francaise en Afrique�, �Polish contributions to...�, �Belgian contributions to...�, 
and �German contribution to...� (Holl, 2006b, 2009a).

�e social science and humanities research agenda on Africa and Afro-
descendants was clearly shaped by Euro-American universities and research 
institutions. �e situation is particularly illustrative in archaeological research. 
Native African communities have developed di�erent ways and channels to access 
and revive the past. Can these di�erent approaches to the past be synthesized to 
generate a broader and richer understanding of past Africans� lives? 

�is is precisely one of the core elements of the challenge of postcolonial 
perspectives on African archaeology. �e development of archaeological research 
in Africa was the result of con�icts, tensions, and negotiations within the 
colonial techno-structure. At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of 
the twentieth century, there was no coherent and well-articulated archaeological 
curriculum anywhere. Archaeological research was nonetheless conducted by 
daring and bright minds in Europe and Africa. Without standard methodology 
and precise goals, �prehistoric� archaeology was fuelled by major controversies. 
�e development of a more secular view of human history, the theory of 
�natural selection�, the emergence of European nationalisms, and the well-seated 
�primitive�/civilized divide, were such driving forces. 

�ese worldviews helped shape the minds of virtually all archaeologists 
working in Africa up to the Second World War. A radical shift to �eld data 
took place in the early 1950s with the creation of research institutions and the 



L General History of Africa Revisited

training of a handful of professional archaeologists (Holl, 2009a). Paradoxically, 
and for understandable reasons, West African archaeology was not a�ected by 
the rise of African nationalisms and the movement towards independence. �e 
situation was di�erent in Zimbabwe, formerly known as Rhodesia. �e entry of 
a larger number of Africans in the �eld had mixed results: poor communications 
between African scholars, a tendency to rely on former colonial powers that kept 
tight control of the �eld, and virtually no signi�cant internal African support for 
archaeological research. �e production and circulation of new research results 
is submitted to �gatekeepers� who either ignore, silence, or disparage dissenting 
voices. �e review of Postcolonial Archaeologies in Africa (Schmidt, 2009) by A. B. 
Stahl (2010) is an interesting illustration of the colonial legacy. �e book, edited by 
Peter Schmidt, is the product of an intensive seminar organized at the University 
of Florida, Gainesville, in 2007. �e goal was to bring to the fore important issues 
unaddressed in the practice of archaeology in Africa and the diaspora. Yet Stahl�s 
review, as Karega-Munene and Schmidt (2010) point out:

ironically illustrates one of the primary themes of the book � the silencing 
of alternative voices in African archaeology. The review does not address [our] 
contributions to the volume, which results in our voices being silenced. Consider 
that most of the review focuses almost exclusively on the introductory chapter by 
Schmidt (2009a), with only two small points about the chapters that make up its 
substance. Yet, besides the introduction, the edited volume consists of 13 chapters 
by different authors, including six African scholars and three women of colour 
(or eight African scholars and five women of colour if coauthors are considered). 
However, all doubt is erased when contributions are marginalised by representing 
them as �meandering�, �ill-focused�, and �thick descriptions� without any attempt to 
explain these characterisations. The review does not highlight or engage what we 
collectively see as important issues shaping archaeology today, including the context 
of archaeopolitics in which disciplinary and historical representations continue to 
be forged (Karega-Munene and Schmidt, 2010, p. 325). 

�ere are many other ways of marginalizing research which do not go along 
with dominant orthodoxies, ranging from �invisibility� to outright rejection: 

Silencing of African scholars who are not in the Western mainstream is a condition 
that still persists during the postcolonial era. Silencing occurs when scholars proffer 
views that differ from those familiar to Western scholarship and when peer review 
becomes a disguise to denigrate these unorthodox viewpoints. Much more troubling 
are conscious attempts to silence those who challenge well-established paradigms 
that specifically took root during the colonial era and have held sway since. Beyond 
consigning work to the periphery by labelling it �controversial�, �polemical�, �dated�, 
or �inadequate�, the most potent of exclusionary dynamics is to ignore and to erase 
through silence and �noncitation� (Karega-Munene and Schmidt, 2010, p. 327).
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�ings are unlikely to change rapidly due to the poor and very modest 
scienti�c research infrastructure, as well as the state of dependency of many 
African universities and research institutions.

Volume I of the GHA was published in 1981, and Volume VIII in 1999. 
�e pace and intensity of archaeological and historical research have changed 
considerably during the last four decades. New techniques and methods and 
a larger number of well-trained researchers have profoundly changed our 
understanding of Africa�s past. It is essentially that research update that is 
carried out in this volume. It is a Herculean challenge, if not an impossible 
task, to update eight volumes in only one. One must be selective, synthetic, 
and focus on recent discoveries and analyses that have signi�cantly impacted 
the writing of the long-term history of the continent. �e structure of the 
volume, consisting of four sections, is straightforward and logical. Section I 
opens the volume and explores the present epistemological, methodological 
and theoretical underpinning of writing the history of Africa and people of 
African descent in the twenty-�rst century. Section II reviews the content 
of the published volumes of the GHA, setting the stage for the updates that 
follow in sections III and IV. Section III deals with the update of the Initial 
History � formerly known as Prehistory � of the continent. And �nally, Section 
IV explores new developments in historical scholarship of the last 2,000 years 
of continental social, economic and political developments.

Writing African and Afro-descendants� history today

�e obvious entry into the research update task is to review the theoretical 
and epistemological tools used to write the history of Africa and Africans today. 
�e category of �historical sources� is an ever-expanding one, particularly in 
the contemporary context that emphasizes multi-disciplinary approaches. Five 
related themes are addressed in Section I. 

�e �rst theme revolves around crafting a decolonized history, paying 
particular attention to debunking the colonial lexicon. Much has been said 
and written about Eurocentrism, an intellectual and cultural posture derived 
from the recent centuries of European world domination. History written on 
the dominated was generally self-serving, denying native people cultural and 
historical agency. �e reappropriation of historical agency, already underway 
in the nineteenth century, took di�erent forms through art revivals, political 
activism, anti-colonialism, revolutions and independence. It is clear that this 
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is a very di�cult process that will require a future shift to the use of African 
and Afro-descendant languages to achieve genuine disalienation potentials. 
Endo-history, or how people create and narrate their own history through 
oral or written forms, is a vivid and relevant source of information. It is a 
special kind of history that requires stringent critical apparatus. History as an 
academic discipline has its elaborate methodologies, with source criticism as the 
cornerstone of historical scholarship. �e nature of historical sources is constantly 
expanding. Written sources were initially considered the sine qua non condition 
for the writing of history. Such a limited view is now totally obsolete. Material 
culture items, words, songs, genres, and literally all aspects of the material and 
cultural worlds are now considered as sources of history. African and Afro-
descendant creative arts � sculpture, painting, music, dance and literature � 
are now important historical sources. Trans- and multidisciplinarity are now 
theoretical and methodological imperatives, blending natural and social sciences. 
Historical facts must be assessed from di�erent, competing and complementary 
perspectives. Science-based historical narratives thus o�er a stronger antidote 
to propaganda and negationism. �e goal of a new decolonial history of Africa 
and Afro-descendants is not beyond reach (Mignolo, 2011; Schmidt, 2009). It 
will, however, require long-sustained epistemological reworking.

�e second theme focuses on the exegesis of the concept of Africa itself. 
What does it mean? What are the strategic implications of the lexeme? 
(Mudimbe, 1988). Below are di�erent de�nitions of Africa from the Collins 
English Dictionary:

[Africa] the second largest of the continents, on the Mediterranean in the north, the 
Atlantic in the west, and the Red Sea, Gulf of Aden, and Indian Ocean in the east. 
�e Sahara Desert divides the continent unequally into North Africa (an early centre 
of civilisation, in close contact with Europe and W Asia, now inhabited chie�y by 
Arabs) and Africa south of the Sahara (relatively isolated from the rest of the world 
until the 19th century and inhabited chie�y by Negroid peoples). It was colonised 
mainly in the 18th and 19th centuries by Europeans and now comprises independent 
nations� Area: about 30,300,000 sq km (11,700,000 sq miles) (Collins English 
Dictionary, 2012).

�e origins of the word Africa are explained as follows:

Latin Africa (terra) African land, Libya, the Carthaginian territory, fem. Of Africus, 
from Afer �an African�. Originally only in reference to the region around modern 
Tunisia, it gradually was extended to the whole continent. Derivation from Arabic 
afar �dust, earth� is tempting, but the early date seems to argue against it. �e Middle 
English word was ��A�rike�� (Ibid.).
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�e word is clearly of Latin origin, initially not intended to refer to the 
whole 30 million square kilometre landmass. It is however the systematic 
di�erentiation between North Africa, �an early centre of civilization, in close 
contact with Europe and W. Asia, now inhabited chie�y by Arabs� (ibid.) and 
the rest of the continent south of the great desert presented as �relatively isolated 
from the rest of the world until the nineteenth century and inhabited chie�y 
by Negroid peoples� that is striking. �at de�nition of Africa is self-serving, 
anchored on the proximity to Europe as a cultural evolutionary criterion, and 
on present archaeological and paleoanthropological evidence, bluntly inaccurate. 
Paleoenvironmental data point to the �uctuating margins of the Saharan Desert, 
which has never been an obstacle to the movements of peoples and ideas. 
Extended to refer to the whole continent during the centuries of European 
expansion, the concept of Africa as a continent, conquered, plundered, and 
exploited by European nations, was crafted by Afro-descendant intellectuals and 
activists from the nineteenth century onward (Rodney, 1973). Africa became a 
rallying call for the liberation of the continent from colonial domination. �e 
history of the continent transcends the arti�cial division between its northern 
portion and the rest of the landmass, and its naming is a contested issue.

�e third theme explores the trajectories of the use of oral traditions as sources 
of African history. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, academic historians� training 
was exclusively articulated on methodologies geared to the use of written and 
material sources. Many African societies have traditions as keepers of di�erent 
statuses � elders, griots, jewli. �eir role generally revolved around the curation 
and transmission of past deeds and acts through word of mouth (McNaughton, 
1987; Niane, 1965). For the orthodox Euro-American-trained historians, the 
absence of written sources was easily equated with the non-existence of history. 
�e pioneer and extensive work of J. Vansina (1965, 1985, 1990) established 
oral tradition as a potent and reliable source of historical information, with a 
replicable methodology. Under di�erent names � oral traditions, oral history, or 
ethno-history � these new sources of history were embraced by new generations 
of historians, bringing back to life the past of numerous African kingdoms and 
states (Person, 1968, 1970, 1975). Not all research carried out under the banner 
of oral traditions was crafted through sound, replicable methodologies. It is the 
critical evaluation of the use of oral traditions as sources of African history that 
is carried out in the papers presented under this third theme.

Several contributions, brought together under the theme of new sources, explore 
innovative ways of accessing historical information in various African contexts. 
Did the equivalent of the modern academic concept of history exist in African 
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languages? What are the lexemes, both nouns and verbs, referring to history in 
these languages in ancient Egyptian language, for example, and what were their 
contexts of use? � are some of the interesting questions addressed in this rubric. 
What about African writing systems? What are they? Can they generate a renewal 
of African history scholarship? �e identi�cation of native African writing systems 
is gaining momentum in cultural and historical research. �e decipherment of the 
Ti�nagh, an ancestral Berber script, is well advanced by now in North Africa and 
the Sahara (Biagetti et al., 2012). �is signi�cant progress brings back to life a 
broad range of messages on rock surfaces, associated or not with rock art, all over 
the Saharan Desert and parts of West and North Africa. African songs, symbolic 
dances, related to speci�c rituals and ceremonies, the language of drums, and even 
mundane languages, are repositories of the past that can be tapped with the right 
methodologies. Some ceremonies are performed with the medium of peculiar 
�priestly� secret languages that are preserved and transmitted through a severe and 
tightly guarded apprenticeship. Religious concepts and practices, as well as secular 
repositories of wisdom � philosophies � open windows on di�erent facets of the 
intellectual past and, as such, allow for the reconstitution of the genealogy of some 
African thought systems (Nietzsche, 2006).

Views and epistemological options from elsewhere o�er complementary 
views on the production of African history. Case studies from China, Japan, 
South America, and the Caribbean broaden the picture and shed new light on 
the diversity of academic traditions.

�eoretical and methodological innovations fuel the GHA project. �e goal 
is clearly to craft a global African history viewed from inside. �e category of 
sources will keep expanding with the creation of new technical, intellectual and 
scienti�c tools.

Review of the contents of Volume I-VIII

Section II assesses the �state of the art� through the critical review of the 
GHA volumes I to VIII published from 1981 to 1990. �e volumes will not be 
presented in detail but simply summarized in a few lines. �e goal of the exercise 
is to outline themes that require a varying degree of updating.

Volume I, Methodology and African Prehistory is edited by J. Ki-Zerbo. It 
deals with a range of issues including the sources of African history and the 
techniques of historical investigations. It presents regional sequences of long-
term cultural and technological development of the continent.
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Volume II, Ancient Civilizations of Africa, edited by G. Mokhtar, focuses on 
the emergence and evolution of the earliest African state formations up to the 
sixth century CE [Common Era]. North-East Africa, including Pharaonic Egypt, 
Nubia, the Ethiopian Highlands and the Horn are over-represented in the volume.

Volume III, edited by M. M. El Fasi and I. Hrbek and entitled Africa from 
the Seventh to the Eleventh Century, focuses predominantly on the expansion of 
Islam, and its cultural and political consequences, all over the continent, as well 
as the emergence of West African states and kingdoms.

Volume IV, Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century, is edited by D. 
T. Niane. It covers the period from the twelfth to the sixteenth century, which 
witnessed the consolidation and Africanization of Islam, the routinization of 
long-distance exchanges, as well as development cycles of successive North, 
West and East Africa city-states, kingdoms and empires.	

Edited by B. A. Ogot, Volume V, Africa from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth 
Century, examines two related themes: the continuing internal evolution and 
di�erentiation of African social formations and deeper and stronger connections 
with mercantilist world systems. Parallel systems of enslavement, in the Atlantic 
and the Indian Ocean, resulted in population downturn and impoverishment of 
the continent but contributed to the emergence of the modern world.

Volume VI, edited by J. F. A. Ajayi and entitled Africa in the Nineteenth 
Century until the 1880s, covers the history of the continent up to the Berlin 
Conference and the kick-o� of the �scramble for Africa�. Adjustments and 
reactions to increasing European presence take place in the form of Mfecane in 
Southern Africa and Muslim revival and reform movements in West Africa.

Volume VII, Africa under Colonial Domination, 1880-1935, edited by A. A. Boahen, 
examines the colonial conquest and occupation of Africa by European powers and 
focuses on the responses of Africans and Afro-descendants to colonial domination.

Volume VIII, Africa since 1935, edited by A. A. Mazrui and C. Wondji, 
deals with the recent history of the continent from the Italian aggression of 
Ethiopia to the struggle for liberation, the independence of African countries 
and contrasting experiences in nation-building and continental unity.

Since the publication of Volume I of the GHA in 1981, archaeological 
and paleoenvironmental research has witnessed signi�cant intensi�cation. New 
research has been conducted on all aspects of African history, but some �elds 
have experienced far-reaching and profound changes. It is not excessive to 
suggest that Volumes I and II are probably the ones requiring the most extensive 
update. It is not unfair to assert that Volume VIII was already dated just a few 
years after its publication in 1990.
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Updating the initial history of Africa

Section III is devoted to the update of the initial history of Africa. Instead 
of splitting human history into �prehistory� and �history�, a new terminology that 
emphasizes continuity is adopted in this project. �e concept of �initial history� 
replaces what is generally termed �prehistory�. It is the longest segment of the 
�human career� on the planet, starting with the manufacture of the �rst stone 
tools some 3.3 million years ago. �e update of this long segment of human 
history is spelled out in six rubrics.

�e understanding of long-term human evolution and cultural adaptation 
requires exploratory forays into paleoenvironmental, paleogenomic studies 
and language classi�cation, all three pooled in the �rst rubric of the update. 
Intensive paleoenvironmental research in almost all major African river and lake 
catchments provides, depending on areas, coarse, detailed and/or nuanced long-
term climate history of the continent. �e emergence of bipedal gait is now 
securely dated to 7 million years ago at least, totally independent from the shift 
from forest to savannah as suggested by Y. Coppens� (1994) �East Side Story� 
theory. Population genetics, boosted by the International Human Genome project, 
o�ers an extraordinarily penetrating history of human population dynamics. With 
minor variations, the geographic distribution of language, and in this case, African 
languages, is shown to match results from population genetics.

�e second rubric focuses on recent developments in paleoanthropology 
and early humans� lifeways and adaptations. �e earliest hominins, found in 
Africa in Kenya and Chad, are now securely dated to 7 and 6 million years ago. 
�e Chad fossils series, of both Sahelanthropus tchadensis and Australopithecus 
bahrelghazali clades, generated a profound change in the distribution map of 
early hominin remains. �e human phylogenetic tree is becoming increasingly 
bushy. Hominids� lifeways are now understood to have been much more complex 
and versatile than the simpli�ed assumption of �Man, the hunter�. �anks to L. R. 
Binford�s (1981) penetrating critique and C. K. Brain�s (1981) ground-breaking 
taphonomic research in South African caves, scavenging is now accepted to have 
been the optimal strategy for access to meat. Gathering and possibly hunting 
of small game complemented the subsistence systems of hominids, who were 
very likely nesting in trees instead of sleeping on the ground, by lakes, and on 
the shores of rivers. As suggested by primatology, twigs, sticks, tree branches, 
and animal parts may have been elements of early hominids� toolkits prior to 
the knapping of the earliest stone tools. �ese are dated to 3.3 million years 
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ago at Lomekwi in West Turkana, Kenya. �e earliest stone techno-complexes, 
from the Lomekwian to the Advanced Oldowayan A and B, are con�ned to 
East and South Africa up to 2 million years ago. Advanced Oldowayan and 
early Acheulean tool-complexes spread with the initial expansion of the earliest 
Homo sp. to be found in North-East, North and later West Africa in addition 
to East and South Africa. �e Middle Stone Age, which followed, witnessed 
signi�cant trends towards regional di�erentiations with more diversi�ed tool 
repertoires. �e Late Pleistocene witnessed signi�cant technological innovations 
among widespread hunter-gatherer communities that were severely impacted by 
the shift to aridity during the Late Glacial Maximum.

�e third rubric deals with Later Pleistocene-Early Holocene cultural 
developments and adaptations. �e Holocene global warming was kicked o� at 
the very end of the Late Pleistocene. Coastal plain lands were lost to the oceans. 
�e Saharan and Kalahari deserts shrank signi�cantly. �e replenished aquifers 
and increased humidity fed Saharan lakes and rivers. Late Pleistocene hunter-
gatherer populations, con�ned to a few refuge areas during the peak of the Late 
Glacial Maximum aridity (the Mediterranean littoral, Nile valley, south-west 
Cameroon grass �elds and Côte d�Ivoire littoral), spread anew and re-peopled the 
continent. Interesting developments and innovations occurred during that process: 
the invention of pottery-making, the cultivation of wild sorghum, the rearing in 
captivity of wild barbary sheep (Ammotraguslervia), and ultimately, the shift to 
food production, initially with livestock husbandry and later agriculture. African 
livestock husbandry systems predominantly based on cattle, sheep/goat, and later 
dromedaries, have di�erent but overlapping histories. �ere is, however, an ongoing 
debate on the domestication of cattle in Eastern Sahara from a local population of 
Bos primigenius (Brass, 2017; Holl, 1998a, 1998b). Sheep and goat originated from 
the Near East, and dromedaries from the Arabic peninsula. African agricultural 
systems are diverse in time and place, with new plants introduced from Oceania, 
Asia, and the Americas during the last millennia.

�e fourth rubric presents cross-views and a new look at ancient Egypt. �e 
history of ancient Egypt is a �battleground� and a highly contested �scholarly 
territory� (Bernal, 1987, 1991, 2006, Diop, 1999). �e �new look� feature in this 
volume starts with the explorations of the deeper Early Holocene roots of ancient 
Egyptian civilizations and their characteristic processes of social di�erentiation 
and specialization. Aspects of such intricate processes are illustrated by the 
Early Holocene Eastern Sahara megaliths complex of Nabta-Playa, the earliest 
astronomical observatory. Aspects of ancient Egypt population genetics are 
discussed through the lens of ancient DNA. And �nally, a systematic analysis 
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of kinship terms in hieroglyph documents allows interesting entries into ancient 
Egypt�s social structures. �e key questions addressed in this rubric are not 
about the �ownership� of ancient Egypt. It is instead about the inner dynamics of 
ancient Egyptian societies in their own terms. Egypt, located at the intersection 
of Africa and Eurasia, is African, with a �uctuating distribution of African and 
Eurasian populations depending on historical circumstances.

�e �fth rubric discusses two major inventions: pottery-making and metallurgy. 
Both are di�erent aspects of pyro-technologies, based on the controlled use of 
�re to alter the structure of natural raw materials, clay on the one hand and metal 
ores on the other hand (Holl, 2009b). �e invention of pottery-making took 
place in di�erent places at di�erent times. So far, the oldest specimens are dated 
to 20,000 years ago at Xianrendong cave in China, showing an early production 
and use of pottery by Late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers in di�erent parts of the 
Old World. African specimens found at Ounjougou in the Bandiagara in Mali, 
Tagalagal and Temet in the Air in Niger, around the Tibesti mountains range in 
Chad, and Nabta Playa basin in Eastern Sahara [Egypt], date from the very end 
of the Pleistocene to the Early Holocene. �ey vary in size, shape and design, 
ranging from small, undecorated open bowls in Eastern Sahara to relatively large 
globular and decorated vessels in the Air mountains. �is addition to the material 
repertoire of Later Pleistocene-Early Holocene hunter-gatherers was probably 
part of an adaptive shift in settlement-subsistence systems, anchored on stable, 
regularly but intermittently visited key localities.

�e archaeology of African metallurgies is a domain of intense debate, partly 
because of its strong evolutionary implications. �e multiplicity of areas of 
invention of pottery-making is uncontested today. It was not the case a few 
decades ago when it was considered to have been invented in the Near East 
and spread later to the whole Old World. Solid archaeological data point to 
an independent invention of copper and iron metallurgy in di�erent parts of 
Central and West Africa. �e idea of multiple independent centres of origins 
is di�cult to envisage by a decreasing number of researchers. As was the case 
for pottery-making, additional research on African metallurgies will certainly 
support the hypothesis of di�erent independent areas of invention.

Finally, the sixth rubric updates the archaeology of emergent and sustained 
complexity in the continent�s relatively recent past. Patterns of vertical and 
horizontal social di�erentiations operating in di�erent parts of the continent led 
to the development of entrenched specialization and social ranking. Societies with 
specialized political and administrative apparatuses suggestive of state formations 
emerged following two distinct processes: primary or pristine and secondary or 
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derived. As indicated by the precise mapping presented in this book, pristine state 
development was con�ned to the north-eastern portion of the continent, in an 
extensive interaction sphere including Egypt, Nubia, the Ethiopian Highlands and 
the Horn of Africa. Pyramids, temples, palaces, and later, stelae are evidence of rulers 
and elite investment in monumental architecture. Secondary state development 
took place elsewhere. In North Africa, it was initiated by Phoenician colonization 
and the foundation of Carthage in the �rst half of the �rst millennium BCE 
[Before the Common Era], then Greek and Roman colonization. Urban centres 
emerged in West Africa in the �rst half of the �rst millennium BCE as indicated 
by the Dia urban complex (Holl, 2006a). �e introduction of dromedaries by the 
Romans facilitated long-distance trade and north-south exchanges, resulting in 
the formation of trade emporia in the hinterland of North Africa, the Sahara, 
and West African Sahel and savannah. Tekrur and Ghana were the earliest West 
African state formations that emerged very likely during the second half of the 
�rst millennium CE. �e Ghana Kingdom � sometimes called the Empire � 
with Kumbi-Saleh as its capital, reached regional primacy in the eleventh century 
CE and disaggregated in the early thirteenth century. A new cycle of peer-polity 
interaction, followed by conquest and consolidation, resulted in the emergence of 
the Mali Empire (1200-1400 CE), an extensive multi-ethnic social formation with 
a constitution, the Mande Charter, proclaimed at Kurukan Fuga in 1235 after the 
battle of Kirina, guaranteeing human rights and fair government (CissØ, 2003). 
�e Mali empire disaggregated in the middle of the �fteenth century, paving the 
way for the rise and primacy of the Songhay military domination. North-Central 
Africa witnessed a similar evolutionary cycling of state formation (Ibn Khaldun, 
2015; Holl, 2000) with successive, overlapping and competing kingdoms or empires 
of Kanim, Bornu, Baguirmi, Wadday and the Hawsa states. A similar process of 
peer-polities interaction, competition, conquest, rise and fall is documented almost 
everywhere else on the continent: the rise and fall of Kerma, Kush, Meroe and 
Christian Nubian states along the Nile valley in Sudan, Swahili city-states along 
the Eastern Africa Indian ocean coast (Kusimba, 1999), the Great-Lakes regions 
states, as well as the Zambezian states of Southern Africa with the sequence from 
Mapungubwe, Great Zimbabwe and its aftermath (Pikhirayi, 2001).

�e combination of larger concentrations of population, urbanization, social 
di�erentiation and specialization, emerging elites, and long-distance trade 
networks has triggered and sustained the emergence and evolution of ancient 
state formations, each with its own cultural peculiarities.
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Updating the ancient and modern history of Africa

Updating the ancient and modern history of the continent in such a limited 
space is even more challenging. �ere is signi�cant overlap with the previous 
segment, and the chronological boundaries are unstable. �e section is organized 
along �ve themes. �e �rst one deals with regional dynamics at di�erent time and 
space scales. �is is �rst done through a focus on settlement patterns and density 
of occupation prior to the emergence of West Sudan ancient states in a well-
delineated region; then an analysis of the emergence and expansion of a Muslim 
revivalist movement in the tenth and eleventh centuries CE; and �nally, the 
formation of the Malagasy political landscape on the Great Island of Madagascar.

�e second theme explores a limited number of diaspora cases, predominantly 
trade diasporas: Dyula in West Africa, Jews in North Africa and the Sahara, 
Asians in East Africa and Indian Ocean islands; and �nally, a special focus on 
the Gujuratis, a particularly entrepreneurial ethnic group from India.

�e third theme focuses on enslavement and resistance with case studies 
from selected regions, the Senegambia, Northern Cameroon, and the south-
central portion of Africa in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

And �nally, the fourth theme addresses issues of religious practices from two 
perspectives. One explores the interaction among African religious monotheist 
systems, in the cases of Judaism, Christianism and Islam. �e other focuses 
exclusively on African religious systems themselves. In addition, African 
foodways and cuisine heritage are investigated partly through the relationship 
with belief systems.

Conclusion

Volume IX of the GHA has a very precise and speci�c goal. It intends to 
provide the main outlines of the recent development of scienti�c research on the 
long history of the continent in the light of current theoretical, methodological, 
and epistemological critical and re�exive expectations. �e tasks are di�cult, 
challenging but exciting. By necessity, the work had to be selective. Many 
interesting ongoing projects could not be mentioned, not out of ignorance 
but because of severe space limitations. It is hoped that the selected data 
successfully convey the signi�cant jump forward in our understanding of the 
longest continental historical record in the whole world.
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INTRODUCTION
Olabiyi B. J. Yai and Martial Ze Belinga 

Introduction

Volumes IX to XI of the UNESCO General History of Africa (GHA) extend 
the collection beyond the �rst eight volumes and present new content and 
structure, with a section dedicated to epistemological issues in African history. 
�is ambitious and unusual choice relative to comparable works reveals the 
desire for a rupture, or at the very least, the documentation of the profound 
inertia in the generation of intelligibility frameworks of African history, making 
it necessary to have a space for speci�c problematization. It is a call for the 
deepening and generalizing of re�exivity in the production chain of history � in 
other words, a call �to write the history of Africans and their diasporas today� 
starting with an epistemological recon�guration. 

General History of Africa:  
expanding the pioneer breakthrough 

�e editorial history of this interest in an epistemology of African history 
could �nd its archives in the �rst eight volumes of the GHA. In fact, the extent 
of questions, debates and positions, and the context of decolonization with its 
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imported antagonisms, made it necessary to organize forums, colloquia and 
conferences prior to the de�nitive writing and publication of the aforementioned 
volumes. Twelve specialized publications related to the GHA, the �studies and 
documents� collection, dealt with scienti�c and methodological questions such 
as the settlement of Egypt and its marked opposition, the methodology of 
African history, ethnonyms and toponyms, education and historiography. It is 
this deep process of questioning, debate and controversy relating to intellectual 
authority which, in its principles and protocols, should drive decisive writing 
about European adventures and the industry of prejudice. 

A decade later, before embarking on the writing of the following volumes of 
the GHA with the aim of updating prior knowledge and producing a history of 
African diasporas around the world, a critical review of the �rst eight volumes was 
undertaken under the direction of Doulaye KonatØ (2009). �ese developments 
for the GHA were unanimously recognized, and the perspective of a history 
of struggle � the �ght against prejudice and pejorative views � pushed back 
against the most caricatural aspects of the narratives about old Africa. Basically, 
the historicity of African societies were freed from the grave in which Hegel 
had buried them and they found unfailing a�rmation backed by innovative 
methodology. Internal sources, linguistics and archaeology were used to create �an 
inside view� of African societies. 

�e perspective of an Africa as a receptacle for history produced elsewhere, 
passive over a long period of time, waiting for an external civilizing force, 
preferably Caucasian, was rejected and the chronological frameworks based 
on colonial experience or the four-period view of European historiography � 
Antiquity, Middle Ages, Modern Times, Contemporary History � were either 
discarded or clearly relativized, stripped of their hegemonic status. 

However, reservations regarding the chronological and geographical 
coverage of critical episodes of resistance, and the Eurocentric narrative 
tendency, whether the GHA or what the debates about Africa�s past have the 
most in common, have not completely dissipated. Certainly, the evolution of 
the sciences � especially archaeological digs and discoveries relating to the �rst 
humans, have made it vital for knowledge to be updated. But beyond this, there 
has been a clogging in the conduits of prejudice and pejorative views, and Euro-
centric categories and concepts such as the Middle Ages, feudalism, slavery 
(uniform), polytheisms, etc., remain commonplace, if not recurrent. �is is a 
conceptual framework that ends up restoring European history as the backdrop 
for African narratives. 
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Global Africa: an epistemic shift, a new perspective

�is �sticking point� of coloniality, which historical narratives cannot shake 
o�, takes on an almost genetic aspect, like the expression of a power of the very 
constituents of thought mobilized to tell the story of the peoples of the world 
and Africans and Afro-descendants in particular. However, questioning, in the 
absence of a radical challenge to the parameters of understanding the African 
past, has rarely gone so far as to prioritize a �eld reserved for the orientation 
of discourse, categories of thought, languages, written records and inscriptions. 
It is as if the refutations and criticisms of the Eurocentric paradigm took as a 
given the conceptual framework of the hierarchy of knowledge, the intention 
of taking on board �normal science�, that of a Western school. �e proof, the 
occurrence of the term �epistemology�, a re�ection on knowledge, appears 
only three times in the �rst volume of the GHA devoted to methodology. In 
the �studies and documents� collection only one issue out of twelve explicitly 
mentions epistemology. Of course, despite these absences, it does not mean that 
this work is devoid of re�ection.

�e relative absence of epistemological questioning in the sense of a 
consecrated and constituted �eld, rather common in historical monographs in 
general, is only weakly compatible with the narrative of a global Africa, resistant 
to the spatial and temporal framework of colonial-centred stories. �e change 
of approach in narrative orientation, focused on the circulation of Africans to 
areas of reception and the re-rooting of their diasporas in North America, South 
America, the Caribbean, Asia and Europe undermines narratives that end in a 
myriad of stories and itineraries coming out of Africa and �owing into the oceans. 

Global Africa as dispersions, the scattering of Africans, swarming waves of 
their cultures across the world over time, going at least as far back as the cultural 
radiance of ancient Egypt beyond its African oecumene, summon geographies 
and plural temporalities that the prejudicial and Eurocentric narratives forbid. 
Whether it be history in full rediscovery of Sino-African relations going back to 
well before the �fteenth century, or contemporary di�usion of African material 
culture in the world (braids, printed textiles, music), or the history of the ideas of 
the Renaissance or pan-Africanism, the tools of an improved history of �colonial 
science� cannot ful�l the promise of intelligible interconnections.

�e perspective of a global Africa, this historical and cultural hydrography, 
makes categorizations and narrations fuelled and operated by European 
epistemological colonialism obsolete, and drives investment in an area o�ering 



6 General History of Africa Revisited

to decompartmentalize the toolbox used to write the history of Africans in the 
world. �e comings and goings from Africa to the diasporas, actual repatriations 
and imaginary mobilities, intra-Caribbean and American migrations, 
resettlement experiences in Africa and their economic, sociological, political 
and territorial consequences, and Black rulers in Asia are all manifestations of 
global Africa that require a turnaround in thought patterns.

Although prejudice, myths and pejorative views have attracted the attention 
of African and Africanist historians in the world (Davidson, 1959), the 
necessary adjustments in lexical and semantic �elds would only serve to soften 
or embellish the process of writing to teleological and di�usionist tropisms. 
Adjustments aside, the implicit and underlying theme is that Europe remains 
the only real subject of history. In other words, epistemology should reformulate 
the issue not of the factual history of Africa but the conditions of possibilities 
for expressing this historicization.

�e prevailing beliefs in the inequality of races fought by Firmin (1885), 
Du Bois (1915), the �falsi�cation of history� by Cheikh Anta Diop (1954), 
the �barrier of myths� by Ki-Zerbo (1972), the categories for localization and 
circulation modelled on the European model, categories of life, linguistic 
categories and exogenous writing systems, all cast doubt on the ability to reunite 
the African with his or her history.

�e aim of this section, in addition to an �agoratic� aspect, is to try to bring 
some re�ective elements to the conditions of possibility for a narrative of African 
history from within. Starting with the �ndings of the coloniality of modern 
knowledge about humans and their dependence on the European experience, it 
will be necessary to suggest going past:

�	 a decolonial turn,
�	 a linguistic turn,
�	 the pre-eminence of the vectors of endogeneity (endogenous knowledge, 

African written records, imaginative writings, etc.). 

�ere is no doubt that other entries could have been considered, a strong 
discussion about universalism in the humanities and in the writing of African 
history, a clash of arguments regarding positivism in history, axiological 
neutrality, the scienti�c evolution and history, the profession of historian, and 
so on. By opting for a decolonial approach and by listening to inner voices, 
it is the current of �ancestrality�, of the Ancients, of predecessors, of the eight 
initial volumes of the GHA that have been continued and prolonged; all of 
these factors demonstrate the extent to which the history written by Africans 
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has asserted itself from the outset against omnipresent opinion and topical 
discourse. �e continent and its inhabitants seem frozen, waiting forever for 
a power from the outside to save them. And it was from the layer exposed 
by the early steps of Delany, Blyden, Casely Hayford, among others, that a 
pre-epistemological territory naturally came into being based on refuting 
Hegelian claims of a historicity. �e consequential demonstration of the 
historicity of African societies, the control of the scienti�city of imperial 
statements, the arguments and axiomatic reversals to produce points and get 
them across, were a natural incline for the interrogation of classi�cations, 
categories and concepts. �e di�usionist perspective of narratives, essentialisms 
and teleologies relating to the discourse on Africa had been the object of 
an identi�cation and condemnation by the oldest and most famous Black 
thinkers under European domination.

�e section has explored the meaning of its roots, taking care to welcome, 
without exclusion, the proli�c input of the decolonial and indigenist turn, created 
essentially by the unfortunates of Eurocentrism in South America, Asia (India) 
and Africa. �e outcome of this initiative and innovation results in a section with 
various recommendations from the disciplines involved � history, philosophy, 
linguistics, epistemology, archaeology and anthropology � but also pretty close 
to a common core of indiscipline with respect to the Eurocentric foundations of 
their basic knowledge. �e section is written as a series of decentring initiatives 
and of questions that combine concepts and empirical illustrations, multiplying 
the photographs of illicit crimes of improper importations, of historiographic 
bias, drifting topics, categories of thought and of the unthinkable. A principled 
re�exivity innervates the work, and for this price, a set of disciplinary revisions 
and twists with reassuring axioms, prehistory, writing, orality, for example, 
confuses and destabilizes established conceptual yokes. �ese indocilities are 
brought back into line in the very open and personal presentation of ways of 
overcoming impasses and epistemological obstacles (Bachelard, 1934) long 
denied to falsi�ability.

Other disciplines, approaches, and sensitivities could have been associated 
with this unnamed epistemological forum. However, the initial constraint was 
not that of a blank page but of the lack of a page, and questions often found in 
preliminary summaries, cautionary statements, footnotes, or in question marks, 
due to lack of �space�. �e challenge will therefore be to try to create a �rst page, 
an outline that can function as a bridge to further re�ection, starting with a 
sample of morphemes, signs, topics and mobilized disciplines and historical or 
historiographical episodes that are representative of an epistemological change 
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in the work or committed volition. Speech was given quotation marks, italics 
were introduced to straighten out and interpret their curves, footnotes took over 
the body of the text reversing the order of the narrative and observation. 

�e section can be understood as four interlinked waves, touching each other, 
occasionally overlapping, all focused on describing a decolonial, conceptual and 
decentred turnaround on the debate about Africa�s past, a linguistic switch 
when opening encyclopedias represented by languages to dig out the potential 
historical claims, an evaluative appraisal of the hopes raised by the rediscovery of 
oral sources, and �nally, a set of illustrative texts about the vectors of endogeneity 
in the restitution of the African past (religions, endogenous written records, and 
so on). A summary will recommend reading scienti�c advances made regarding 
the interaction of new techniques and knowledge made available to history.

A decolonial turn: from coloniality to endogeneity

When it comes to the decolonial turn, the section opens with �ve very 
di�erent contributions. Martial Ze Belinga tackles the epistemological 
barriers integral to coloniality of the debate; history-advocate Yoporeka Somet 
reexamines the foundations of racial prejudice behind the image of the �Negro� 
with a powerful denunciation by Haitian anthropologist AntØnor Firmin; and 
Salim Abdelmadjid puts forward a philosophical concept of Africa in relation 
to African history. Anshan Li and Katsuhiko Kitagawa widen the section by 
including a discussion on Asian historiography in Africa, the status of highly 
active research initiatives in China and the work of Japanese researchers. 

�e section could have prolonged the coloniality factor of the debate by 
going deeper into redundant concepts such as Anibal Quino�s coloniality of 
power, Maldonado-Torres�s coloniality of being, Maria Lugones�s coloniality of 
gender, or Ndlovu-Gatsheni�s African decolonial approach, among others. �e 
�favourable conditions� for the theology of liberation (African, Afro-American 
and South-American) and the �rst decolonial actions in Enrique Dussel�s 
philosophy of liberation could also have been marshalled in a more explicit way. 
Similarly, the importance of endogenous knowledge, �nally o�cially recognized 
by global institutions, would merit rigorous epistemological articulation. 
Highlighting epistemicides and linguicides, incommensurable mutilations 
at the heart of the colonial process, would arguably give African history new 
initiatives and societies the raison d�Œtre for �epistemic justice� as coined by the 
Indian Shiv Visvanathan. �e introduction of endogenous African signi�ers, 
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source signs and debates about Africa, within the context of an exhumation of 
written records in Africa, indigenous writings and inscriptions, would also have 
been bene�cial for an a�rmation of alternative thoughts, imaginative thoughts, 
via the Ajami, Nsidibi, Vaï, Mende and Ge�ez writings, Bambara ideograms, 
creature and other parietal inscriptions. 

�e second set of texts a�ected by the linguistic turn tries to de�ne the outline 
of a re�ection about history starting with a way of expressing the past that is 
speci�c to African languages. Yoruba for Olabiyi Yaï, and ancient Egyptian for 
Alain Anselin, are two ideal types used for exploration rather than sealing a 
generalization shut. Idiomatic issues, intraductibility and designation with the 
name of Africa as an example, investigated by Charles Binam Bikoï, indicate the 
perilous complexity and richness of linguistical capital in the debate on history.

Although an endeavour of openness and non-paralysing caution shed light 
on the linguistic turn issue, gains made by other linguistic families would 
certainly have animated the vision that emerges from the linguistic issue when 
it comes to history. Berber, the family of Khoisan languages, di�erent from 
Bantu languages, would be natural extensions of the work undertaken so far. By 
relying on words to tell the story, African linguists could, in the process, help 
to reappraise exogenous classi�cations by starting with units of meaning and 
meaning coming from within. 

We should de�nitely take a closer look at meanings invested by Africans in 
the diaspora in the rare cases of self-designation � Aruanda, Guinin, IlØ AyØ, 
Ilu AyØ � that sprang up in quilombos (settlements), palenques (Creole languages) 
and other candomblØs (religions) as these initial attempts at pan-Africanism and 
African unity are under-researched and have not yet revealed themselves in full. 

�e third set of texts dedicated to �oraliture� and literature provide an 
evaluative summary of the status of �oral traditions� as sources of African history 
via the philosophical approach of Mve Ondo Bonaventure in dialogue with 
the more history-orientated perspective of Gayibor �Øodore NicouØ Lodjou, 
a socio-political perspective on the Tantaras of Madagascar by ManassØ 
Esoavelomandroso, while Cheikh Moctar Ba raises the interest of cosmogonies 
in this conversation. Ko� Anyidoho expands the internal sources of history from 
oralitures to artistic performances that convey rhetoric about history as well as 
the ethical, moral and spiritual organization of their societies. Luis Kandjimbo, 
for his part, paints a picture of the decolonization of African literature. Given 
the investment that has been made in the preservation and exploitation of oral 
sources over a long period of time, we can no longer consider it to be a question 
of broaching the subject using a summary-evaluation process and a problem 
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about the place of di�erent texts in Western and Islamic written records. �e 
di�culty lies in another use (other than complementary and suppletive) of 
the diversity of oral texts, and in a sense the scripto-centric paradigm seems 
to have made a mark with experts and defenders of �oral traditions�. A whole 
territory concealing scripturalist ideology remains unexplored: the possibility of 
thinking about orality as not being a �source� or provender for a story necessarily 
written down but as a discursive practice sui generis from and in the general 
history of Africa. It is likely that the maturation of this questioning leads to a 
more fruitful pluralism of sources without pre-established hierarchies. Tackled 
themes and their orientations may call for a prioritization of hypotheses and 
facts originating from one or other of these texts and sources. 

�e fourth and �nal group of texts gathers artefacts, mentifacts and institutions 
through which the endogeneity, agency of societies and their imaginaries can 
be considered as being in favour of a factual history beyond prejudice and 
assignment, and especially advantageous for a more e�cient interpretative 
approach to the past. �e concepts of religion are exhumed by Sanya Osha in 
the footsteps of Kwasi Wiredu, drawing on the spirituality of the Orisha in West 
Africa and the diaspora. FØlix Ayoh�Omidire follows Sanya Osha�s analysis by 
suggesting a reading in terms of a cultural continuum between afro-Brazilian 
candomblØ culture in the �axexŒ� funeral rite and its Yoruba African referent, 
�orò òkœ�. �is concrete application of the concept of a global Africa works by 
translating and adapting African identities in diasporas based on speci�c social, 
religious or spiritual connections. �e range of African signs from writings 
problematized by Condro Mlaili to epigraphies expounded by Paulo Fernando 
de Moraes Farias reinterprets chapters of history revealed with often unexpected 
results, such as the role of women in West African societies. �is quest for the 
vectors of endogeneity, tools that add elements that re�ect the subjectivity of 
Africans more than the historian�s ordinary sources, can also �nd an expression 
in heritage (tangible and intangible). Kiriama Hermann studies this heritage 
issue and its relevance in the objecti�cation of sociologies of the past, starting 
with representative situations in Southern Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Nigeria, 
etc. By looking at the importance of Africa in Afro-American arts, Yolanda 
Wood also tackles forms of continuity, adaptation and di�erentiation in original 
material culture or inspired by Africa. 

�e section closes with a chapter by Augustin Holl who develops a new 
overview of �Bantu migration�. �e result is a need for a multidisciplinary approach 
to give history the scienti�c character that ancient and damaging judgments had 
taken away from it and that refutationist postures were unable to restore. �is 
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position at the end of the section also testi�es to an interest, precisely because of 
the decentrations, provincializations and necessary innovations, in maintaining 
a rigorous approach within a perspective of sanitation, decolonization under 
the primacy of an insider�s perspective. A challenge with a still undetermined 
outcome a priori, and which invites a proper exploitation of scienti�c advances 
more than ever before.
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C H A P T E R  1

DECOLONIZING HISTORY   
Epistemology of a Creative Destruction

Martial Ze Belinga

�Perhaps we should note the contradiction of a history of Africa that looks to be �African� 
while, at the same time, remaining subject to a historiographic model that divides 

temporal reality according to chronological landmarks that, in fact, correspond to the 
main axes of the general history of the West. Indeed, in the African history textbooks 

one finds categories such as �Antiquity�, �the Middle Ages� and �Modern Times�.� 

Jean-Marc Ela (1936-2008), La plume et la pioche

Introduction

As early as 1965, when the �rst generation of African historians trained by 
the Western school was hard at work, the Algerian historian Mohamed Sahli 
(1965) was writing an overtly radical publication with the unequivocal title 
Decolonizing History. He intended to profoundly question the desperate image 
of the Algerian past that, according to him, was �woven with absurdities� and �the 
eternal resumption of unintelligible events�. Mohamed Sahli observed the way in 
which historical reason had been converted into hagiographic meta-discourses of 
European domination. He saw a lesson to be drawn from this, moving towards 
a complete overhaul of the epistemological scope: �To break free of this impasse, 
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a new Copernican revolution is needed. Revising intellectual tools, enriching, 
expanding or renewing postulates, notions, de�nitions, theories and values, in order 
to express the whole of humanity in all its diversity with equally �sympathetic� 
treatment for everyone. In particular, this revision requires the decolonization of 
history and sociology� (Sahli, 1965, p. 35).

�e revision called upon by the Algerian historian was not unprecedented. To an 
extent, this �prehistory�1 was already age-old and polymorphous. Kwame Nkrumah, 
writing just before him in 1964 (Nkrumah, p. 80), recalled the importance of an 
African history of Africans: �We must write our history as the history of our society, 
not as the story of European adventurers�; a history where contact with Europeans 
was to be regarded �from the perspective of Africans� experience...�. 

An illustration of this �prehistory� of the decolonization of history is the 
powerful revolt of the prophetess Kongo Kimpa Vita Nsimba (1684-1706) 
against missionary and colonial Catholicism (Mboukou, 2010). �e young 
Christianized �nganga marinda� initiate, endowed with the gift of mediumship 
in Kongo spirituality, demanded the restoration of the kingdom, preaching a 
Catholicism incarnated by Kongo black saints and a liturgy based on traditional 
or recomposed rites. �e popular success of her movement saw her sentenced 
to death by the Europeans and the King of Kongo, Pedro IV, under Portuguese 
in�uence. Although Kimpa Vita Nsimba�s political/identity-based resistance has 
been su�ciently studied, the same cannot be said of her cognitive decoloniality, 
since she intended to modify the Catholic beliefs taught in Kongo. �ere 
are grounds for identifying in the ideology of this uprising one of the initial 
branches of an African Christian theology of liberation. 

Based on the above, it is possible to put forward the hypothesis that the 
process of revising European cognitive content emerged from the interaction 
of Black people with masters, commanders, representatives of God and other 
colonial �gures. �e lineaments of a decolonization of history thus logically 
emerged among the �rst �Europeanized�, Christianized, freed Black �gures. 

In the nineteenth century, Edward Blyden (1872, 1887), a Liberian 
born in Saint �omas in the Caribbean and an eminent pioneer of ideas on 
African renaissance or �regeneration�, dedicated his life to the re-evaluation 
and rewriting of history and the �decolonization� of African minds. To varying 
degrees, Africanus Horton (1868), Martin Delany (1879), AntØnor Firmin 

1	 We use the term �prehistory� to refer to an initial phase during which the refutation of European images 
of Africa and Africans anticipated (without foreseeing, with the exception of Blyden, etc.) what would 
later be called the �decolonization of history�.
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(1885), Casely Hayford (1911) and Du Bois, among others, represent the roots 
of a tradition of historians rejecting the discourses of racial inequality. �ey 
formed the vanguard of an antagonistic argumentative line countering racist 
allegations. African Egypt, the in�uence of Ethiopia, the Haitian revolution 
and great Black �gures in history were �evidence� set against the tide of unequal 
theorizations. �ese factual recti�cations also ran through some of the accounts 
of African freedmen living in the diaspora (Olauda, Baquaqua, Sa�id, etc.).

�e �rst intuitions suggested by the term �decolonization of history� 
associated discourses of Africa�s past with the colonial experience, navigating 
an improbable proximity between knowledge as sympathy and colonization as 
violence. �ese representations were informed by demands that were foreign to 
the requirements of knowledge production in a corrupt process that justi�ed 
their repression outside the territory of the African past. 

Decolonizing history was an attempt to extinguish the discursive structures 
employed in discourse on the past by the constraining power of a mindset 
focused on colonial domination. It was thus a critical component in the 
liberation of African thought. �ere is no need to point out the monumentality 
of such an enterprise, regarded as impossible by certain individuals, including 
African researchers such as the Gabonese sociologist Tonda (2012).

Before marking out the cognitive space of this Africa of stereotypes, it is 
useful to outline the plural temporality that made its falsi�cation possible. 
Discourses on �Negroes�, on Others, were elaborated in the dialectic of contacts 
generated in the global process of colonialism. European narratives preceding 
the 1884 Berlin Conference (Mungo Park, RenØ CaillØ, etc.), along with the 
de�nitive arguments of �gures such as Kant and Hume, to mention but a 
few, testify to the precedence of European representations over the territorial 
conquest of the continent itself. �e decolonization of history thus concerns 
the contemporary writing of African history, covering the whole of the African 
past, particularly distorted by the contexts of asymmetrical external interactions, 
in particular with Europe and its most in�uential representatives. 

�e invocation of African writings and oral traditions opposed to the 
literatures of racial essentialism and the duty of colonization cannot, however, 
smooth over all the malaise provoked by the writing of an African history by 
and within the ubiquitous European cultural mindset. It is easy to perceive the 
extent to which the false, albeit widespread, idea of racial superiority did not 
exhaust the inevitability of a decolonization of history.

Indeed, it is di�cult to imagine what a history of Greece would be like 
if interpreted through ancient Egyptian cultural codes and written exclusively 
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in hieroglyphics, or the history of France seen under the exclusive prism of 
Cameroon�s Bamoun culture and written in Shümom.2 Reciprocally, we might 
wonder to what extent European historians, scientists or conquerors could, 
from their idiomatic cosmovisions, reconstruct African societies� motives for 
action and historical processes. In the light of this serious objection, Todorov 
Tzvetan (1991) warns that the disadvantages of exotopia � spatial or cultural 
exteriority � may be overcome at the price of the narrator�s alienation from his 
original culture. Discovering the conceptual possibilities of �a common sense� 
thus depends on this capacity for exile, as do the probabilities of the necessarily 
relative or asymptotic success of a decolonization of history.

�e decolonization of history can be understood as the repudiation of 
an external vision of Africa�s past, but also as the search for terminologies, 
conceptual tools and categories of thought able to establish the history of Africa 
within its own dynamics, based on the logic of African subjects� actions within 
the multiple scales and temporalities of their praxis. It is ultimately a critical 
re-examination of the intentions, unconscious drivers, categories and overall 
issues brought to the fore by this decolonization, ensuring that all its statements 
have been scienti�cally sanitized. 

Taken as a symbol of territorial expropriation, colonization analogically 
operates within the knowledge arena to dismiss all the forms of hegemonic 
intrusion imposed by the force of events. Pejorative or inappropriate 
non-European representations of Africa constructed in the context of the 
Eastern slave trade, for example, should be revised in the same way as the others 
(the absorbing Westernization of mindsets all around the world nevertheless 
orientates premises of the decolonization of history towards European 
content)3. �e arbitrary but necessary choice made for this text will be to stick 
to European representations, unless required to do otherwise. �is said, we are 
not unaware of the complexity of the way prejudices form and the reciprocal 
in�uences between East and West in the circulation of ideas. 

�e essential focus for this introductory re�ection will be solely on 
the epistemological dimension, notwithstanding the fact that knowledge 
production and dissemination (research, school curricula, etc.) relates to a global 

2	 Shümom is a language invented by the ruler of the Bamoun people, King Ndjoya, at the end of the 
nineteenth century and banned under French colonization.

3	 For example, the following sentence is attributed to the Arab thinker Ibn Khaldoun:���e only people 
who accept slavery are the Negroes, owing to their low degree of humanity and proximity to the animal 
stage�. Cf. Ibn Khadoun,�Al-Muqaddima, 1377. Stereotypes from Muslim cultures is a serious issue. 
Just as the European slave trade and slavery generated prejudices, servitude in Muslim countries long 
before, and for longer, built up stereotypes of inferiority that naturalized the status of African Blacks. 
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politico-institutional dimension. We will attempt to assess the conditions of 
validity for the main categories and paradigms in which African history is 
written, and to propose a radical re�exivity allowing us to move towards a 
decolonial and endogenous approach inspired from within.

To do this, we will proceed in three stages, set out in the three parts of 
our text. �e �rst two will attempt to characterize the coloniality of history 
by breaking down and then reordering the prevailing perception of �prejudice� 
and bias so often evoked by African and Black African historians and thinkers. 
�is perception, and its heterogeneous content, will lead us on to a matrix of 
representative categories and key problematic concepts that will need to be 
modelled in the second part. Finally, the third part will propose a �creative 
destruction� approach, intended to suggest a subversion of perspectives and a 
duty of invention on a thematic, categorical, perceptual and conceptual level.

Decolonization, Frantz Fanon (1961) said, was very simply �the replacement 
of one �species� of man by another�. By analogy, we could describe the 
decolonization of history as the replacement of one �species� of history by another.

Prejudices, colonialism and  
Eurocentric dynamics of history

�e desire to produce a history �out of alien days�, to paraphrase AimØ CØsaire, 
should not be exonerated from the demands of a rigorous methodology, along 
with a doubt made greater in the light of a ubiquitous subject � Europe in 
contemporary African knowledge � with more of a grip on African historians 
than vice versa. In L�odeur du pŁre, Mudimbe (1982), known for his famous 
�colonial library�, warns: 

For Africa, really escaping the West requires an appreciation of exactly what it costs 
to detach oneself from it; � This implies a knowledge of that which, in allowing us 
to think against the West, remains Western; an appreciation of the extent to which 
our recourse against it is still perhaps a ruse through which it opposes us and, at the 
end of which, it awaits us, immobile and otherworldly.

�is precaution leads us to prejudice, the key word when it comes to the 
oldest African recriminations against a European historical view of Africa. 
�e challenge lies in characterizing the arena within which the word on Africa 
circulates, tapping into it to reach beyond the problematic exotopies and 
�epistemological obstacles� related to coloniality. 
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African history: occupied territory,  
prejudiced past, prejudicatory history
�e challenge of writing an African history � quickly becoming a real 

enterprise in hostile territory � runs through the very soul of UNESCO�s 
General History of Africa project. Joseph Ki-Zerbo (1972) uses the expression 
�barrage of myths��to illustrate the idea that external opinions and pejorations 
represent barriers to knowledge. It must be said that what we call �prejudice� 
or �race prejudice� approximate to myths and pejorations and mobilized the 
greatest works of re�ection by Africans and Afrodescendants for at least two 
centuries. When re-reading AntØnor Firmin (1885), we are struck by the 
discovery of a �ne epistemologist hidden behind the anthropologist of racial 
equality, something he uses to demonstrate the pseudoscienti�c character of the 
proponents of polygenism and the thesis of racial inequality. �is is not unlike 
Blyden, very much an incarnation of this �refutationist� epistemology.

At the very heart of this process of pitting rationality against prejudice, the 
cult work Discourse on Colonialism by the Martinican poet AimØ CØsaire (1955) 
surprisingly resurfaces. Maldonado-Torres (2006) makes this a centrepiece 
for the decolonial turn at the origin of the disenchantment of European 
modernity. With hindsight, we see this Discourse as a piece of this �refutationist� 
epistemology, largely dedicated to the contradiction brought before the colony�s 
thinkers: Joseph de Maistre, Lapouge, Renan, Mannoni, etc. CØsaire points out 
the �false objectivity�, the passion �of denying� Non-Whites any merits (CØsaire, 
1955, pp. 32-34). In the light of the prejudice issue, this rapprochement of 
Blyden and CØsaire, separated by more than half a century, shows the rooting of 
a will to genuinely get a grasp on a history free of colonial scoria.

An archaeology of pejorations4 reveals that, although reducible to a matrix of 
characteristic features, prejudice is anything but linear over time, composite and 
dispersed. �ere are numerous representations by ancient writers that, though 
often racialist, did not give in to racism � we can cite Homer, Herodotus and 
Strabo, among others. Even after the genocidal conquest of the �New World�, 
Montaigne (2016) was moving away from dehumanizing modes of classifying 
otherness. �ere were, of course, the Hegels, Voltaires, Hugos and Montesquieus, 
testimony to a racism in France that was particularly well protected, �inherited 
from a long, carefully hidden tradition�, according to Odile Tobner (2007). 
Yet even in the dark times of the slave trade and slavery, the names of the 

4	 Inspired by Michel Foucault�s archaeology of knowledge. Cf. Foucault, Michel (1969), ArchØologie du 
savoir. Paris, Gallimard.
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Tertullians, Cyprians, Saint Augustines, early Christian theologians of North 
Africa and Terence the Carthaginian poet, were still known and lauded 
throughout cultivated Europe (Yoporeka, 2007). �e abolitionists, like Victor 
Schoelcher (1948) who forced through the decision to abolish slavery in France 
in 1848, reversed the burden of prejudice, arguing that slavery was the cause of 
the black populations� diminished status. Here it is worth mentioning Maurice 
Delafosse (1927), a colonial administrator passionate about African societies 
and very attentive to oral presentations, who constantly maintained that African 
civilizations were the work of Africans. Champollion Le Jeune, who decoded 
the hieroglyphs in 1822, had no hesitation in making the link between the 
ancient Egyptians and the Black Africans, going against the paradigm of a 
European or Eastern Egypt. 

�is non-linearity of prejudice nevertheless presents a trend absorbed, to 
a great extent, by the tropisms of legitimation and justi�cation inseparable 
from a certain pejorative view of the native Black element. For the most part, 
African and diasporic re�ections include the prevalence of prejudices based on 
the needs of slavery, the slave trade and colonial causes. Eric Williams (1968), 
followed by Walter Rodney (1972), cited the abundant demand for cheap 
servile labour as the explanation for the slave trade. Later on, a superstructure 
of racist opportunistic rationalizations would be grafted to this infrastructure. 
During this phase of economic accumulation, capitalism and racial prejudices 
thus seemed to go hand in hand, mutually in�uencing one another.

We can note just how fragile the term �prejudice� appears to be. It falters as 
soon as its source is the justi�cation of domination, not the absence of objective 
proof. Its strength does not derive from failed procedures of discernment but, 
rather, services rendered in the interests of its narrators. Conversely, if we take 
prejudice to mean a pejorative opinion � stereotypes without a solid cognitive 
base � its use, although weakly heuristic, maintains a degree of relevance. We 
could thus consider there to be two kinds of prejudices, the e�ects of which are 
likely to coalesce: a true-false prejudice, pretext and colonial alibi, and a true 
prejudice linked to the state of knowledge, the interest of knowing and the 
reproduction of old images. 

�e various kinds of knowledge associated with African inferiority connotations 
form another line through which prejudice is dispersed. We can distinguish 
between the knowledge of travellers, missionaries, colonial administrators, etc., 
and scienti�c knowledge. Within the scienti�c knowledge domain, history 
professionals can be set apart from other human science specialists. �e colonial 
sciences di�erentiated the natural sciences from the human and social sciences. 
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�e tension between the ideal of scienti�c disinterestedness and the will to assist 
civilizing missions weakened attempts by human scientists to put forward a 
genuinely scienti�c discourse on African societies. 

Four decades after Mohamed Sahli�s pioneering syntheses on the coloniality 
of history and sociology, the French historian SingaravØlou summarized 
historical trends �in a colonial situation� by attempting to isolate knowledge, 
epistemology and the teaching of colonial times. Noting the heterogeneity of 
discourses advanced by professional or amateur authors of history, he drew up 
some consensual features of the colonial sciences: 

�	 Eurocentrism, 
�	 di�usionism, 
�	 dehistoricisation, 
�	 essentialism (inferiority/superiority/racism/racialism),
�	 mesological determinism (geography, society, ethnicity, etc.),
�	 propaganda, colonial expertise, legitimization.

Ignorance and a psychological component (fear, abomination, di�erence) 
cannot be omitted from the properties contributing to the reproduction and 
spread of prejudice (Rose, 1951).

According to SingaravØlou, innovations such as the promotion of oral 
traditions, the economic dimension of history with colonial companies, ethnic 
psychology and its diversity, interest for the contemporary, etc., can be credited 
to these colonial sciences and their �scientists�. 

European prejudice has dominated history (prejudicatory history or 
history-prejudice) since at least the �fteenth-century conquests, bearing down with 
all its might until the relatively suspensive appearance of professional historians. 
�is domination is so great that these periods of history, while not reduced to it, 
nevertheless appear dominated by hegemonic interests: evangelization, the slave 
trade, colonization, cold war. M�Bokolo (1980) identi�es the 1950s as a point of 
rupture with the past through the nationalist push coinciding with the birth of 
historical science for Africa (�rst reviews of African history, interest in orality, etc.).

�e historiography of dispersed prejudice outlined here was justi�ed by the 
interest of African historians, and by the epistemological value of prejudice. 
Gaston Bachelard (1934, p. 14) thus warns: �When it comes to scienti�c culture, 
the mind is never young. It is indeed very old, since its age corresponds to that 
of its prejudices�. He speci�es: �Science, in its need for completion as well as in 
principle, is absolutely opposed to opinion�.�Prejudice thus constitutes a source 
of epistemological obstacles, that is, the kind of inertia that occurs in the very 
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act of knowing. Added to this is the hysteresis of �authoritarian antecedents�, 
following in the footsteps of Hegel and the Enlightenment thinkers revisited 
by Sala-Molins (1992), whose in�uence still represents an impediment to 
objectively thinking about Africa�s past. 

In addition to the empire of words and de�nitions in which prejudice is 
clad, there are two modes of privilege, two meta-categories, through which 
parts of history that cannot be integrated into dominant models of thought are 
devolved: silence and white noise.

Meta-categories of African history: silence and white noise
African historians view the prevalence of racial stereotypes as real 

epistemological obstacles. Bachelard (1971)�thus instigates a semantic insurrection 
against such uses: �the language of science is in a state of permanent revolution�. 
�is could be seen as a neo-language ensuring the translation of common terms 
into scienti�c concepts. 

Beyond the lexical dimension, history-prejudice is nevertheless rooted in 
cognitive and institutional forces invisible in narrative, but never absent: access 
to archives, research programmes, publications, etc. Silencing, together with its 
masking by the tropes of �mainstream� knowledge metaphorically called �white 
noise�, represent two meta-categories of discourse on Africa. A vigilant Eduardo 
Galeano (1997) recalls an unaddressed African proverb: �As long as lions do not 
have their hunters, hunting stories will continue to glorify the hunter�. In other 
words, silence for the vanquished, history for the victors. 

�e Haitian anthropologist and historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1949-2012) 
proposes a theorization of silencing in the writing of history. In his Silencing the 
Past (1995), he reveals the power relations omnipresent in the way narratives are 
put together. In this regard, the marginal place accorded to the Saint-Domingue 
revolution (1791-1803) in history is a case in point. �is revolution, which 
in�icted more casualties on France than the famous Battle of Waterloo, was 
presumed to be the only revolution accomplished by enslaved populations outside 
their countries of origin. Trouillot identi�es the reasons for this muting, de�ning 
it as unthinkable, �contaminating�, ostracized with all the history of slavery and 
colonialism. He also notes the way in which Saint-Domingue�s revolutionary 
scope was undermined by the use the words �revolt� and �rebellion�, along with 
the search for external causes to diminish the merit of the Blacks. Moreover, the 
historian speci�es, �the silencing of the Haitian revolution is only one chapter in 
the great narrative of domination� (Trouillot, p. 107). 
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In an ambitious article entitled �Hegel and Haiti�, the American philosopher 
Susan Buck-Morss (2000) analyses Hegel�s silence vis-à-vis the Saint-Domingue 
revolution against the slave traders, recalling Jean-Jacques Rousseau�s mute 
stance when it came to the servitude of Africans, as highlighted by Catalan 
philosopher Louis Sala-Molins (1987). Hegel, who �invented� the metaphor of 
�the master-slave dialectic� in the midst of the slave trade era, manages not to 
mention the fate of the Blacks in the European colonies! Susan Buck-Morss 
provides convincing evidence that Hegel could not have been unaware of the 
Haitian revolution when elaborating the famous metaphor published in his 
book �e Phenomenology of Spirit in 1807. After taking stock of the situation, 
the philosopher asks whether the hidden origins of the master-slave dialectic 
might, in fact, be found in this Haitian revolution veiled in silence.

�e commemoration in 1992 of the 500 year anniversary of Christopher 
Columbus�s �discovery� of America o�ered Trouillot the opportunity to disassemble 
the silence produced not by an absence of facts, but by the unequal capacity for 
memory reappropriation among the competing social groups: Amerindians and 
descendants of the colonial settlers. �is sociological dimension of the production 
of history challenges the naive positivism that portrays a science impervious to 
its environment. Here, we can recall the work of epistemologist �omas Kuhn 
(1962), for whom the validation of scienti�c paradigms is also founded in the 
beliefs of dominant groups within scienti�c communities.

�e dimensions and directions of this silence are thus linked to chronology, 
the sociology of reappropriation and semantics. �e very use of the words 
�discovery� or �encounter� to refer to the invasion of lands occupied by peoples was 
only possible as a product of the Eurocentric power that went on to structure 
the whole �New World� narrative (Trouillot, p. 115). 

�e �discoveries� trope is probably one of the most problematic in the writing 
of history, insofar as, applying only to European conquests outside Europe, it 
favours essentialist sentiments by naturalizing a technical inequality in history. 
Ivan Van Sertima (1981) argues that there were nevertheless African nautical 
experiments predating those of the Portuguese. Herodotus teaches us that the 
�rst circumnavigation of Africa can be traced to Pharaoh Necho II (610 BCE 
to 595 BCE), around 2,000 years before the Portuguese endeavours. In short, 
it is the theme of �discovery� in itself that carries an exteriority conducive to 
di�usionism and obliteration of the indigenous creative element. 

Congolese (Democratic Republic of the Congo) author Jacques Depelchin 
(2005) presents two syndromes behind silence in history: the syndrome of 
discovery, which insinuates a tabula rasa, and that of the abolitions rendering 
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victims� struggles invisible � a double theft of history. �e �colonial massacres� 
chronicled by Yves Benot (2001) in Madagascar, Cameroon, Côte d�Ivoire and 
Algeria, not to mention their epigones in Angola, Congo or Kenya, for example, 
along with the resistance of subordinated populations and their victories, 
however modest, are threatened with extinction in major narratives. Silences �ll 
the interstices of periodization, spatial compartmentalization and disciplinary 
categories. �ey neutralize �denials of experience�, in the same vein as African 
and diasporic innovations that are untouchable within the framework of racial 
inequality, the indigenous call to colonize. 

�e notion of white noise,5 borrowed from science, can act as a metaphor 
for the idea that silences are accompanied by many other types of knowledge, 
produced to form a screen, like an omnipresent background hum to which 
we easily become accustomed. �e recurring narrative of a problem Africa, 
with no signi�cant history, functions as white noise, the frequency of which 
has annihilated the faculties of critical reaction. �is schema would appear to 
be at work in a rearmament process, relativizing the imperialist and capitalist 
dominations so indebted to primitive accumulations outside of Europe. On 
this subject, M�Bokolo (1995) speaks of revisionism, to be distinguished from 
negationism, in relation to the historiographical minimization of the extent of 
the transatlantic slave trade (M�Bokolo, 1995, pp. 260-264).

One form of these occultations manifests itself in what Cheikh Anta Diop 
refers to as �the falsi�cation of history�, when the evidence of a Black Egypt 
became unacceptable during the colonial period: �With the help of imperialism, 
it was becoming increasingly �inadmissible� to continue to accept the hitherto 
obvious thesis of a negro Egypt� (Diop, 1954, p. 62). �e researcher adjusts 
the narratives to the dominant ideology, but the theory can also withstand 
arti�cially neutralized evidence. Falsi�cation saves the ideology of an empirical 
history where there is no guarantee of relationships of superiority.

White noise favours a �whitening� of important historical episodes. �e 
marginal place of African soldiers in the o�cial memory of the Second World 
War contrasts with the real signi�cance of their contributions, documented by 
the historian Eric Jennings (2014). �is historical occultation recalls the military 
�whitening� of the French 1st Army, as African soldiers who participated in 
the liberation were sent back to Africa in 1944. Some of the reasons behind 

5	 In science we use the term white noise to refer to a variety of hums, such as the crackles emitted by a 
TV without an antenna. �ese monotonous and repetitive noises tend to mask other sounds like an 
invisible screen. �ey are often conducive to falling asleep.
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this were linked to segregation, with the overriding desire to portray a racially 
acceptable end victory.

Zeleza�s �paradigmatic silences� (2005) are based on a form of sophism, the 
argumentum a silentio, which assumes that silences have a scienti�c value, either to 
invalidate intruders or to validate white noise. Produced in an omnipresent and global 
manner by their institutional agents � categories, meta-categories and prejudices � 
they protect a major trait common to the various narratives: Eurocentrism. 

History between coloniality and Eurocentrism
�e call to evaluate the general orientation of knowledge makes sense in 

the light of this identi�cation of a prejudiced, mythical history � an obstacle 
to a narrative of the past seen from the inside � along with the obstruction of 
paradigmatic silences and white noise. Frantz Fanon thought that colonization 
perpetuated a physical and psychological domination over colonized populations. 
However, as Mudimbe (1988) rightly points out, it also integrated local histories 
in the European perspectives. Stories of the African past are thus, a priori, di�cult 
to free from subjection to European knowledge networks. 

Since coloniality is a constitutive and inseparable facet of modernity (Quiano, 
Grosfoguel, Mignolo), Eurocentrism expressed itself within it and in most 
narrations of the past. MudimbØ speaks of �the discipline of the continent� by 
means of �the invention of savagery�, �the process of meaning and the conceptual 
grid�, and �the surveillance and sanction of objects created� (Mudimbe, 1982, 
p. 129). �e negative, empty, sick and nonsensical image of the Blacks is only 
made possible by reducing discourse on human beings to an immutable centre: 
Europe, i.e. Eurocentrism. If we see coloniality as stemming from the abuse of 
epistemic power, Eurocentrism would be its substance. Eurocentrism, prejudice, 
silence, white noise and coloniality are thus held up by this operative rationality.

Seen in this light, the writing of African history becomes a sub-multiple 
of the European writing of the world, which refuses any address or locality. 
Muted as a single subject, Europe arouses the criticism of Indian scholar 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988). She deplores 
the disappearance of subalterns, women, Black people, the poor, advancing 
narratives of social change that she feels could be restored by a Derrida-style 
deconstructive approach. 

Critical sociologists such as Gurminder Bhambra (2007) argue that, within 
world narratives, the monopolistic conception that Europe has of modernity 
should be called into question. In Bhambra�s view, the codes of modernity were 
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not solely provided by the European Renaissance. �e East also played its part 
(discoveries, humanism, printing, etc.). �e same questioning applies to the iconic 
place given to the French and Industrial Revolutions in world history. �ese 
changes were not achieved by a Europe isolated from the rest of the world. In 
this vein, anthropologists such as Jack Goody speak of (as in his book) a �eft of 
History (2007). We can make the link with Eric Williams� position on the slave 
trade and its contribution to the development of capitalism, as well as Walter 
Rodney�s perspective on Europe�s underdevelopment of Africa for its own bene�t.

From all this it follows that, when the issue of modernity is introduced, 
teleological biases arise. Europe becomes the invisible grid setting out the 
categories within which Others are evaluated. However, Eurocentrism did 
not spread uniformly with colonialism. We can perceive divergences between 
di�erent Eurocentrisms, from the racism of the planters in the colonies to 
the condescending perspective of the administrators in the metropolises, for 
example. �e needs of evangelization, adventure or conquest did not draw upon 
the same representations of the Black race. 

�ese shifts in European ethnocentrism, reaching their climax during the colonial 
period, can probably be linked to the e�ects of the formation of African elites, along 
with the new disciplines that also had their Eurocentric paradigms, such as classical 
and neo-classical economics. �e hegemonic schools of this discipline convey an 
idyllic vision of markets and capitalism, and so-called development indicators tend 
to structure historical narratives. Eurocentrism thus becomes pluralistic and acquires 
a dynamic of its own, in�ltrating new narrative spaces every day.

�ere is, nevertheless, another dynamic of Eurocentrism generated 
endogenously. �e Zimbabwean scholar Ndlovu-Gastheni (2018) analyses a 
form of �native colonialism� in relation to Ethiopia. Referring to the work of 
Ethiopian historian Yirga Gelaw,6 he notes the paradox of a country with no 
formally colonial political past that has nevertheless alienated its own epistemic 
freedom. By favouring a Western knowledge system and higher education in a 
foreign language, Ethiopia has, according to Yirga, allowed its ancient literary 
and philosophical knowledge to deteriorate. Cheikh Anta Diop was quick to 
report the contribution of Africans to Eurocentric myths. 

While the complexity of the politics of knowledge certainly cannot be denied, 
the Ethiopian ideal type objecti�es an internal dynamic of Eurocentrisms and 

6	 Cf. Gelaw Woldeyes, Y. 2017. Native Colonialism:�Education and the Economy of Violence Against Traditions 
in Ethiopia. New Jersey, �e Red Sea Press. Cited by Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo in ��e struggles for 
Epistemic Freedom in Africa�. Inaugural Council for the Development of Social Science in Africa 
(CODESRIA) Day Lecture, Holiday Inn Hotel, Harare, Zimbabwe, 21 February 2018.
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their reproductions. It also assists us in our understanding of the epistemic 
coloniality and, at its centre, the European historical experience, as the heart 
of what �omas Kuhn calls (1962, p. 46) a �normal science�. We could see 
this cognitive activity as research reduced to phenomena and theories already 
provided by a paradigm, without making any notable breaks with it, forcing 
nature � African historical facts � to �ow into the preformed, in�exible mould 
of the commonly accepted model. Hence the statement by Maria Lugones, 
an Argentine feminist philosopher, that �coloniality is a conceptual and social 
prison�.7 We could, for our purposes, add epistemological to these adjectives. 

Prejudices, silences, coloniality and Eurocentrism in a �normal� historical science 
devoted to intellectual permutations rather than the eruption of a new mode of 
writing � such are the elements that will need to be reformulated in a matrix that 
will attempt to deploy the arguments of an epistemological re-thinking. 

Coloniality of history: an epistemological reformulation

Taking account of the conceptual �disciplination� of the discourse on Africa, given 
the forces through which the writing of history is controlled � agents of meaning 
(modes of thought, languages, etc.) and agents of power (socio-institutional 
forces) � the issues surrounding the restitution of an intelligible African past 
through an African intentionality are anything but trivial. Reformulating the 
plot of discursive utterances analysed as prejudices, colonialism and Eurocentrism 
based on the types of bias and nature of the barriers to knowledge will enable us 
to propose a decolonial epistemological approach.

Coloniality and epistemology: problem variables and the PSC model
A broad consensus is emerging among African historians of a double 

corruption of the narrative on Africa�s past: the postulate of savagery or, at 
best, inferiority when it comes to living beings and their collectives, along with 
the externality of any notable historical movement concerning them. After its 
�prehistory�, Africa is seen to exist almost only as an echo of �superior� peoples, 
dominated by the East and then Europe.

Mohamed Sahli (Sahli, p. 27) believes he can decrypt the conventions 
of colonial ideology, the congenital inferiority of colonized peoples and 

7	 Cited by Veronelli G.A. 2015. �e coloniality of language: race, expressivity, power and the darker side 
of modernity. Wagadu, Volume 13. �e author quotes a personal conversation from summer 2010.
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geographical, sociological and racial determinisms. �ese biases can be reduced 
to three main schemas: 

�	 racial and regional essentialism,
�	 the di�usionist perspective (externality/teleology),
�	 determinisms (geographical, sociological, mesological).

�ese schemas correspond to three categories of epistemological barriers: 

�	 the problem of existence and intelligibility (historicity/rationalities), 
�	 the problem of subjectivation (becoming a subject/endogeneity/agentivity), 
�	 the problem of internal movement (breaks, continuities, adaptations, etc.).

Once this structure of epistemological obstacles has been established, a 
categorial matrix can be proposed, from which coloniality as a problem will 
�nd an operative formulation. In general, historical discourses on Africa and 
Afrodescendants could be seen as organized based on a perspective, reproducible 
thought schemas, concepts and de�nitions, what we call the Perspective-Schemas-
Concept (PSC) model. 

�e perspective will be the �rst instinct of the narrative, the direction of its 
�ight, its natural drift. It is generally characterized by a major postulate, whether 
explicit or not, and a main orientation. �e perspective can be performed or 
induced by the narrator�s structural position and intentions. 

�ought schemas are categories, de�ned by Kagame (1976) as �entities 
of reason�; when they are transversal, we call them meta-categories. History 
and its related disciplines can be distinguished as disciplinary categories. 
We have shown that silences are meta-categories that neutralize points of 
incompatibility when it comes to great narratives and dominations. �ere 
are other meta-categories that, regardless of any coloniality, accompany each 
narrative: writings, cartographies and languages. �e latter are transversal 
categories of communication, translation and, simultaneously � KagamØ argues 
� encyclopaedias, living memory archives, allowing or prohibiting the expression 
of authenticity, the subject speci�city of a history.

For historians, the �rst categories of thought are: time, i.e. periodization 
and chronological references; space, structured around geography, places of 
circulation, etc.; and those that describe living beings and material things � the 
subjects of history. 

�e adjacent disciplines of the humanities, anthropology, sociology, economics, 
etc., provide historians with some of their production tools. Methodology can be 
integrated into the schemas, with its major contribution to both coloniality and 
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the scienti�c quality of history. Finally, concepts, de�nitions and terminologies 
allow for a general perspective to be put into words, based on given categories of 
thought and writing. 

�is scheme is very relative, with other possible categorical entities and 
combinations. It is driven by a heterarchy that puts the three central focuses 
� perspective, schemas and concepts � into a dialogue with each other. �ese 
focuses are nevertheless linked by a comprehensive interdependence. A 
perspective tends to engender categories and concepts that act as instruments. 
Conversely, inappropriate concepts and categories would not be able to serve a 
desired perspective. In addition, some categories are also concepts, such as the 
concept of �slave�, which is also a subcategory of living beings. 

After Kuhn, we will consider a paradigm to be a general proposal accepted by 
a scienti�c community, containing a perspective, characteristic schemas, speci�c 
concepts and major facts used for empirical con�rmation. Let us illustrate our 
overall schema with two signi�cant paradigms.

White Pharaonic Egypt is a paradigm. From this point of view, the discourses 
in question have a perspective: since civilization is necessarily Caucasian 
(Gobineau, etc.) only an external di�usion could explain its accidental location 
in Africa. �is paradigm is based on categories: the Sahara as a barrier, a 
watertight white Africa (Braudel, 1987), the Persian and Greek dynasties 
of Egypt, etc. �e meta-categories of silence make it possible to ignore the 
testimonies of the ancients and even deny archaeological and genetic facts. 
Braudel underestimates the interest of Egyptian artefacts discovered in Central 
Africa, such as the statuettes of Osiris found in Malongue, in the former Belgian 
Congo, dismissed as too fragile to be evidence of an in�uence between the 
Pharaonic kingdom and Black African societies (Braudel, 1987, pp. 158-159). 
�e truncated cartographies often only represent the �Lower Egypt� part of the 
Nile, with the Egyptians� popular iconography and cultural adaptations socially 
supporting the Caucasian paradigm of Egypt.

Another illustration is the paradigm of Africa�s lack of history. �is derives 
from a perspective based on the postulate of questioning Africans� humanity and 
a scriptocentric concept of historical sources. Writing being originally Eastern 
and essentially non-African, the fate of African historicity was quickly sealed. 
Such quick judgement will always imply silence when it comes to endogenous or 
reappropriated African writings (Nsibidi, Adjami), along with a racialization of 
writing (Braudel attests to this in Ethiopia, in an attempt to better di�erentiate 
this country from the �true Melano-Africans� of Black Africa [p. 151]).
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�ese two illustrations of the Perspective-Schemas-Concept model (PSC) 
put together the constitutive elements of a categorial matrix of coloniality. It 
would be useful to try to generalize this model.

Coloniality of history: an epistemological representation
Diop sees Africa�s history as cluttered with prejudices, myths and falsi�cations, 

a prejudicatory history. According to Ki-Zerbo (1972, p. 31), it thus requires a 
�third discovery�, following on from those of the �fteenth-century conquistadors 
and nineteenth-century explorers, but this time scienti�c and disinterested. 

If we admit the existence, in contemporary historiography, of an age of 
prejudice that dominates African history, the European age itself splits into 
two: that of the conquistadors and slave traders, followed by that of the explorers 
and colonial science. �is leads us on to distinguish three ages of African 
historiography (Table 1):

�	 the Age of Conquests (conquerors, missionaries, slavers, traders),
�	 the Colonial Age (colonialists, anthropologists, philosophers, politicians, 

economists, missionaries, etc.),
�	 the Age of Scienti�c History (both African and European). 

�e names of these roughly identi�ed ages derive from an approximation of 
the representations dominating each period, despite their heterogeneity. Some 
types of authors � traders, travellers, missionaries � might feature in all three 
ages, with a greater or lesser in�uence. 
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Table 1. Table of the coloniality of history

Age of Conquests 
15th-18th century

Colonial Age 
19th-20th century

Age of Scienti�c History
 1950/60-1990?*

Africa-Prejudice Africa-Coloniality, contested 
Eurocentrism

PARADIGM

�e discovery  
of the savages

Colonialism,  
the civilizing mission

Africa as lagging behind,  
problem Africa, aid, etc.

PERSPECTIVE

- Savages, lack of soul, etc.
- No writing, no history
- Europeans in Africa

- Clerics, traders, slavers

- Racial superiority
- Di�usionism / teleology

- Colo-centrism / Disciplinary 
Eurocentrisms

- Universalist Formalism / 
Positivism

- Eurocentrism disputed
- Di�usionism disputed

- Historicity

SCHEMAS
Meta-Categories

- Silences or deformations  
of African civilizations
- Writings, European 

languages
- Europeanized maps  

and place names

- Silences on African Egypt, the 
genocides of the Amerindians, 

revisionism (slave trade)
- Colonial languages and writings

- Europeanized maps  
and place names

- Silences or revisionisms on 
colonialism, neo-colonialism, 

resistances, epistemicides, 
extractivism, etc.

- Foreign languages and writings
- Biased maps and place names

Categories

- Time: Before / After the 
discoveries

- Space: Nigritia, Barbary,  
Moorish Africa

- Beings: Savages, Caucasian 
races, atavisms, etc. 

- Colo-centric time:  
precolonial / colonial

- Colo-centric and ethno-racial 
space: British, white, sub-Saharan 

Africa, Interland, etc.
- Inferior races, colonized 

populations, etc.

- Eurocentric periodization 
disputed (GHA)

- Dominant spatial categories 
that are not very decolonized 

(Black, white, sub-Saharan and 
francophone Africa, etc.).

Methodology

External, non-scienti�c 
sources

Dominant external sources,  
limited internal sources

Internal sources brought to the 
fore, archaeology, orality, sciences

CONCEPTS
Concepts

Slavery, Middle Ages,  
race, etc.

Colony, civilization, ethnicities, 
evolved, head taxes, etc.

Modernity, development, 
dependence, human rights, identities

Terminologies

Negroes, slaves, savage, 
tribes, pagans, Christianity

Races, colonized, acephalous 
societies, dialects, indigenous 
status, Blacks, inferiors, etc.

Universalism, underdevelopment, 
traditions, etc.

* �e age of African scienti�c history could be situated around the beginnings of scienti�c writing and structuring from 
1950-60 (Cheikh Anta Diop, Journal of African History, Vansina, Sahli, etc.) and coming to a possible end around 1990, 
with the breakthrough of a strong challenge to Eurocentrism (Anibal Quijano, decoloniality, Gulbenkian Commission, etc.).
Source: Martial Ze Belinga.
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We could argue that each perspective induces compatible schemata that 
support its orientation. �e coloniality of content therefore applies only 
exceptionally to isolated terms, concepts or notions. �ese are lexical and 
semantic �elds that convoke each other mutually. �e �tribe� thus calls upon 
savagery to civilize and the acceptance of a group closed around it � idolatrous, 
culturally homogenous and ideally a�ected by an irreducible di�erence 
(cannibalism, etc.). �ese lexical �elds are organized into categories. 

�e summary table of the coloniality of African history above (Table 1) 
allows us to consider the development of the dominant representations and 
paradigms of African history. It tries to identify central trends. �e presentation, 
focusing on the problematic character of paradigms from an epistemological 
point of view, does not purport to deny the relevance of any of these ages in 
the writing of Africa�s past. It attempts to identify the epistemological variables 
based upon which decolonization would be concretely conceivable.

Decolonizing the writing of history: a creative destruction

�e contemporary writing of African history, in its need to reinvent itself, is 
part of the socio-historical context of a decolonial break with the past. In the light 
of increasing initiatives from South American, Indian, European and African 
researchers to challenge the writings of modernity, we might be tempted to 
extend Mkandawire�s �three generations of African scholars� (Mkandawire, 1995), 
arguing that the next generation of African researchers will be epistemological, 
or will not be at all. �ose involved in this transformation intend to have a 
de�nitive impact on the general production of knowledge concerning humanity. 
�is new endeavour is an opportunity to rid African history of its perceptual 
and conceptual biases and categorical dross: a creative destruction. 

�e concept of creative destruction comes from the Austrian economist Joseph 
Schumpeter (1942), who argued that innovation stimulated the emergence 
of new economic activities that themselves destroyed old ones. Drawn upon 
metaphorically, we feel that this could be used to give the decolonization of 
history a conceptual image, integrating new frameworks of intelligibility and 
adapting or doing away with other paradigms. In a more genealogical sense, we 
can recall the Mandingo proverb quoted by Ahmadou Kourouma (1998): �it is 
with the end of the old rope that we begin to weave the new�. 
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A decolonial challenging of Eurocentric knowledge
�e �ourishing of protest initiatives by social and human science researchers 

occupies a growing space in world humanities. For the sake of synthesis, it is possible 
to objectify this challenging of Eurocentrism based on three reference points:

�	 �e rise of the South American school of decoloniality since the 1990s, 
particularly with the invention of the fruitful concept of �coloniality of 
power� by Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano (1991). �is school, which 
is developing a paradigm and Lakatosian-style research programme 
(Escobar, 2007), inextricably links modernity with an entangled mesh 
of colonialities: epistemic, linguistic, existential, etc. It challenges the 
epistemology of a point zero (Europe) and notes the epistemicides that 
accompanied Europe�s expansion in the world. Walter Mignolo (2009), 
one of the thinkers behind this trend, advocates an �epistemic disobedience� 
to respond to what he calls an epistemic racism. Postcolonial studies share 
with the decolonial scholars this drive to rewrite colonial history in the 
light of modernity and participate in ongoing thematic shifts.

�	 �e identi�cation of a crisis of the humanities in the West, precipitating a rush 
to radically revise its dominant models and methods. �e most ambitious 
proposals focus on putting an end to traditional disciplinary divisions, 
considered archaic, abandoning Eurocentric universalism in a move 
towards plural universalism, and going beyond positivism and its search 
for rigid laws in favour of complexity and the acceptance of uncertainty 
(Wallerstein, 1996).

�	 A profound re�exivity in the relationship between the humanities and the 
production of an unequal societal order, which the American sociologist 
Burawoy (2005) has paved the way for, along with the provincialization 
of Eurocentrism in the humanities. �e reality of radically questioning the 
relevance of the usual categories of the humanities and their contribution 
to the contemporary world is being instigated from the inside by eminent 
thinkers and institutions (OECD, 2004; UNESCO, 2010). �e necessary 
�provincialisation� of Europe as discussed by Chakrabaty (2000) tends to 
become an intellectual rallying point. 

�e decolonial challenging of Eurocentrism and positivism, along with 
the quest for greater epistemological pluralism, which are also found in the 
so-called hard sciences (Ruphy 2013), are primarily being enunciated on an 
epistemological level in South America, India, Europe and North America. 
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African researchers have not been left behind, however, with CODESRIA 
(Sall, 2015), one of the continent�s most productive research centres, becoming 
a focal point for contesting Eurocentrism. �e demands for an Africanization 
of the human sciences since the 1960s have continued at the same pace. �e 
great �gures of these struggles are now well known: Ali Mazrui, Betwell Ogot, 
Jean-Marc Ela, N�gugi Wa �iong�o (1986) and his Decolonizing the Mind, 
Kwasi Wiredu and conceptual decolonization (1998), Claude Ake (1982) and 
the imperialist human sciences, �Øophile Obenga, Ko� Anyidoho (Lauer and 
Anyidoho, 2012), Mlambo Aloïs, Mahmood Mamdani, Paul Zeleza, Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, and so on.

Subversion of perspectives and methodological indiscipline 
In the words of �omas Kuhn (Kuhn, p. 136), African history needs to 

emerge from its enclosure within �normal science�, where it is surrounded 
by silence, white noise and other biases. It must place itself in a situation of 
scienti�c revolution, i.e. seize the productive impetus of a non-cumulative leap 
forward/break with the past in order to move, frame, remediate and/or replace 
the old paradigms of a poor, underdeveloped Africa with no real history and no 
writing, in short, the equivalent of the failed Europe of medieval times. 

Contemporary African historians have begun the work to decolonize 
history. �ey have criticized the di�usionist perspective of narratives, rejected 
time categories compressed around the colonial experience (precolonial, 
colonial, postcolonial), relativized ethno-spatial categories (white and black 
Africa, etc.), along with identity and sociological categories, and showed a 
growing interest in the contextualization of concepts deemed common (State, 
feudalism, slavery, etc.). M�Bokolo (1995) reviews the main patterns of thought 
and writing in history with an emphasis on the dynamics of history between 
breaks, continuities and adaptations. He is particularly interested in unwritten 
internal sources, demonstrating his distrust of conceptual commodities focusing 
on hypostatized ethnicities or eternal, immobile tradition. �e General History of 
Africa has already relativized the usual chronology and ethno-spatial or colonial 
categories resorting to African toponyms and anthroponyms (KonatØ, 2009). 

�e idea is to drive this indocility to push forward new paradigms. Taking 
the categorical �Perspective, Schemas, Concepts� matrix as its starting point, this 
creative destruction will �rst consist of variabilizing each of the three terms of the 
matrix and formulating a set of di�erent hypotheses and interactions between 
categories of living beings. Perspectives are probably the aspect most discussed 
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by historians, sociologists and philosophers. Since Blyden and Du Bois (1915), 
historians and thinkers have put forward the premises for a global history. �e 
perspective of a Global Africa transgresses geographies and �xed temporalities, 
envisaging circulations rendered invisible by Eurocentric history. We have good 
grounds for speaking of �de-continentalization/globalization�, of �denationalization� 
of African history, and of a series of decentrations: provincialization of Europe, 
neutralization of Atlantico-centrism, and investment of the diasporas of the so-
called Indian Ocean and of Europe (Afro-Turks).

A river metaphor can help us with this perspective, with an original source 
(Africa) and extended sources (diasporas). Oceans, gorges, nodes, comings and 
goings animate a historical hydrography made up of circulations, traumas and 
resilience. A botanical analogy with Glissant�s rhizome also works (Glissant, 
1995), taking us back to Yai�s alternative metaphor, that of a seed. 

More generally, the perspective of a single, ethnocentric modernity should fade 
into insigni�cance in the face of what Arjun Appadurai (1996) calls plural, hybrid 
and multiple modernities. Gurminder Bhambra (2014) suggests combining the 
local, a necessary starting point, with the global concept of �connected sociologies�. 
�Euro-America� could, in some respects, be foreseen, based on contemporary 
African ethnographic realities (e�ects of neoliberalism) � what anthropologists 
Jean and John Comaro� (2012) call �a theory from the south�.

�e angle from which history is viewed shifts from one of an �extopia�  to a 
reading from the inside as proposed by Ki-Zerbo (1972). Such a reading inevitably 
summons agency and the scenes through which it invokes its subject, endogenous 
knowledge, and languages o�ering arenas for self-production and freedom, even 
in captivity. All the available or reinvented cultural signi�ers contribute to an 
alternative production of history by the dominated, the subalterns.

One application of this complex perspective connecting the local to the 
global from the inside is provided by the concept of �intersectionality� discussed 
by KimberlØ Crenshaw (Crenshaw, 1995; Hooks, 1981). �is Afro-feminist 
situates the condition of Black women in the United States at the intersection 
of racism and patriarchal domination � a real epistemological and political blind 
spot. �is central concept as regards Black women�s conditions of existence is 
very much in line with a decolonial viewpoint, from the inside, and a refusal of 
epistemological racism. 

Under the Eurocentric paradigms, �categories of localization� � time and 
space, going back to KagamØ (1976) � would be unable to handle a reversal 
of perspective. �e scriptocentrism and its epistemological limitations of the 
concept of prehistory, already criticized in UNESCO�s General History of Africa 
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(GHA), are striking. A certain obsolescence is levelled at the dependence on 
European written sources: historians are now able to come to reliable conclusions 
through the use of other sources and techniques that complement them. On a 
purely historical level, the numerous human and technical innovations achieved 
by humanity during the so-called prehistoric periods are evidence of a human 
experience comparable to that of historical times.

�e fate of other categories of temporal location � the historical quadripartism 
of �Antiquity, Middle Ages, Modern Times, Contemporary Times� � cannot 
thus be di�erentiated from that of prehistory. African historicity requires them 
to be re�exive and evaluable.

In the process of reducing the coloniality of history, spatial categories 
shift from metropolitan and racial designations (British, French, Belgian and 
Portuguese African) to seek endogenous toponyms and local and historical 
entities (Wagadu, Kongo, Kanem Bornou, Wolof, Zulu, etc.).

�e issue of revising mapping conventions is a sensitive one here, as indicated 
by the Beninese scholar Bagodo (2015). �e role of maps in providing visual 
enlightenment is a real burden: any technical, topographical, toponymic or 
graphic de�ciencies may accentuate bias in the intelligibility of history. All the 
more so since, as strategic tools of colonialism, maps o�er empirical evidence 
that does not always speak the language of political decolonization, as argued 
by James Akerman (2017). Craib (2017, pp. 51-56) argues that the terms 
�decolonization� and �postcolonialism� often risk obscuring the continuums and 
forms of adjustment by which dominions, far from being abolished, have been 
maintained and transformed. Using mapping to take up a dissonant discourse 
with respect to the tropes of independence �ts perfectly into the repudiation 
processes of exogenous or endogenous hyperboles that favour national narratives, 
o�cial history.

Toponyms � �ethnonyms�, �anthroponyms� � dwell at the intersection of 
linguistic, spatial and cartographical issues. UNESCO�s GHA �Studies and 
documents� series devoted a whole volume to the issue of their relationship to 
history (UNESCO, 1984), revealing the heuristic promise of African onomastics. 
�e exteriority (mainly Arabic and European) and internal or hybrid corruptions 
of place names and ethnonyms also constitute a set of epistemological obstacles 
identi�ed and proposed for revision by authors such as Cheikh Anta Diop, PathØ 
Diagne, Mohamed El Fasi, Olabiyi Yai and Pierre Alexandre. 

�e meanings and interpretations of indigenous names for the places that 
feature in history make it possible to relate them to a body of contradictory 
narrative sources, favouring deep-rooted narrations of subjected Africans.
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Toponyms and ethnonyms as names of places and peoples, thus identity 
and structure, are intertwined in the endogenous conceptualizations necessary 
for any narrative. Indigenous languages, described by KagamØ (1976) as living 
encyclopaedias and memories of institutions, the epigraphic inscriptions 
Moraes Faria held so dear, along with local writings (Ajami, Osmania, Nsibidi, 
etc.) and material culture understood from the inside, all induce a decolonial 
conceptualization. Looking at conceptualization and de�nitions/rede�nitions 
as problems to be investigated is essential to African history. Cissoko (1985) 
and Verdier (1985) insist on the endogenous concepts of African political, 
legal and social institutions, such as mansaya (royalty in the Manden), along 
with conceptual innovation as a way of short-circuiting the traps of histories 
already written elsewhere � feudalism, polytheism, etc. �e di�culties of these 
conceptualizations mean that signi�cant areas of inde�niteness or ambiguities 
remain: traditions, cultures, identities, development, African Christians or 
Muslims, etc. are terms that do not always have a self-evident meaning in the 
contemporary African sociological context. 

Here it is important to mention Cheikh Anta Diop�s fruitful approach to 
telling this history based on the meanings and internal intentions of Africans 
themselves, hoping to escape the ubiquity of Eurocentrism. �Øophile Obenga 
(1990) continued in this vein by accessing direct sources of ancient Egypt, 
comparing hieroglyphs to other African languages. �is approach can also be 
likened to Alexis KagamØ�s desire to found an African philosophy based on 
the linguistic categories speci�c to its peoples. �ese pathways have a common 
volition, embodying a loophole, an African alternative to Eurocentrisms. 

Conceptual deconstruction will always be necessary to limit the Eurocentric 
leaking of discourse and ensure the intelligibility of imported abstractions 
concerning the concepts of state, society, market, family, slavery, etc. It completes 
the process of reconceptualization in the mindset of those involved, making the 
interpretative dimension of histories reliable. �e �mansaya� concept of royalty in 
the ancient Manden (Tata CissØ and Wâ, 2009), the �xeer� ethical code of the 
Somali pastoralists (Moussa-IyØ, 2014), the Mandingo �sanankuya� or its fang-beti 
cousin the �avuso� �nd a natural place in decolonial narrations. Pierre Legendre 
(2014) discusses this issue and its localities in his Tour du monde des concepts. 

Methodology is an essential schema that brings together the procedure 
and formal protocols for producing history. Its arrangements, internal rules 
and silences also result in a certain orientation of the historical discourse. It 
has maintained the hopes of the GHA faced with a barrage of myths, with 
historians refusing to endorse racism vis-à-vis African sources. Internal and 
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external writings, or rehabilitated oral narratives (Vansina, 1961), combine 
with sources that have been unearthed, including more archaeology, linguistics 
and interdisciplinarity to bring them together. Toyin Falola (2003) calls upon 
archaeology to be considered in addition to documentary sources and not limited 
to veri�cation but used in association with other sources to propose working 
hypotheses. Indeed, archaeology works on ritual sources, representations today 
considered artistic, and so many artefacts indispensable for an objecti�cation of 
subjective processes in historical societies. Silencing the voice of objects in this 
context is another form of epistemicide. 

Economic sources could help overcome certain biases concerning the slave 
trade (Eric Williams, Inikori), colonial history (Walter Rodney) and social 
history. Edmondson (1985) makes an important point about the contribution of 
non-academic intellectuals and thinkers in relation to the Caribbean (Padmore, 
C. L. R, James, etc.), an observation which is also valid for Africa, and which 
reassesses the quality of non-academic sources. 

�e so-called regressive methodology in history, which consists of using the 
present as a starting point to retrieve or understand certain past states, also lends 
itself to the narratives of a history of the diasporas, or recent migrations. It could 
also reveal certain blind spots in African and diasporic sociabilities. Care must 
nevertheless be taken to eliminate anachronisms and illusions of continuity. 

Finally, the evolution of sciences and techniques, palaeoenvironment, 
paleogenomics, o�er heuristic possibilities as shown by Holl�s new summary 
(2017) of Bantu expansion. �e decolonization of history could be understood 
as transforming the �xed entities of reasoning moulded by history-prejudice, 
coloniality and the ubiquity of Eurocentrism into variables. It is adopting and 
reinventing the perspectives of subjected Africans, subverting the convenient 
categories of colo-centred time, ethno-racial space or imperial border setting. It 
potentially transforms a sociology of absences (Boaventura Santos, 2014) in the 
history of subalterns. From it, other narratives of another globality of another 
Africa are able to emerge, drawing upon an African imaginative mindset. �ese 
indisciplines and subversions include endogenous sources to call upon, along 
with the evolution of science.
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Table 2. Categorical table of an epistemological turn 
Age of Scienti�c History

 1950/60-1990?*
Decolonization of history

1990-�?

Africa-Coloniality, contested eurocentrism Epistemological break with the past? Decolonial turning point?

PARADIGM

Africa as lagging behind,  
problem Africa, aid, etc. Global Africa, diasporas, local/global

PERSPECTIVE

- Universalist Formalism/Positivism
- Eurocentrism disputed
- Di�usionism disputed

- Historicity

- Pluriversal (diversity)/Rationalities
- Dynamics: breaks, continuities, adaptations

- Connected histories - local/global
- Domination/Resistance/Resilience

SCHEMAS
Meta-Categories

- Silences or revisionisms on colonialism, 
neo-colonialism, resistances, epistemicides, 

extractivism, etc.
- Foreign languages and writings
- Biased maps and place names

- Sociology of absences versus silences
- Languages, writings, epigraphies and  

endogenous signi�ers brought to the fore
- Adjustment of maps

- Native place names and ethnonyms
Categories

- Eurocentric periodization disputed (GHA)
- Dominant spatial categories that are not 

very decolonized (Black, white, sub-Saharan 
and francophone Africa, etc.)

- Periodization according to thematic focus
- Scales of actions and plural temporalities
- Africa, diasporas, Indian Ocean, Atlantic,  

localities, communities, etc.
Methodology

Internal sources brought to the fore, 
archaeology, orality, sciences, etc.

Decolonization of external sources, internal, archaeology, 
linguistics, ritual sources, oralities, non-academic sources, 
diasporic sources, ecology, genetics, interdisciplinarity, etc.

CONCEPTS

Representative Concepts

Modernity, development, dependency, human 
rights, �ird World, identities, ethnicity, 
nation-states, traditions, Africanization 

Criticisms and contextualizations; conceptualization in African 
languages, deconstructions, provincialization, decentralization, 

plural modernities, globalization, innovations, etc.

Critical Terminologies

Underdevelopment, ethnicities, traditions, 
clans, tribes, family, feudalism, dialects, etc.

Diasporas, emergence, endogenous knowledge,  
ubuntu, African religions, local languages, innovations, 

Kurugan Fuga, oriental slave trade, etc.

THEMATIC AREAS

Identity, independence, underdevelopment, 
democracy, Atlantic slave trade, colonialism, 

national and African heroes, cooperation, etc.

China, Asia, Egypt, Renaissance, Pan-Africanism, 
epistemological break with the past, globalization, environment, 
sustainable development, genetics, Africa-diaspora circulation, 

resistance, Structural Adjustment Plan (SAP), etc.

Source: Martial Ze Belinga.
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Decolonial radicality, endogeneity and the freeing up of futures
It is no longer possible for history to label Africa an imperfect Europe, a 

damned cradle abandoned into darkness by humanity, returning only through 
the diligence of isolated external intermittences quickly swallowed up again by 
the evil genius of status quo past. Rejecting pejorations and transforming this 
categorial and conceptual apparatus is a way of gearing up to write and think 
di�erently about another Africa � an Africa that is global in a di�erent sense, a 
diverse Africa, with imaginative arenas that transcend the here and now. 

�e challenge of liberating historical thought is not, however, limited to 
decolonization. In relation to the internal biases of Africans and Afro-descendants, 
it implies a commitment to move beyond all hegemonic libraries, as a matter of 
principle, whether they derive from dominant Eurocentrism or neo-liberalism. �e 
aim is to broaden the endogenous forces of a narrative still ruled by ancient schemata. 

Decolonizing history to free up a framework of intelligibility is necessarily 
linked to a more global decolonization of dominant thought within the humanities, 
as well as the place therein for imagination and vectors of endogeneity. On a 
fundamental level, this decolonial turn cannot be understood without a linguistic 
shift, without the revivi�cation of endogenous knowledge. Further down the line 
from historians� immediate preoccupations, each society takes care of the status 
of science, people and knowledge groups (people deemed important enough 
by Soundiata Keita, in the thirteenth century, to be mentioned in the Kurukan 
Fuga). �e very de�nition of the profession of historian and its relationship with 
knowledge comes into play. In this sense, thinking di�erently about African history 
begins with a re-evaluation of this profession. What should historians be held to? 
Which truths should bind them � those of the past, present, research protocols, 
those they discover or communicate? �ese questions cannot be covered in this 
preliminary re�ection, but should nevertheless be noted, especially given their 
current state of debate among African historians such as Ba KonarØ (2006). She 
observes possible tensions between the functionality of oral narratives, the values 
defended and the profession of historians following the Western scienti�c model, 
which is supposedly axiologically neutral and positivist. By bringing this profession 
closer to endogenous reference points � cosmogonies, charters, ethical codes, among 
others � it is possible to extract one or more ways of viewing the wordsmith�s trade.

If �becoming free� or �becoming self �, as Eboussi-Boulaga implored, is the 
existential horizon for once-colonized populations, and the �recourse to tradition� 
as �critical utopia� makes this more than a cautious memory (Eboussi-Boulaga, 
1977, pp. 152, 160, 185), then other non-exclusive missions must be assigned to 
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historians. It follows, then, that the vocation of history also consists of making 
the past a resource, as rare and �debatable� as Arjun Appaduraï (1981) believes 
this to be. �e interest in endogenous knowledge (Houtondji, 1994), and the 
�ght against epistemicides or �death of knowledge�, according to the sociologist 
Santos (2014), takes us back to the scale of historians� concerns. �e science and 
technology of iron work, artisanal crafts, construction, etc., enshrined in their 
sociability, thus become salient research subjects for this history. A �bottom-up� 
approach to historical subjects guides such work towards social and lineage ties 
(matrilineage, patrilineage), local and global objects such as African musical 
instruments that have spread throughout the world (djembe, kora, sanza, etc.), 
so-called traditional architecture, and so on.

What about an attempt to write a history of the uses of Ubuntu, sanankuya, 
xeer Issa, mansaya, old judicial institutions, palaver (Bidima, 1997), in socio-
political dynamics? �e global circulation of African identities reinvented 
throughout the world � braids, culinary and agrarian techniques, musical canon, 
the role of syncretic cults in resistance, for example � may carve out a di�erent 
place for themselves in these historiographical bifurcations. 

�e same is true of social mobility, survival and prosperity strategies in Africa 
and the diaspora, using techniques of rotating savings and credit associations, 
known by various names in West Africa and the diasporas, the most common 
term probably being Esusu or Susu (Bonnet, 1980). �ese associations (often of 
women), readjusted in the diasporas, have succeeded in breaking down �nancial, 
gender, class and race segregations, allowing their o�spring to rise through the 
social ranks and access education and credit denied elsewhere.

Contributions are thus being made to an �ecology of knowledge� � the 
knowledge of humanity � rendering �cognitive justice� to Africa and its diasporas, 
in Shiv Visvanathan�s sense of the term (1997). Research themes are being 
redirected towards knowledge that has been undermined or fallen victim to 
(bio)piracy (Vandane, 1997), based on African cosmovisions. As a result, new 
hitherto unthinkable issues are now coming to the fore. Taking our inspiration 
from the Dogon cosmogony of the water god, Ama, revealed to Marcel Griaule 
(1948) by the wise old man OgotemmeŒli, we can say the gender of things (male, 
female), gemellarities of the world, the genealogical approach to history, elder 
things and younger things, the world from above and below, invisible in historical 
and contemporary social dynamics. �ese research themes might, at �rst glance, 
appear incongruous, unimaginable in the framework of prejudicatory history.

An example of the expected reversals brought about by embracing these 
internal perspectives, this ecology of knowledge, is provided by the discourse on 
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African art. Classifying the sculptural portion of cultural expressions historically 
dedicated to ritual uses exclusively as �art� could be likened to an African 
anthropological regression. Indeed, there is a whole world of imagination 
built around this meticulous material production aiming to create an arena for 
conciliation and intercessions between families, lineages and their ancestors, 
who are invisible but can nevertheless be called upon. �is disappears in the 
formal liturgy of the objects. �e reversal of the process would thus consider 
them signi�ers, writings, message-carrying signals and thus testimony to the 
relationship between two poles of the same humanity.

Indeed, what might appear a legitimate thought and, indeed, historical, is 
now increasingly being regarded as a product of commercial, or even capitalist, 
utilitarianism. Once again, we are faced with the silencing of other values, of 
possible alternatives, such as the quest for harmony between living things, a 
value or set of values that bring many ancient African peoples very close to the 
Quechua concept of sumak kawsay (Buen vivir) in Andean America. 

�e epistemologist Paul Feyerabend (1979) also warns that it can be vital 
for science to be �against the method�, i.e. to adopt a pluralist approach to the 
anarchist limit, open to the most unlikely hypotheses. Haitian voodoo, according 
to LØvi-Strauss as cited by Feyerabend, has a real material base misunderstood by 
the West. �e precedent of Chinese medicine, long mocked before it was adopted 
by those who established themselves as the guardians of superior knowledge, can 
be taken as an epistemological foundation, imparting the pluralistic energy that 
comes from embracing the diverse, the unusual, the improbable.

�e perspective of a history-inquiry into the knowledge of humanity, a history to 
combat the death of pre-capitalist cultures and knowledge, sees historians as pillars 
in the reconstruction of this ecology of knowledge so dear to the Portuguese scholar 
Santos. �is is an urgent process of recovering and resuscitating consciousnesses, 
wisdoms, inventions and sciences from the worlds of yesterday and today, in order to 
guarantee the pluralities of living beings and future decolonization. �is genesis of 
epistemic plurals, of the largest library of integrated worlds, restored to contemporary 
consciousnesses � a movement we could call �epistemogony� (Ze Belinga, 2015) � 
could form a signi�cant horizon for a pluriversal writing of history.

As part of its innovation and situational case studies, �lling gaps in the 
needs of contemporary societies, such a historical approach should be daring 
in its openness to hypotheses, modes of induction, causalities and scenarios 
considered improbable. It should investigate objects deemed insigni�cant, 
giving rise to narratives grounded in science, in tune with the needs of existence 
and dreams of future generations.
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Conclusion

�e issue of decolonizing the writing of history started, imperceptibly, at the 
same time that the European expansion absorbed Africa and the world in its 
narrative. It is now coming under societal and academic pressure to foster new 
categories of thought, models and concepts, able to express humanity in the 
widest possible sense. Prejudices, pejorations, selective silences and omnipresent 
white noise have produced tropes and unthinkable presuppositions in writing 
that are now under examination. �ey are being summoned to give way to other 
relationships, voices, languages, types of archives and inscriptions, in line with 
reinvented centres of interest. �e work of creative destruction has the potential 
to provincialize a European experience overestimated in the history of humanity, 
decontinentalizing a Global Africa, decompartmentalized and reconnected to 
its internal and external dynamics. It thus carries the promise of chapters to be 
written of a world invested di�erently, from its initial periods up to the present 
day; a re-enriched humanity able to re-energize its contemporaries, drawing 
upon the fountain of social innovations and productions of history, which 
are probably immeasurably more stimulating than the risks of a haunting, 
impoverishing Eurocentric commentary. 

While the global challenges covering the entire production of knowledge in 
the human sciences are more vivid, visible and perceivable, the transformation of 
decolonial expectations into practices of thought and writing is, in comparison, 
only at a promising starting point, with a daunting task before it. When it 
comes to the writing of African and diasporic history in accordance with the 
alternative epistemology sketched out here, it is certain that the Copernican 
revolution desired by Mohamed Sahli will be accomplished only in the holistic 
context of a decolonial transformation of African thought. �e score played 
by epistemology will remain dependent on institutional and political factors, 
as evidenced by the academic revolts in South Africa during the 2010s. Young 
students vigorously claimed the end of symbols of Apartheid in universities, a 
transformation of power relations and a radical change in curricula to embrace 
the teaching of indigenous African languages, history and humanities. In spite 
of these limitations, and perhaps also because of them, the profound need for 
another history is being felt. It is as if the expectation of �miraculous weapons� 
(CØsaire, 1946) revealed to the younger generations, were being crystallized, 
heralding the resumption of an abortive impulse.
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C H A P T E R  2

THE HISTORY OF  
AFRICA IN THE DIASPORA   

Epistemological and Ideological Barriers
Yoporeka Somet

�What was most difficult for the Ancients was to change the law. For the Moderns, it is 
to change mores, and for us the real difficulty begins where Antiquity�s ended. This stems 

from the fact that for the Moderns, the immaterial and transitory fact of slavery combines 
in the most disastrous way with the material and permanent fact of racial difference. The 

memory of slavery dishonours the race, and race perpetuates the memory of slavery.�

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America1

�e weight of prejudice

�e Western view of Africa is still largely imbued with prejudices and 
clichØs2 that are rather devaluing and reductive. Having come such a long 
way, this image tends to perpetuate itself. Admittedly, it is not enough simply 
to note its links to the continent�s recent history, with its long centuries of 

1	 �e entire last chapter (Chapter X) of Volume 1 is devoted to the problems posed by coexistence and 
to the �probable future of the three races that inhabit the territory of the United States�. Tocqueville 
examines this issue with great foresight.

2	 �ese clichØs, delivered in a broad and sweeping fashion, are in reality often contradictory, at least if 
applied to Whites themselves. �e Blacks are thus described as �childish� but also �lewd�, �ugly� but �happy�, 
�lazy� but �servile�, �vain� but �cowardly�, �indolent� but �obsequious�, etc.
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slavery and the slave trade (Eastern and Transatlantic), the dark days of 
colonial rule and the racist ideology they churned out. It is still necessary to 
explain the intellectual and ideological mechanisms that cemented this image 
of Africa, and Black people in general, at the turn of the nineteenth century. 
�is, indeed, had a dual inhibiting e�ect, paralysing both the present and 
projection into the future. Moreover, it tended to render obsolete any plans to 
reconnect with the times prior to the Arab-Muslim and European episodes. It 
is impossible to understand the di�culties encountered by African historians 
wishing to reconnect with the continent�s precolonial3 past if we neglect this 
fact. A fortiori, it would be even more di�cult to understand the hostilities 
faced by Afro-descendants in the diasporas, in America and in the Antilles. 

�is study aims to take stock of the epistemological and ideological obstacles 
that have plagued the writing of a history of Africa, particularly in a context 
where Black men were immediately perceived and de�ned as ahistorical beings. 
�e idea that they had no past was a direct result of the memory of their recent 
slavery, as Tocqueville so aptly describes in the excerpt quoted above.

�e perception of Blacks and Africa in the Western world

More than any other discipline perhaps, European philosophy has provided 
the bulk of the conceptual apparatus for conceiving of, and ultimately expelling, 
Blacks from the frontiers of humanity and human dignity (Plumelle-Uribe, 
2001 and 2008). �is dehumanization was so well constructed that it still has a 
bearing on the entire African continent as the Blacks� natural habitat.

To name but a few of the most eminent thinkers, the German philosopher 
Emmanuel Kant (1724-1804), who is reputed never to have left his hometown 
of Königsberg, was nevertheless able to write about Africans as follows, in a 
work dated 1764:

The Negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises above the trifling. Mr. 
Hume challenges anyone to cite a single example in which a Negro has shown talents, 
and asserts that among the hundreds of thousands of blacks who are transported 
elsewhere from their countries, although many of them have even been set free, still 

3	 Ancient Egypt is not, moreover, the only area in which the work of the Blacks is contested. �is also 
occurs in relation to other, more recent, cultural and/or artistic achievements, such as Great Zimbabwe 
(formerly attributed to the Phoenicians), Nok, Ife (attributed to the Greeks, notably by LØo Frobenius), 
and even the fortress of LoropØni, in Burkina-Faso (attributed, from the outset, to mythical Portuguese 
navigators). In retrospect, this indeed facilitates our understanding of the obstinacy and strength of the 
disputes on the Black African origin of the Egyptian civilization of the pharaohs.
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not a single one was ever found who presented anything great in art or science or 
any other praiseworthy quality, even though among the whites some continually rise 
aloft from the lowest rabble and through superior gifts earn respect in the world. So 
fundamental is the difference between these two races of man, and it appears to be 
as great in regard to mental capacities as in colour� The Blacks are very vain but 
in the Negro�s way, and so talkative that they must be driven apart from each other 
with thrashing (Kant, 1980 [1764], pp. 505-506).

Since Kant refers to the authority of the Scottish philosopher David Hume 
(1711-1776), it is relevant to look into the latter�s view of African Blacks. In the 
1753 edition of his work Of National Characters, Hume expresses his feelings 
about Blacks in general, not only as individuals but also as a people:

I am apt to suspect the negroes, and in general all the other species of men (for 
there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to whites. There never 
was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any individual 
eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures amongst them, 
no arts, no sciences. On the other hand, the most rude and barbarous of the whites, 
such as the ancient Germans, the present Tartars, have still something eminent about 
them, in their valour, form of government, or some other particular. Such a uniform 
and constant difference could not happen, in so many countries and ages, if nature 
had not made an original distinction between these breeds of men. Not to mention 
our colonies, there are Negroe slaves dispersed all over Europe, of whom no one 
ever discovered any symptoms of ingenuity; though low people, without education, 
will start up amongst us, and distinguish themselves in every profession. In Jamaica, 
indeed, they talk of one negroe as a man of parts and learning; but it is likely he is 
admired for slender accomplishments, like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly 
(Hume, 1986, p. 208).

�e extract quoted from Kant passes over an essential aspect on which the 
Scottish philosopher nevertheless insists: the fact that, as a people, the Blacks have 
never produced anything big, beautiful and sustainable: no form of government, no 
works of art or ingenuity, no theory worthy of the name, no technical or scienti�c 
achievements. Similarly, on an individual level, not a single Black man could rise to 
the level of the crudest white man, not even that �Jamaican Negroe� who, according 
to Hume, was no better than a parrot. But who, then, was this man, and why is 
his name not mentioned? Hume was unlikely not to have known the identity of 
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Francis William,4 his contemporary. In the same vein, we would expect Kant to have 
been aware of Anton Wilhelm Amo (Somet, 2016), the learned philosopher who 
studied law (Halle) and philosophy (Wittenberg) before teaching this discipline 
at institutions such as Halle and Jena in the eighteenth century. In addition, Amo 
was one of the founders of the German Enlightenment (Aufklärung), a current of 
thought of which Kant would also be one of the most prominent representatives.

Following on from Hume and Kant, Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770-
1831) went even further, opening another front: denying that the Egypt of the 
pharaohs was geographically and culturally an African country. In his Lectures 
on the Philosophy of History, we read:

Africa proper, as far as History goes back, has remained � for all purposes of 
connection with the rest of the World � shut up; it is the Gold-land compressed 
within itself � the land of childhood, which lying beyond the day of self-conscious 
history, is enveloped in the dark mantle of Night. Its isolated character originates, 
not merely in its tropical nature, but essentially in its geographical condition� The 
second portion of Africa is the river district of the Nile � Egypt; which was adapted 
to become a mighty centre of independent civilization, and therefore is as isolated 
and singular in Africa as Africa itself appears in relation to the other parts of the 
world� Egypt will be considered in reference to the passage of the human mind 
from its Eastern to its Western phase, but it does not belong to the African Spirit. 
What we properly understand by Africa, is the Unhistorical, Undeveloped Spirit, 
still involved in the conditions of mere nature, and which had to be presented here 
only as on the threshold of the World�s History (Hegel, 1987, pp. 75-80).5

�Africans�, in Hegel�s eyes, were neither subjects of history, nor �historical 
personages�, creators of civilization, capable of projecting themselves into the 

4	 It is very curious that Hume refrained from quoting the name of this Jamaican Black man, of whom it 
is impossible that he had no direct knowledge, which would have allowed contemporaries to verify his 
statements. For this man indeed existed and had a name: the mathematician and black poet Francis Williams 
(1700-1771), a Cambridge graduate. His personal story goes against Hume�s main thesis. �e Duke of 
Montagu, then governor of Jamaica, wanted to check whether, placed in the same social conditions, a black 
child was capable of the same intellectual performance as a white child: the result obtained did not quite 
correspond to the vision of the world previously elaborated by Hume. See the following works and writings 
on this �gure: L�AbbØ GrØgoire, De la littØrature des NŁgres ou recherches sur leurs facultØs intellectuelles, leurs 
qualitØs morales et leur littØrature (1808), introduction and notes by Jean Lessay, Paris, Perrin, 1991, pp. 235-
245; Richard H. Popkin, �e �ird Force in Seventeenth-century �ought, Leiden, E. J. Brill, 1992, pp. 70-71; 
Robert Palter, �Hume and Prejudice�, in Hume Studies, Vol. XXI, No. 1, April 1995, pp. 3-23; John Immerwahr, 
�Hume�s Revised Racism�, Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 53, No. 3 ( Jul. - Sep., 1992), pp. 481-486; Aaron 
Garett, �Hume�s Revised Racism Revisited�, Hume Studies, Vol. XXVI, No. 1, April 2000, pp. 171-177.

5	 �is text can be considered a kind of testament since it was actually a lecture given by the author in 
1830, a year before his death, re�ecting the essence of his thinking on universal history. �e same text 
was published in a slightly di�erent format, with the title Reason in History: A General Introduction to the 
Philosophy of History (French translation, La raison dans l �histoire. Introduction à la philosophie de l �histoire, 
by Kostas Papaioannou, Paris, Christian Bourgois, collection 10/18, pp. 247 and following). 
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future: they existed only in the moment, in �its immediacy�, with no past or future. 
On this precise point, Fanon brilliantly demonstrates how colonial ideology, 
which also tended to deny colonized subjects any historicity, would go on to 
dis�gure and annihilate the past of the colonized peoples:

Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and emptying the 
native�s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the past 
of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and destroys it. This work of devaluing 
pre-colonial history takes on a dialectical significance today. When we consider the 
efforts made to carry out the cultural estrangement so characteristic of the colonial 
epoch, we realize that nothing has been left to chance and that the total result looked 
for by colonial domination was indeed to convince the natives that colonialism came to 
lighten their darkness. The effect consciously sought by colonialism was to drive into 
the natives� heads the idea that if the settlers were to leave, they would at once fall back 
into barbarism, degradation, and bestiality� The contention by colonialism that the 
darkest night of humanity lay over pre-colonial history concerns the whole of the African 
continent. The efforts of the native to rehabilitate himself and to escape from the claws 
of colonialism are logically inscribed from the same point of view as that of colonialism. 
The native intellectual who has gone far beyond the domains of Western culture and 
who has got it into his head to proclaim the existence of another culture never does so 
in the name of Angola or of Dahomey. The culture which is affirmed is African culture 
(Fanon, 1991, pp. 255-257).

�is is the intellectual and ideological context in which African historians 
have struggled to rekindle an African past freed from the blinkers of colonial 
ideology. It is now appropriate to turn our attention to the way in which this 
debate has taken place across the Atlantic. 

�e perception of Blacks in the diaspora and 
barriers to writing a history of Africa

In his analysis of the issue of race in the United States of America, the French 
philosopher and politician Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1858) focuses on the 
Black population. In contrast, he handles the native American population as a 
marginal or non-existent issue. Indeed, according to him:

The Indians will perish in the same isolated condition in which they have lived; but the 
destiny of the negroes is in some measure interwoven with that of the Europeans. These 
two races are attached to each other without intermingling, and they are alike unable 
entirely to separate or to combine. The most formidable of all the ills which threaten 
the future existence of the Union arises from the presence of a black population upon its 
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territory; and in contemplating the cause of the present embarrassments or of the future 
dangers of the United States, the observer is invariably led to consider this as a primary 
fact (Tocqueville, 1986 [1836], pp. 498-499).

Without directly justifying slavery or the servitude of Black men and 
women, he limits himself to describing the reality observed during his stay 
in 1831-1832, then coldly analysing its subsequent development. It appears 
impossible for Tocqueville to conceive of the white race and the Black race 
existing on an equal footing, not just in America but anywhere at all (p. 520).6 
He puts forward two main reasons for this, with reference to the speci�c 
situation of the United States (p. 503): 

1. The more the Black population ceases to be slaves, the greater the prejudice with 
which they are repelled. 
2. The more inequality is countered by the law, the more it grows in people�s hearts.

To appreciate the full extent of the task at hand, we must keep these 
philosophico-sociological considerations in mind, to which will be added other 
conclusions drawn from science or inherited from some of Europe�s great minds. 
Indeed, based on the philosophical theses already mentioned, great European 
scientists such as anatomist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832), naturalist and 
biologist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Count of Bu�on (1707-1788) and surgeon 
and anthropologist Paul Broca (1824-1880), all of whom were French, along 
with Swedish naturalist Carl von LinnØ (1707-1778), would use the data from 
their respective sciences to conclude that Blacks were inferior to whites. 

�is �scienti�c� side of the argument on the racial inferiority of Blacks 
was particularly prevalent in the United States, where it found favour among 
proponents of physical anthropology, an emerging discipline. Such individuals 
included Louis Agassiz (1807-1873) and, in particular, Samuel George Morton 
(1799-1851). �e great naturalist Louis Agassiz was born in Switzerland and 
emigrated to the United States in the 1840s. He was recruited by Harvard, 
where he created and managed the Comparative Zoology Museum until his 
death in 1783. George Morton was born in Philadelphia and �rst studied 
medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, followed by Edinburgh University 
in Scotland, before returning to his home institution as a professor of anatomy. 

6	 In a footnote, Tocqueville goes on to write: ��is opinion is sanctioned by authorities in�nitely weightier 
than anything that I can say: thus, for instance, it is stated in the Memoirs of Je�erson (as collected by 
M. Conseil), �Nothing is more clearly written in the book of destiny than the emancipation of the blacks; and 
it is equally certain that the two races will never live in a state of equal freedom under the same government, 
so insurmountable are the barriers which nature, habit, and opinions have established between them.�
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In, �e Mismeasure of Man (Gould, 1997), the biologist and science historian 
Stephen Jay Gould7 has shown how these two scientists were the true founders of 
polygenism and thus also of �scienti�c� racism in the United States. Indeed, while 
monogenism traces a single (African) origin of the human species, polygenism 
will, on the contrary, attribute a di�erent ancestor to each of the human �races� 
(white, yellow and black), thus acting as a �scienti�c� foundation for the existence 
of distinct human species, with hereditary cognitive abilities that vary signi�cantly 
from one race to another.8 �is leads on to the conclusion that there is a biologically 
based correlation between intellectual capacity, moral qualities and delicacy of 
feeling, on the one hand, and skin colour, skull shape, hair texture, etc., on the 
other. White becomes synonymous with beauty, goodness and rationality, while 
Black symbolizes ugliness, instinct, emotion, stupidity, etc. 

Having collected, measured and analysed numerous skulls (over 6009), Samuel 
George Morton prided himself on proving that a large skull meant a large brain 
and therefore high intellectual or even moral capacities and, conversely, that a 
small skull indicated a small brain and, consequently, low intellectual, cognitive 
and moral capacities. �ese theories, which quickly earned him worldwide 
fame, are developed in two major works: Crania Americana, or A comparative 
view of skulls of various Aboriginal Nations of North and South America. To which 
is pre�xed An Essay on varieties of Human Species, Philadelphia, 1839 and Crania 
Aegyptiaca, or Observations on Egyptian ethnology, derived from anatomy, history 
and the monuments, Philadelphia, 1844.

We might wonder why, after having studied skulls found in America, Morton 
went on to examine nearly one hundred skulls of ancient Egyptians, which he had 
been able to obtain thanks to the intervention of George Robinson Gliddon,10 

7	 According to the author, �it is obviously not accidental that a nation still practicing slavery and expelling its aborigi-
nal inhabitants from their homelands should have provided a base for theories that Blacks and Indians are separate 
species, inferior to whites�, Stephen Jay Gould, La Mal-mesure de l�homme, 1997, p. 76. �e author shows, moreover, 
how craniometric measurements were either manipulated or disguised so that they met the expectations of their 
authors: to prove the biological inferiority of the Black man and superiority of the white male. 

8	 Cheikh M�BackØ Diop, �AntØnor Firmin, Cheikh Anta Diop et Stephen Jay Gould. Notes de lecture 
sur la genŁse du racisme moderne, ses spØci�citØs et sa deconstruction�, personal communication. I 
would like to thank the author for providing me with an unpublished version of his article, which deals, 
among other issues, with the way in which modern racism disguised and then parasitized the history 
of humanity, and in particular that of Africa, to such an extent that the Egypt of the pharaohs became 
detached from the black continent and attached to Asia.

9	 In his book, Crania Aegyptiaca, Philadelphia, 1844, p. 3, Morton indeed writes: �I have been enabled to 
make extensive and satisfactory comparisons by means of nearly six hundred human crania, which form 
a part of my private anatomical collection�. 

10	 Speaking of George R. Gliddon, Morton points out that �he procured one hundred and thirty-seven human 
crania, of which one hundred pertain to the ancient inhabitants of Egypt�, Crania Aegyptiaca, 1844, p. 1.
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Consul General of the United States in Cairo at the time. �e reason is that, for 
him, Egypt constituted a case study and test of truth. He would thus examine it to 
con�rm the thesis according to which the various human species had always lived 
apart. Morton thus argued that two main races coexisted during the Pharaonic 
period: the Caucasian race and the Black race, the former being solely responsible 
for the ancient Egyptian civilization, while the latter was enslaved, as was still the 
case at that time. Here, in order, are some of the �fteen main conclusions (Morton, 
1844, pp. 65-66) that he reaches at the end of his book, Crania Aegyptiaca: 

1 - The valley of the Nile, both in Egypt and Nubia, was originally peopled by a 
branch of Caucasian race.
2 - These primeval people, since called Egyptians, were the Mizraimites of Scripture, 
the posterity of Ham, and directly affiliated with the Libyan family of nations.
3 - In their physical character the Egyptians were intermediate between the 
Indo-European and Semitic races. ...
8 - The Negroes were numerous in Egypt, but their social position in ancient times 
was the same that it now is, that of servants and slaves. ... � 
15 - The physical or organic characters which distinguish the several races of men, 
are as old as the oldest records of our species.

Morton also speci�ed that the French scientist Georges Cuvier had previously 
achieved the same results.11 Subsequently, his own �ndings would be corroborated by 
other research projects, including those conducted under the auspices of Josiah Clark 
Nott and George Robbins Gliddon. In a voluminous work of more than 700 pages, 
entitled Types of Mankind, Morton�s two disciples point out that: 

In the broad field and long duration of Negro life, not a single civilization, spontaneous 
or borrowed, has existed, to adorn its gloomy past. The ancient kingdom of Meroº 
has been often pointed out as an exception, but this is now proven to be the work of 
Pharaonic Egyptians, and not of Negro races (Nott and Gliddon, 1854, p. 52).12

�is is the intellectual and ideological context in which historians and 
researchers of black or African descent would attempt to make another voice 
heard on the history of Africa.

11	 �I have examined in Paris, and in the various collections of Europe�, says Cuvier, �more than �fty heads 
of mummies, and not one amongst them presented the characters of the Negro or Hottentot�, in Crania 
Aegyptiaca, op. cit., p. 20.

12	 It is worth mentioning here the full title of this work: Types of Mankind, or Ethnological Researches based upon 
the Ancient Monuments, Paintings, Sculptures and Crania of Races, and upon Natural, Geographical, Philological 
and Biblical History: Illustrated by Selections from the inedited papers of Samuel George Morton, M. D. and by 
Additional Contribution from Prof. L. Agassiz, LL.D.; W. Usher, M.D.; and Prof. H. S. Patterson, M.D
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Although not the very �rst to tackle the issue, a Haitian scholar, Joseph 
Auguste AntØnor Firmin (1850-1911), put forward the �rst structured and 
argued response dismissing the theses of the polygenic school (which was as 
American as it was European) piece by piece.

His work, long misunderstood, was unearthed from oblivion at the beginning 
of the twenty-�rst century. No other work takes such a clear stance against the 
racializing theses put forward by the American School of Anthropology at that 
time. Indeed, we �nd no such thing either in any of Martin R. Delany�s works,13 
nor indeed, thereafter, in those of W. E. B. Du Bois (1946),14 George J. M. 
James (1954), or even Chancellor Williams (1987), who nevertheless all refer to 
ancient Egypt as African and Black.

AntØnor Firmin was a lawyer by training and a diplomat by profession, as 
well as a politician. He arrived in Paris in 1883. �anks to the help of two fellow 
doctors, he was elected a full member of the SociØtØ d�Anthropologie de Paris 
(Paris Anthropology Society) in July 1884. At the time, this learned society, 
founded by Paul Broca in 1859, focused most of its discussion on the �scienti�c 
evidence� for the inequality of human races. �is same year, 1884, marked the 
publication of the second edition of Essai sur l �inØgalitØ des races humaines (�e 
Inequality of the Human Races) by the writer and diplomat Joseph Arthur de 
Gobineau (1816-1882). All this explains Firmin�s choice of title for his book: 
De l �ØgalitØ des races humaines. Anthropologie positive (�e Equality of Human 
Races: Positivist Anthropology) (Firmin, 2003 [1885]). It was published in 1885, 
only a year after he joined the Anthropology Society, and the year of the Berlin 
Conference. �e book is dedicated to Haiti, expressing the wish that it might 
�inspire in all the children of the Black race around this big world the love of 
progress, justice and liberty. In dedicating this book to Haiti, I bear them all in 
mind, both the downtrodden of today and the giants of tomorrow.�

�is is testimony to how important Firmin regarded this work to be in the 
context of the Black population�s struggle for emancipation. �e book is dense 
in both form and content, and extremely well documented. Firmin discusses 
an impressive number of authors and texts in various languages: Latin, Greek, 

13	 In 1879, the African American Martin Robinson Delany had published a work entitled: Principia of 
Ethnology: �e Origin of Races and Color, with an Archaeological Compendium of Ethiopian and Egyptian 
Civilization from Years of Careful Examination and Enquiry, Philadelphia, Harper & Brothers, 1879. 
In a recent study focusing on this author, African-American Egyptologist Mario Beatty stresses that, 
although he does not respond directly to Samuel Morton, Delany was perfectly aware of some of George 
Robbins Gliddon�s works, along with those of Josiah Clark Nott on ancient Egypt (Mario H. Beatty, 
�Martin�Delany and Egyptology�, Ankh No. 14/15, 2004-2006, p. 78-99).

14	 Chapters IV, V and VI relate directly or indirectly to ancient Egypt. 
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French, English, German, Italian. �is testi�es to his great erudition and 
exceptional capacity for work. He is also well informed about the most recent 
works on ancient Egypt. He thus explicitly refers to the Grammaire Øgyptienne 
by Jean-François Champollion, to whom he pays homage in these terms:

We must praise Champollion�s genius. He deserves immortal fame not only 
for having revealed ancient Egypt to the European world by deciphering the 
hieroglyphics, but also for having understood at first sight and with his characteristic 
profound intelligence, that the Egyptian and Ethiopian peoples were one and the 
same race, with a common language, the same skin colour and identical physical 
traits (Firmin, 2003 [1885], p. 205).

We have already discussed the whole issue of ancient Egypt in the race 
inequality debate. It is therefore not surprising that the most structured 
response against this point of view also focuses on this civilization. Egypt is 
indeed present throughout Firmin�s work. In particular, Chapter IX is entirely 
devoted to the country of the pharaohs, with a twofold aim: to a�rm the 
primacy and excellence of this civilization, and then to place it in its Black 
African geographical, linguistic and cultural context. �is chapter�s title, �Egypt 
and Civilization� is thus followed by a phrase by Champollion, a�rming that 
�Egypt is wholly African, not Asian� (p. 203).

�ose who declared that the Black race was inferior to all others were 
required to prove the ongoing validity and perpetual nature of this fact, i.e. 
to demonstrate that it continued to be true, as it had always been in history. 
Firmin argues that this opinion is contradicted by the true history of the 
African continent, especially during its Pharaonic period, thanks in particular 
to the decisive contribution of Jean-François Champollion. Firmin goes on to 
endeavour to refute the pseudo-scienti�c theses of the scientists forming what 
he calls �the whole proud and arrogant phalanx of those who proclaim that the 
Black man is destined to serve as a stepping stone for the White man in his 
quest for power� (Firmin, 2003 [1885], p. 139). Such �gures include Morton, 
Renan, Broca, Carus, Quatrefages, Büchner and Gobineau. He nevertheless 
reserves a direct response for Samuel George Morton:

The American scholar Samuel Morton, who promoted with such perseverance the 
theory of polygenism of which he was the leading expert, was also the first to transform 
into a scientific doctrine the mistaken opinion that the ancient populations of Egypt 
had belonged to the White race. In his Crania Ethnica, he strove to demonstrate that 
the study of the cranial configuration of the Retous resembled more the White type 
than the Black type. His immense erudition, a rigorous and recognized methodology, 
but above all the general propensity of Europeans to attribute only to their own race 
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every great and beautiful thing ever accomplished on earth, made people accept his 
ideas without questioning them (Firmin, 2003 [1885], p. 206).

�anks to his precise, in-depth knowledge of the ancient Egyptian 
civilization, he then proceeds with his argument based on a series of facts, 
leading to the conclusion that ancient Egypt is of African character. He begins 
by naming the country, in the language of the pharaohs: Kmt (p. 204), written 
as follows in hieroglyphics:  Kemet, Black, Negro, or the Black Country, 
like Black Africa. He does not fail to point out that nowhere else in the world is 
the adoption of the colour black so general and consistent as in Egypt (p. 223). 
He then names its inhabitants, once again in the language of the country: Retous 
(p. 206). �is reading of the hieroglyphic word:  , with its variant  
was not incorrect in 1885. Today, we know thanks to the Pyramid Texts, that the 
same word was thus spelled, in its Old Kingdom long version:  with 
the variant  (Faulkner, 1972, pp. 149-150), thus revealing the presence of 
a phonogram �m�, between the �r� and the �t�, giving us the reading rmT (remetch). 
Usually translated as �the Egyptians�, this word actually means �human beings�, 
�people�, �men�. Other words were used to designate the Egyptian people:  
Kemet (Faulkner, 1972, p. 286) or indeed  Kemtiyu (Erman and Grapow, 
III, p. 128; see also, C. Anta Diop, 1980, pp. 39-72), words that literally mean 
�Blacks�, �Negroes�. Finally, these last two terms have the common root  
kem (Faulkner, 1972, p. 286), meaning �charcoal�,��black�. 

Turning to the linguistic argument, he reiterates Champollion�s recommendation 
of the Coptic intermediary for the reading of the ancient Egyptian language. 
Similarly, he rightly links the Egyptian language to the Nilotic group and remarks 
upon its close link with Kanuri, a language spoken in Bornu (p. 210). 

He goes on to examine the �ora and fauna of ancient Egypt, focusing 
initially on the �rst papyrus, the country�s heraldic plant, still abundant beside 
the lakes and rivers of Nubia, Abyssinia and Sudan. He then cites three animals 
worshipped by the ancient Egyptians: the ancient greyhound, black ibis and 
sacred scarab (p. 216). As regards material culture, he uses an emblematic 
object, the chevet (Lam, 2003),15 as evidence to con�rm the Ethiopian origin 
of the Egyptian civilization (p. 217), once again a very pertinent use of 
intuition. Finally, he arrives at the study of the Egyptian monuments, the 
statuary qualities of which testify to the Black African character of this people. 
He takes particular care over the transcription of Egyptian names, which are 
all properly written, demonstrating his solid linguistic knowledge (Obenga, 

15	 Aboubacry M. Lam dedicated his third cycle Egyptology thesis to this ancient artefact. 
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2008, pp. 132-145): Râ-mes-sou (p. 207), Kha-f-Râ (p. 218), Râ-hotpou, 
Nofri-t, Nofri-t-ari (p. 221), Pi-ânkhi-Meri-Amoun (p. 227). 

After a series of diverse and varied arguments, never used by the defenders 
of a white or Caucasian Egypt, Firmin is con�dent that he has dealt with all 
the claims of both the American school and all the partisans of polygenism, of 
which he refutes the craniometric measurements. His conclusion has now been 
fully con�rmed:

Whatever else may be said, a mortal blow has been struck against Morton�s school, 
Maspero�s dogma, and the theories of system-bound anthropologists. Egypt was a 
country of Negroes, of Black Africans. The black race has preceded all other races 
in the construction of civilization. It is in the Black race that thought first emerged 
and human intelligence first awakened (Firmin, 2003 [1885], p. 230).

Conclusion 

At the end of this analysis, it would appear that it is not only the history of Africa 
that needs to be rewritten, but that of humanity too, namely the history of our common 
history,16 based on a paradigm shift. In the particular case of Africa, there is a need 
to expand the ongoing work on the oral tradition, the important written literature 
of the ancient (Egypt, Nubia, Meroe) and medieval (Timbuktu) periods, as well as 
archaeological, linguistic and molecular biology data, etc. AntØnor Firmin had the 
perspicacity to foresee all this, imbuing it with a profound meaning in the conclusion 
of his work, demonstrating that he was a pioneer, very much ahead of his time:

There will be no question of race, for the word implies a biological and natural 
fatality which has no correlation with the degree of ability observable among the 
different human communities spread around the globe. It is no news to anyone 
today that there are countless Negroes who are much more civilized, intelligent, and 
educated than most Caucasians (Firmin, 2003 [1885], p. 403).

What is asserted here is not an inversion of the relationship of domination 
of one race over another, of one people over another. On the contrary, it is 
the recognition of the unity of our origins and the equality of the human 
species, whose common ancestor, born in Africa, was naturally African and 
black. �is was the very conclusion reached, in the middle of the twentieth 
century, by the work of Cheikh Anta Diop (1954, 1967, 1981). Like Firmin, 

16	 �is is the title of the �rst chapter of a recent book by palaeontologist Michel Brunet entitled Nous 
sommes tous des Africains. A la recherche du premier homme, Paris, Odile Jacob, 2016.
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the multidisciplinary work of Cheikh Anta Diop also concludes with the 
a�rmation of a monogenetic and African origin of the human species, as well as 
with the recognition of an autochthonous and African origin of the civilization 
and people of ancient Egypt. By restoring to the African continent its true 
past, these two researchers laid the foundations for an objective rewriting of the 
general history of humanity, free from the yoke of racism. Condemning racist 
ideology and its misdeeds once and for all, Cheikh Anta Diop echoes Firmin�s 
call for universal brotherhood, beyond the notion of race:

It is at the level of the phenotype, that is to say, physical appearances, that the 
notion of race intervenes in history and social relations... So, the problem lies in 
re-educating our perception of the human being, detaching it from racial appearance 
so that it focuses on the human, freed from any ethnic coordinates (Diop, 2007 
(1981), p. 11-18).

Is this not, ultimately, the challenge and overall goal of restoring the history 
of Africa and its diasporas around the world?
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C H A P T E R  3

THE CONCEPT OF AFRICA  
AND HISTORY OF AFRICA

Salim Abdelmadjid

Introduction

A text on philosophy in a history book may seem suspect � unless the 
book is found in the archives � especially when the topic is Africa. �e best-
known supposedly philosophical conceptualization of Africa (in the absence 
of historicity) remains that of Hegel. �is instance of colonial appropriation 
of philosophy is also one of its frequent generalizing and anti-empirical 
misappropriations. Historians must be wary of this, as it diverges from the rigour 
and singular power of historical science. �e latter cannot, nevertheless, escape 
philosophy, which must take history into account � that is to say, the meaning 
of historical facts and their narratives, the sense of one�s own history and its 
foundations in history � while retaining its scienti�c character. Yet philosophy 
cannot escape historical science either, which must not fail to historicize 
philosophy, nor integrate it, to the point at which it falls to historians to act as 
philosophers and ask about their subjects, �What is it?� 

With Africa as their subject, philosophy and history must address that 
same initial question: What is Africa? �erein lies reciprocal determinism: if 
we ignore it, we cannot write its history, and if we cannot write its history, we 
cannot know its history. �e historicization of Africa depends on the concept 
of Africa. To be correctly attempted, it thus requires an accurate concept of 
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Africa, namely an answer to the question �What is Africa?� �is is accomplished 
by building an idea relating truly and exclusively to Africa and its name, the 
development of which is governed by posing a philosophical problem, to which 
it provides the solution. �e conceptualization of Africa depends on a knowledge 
and an accurate understanding of its history, namely the historical facts relating 
to what took place in Africa and outside Africa, against, by and for Africans, 
along with how these have been set out and their historical explanations. �e 
question becomes multi-faceted: �What is Africa?��And therefore, �What is the 
idea of Africa?���What does it mean?���Where is it located?���Since when has it 
existed?���What is an African?�. 

To this day, and even in scienti�c texts, a contradictory plurality persists in the 
ordinary and indeterminate understanding of Africa, whether geographical (the 
African continent), racial (Black Africa), demographic (all Africans), or political 
(the African Union, or a number of States on the continent deemed representative). 
�is would suggest that the question �What is Africa?��has not yet been adequately 
answered. A consciousness of reciprocal determinism regarding philosophy and 
historical science, and their roots in the history of Africa and Africans, both 
subjected to a long period of oppression and an un�nished liberation, might 
reveal some of the reasons for this persistence. A knowledge of the outcomes of 
history and philosophy in Africa over the last �fty years or more would permit 
an understanding of the possibility of asking the question now, and in such a way 
that an answer can be found. �e history of Africa depends on a clear de�nition 
of its subject, and the philosophy of Africa on de�ning itself. �is does not mean 
setting out a �world view� of societies situated in Africa (ethnophilosophy), nor the 
main work of African philosophers � �rational, theoretical, critical or professional 
philosophy� (Floistad, 1987) � but rather a philosophy itself in which Africa and 
Africans are the subjects. �e key issues to be faced in formulating the question are: 
furthering an understanding of the African situation and African self-awareness, 
and determining, through a concept, the necessary action required to overcome 
Africa�s critical situation.

In a philosophical text within a history book, the reciprocal determinism of 
philosophy and history in response to the question �What is Africa?��can only 
be explained by following the philosophical perspective and making it available 
to historians. It is a matter of philosophically asking the question �What is 
Africa?� in order to philosophically articulate both sides of determinism in the 
conceptualization and historicization of Africa,� not only to explain why the 
concept of Africa varies according to the history of Africa and vice versa, but 
also to precisely determine the concept of Africa corresponding to its known 



67�e Concept of Africa and History of Africa

history. Its possible determination of the future historicization of Africa can 
thus be identi�ed, namely the inseparable nature of Africa�s future history 
of science and the future historical facts of Africa. Which notion of Africa�s 
history does the philosophical position of the�question �What is Africa?� imply?

First and foremost, the methodological requirements of the speci�c 
and empirical foundation of Africa�s conceptualization require the formal 
acknowledgement of the historical foundation of the reciprocal determinism 
of philosophy and history, along with an understanding of this in the current 
context to craft a genealogy of Africa�s conceptualization. It is a question of 
explaining the consistency in the chronology and the logic of the reciprocal 
determination of philosophy and history with Africa as the subject and, with 
this in mind, identifying and linking these moments as possibilities. As these 
become active, they constitute steps towards the possibility of a correct concept 
of Africa: moving away from negation through the African historicization of 
Africa; moving away from the colonial, unhistorical conceptualization of Africa; 
then moving from this to an analysis of the meaning thus revealed as a historical 
construct of Africa; and �nally towards the conquest of a space for thought 
where it is henceforth possible to create a concept of Africa. 

Colonial concept of Africa and the history 
of Africa: the philosophy of history

Concepts of Africa exist in the repertoire of modern West-European 
philosophy that, although they di�er according to author and period, share a same 
discourse (Foucault, 2001), which also evolves, but in which Africa�s position does 
not change: radical negative otherness, anti-European, against which Europe is 
portrayed as anti-African. Consider the example of Hegel in 1830 (Agossou, 
2005; Bidima, 1995; Dieng, 2006; Okonda, 2010) in Reason in History:

What we take the name of Africa to mean in short, is a non-developed, ahistoric 
world, entirely a prisoner of the natural spirit and whose place is still on the threshold 
of universal history (Hegel, 1994).

 �e philosophical aspect of this concept derives from a previously introduced 
philosophical problem: how to reconcile the universality and clarity of reason 
with the diversity of its geographical expressions? By reducing the universality of 
reason to its Western-European expression, Hegel identi�es this diversity through 
a series of stages of human achievement. To re�ect the di�erentiated and tiered 
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externalization throughout time of reason, which is nonetheless unequivocal 
and universal, Hegel was driven to form concepts of countries and peoples 
corresponding to di�erent moments of externalization. Africa corresponded 
to the �rst of these, non-externalized reason, due to an absence of historicity. 
�e question �What is Africa?�� had been asked and the answer given was a 
combination, according to the section dedicated on Africa in Reason in History, 
of the following: a geographical delimitation (Southern Africa) (Hegel, 1994), a 
historical delimitation (since the �origins� of time), a demographic delimitation 
(�blacks�) (Hegel, 2012), the formulation of an idea (absence of historicity) and a 
meaning (the passivity of Africa requiring its external activation). 

When framed in this manner, the understanding of Africa�s history implied 
in the question is that it is non-existent. Among the reasons that explain why 
the question has not been correctly framed, one is an error identi�ed as history-
related; another is a fault related to the perception of the humanity of the African. 
Hegel�s error regarding history was at least twofold. First, the critical insu�ciency 
of historians� narratives and sources he took into account and the concept of 
historical science with which they were associated. Secondly, and indissociably, the 
anti-empiricism of history, especially through its deconstruction from geography. 
�is deconstruction was achieved through the subordination of geography to 
history, the synchronic diversity of the former being deferred to the supposed 
diachronic unity of the latter. �is deconstruction, which seemed to Hegel to 
condition the understanding of the meaning of history, and which was necessary 
to its conceptualization, to the subjects� matter and identity, actually negates 
the foundation of these concepts in the reality of history and geography, i.e. its 
irreducible spatiality (Benoist and F. Merlini, 2001; Grataloup, 2009). In Reason 
in History, he thus claims that, before any geographical characterization of �Africa 
per se�, �Africa, as far back as history goes, has always been closed, disconnected 
from the rest of the world; it is...the land of childhood�.

Yet what �as far back as history goes� actually means is: back to the point 
at which our knowledge of it stops. �is identi�cation of present-day and 
historical Africa cannot be founded upon any empirical justi�cation, meaning 
that the conceptualization loses any cognitive potential. For example, when later 
citing the invasion of �hordes of negros (...) in Abyssinia�, Hegel asks: �Was 
this turmoil provoked by some internal movement and, if so, what was it?��He 
readily admits: �We do not know�, and goes on to conclude that: �In this main 
part of Africa, there cannot be any history as such. What took place was a series 
of accidents�. �e limited information (both qualitatively and quantitively) that 
Hegel had at his disposal when setting out his reasoning was not enough to 
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justify his claims. Not only does he explicitly assume his ignorance, he proclaims 
it to be an additional argument in claiming an absence of African historicity. 
Rather, it reveals that for Hegel, it is a question of adapting the reality of Africa 
to its system, already conceived, and to the colonial discourse in which it is built. 
Hegel�s fault as far as Africans are concerned, consists of the separation and 
hierarchization of closed human groups whose uni�cation can only come from 
the anthropological conversion of those who, according to him, realize humanity 
the least in relation to those who realize it the most. �ere is a link between 
error and fault. �e methodological �aw makes the discursive environment of 
his reasoning � colonialism � which initially made it seem acceptable to lack 
rigour, all the more contagious. Hegel legitimized slavery, and his concept, far 
from being philosophical, could only ever be e�ective as a discursive tool (that 
is to say, a concept replicating the discourse within the environment in which it 
was formulated), which, when subjected to the world order, he reinforced.

Faced with such a discourse, the �rst challenge to exposing the historicity of 
Africa was practical. �is would contribute to exposing the humanity of Africans, 
thus o�-setting the discursive e�ect of a�rming Africa�s absence of historicity 
and theoretically structuring a plan of action with a view to its liberation. �e 
same would apply to historical science, scrutinizing the methodology and faults 
revealed by its inapplicability to Africa and, indeed, to philosophy. �e Hegelian 
a�rmation of Africa�s absence of historicity was more of an avowal of the absence 
of historicity in his own philosophy of history � the fact that such a lack of 
historical foundation made considering history impossible. Exposing Africa�s 
historicity requires philosophy to examine critically its general methodology 
in order to make it available, in particular, to the empiricism, spatiality and 
�eventuality� of historical facts. For these three challenges � practical, historical, 
philosophical � the erroneous deconstruction of history and geography by Hegel 
indicates a negative need to always consider the geographicity of Africa which, as 
it involves geopolitics, also involves geohistory and geophilosophy.

African history of Africa and the concept 
of Africa: a problematic unity

�e radical criticism of the colonial conceptualization of Africa by the absence 
of historicity could only have been the product of history itself, with its dual sense of 
facts and narrative, that is to say, by both the historical exposure of African history 
and the historical �ght for the liberation of Africa. It is therefore historically 
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and philosophically consistent that the African history of Africa was de�nitively 
written during the periods of independence, as recorded by historians such as 
Ki-Zerbo (1972) and continued shortly afterwards by the African community of 
historians in monographs such as UNESCO�s General History of Africa (GHA) 
(Ki-Zerbo, 1980), and �e Cambridge History of Africa (Fage and Oliver, 1975-
1986). Ki-Zerbo�s Histoire de l�Afrique noire (1972) is a good illustration of this. 
When undertaking this work in 1962, he was confronted with the negation of 
Africa�s historicity and its historiographical method: the history of Africa had 
been mostly written by Europeans and based on European sources, and the 
criteria of historicity were determined according to what the history of Europe 
had been. �e a�rmation of Africa�s historicity is therefore inextricably linked to 
the epistemological renewal of history and the indivisibility of the politicality and 
scienti�city of historical science applied to Africa. An African history of Africa 
was a political act in itself � a manifestation of the politicality of history itself, the 
re�exivity of which produced the kind of knowledge that could transform the 
situation. Ki-Zerbo explained this from the outset by emphasizing this extract 
from Lumumba�s last letter to his wife: �One day, history will have its say ... Africa 
will write its own history.���is quotation is a sign of political positioning only 
insofar as it attests to the politicality of history: Lumumba�s formula, which made 
history, reveals the political nature of history by clarifying the ambiguity that 
de�nes it. Fact and narrative coexist, and all historical transformations take place 
and reference each other according to this reciprocity.

�e political power of Histoire de l�Afrique noire lay in its scienti�c rigour. �e 
practical and theoretical di�culties of the task were evident, given the size of the 
subject and the prejudice encountered in the 1960s. �ese were further complicated 
by the limited number of written sources and chronological references in Africa 
relative to other areas, and by the fact that the period of colonization had corresponded 
with the domination of the positivist school of European historiography, linking 
the objectivity of the historical narrative to the scripturality of the source and its 
dating. An epistemological modi�cation was, however, taking place, with which an 
articulation was possible to produce the methodological renewal necessary for the 
study of African history. Ki-Zerbo presented it in these terms: �Fewer and fewer 
authors and readers of history take an interest in history that historicizes dates of 
battles and years of reign. History wants to embrace the breadth and depth of the 
river of human evolution� (1972, p. 16). 
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He was referring in particular to the work of the Annales school (l�Øcole des 
Annales), and took up Bloch�s criticism of the positivist school, as summarized 
by Le Go�: 

What Bloch did not accept in his master Seignobos, the main representative of 
�positivist� historians, was to start the historian�s work only with the collection of 
facts, whereas an essential earlier phase requires the historian to be aware that the 
historical fact is not a �positive� datum, but the product of an active construction 
on his part to transform the source into a document and then to constitute these 
documents, these historical facts in question (Le Goff in Bloch, 2005, pp. 12-13).

Historical fact as a problem requires it to be situated in its historical context. 
In order to do this, the economic activities and social and cultural organizations 
on which it is based must be considered in the long term. �e methodological 
corollary of this epistemological premise is interdisciplinarity: integrating 
other sciences into historical research, starting with that of the human and 
social sciences. To combine the epistemological necessity of structuring these 
sciences and the spatio-temporal importance of his subject, Africa �since its 
beginnings�, Ki-Zerbo (1972) adopts the theory of three-tiered plans put 
forward by Braudel in La MØditerranØe et le monde mØditerranØen à l �Øpoque de 
Philippe II. Braudel, in prefacing Histoire de l �Afrique noire, signals its success: 
from the �rst chapter, �Prehistory: Africa, the Patrimony of Mankind�, to the 
third, ��e Dark Centuries�, history is �almost motionless, that of man in his 
interactions with his environment� (Braudel, 1979, p. 16). From Chapter 4, 
�Sub-Saharan Africa from the 7th to the 12th Century: From Kingdoms 
to Empires�, to Chapter 9, ��e Invasion of a Continent: Africa Snatched 
from Africans�, history is �slow-paced, that of groups and groupings�; and 
from Chapter 10, ��e Golden Age of Foreigners� to the last chapter, �African 
Problems Today�, history is �traditional history�the history of events�. �is 
tiering makes it possible to organize interdisciplinarity: archaeology, physical 
anthropology and physical geography, for example, are very useful in the �rst 
tier; sociology and linguistics in the second; political economics and cultural 
anthropology in the third. Rather than �juxtaposed multidisciplinarity�, which 
would make the historical limits of each discipline insurmountable, Ki-Zerbo 
explains (in Chapter 15, ��e Interdisciplinary Methods Adopted in this 
Study�) in Methodology and African Prehistory, the �rst volume of the GHA, that 
he practises �an interdisciplinarity by grafting together various approaches�, on 
the presumption that social life is multidimensional. �ese results de�nitively 
contradict the colonial conceptualization and the philosophy of history 
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to which it is subject. Annulling the concept of history is one example: to 
follow an anthropological argument, humans were already human when the 
written word �rst appeared, so it is therefore senseless to reduce history, that 
is human history, to the period after the appearance of writing; to follow 
a relativist argument, de�ning prehistory amounts to considering societies 
in which writing is not used as ahistorical, that is, a human; to follow an 
epistemological argument, it is possible to scienti�cally study oral history, 
which must therefore be integrated into the historical narrative in the same 
way that humanity that speaks without writing must be included. To follow a 
strictly historical argument, de�ning prehistory abstractly reduces the in�uence 
on �historical� humanity of �prehistoric� humanity, which is even more critical 
in the case of Africa since the land corresponding to it was the theatre of 
universally decisive technical and sociocultural changes for the �rst hundreds 
of thousands of years of humanity. Finally, to follow a political argument, 
reducing this period to prehistory is ideological, and minimizes the universal 
acknowledgment of Africa�s contribution to humanity. �e reminder (notably 
in Chapter V of Histoire de l �Afrique noire, �Grands siŁcles�), that African 
societies were relatively viable economically before slavery and colonization 
is a second example, which makes it impossible to use Africans� inability to 
support themselves as an argument to justify colonization or explain Africa�s 
current di�culties, and makes it necessary to acknowledge the consequences 
of slavery and colonization, and therefore the responsibility of Europe and 
America up to the present day. �e reminder that di�erent African regions 
maintained key relationships with other regions of the world, South Asia via 
the Indian Ocean, the Arabic peninsula via the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean 
and the Mediterranean, is a third example which invalidates Hegel�s claim 
that Africa was a closed continent, cutting itself o� from the spirit of the 
world. Yet another example is the reminder that the Sahara is not a border, 
which renders any geographical legitimization of the racial division of Africa 
between Black and white absurd. Furthermore, the title chosen by Ki-Zerbo 
for his work paradoxically represents a call against such a division. He speci�es 
in his preface that the history of Africa can only be concluded when �a 
systematic study of Northern Africa� has taken place. �e results of L�Histoire 
de l �Afrique noire justi�es that the publication was received as a technical 
contribution to historical methodology and a theoretical contribution to the 
de�nition of historical science, which leads him to insist on the diversi�cation 
of historians� skills, their association with representatives of other disciplines 
and the singularity of research methods according to the subject studied.
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A philosophical re�ection on the Histoire de l �Afrique noire is possible, for a 
speci�cally historical reason explained by Ric�ur at the beginning of Histoire et 
vØritØ, under the heading �Objectivity and Subjectivity in History�:

We expect...history to allow access to the pasts of human societies with [the] dignity 
of objectivity. That does not mean that this objectivity is that of physics or biology: 
there are as many levels of objectivity as there are methodical behaviours. We 
therefore wait for history to add a new province to the varied empire of objectivity.

This expectation implies another: we expect historians to have a certain quality 
of subjectivity, not just any subjectivity, but a subjectivity precisely adapted to the 
objectivity appropriate to history. It is a question of implied subjectivity, implied by 
the objectivity expected.

We therefore suspect that there exists good and bad subjectivity, and we expect 
a separation between good and bad subjectivity, through the very exercise of the 
profession of historian. 

That is not all: under the banner of subjectivity, we expect something more important 
than the historian�s good subjectivity; we expect history to be the history of mankind 
and� to help the reader, informed by the history of historians, to build up high levels 
of subjectivity, not only one�s own subjectivity, but that of mankind. 

However, this interest, this expectation � through history � of a passage from oneself 
to mankind, is not exactly epistemological, but strictly philosophical: because it is 
the subjectivity of reflection we expect from reading and contemplating historical 
works; this interest already no longer concerns the historian who wrote the history, 
but the reader - especially the philosophical reader � the reader in whom any book, 
any work, finds its end, at its risk and peril. 

Such will be our path: from the objectivity of history to the subjectivity of the 
historian; from one and the other to philosophical subjectivity (Ric�ur, 1955).

Histoire de l�Afrique noire exempli�es �implied subjectivity by expected objectivity� 
in a paradigmatic manner. Such an implication, based on the foundation of research 
in the situation of independence, has allowed events to be organized around the 
historicity of Africans, by making their history, thus �constructing� a high level of 
subjectivity, the subjectivity ... of mankind�, giving rise to �a subjectivity of re�ection�. 
�e understanding of the world and humanity that required an absence of history in 
Africa is invalidated by its historicity, and humanity�s consciousness of itself is thereby 
radically altered. �e African consciousness of Africa is also transformed, deepening 
its consciousness of itself as African. �e historical uni�cation of Africa presupposes 
and, at the same time, promotes Africa�s situational unity. It can therefore be conceived 
as a guiding thread in this situation, which Ki-Zerbo, an independentist and pan-
Africanist, has moreover consistently followed and embodied. 
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In Histoire de l �Afrique noire, at least three elements allow for this 
interpretation: �rst, the subtitle, D�hier à demain (From Yesterday to Tomorrow); 
second, the setting out of the various periods by chapter; and third, the fact that 
Africa is thus considered as a whole unit. �is latter point is problematic in 
two respects: synchronously, since Africa, however it is understood, is diverse; 
and diachronically, since the construction of what is now Africa began in the 
�fteenth century (implying a need to justify the integration of what was not 
Africa prior to that period). In relation to the �rst issue, the most important 
terms in the subtitle are probably not �yesterday� and �tomorrow� as much as 
the prepositions �from� and �to�: does a sense of African history exist? No, if 
this means that it must be e�ectuated. Any historian of Africa who notes the 
transformation caused by the European invasion is conscious of the contingency 
of historical fact. (Ki-Zerbo gives his sixth chapter, in which he discusses �the 
�rst contact with Europeans and the slave trade from the �fteenth to nineteenth 
centuries� the title �Le Tournant� (the Turning Point).) �From Yesterday to 
Tomorrow� presupposes that a contingent fact can be determinant, however 
long the interval, shaping conditions up to the present day and beyond into the 
future. �is does not constitute �the meaning of history� but the possibility of a 
conditional meaning of a particular history. 

Secondly, considering how the various periods were set out by chapter, it would 
seem that, in contrast to Braudel�s tiered plans, which are quite equally split, the 
periods themselves are not: the �rst three chapters (64 pages) of the book cover 
several million years; the next seven (361 pages) cover fourteen centuries; the 
�nal three (181 pages) cover the period after the Second World War. �ere is no 
doubt that such an imbalance is partly necessary due to the unequal amount of 
information available for each period. With regard to the subtitle, and tiering plan, 
it would appear that Ki-Zerbo grasps the rush and momentum that culminates in 
independence. �ere is a relationship between the importance thus accorded to the 
period of independence and the analytical uni�cation of Africa. Ki-Zerbo admits 
that the continent�s spatio-temporal diversity does not make such a uni�cation very 
evident. �Rassembler l�Afrique� (Rallying Africa) is, furthermore, the last segment 
of the �nal chapter, �ProblŁmes africains d�aujourd�hui� (Today�s African Problems), 
and proves that Ki-Zerbo took into account its initial diversity. He nevertheless 
postulates that this feeble evidence, far from diminishing uni�cation, magni�es it 
and contributes to expressing its meaning. �e analytical unity of Africa is justi�ed 
historically at the moment of independence by how simultaneous and integral this 
was (independence was gained at the same time throughout the entire continent), 
in such a way that the sense of Africa�s history as a uni�ed whole can also be set out 
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starting from such a political summation of Africa. (Ki-Zerbo also postulates that 
this is a conscious summation and expresses this in the �rst two points of �Rallying 
Africa�: �From its origins to the OAU��and ��e Birth of the OAU�). Histoire de 
l�Afrique noire therefore calls for a philosophical re�ection on the sense of African 
history in a teleological direction and, unnecessarily, towards unity and liberty. 

Ki-Zerbo�s teleology di�ers from the one in which Husserl paradigmatically 
proposed to conceptualize Europe in 1935, in his conclusion to Philosophy and 
the Crisis of European Humanity: �It is necessary to elaborate on the concept of 
Europe as the historical teleology of in�nite goals of reason� (Husserl, 1992). 
Although Ki-Zerbo�s teleology is a component of Africa in the sense that it is 
negatively implicated in the European colonial uni�cation of Africa, it cannot 
� in contrast to Hesserl�s teleology � be identi�ed as something Africa �innately� 
possesses (Husserl, 1992). �e European colonial uni�cation of Africa and 
African resistance correspond to historical fact, whereas Husserl�s Europe falsely 
positions itself in a Greece that was not Europe, through the philosophical 
creation of philosophy, which Husserl believes must be de-historicized to be 
expressed philosophically. Ki-Zerbo�s teleology is geographically anchored, 
whereas Husserl removes geography from the concept, which, in accordance 
with the colonial context in which it expressed, extends �the spiritual �gure of 
Europe� beyond any territorial limit. Ki-Zerbo�s teleology is contingent, whereas 
Husserl�s is necessary. Ki-Zerbo�s telos, that is to say, the link between unity and 
liberty during independence, is historical: it is identi�ed both in history and 
the present day, which �nds itself historicized, as a condition for overcoming 
Africa�s critical situation. In this sense, it is a telos only if it is also an utopos. 
Husserl�s telos, on the other hand, is de-historicized, as �in�nite goals of reason�. 
In summary, whereas Husserl�s teleology is supposedly historical (to regulate 
history), Ki-Zerbo�s history is periodically teleological (within the geographical 
and historical limits as de�ned by a particular period and region) and, as such, 
utopian (identifying a utopos only as a necessary condition and integrating it 
into history and the historicized present day). Husserl�s historical teleology can 
be contrasted with Ki-Zerbo�s teleological history as utopian history, which 
allows for the simple, decisive a�rmation that, at a certain moment and in a 
certain place, delineated by the European invasion of Africa and the African 
liberation of Africa, the history of Africa was determined by the progressive � 
but necessarily unanimously African � goal of its liberation. 

Ki-Zerbo also asked the question �What is Africa?� His answer combined 
a geographical delimitation (continental Africa � namely the continent and 
its neighbouring islands), a historical delimitation (�since its beginnings�), 
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a demographical delimitation (all Africans, namely those who live or come 
from continental Africa and are citizens of the new independent States), the 
determination of an idea (the utopia of unity and liberty), and of a meaning (the 
political summation of Africa). �is answer calls for philosophical re�ection. 
�e idea of a utopian history is also evoked in Histoire de l �Afrique noire. �is 
re�ection includes an epistemological dimension: the epistemological liberation 
of history, necessary for the historicization of Africa, re�ects the necessity 
of epistemological liberation from philosophy, against non-philosophical 
history, for the conceptualization of Africa. How do we empirically anchor 
the philosophical problematization of Africa and, in particular, its unity, 
singularizing it methodologically according to the singularity of Africa�s history 
and situation, and realizing it from the perspective of Africans?

Philosophical analysis of the discursive 
concept of Africa and historicity of Africa�s 
historicity: Africa as a historical construct

�e concept of Africa implied by this history of Africa � that is, these 
delimitations of Africa, this idea and this meaning � must be analysed. 
Whereas Africa�s synchronic unity could be a�rmed politically at the moment 
of independence, its diachronic unity, beyond the beginning of its colonial 
uni�cation, could not. �e relativization of any historical inaugural de�nition of 
Africa in the �rst African historicization of Africa indicates that the question 
�What is Africa?�� has not been thoroughly discussed. In fact, the subject of 
�Africa� is often incorporated into history on the basis of how it is normally 
understood, in particular geographically and racially, without these being the 
subject of historicization. In the great monographs of the last decades � Histoire 
de l �Afrique noire, the GHA or �e Cambridge History of Africa � what is referred 
to as the �history of Africa� is actually the history of a space which, before the 
�fteenth century, was not Africa. �e subject�s historicity, which is taken into 
account even though the historicity of its understandings is not, is handled 
without Africa being considered as an historical construct � the very history 
of which is supposedly being traced. �e risk, therefore, is a neutralization of 
Africa. At the very least, this creates bias in the research. �e retrospective 
application of unity of the subject �Africa� to periods preceding the formation 
of the African geographical space is full of risk. Not of missing the diversity 
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of historical processes preceding and following the European invasion, which 
have been reported with impressive detail in these three monographs, but of 
not taking this into account in accordance with their diversity, by subordinating 
it to the same retrospectively uni�ed historical process. We have seen how 
Ki-Zerbo, in Histoire de l �Afrique noire, immediately questions the legitimacy 
of the common reduction of Africa to so-called Black Africa. Chapters 5 and 6 
of Methodology and African Prehistory (the �rst volume of the GHA, which he 
edits) � �Written sources before the �fteenth century� (Djait, 1999) and �Written 
sources from the �fteenth century onwards� (Hrbek, 1999) � demonstrate an 
awareness that Africa was a quite clearly de�ned historical construction from 
the outset. However, although Africa�s historicity has been demonstrated, along 
with the historicity of the discussion held around it, and appropriate means 
gathered to account for the historicity of Africa�s historicity, this latter issue has 
not really been thematized as such.

Moving forward requires thematization framed in the same way as the 
question �What is Africa?�, along the lines of V.Y. Mudimbe�s (1988) work 
in demonstrating the historicity of Africa�s historicity in �e Invention of 
Africa. However, it is not a question of opposing history and philosophy, nor 
hierarchizing their cognitive contributions, but, rather, of a�rming the interest, 
for Africa and for philosophy, of a philosophical re�ection on Africa itself (and 
not only African philosophy). �is would counteract the prejudice according to 
which Africa can only be regarded as a human and social science study subject. 
�e cognitive interest of a philosophical re�ection on Africa can, indeed, be 
linked to the epistemological interest of the structuring of disciplines. Noting 
here the way in which history can bene�t from philosophy, we immediately 
reiterate the fact that philosophy cannot ignore it. �e Invention of Africa 
would have been impossible without the work of history. �is anchors the 
question �What is Africa?��within the realm of history and African historical 
science, which Mudimbe (1994) can aim to expose as the �concept of Africa�, 
an expression that he uses in �e Idea of Africa. In �e Invention of Africa, he 
considers Africa as a historical construct and is thus able to identify it as the 
subject of a discourse. He takes a particular interest in scienti�c discourse 
relating to Africa, especially anthropology. In his Introduction, he presents his 
project in the following manner:

I shall be dealing with discourses on African societies, cultures, and peoples as 
signs of something else. I would like to interrogate their modalities, significance, 
or strategies as a means of understanding the type of knowledge which is being 
proposed. In fact, I do not address the classical issues of African anthropology or 
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history, the results of which might or might not mirror an objective African reality. 
Rather I am looking upstream of the results, precisely at what makes them possible, 
before accepting them as commentary on revelation, or restitution, of an African 
experience (Mudimbe, 1994).

Mudimbe later adds: �In sum, rather than simply accept the authority of 
quali�ed representatives of African cultures, I would like to study the theme 
of the foundations of discourse about Africa.� By endeavouring to analyse the 
scienti�c discourse on Africa and its historicity, Mudimbe is able to research the 
meaning of his historical construction and the way it is formed, studying and 
expressing its methods of e�ectuation, and to grasp the historicity of Africa�s 
historicity. By doing so, he is constantly asking the question �What is Africa?�, 
albeit implicitly. In �e Idea of Africa, the question is explicitly framed, from the 
preface onwards, as the goal towards which his research is directed: �it is evident 
that, to approach the question �What is Africa?� or �How do we de�ne African 
cultures?�, we cannot neglect a body of knowledge in which Africa has been 
included by Western disciplines such as anthropology, history, theology, or any 
other scienti�c discourse.�

�e Idea of Africa explicitly extends �e Invention of Africa (to determine, 
precisely, what we can call �the idea of the invention of Africa�). Mudimbe goes 
one step further towards asking the question �What is Africa?�:

The Idea of Africa is both the product and the continuation of The Invention of 
Africa insofar as it asserts that there are natural features, cultural characteristics, 
and, probably, values that contribute to the reality of Africa as a continent and its 
civilizations as constituting a totality different from those of, say, Asia and Europe. 
On the other hand, any analysis would sort out the fact that Africa (as well as Asia 
and Europe) is represented in Western scholarship by �fantasies� and �constructs� 
made up by scholars and writers since Greek times. That such constructions have 
simplified cultural complexities and made complex the being of these continents as 
objects should be obvious.

Mudimbe goes on to expose and align these characteristics of the Western 
representation of Africa, concluding that they were thought of as a �paradigm 
of di�erence� and constructed as a �double negative� of Europe.��is is what he 
calls �the idea of Africa�.

Is this a concept of Africa? Mudimbe uses an expression to de�ne his project: 
�In [this book], I explore the concept of Africa by bringing together all the levels of 
interpretation, and I examine their roots in and reference to the Western tradition�.

As the title indicates, this expression is synonymous with �the idea of Africa�. 
It is not a question of elaborating a new concept of Africa but, rather, of getting to 



79�e Concept of Africa and History of Africa

know and understand the concept we already have. �is is identi�ed with the idea 
of Africa as expressed and transmitted through the Western discourse on Africa, 
which must �rst be reconstituted. Although such work is a necessary condition 
for asking the question �What is Africa?�,� the aim is not to use this question 
as the explicit foundation of a philosophical problem which, in order to be 
answered, requires the philosophical elaboration of a concept of Africa. In the two 
publications cited above, Mudimbe unveils the ordinary ways of understanding 
Africa as a series of historical constructs, and, in so doing, allows them to be 
put on hold while, at the same time, exposing the whys and wherefores of the 
�concept of Africa�, in the sense of the dominant understanding of Africa. His 
work is decisive for the �eld of African philosophy, in particular with regard to the 
division between ethnophilosophy and �rational, theorical, critical or professional 
philosophy�. �e incommunicability between these two great schools of African 
philosophy is very much due to the fact that neither has been given the main 
task of developing a concept of Africa. Yet, how can the existence of an African 
philosophy be a�rmed, or, what boils down to the same thing, how can the way 
the existence of African philosophy is a�rmed be criticized, without �rst having a 
concept of Africa? Mudimbe suggests that the delimitation of the �eld of �African 
philosophy� always goes beyond its only and supposedly objective geographical 
or geographical-racial characterization, and always includes precisely a certain 
concept of Africa, a certain understanding of what characterizes it as such, as well 
as its populations, their societies and their history. �is is, however, presupposed, 
unexplained and therefore subject to whatever collective and sedimented 
representations of Africa are in�icted upon it. By doing so, Mudimbe creates a 
new understanding of African philosophy, as described in the Introduction, not 
as ethnophilosophy of African societies, nor as an inventory of the philosophical 
works of Africans, but as African philosophy: a philosophy in itself, with Africa and 
Africans as its topic. He gives methodological means to this new understanding 
of African philosophy, participating in the epistemological liberation of 
philosophy. �is is necessary for its geophilosophical modelling, and for making 
Africa available to it. Foucault�s (1966, 1969) methodological conceptuality � 
of discourse and devices, of archaeology and genealogy, and of events � is thus 
applied to African history and situations, the analysis and formation of which give 
the concept a single empirical foundation. �e idea and meaning of a concept of 
Africa invested in the African historicization of Africa remain, but are con�rmed 
by a rede�nition of the reference, imposed by taking into account the historicity 
of Africa�s historicity: the beginning of the historical construct of Africa is to be 
found in the second half of the �fteenth century. Africans are, �rst and foremost, 
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all those who have been and have identi�ed themselves as being African, and who 
have referred to each other, and continue to refer to each other as African. �is 
does not exclude the history that previously existed in the area that became the 
African space, but it determines the correct method for its integration into the 
history of Africa � on the one hand for the restitution of its own diversity, on the 
other to examine what took place and what changed after the beginning of the 
historical construct of Africa. 

In summary, Mudimbe made a decisive contribution to the philosophical 
re-appropriation of Africa, having the audacity to ask �What is Africa?�� as a 
philosophical question, and working to expose the sedimented idea of Africa with 
and against which an answer was sought to the African philosophical question. 
�rough the philosophical exposition and analysis of the sense of a historical 
construct of Africa, along with the discursive concept of Africa (the concept of 
Africa, prevailing in the discourse corresponding to the violent colonial construct 
of Africa � in this sense, again, the idea of the invention of Africa), he enabled the 
philosophical problematization and conceptualization of Africa.

Concept of Africa and history  
of Africa: African negativity

Supported by the knowledge of the historicization of Africa and the philosophical 
analysis of its discursive concept, it is up to the philosophical conceptualization of 
Africa to grasp the sense and current events of the African re-appropriation (of 
which the historicization and the philosophical analysis of its discursive concept are 
themselves expressions) of the colonial construction of Africa. We will limit ourselves 
here to showing how two main conditions for the elaboration of a concept of Africa 
are guiding the problematization: the unity of Africa (as a conceptual subject) and 
the universality of its concept (as a conceptual de�nition, a communicable mental 
analytical unit, and intrinsic to its singular and empirical foundation). 

Africa�s unity �rst seems empirically unjusti�able. Whatever ordinary 
understanding is accepted, whether geographical, racial, political or even 
demographic, an in�nite number of di�erences and contradictions � political, 
economic, social cultural and others � run through Africa. In addition to this 
observation, which appears to signify the impossibility of a�rming the unity 
of Africa and therefore elaborating a concept, two others can however be put 
forward. �e �rst, set with V. Y. Mudimbe in �e Invention of Africa, is that the 
African continent, as well as the reduction of Africa to �Black Africa� or the 
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ordinary delimitations of Africans as a whole, far from being a natural given, 
is the result of a historical construct. �e beginnings of this can be found in 
the second half of the �fteenth century in the events that marked the start of 
the Atlantic slave trade (M�Bokolo, 2008) and the European circumnavigation 
of what was becoming a continent. �e second is that, while, from the 
beginning of the slave trade to the systematic colonization of the continent, this 
massifying and simplifying construction consisted of continuous oppression, 
during the liberation struggle practically all the independence organizations, 
in spite of the in�nite di�erences and contradictions that cross the continent, 
took on the watchword of African Unity, institutionalized in 1963 as the 
Organization of African Unity. �ese two facts, which are interlinked, take 
on a decisive signi�cance: the common re-appropriation of an initial forced 
uni�cation. �e name of oppression became that of liberation � Africa � in 
a structured evolution through the three moments of uni�cation (of Africa) 
through negation (African) of the (European colonial) negation (of Africa), 
which can be summarily described as follows. �e �rst moment was of colonial 
negation of what was not, at the time, Africa (Grataloup, 2009). �is was, with 
the slave trade and the colonization, carried out with extreme and systematic 
violence, denying the di�erences that constitute what was not yet Africa. It 
united Africa by massifying and simplifying what was not Africa, and for 
those who were turned into Africans, causing their alienation as such. �e 
second moment saw Africans� negation of the initial negation, as expressed in 
all forms of resistance to all forms of colonial oppression. It corresponded to 
the assumption of alienation, including the recognition of the framework of 
oppression as the one to reverse for liberation: oppressed as an African, it is 
necessary to liberate oneself as an African. �e methods of African negation 
di�ered from those of colonial negation. �e hypothesis resulted in a reversal. 
Recognizing themselves as African, they grasped their forced uni�cation as the 
�ip side of the oppressor(s) unity and the oppression they su�ered, along with 
their de facto solidarity towards common oppression. �e uni�cation became 
active, paving the way for the third moment, in which the struggle made possible 
by uni�cation was materializing, and at the same time the liberation it sought 
was becoming concrete (to which the liberation struggles have eminently 
corresponded). �ese three moments cannot be separated. �ey generated each 
other and are part of the same evolution, only making sense in this context. If 
we had to put a name to this, we would need to call it �African negativity�, rather 
than �African negation�, naming precisely what, in the future, would become 
its imminent power of e�ectuation. Such a future is valid for �Black Africa� 
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as well as �continental Africa�, and also for those Africans who were deported, 
along with their descendants: from this point of view, there is a remarkable 
simultaneity between the �ght for African independence and, for example, the 
�ght for civil rights in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. �e unity 
of Africa is therefore justi�able through the concept of African negativity, 
understood as the unifying and liberating productivity of European colonial 
negation of what was, in fact, to become Africa.

�e logically expected universality of the concept of Africa empirically 
corresponds to the globality of Africa. Can de�ning a unifying and liberating 
self-productivity for Africa (through the self-negation of the negation of the 
self ) have a global meaning? �e decisive �nding here is the contradiction 
between the concept of the world, which presupposes its unity, and its reality 
� very much one of division (Badiou, 2007), clearly revealed in the asymmetry 
of borders, from Tijuana to the Bosporus via Gibraltar, separating the �dividing 
world� from the �world divided�. �is makes a global negativity, analogue to 
African negativity, conceivable: the existence of the world, like that of Africa, 
depends on its uni�cation which, like that of Africa, depends on the negation 
of its negation � a world divided. �is goes hand in hand with the observation 
that the intensity with which the world is divided (hence its inexistence) is 
particularly apparent in Africa. Such a �nding brings out the fact that these 
relations are not only identical but are expressed in the division of the world 
itself. It is therefore possible to combine the concept of African negativity and 
global negativity with that of productivity, uniting and liberating the world, along 
with the divided negation of the dividing negation of that which, therefore, was 
becoming the world. A hypothesis can thus be formulated according to which 
African negativity a�ects the divided negation of the division of the world, and 
global negativity a�ects the African negation of Africa�s domination.

�is allows the philosophical problem of Africa to be framed as that of the 
world�s inexistence, through the following question: does the uni�cation of Africa 
imply that of the world? �is signposts the elaboration of a concept of Africa as 
a �u-topia� of the existence of the world, insofar as it is the superlative negative.
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Conclusion

�e reciprocal determination of the conceptualization and historicization 
of Africa is historically attested by each of the stages highlighted: the Hegelian 
conceptualization of Africa through its absence of history is consistent with Hegel�s 
ignorance of its history; Ki-Zerbo�s historicization through utopia of unity and 
liberty is consistent with the Ki-Zerbian concept of Africa � all Africans subjected 
to a common oppression against which they recognize their solidarity and deploy it 
in their resistance and �ght for freedom; the Mudimbian analysis of the discursive 
concept of Africa as a historical construct is consistent with the recognition that Africa 
is a historical construct with its own history; the philosophical conceptualization 
through the articulation of African negativity and global negativity is consistent 
with the Mudimbian historicization of Ki-Zerbian historicization of Hegelian 
ignorance. �e reciprocal determinism of the conceptualization and historicization 
of Africa is also historically anchored (Ki-Zerbian historicization is independentist 
in the same manner that Hegelian conceptualization is colonialist), on a foundation 
that explains the chronological and logical coherence of a deeper understanding 
of Africa�s history and philosophy: radical criticism of the colonialist philosophical 
absence of historicization consisted of an independentist African exposure of Africa�s 
historicity. Drawing upon an anthropological signi�cance applied to Africa �as far 
back as history goes� thus required the identi�cation of a single, common origin, 
and meant that the problem of Africa�s unity was framed not only synchronically 
but also diachronically, with the issue of the historicity of African historicity framed 
alongside it. To correctly conceptualize Africa, the meaning of its historical construct 
had to be grasped, and it became possible to de�ne the reference to a philosophical 
concept of Africa by including the discursive concept of Africa (to overcome it 
dialectically). �is necessity and this possibility are included and expressed in the 
concept of African negativity. �e answer to the question �What is Africa?�, in 
philosophical terms,�from the point at which our elders left o� and we began, is a 
concept of Africa as a u-topia of the existence of the world, in that it is its superlative 
negativity. �e implied conception of Africa�s history is that it cannot be reduced to 
a succession of facts, even though these would be contextually relativized and long 
term. It recognizes a future driven by African negativity, which historical science 
can take as its topic. Since African negativity is linked to global negativity, such a 
conceptualization of Africa further instructs the historicization of Africa to present 
itself as the history of African negativity and the connection between African and 
global negativity. In order to conform with the reality of Africa and be faithful to 
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the possibility of an African voice (universalized around the universal and regained 
through independence), the history and philosophy of Africa must necessarily be 
global. �at is to say, they must not only relativize Africa in the global context, but 
also relativize the world in the African context, with a view to an African history of 
the world and an African concept of the world. 

�e distinction between history and the future is consistent with the 
distinction of the present, duration and lasting location of past events, and the 
relevance, duration and location of imminent events. �e contemporaneity of 
historic events and African philosophical and historical events indicates that 
the historical foundation for the reciprocal determinism of philosophy and 
history can itself be re�ected upon. It can be the aim of history and philosophy, 
to which they return together, disconnecting history and future, disconnecting 
present and current events in the here and now. History and philosophy do 
not always come �only with the falling of the dusk�, but also before the event. 
�erefore, a concept of Africa as a u-topia of the world�s existence, in the context 
of the history of �Africa�s invention�, is �a call to this new land, this new people�. 
Would history and philosophy be worth their salt if they did not support this 
convocation? As Fanon wrote in Peau noire, masques blancs: 

Let us be clearly understood. I am convinced that it would be of the greatest interest 
to be able to have contact with a Negro literature or architecture of the third century 
before Christ. I should be very happy to know that a correspondence had flourished 
between some Negro philosopher and Plato. But I can absolutely not see how this 
fact would change anything in the lives of the eight-year-old children who labor in 
the cane fields of Martinique or Guadeloupe (Fanon, 1967, p. 180).

�e main challenge when re�ecting upon the relationship of philosophy and 
history with regards to Africa concerns philosophy and history only insofar as 
it concerns, �rst and foremost, Africans: it is �nding a link between the two 
questions �What is Africa?��and �What to do, in Africa and outside Africa, with 
and for Africans?�,�which would in�uence the situation. �at is to say, e�ectuating 
a concept of Africa as a standard of action to overcome Africa�s critical situation, 
to be seized upon now, and within the context of an African history of Africa, 
of the uni�cation and liberation of Africa, and thereby, the uni�cation and the 
liberation of the world. Following the philosophical perspective in which theory 
and practice are inseparable, the e�ectuation of a concept such as Africa has an 
inherent tendency in action. It is mainly this understanding of African history 
that the philosophical conceptualization of Africa implies: tracing the history of 
Africa cannot be reduced to simply revealing and explaining it, or indeed knowing 
and understanding it, because it also includes future acts of history. 
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C H A P T E R  4

�e beginning of the long history of Afro-China relations is revealed to us 
through archaeological �ndings and diplomatic records. �is chapter focuses on 
the period from pre-1000 CE to 1500 and is based on Chinese sources, either 
direct or indirect; evidence of contact dates from before written records. �is 
bilateral contact between the cultures helped develop mutual understanding 
and laid the foundation for other interactions later on. 

Before 1000 CE 

Archaeological evidence suggests the possibility of contact between Africa 
and China as far back as antiquity (Chang, 1968). In Anyang, China, the capital 
of the Shang Dynasty (seventeenth to eleventh century BCE), an excavation 
shows a skull had similar characteristics to those of the Oceanic Negroids and 
Black Africans (Yang, 1966). Negroid images in stone, metal and jade were also 
found in Anyang. Traces of sati burial practices, thousands of cowrie shells used 
for money, and more than 500 jade objects were discovered in a royal tomb, 
described as �evidence of African participation in royalty� and indicating that �an 
African presence existed in China from a most remote period and an evolution 
of this physical type is an indigenous phenomenon� (Brunson, 1985).

AFRO�CHINA RELATIONS 
BEFORE 1500 

Anshan Li
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relations with the Mamluk Dynasty of Egypt; China and Ethiopia also set 
up diplomatic relations and exchanged envoys. Mogadishu, Pate, Malindi and 
Zanzibar sent their envoys to China in 1285, 1286 and 1300 respectively. 
Emperor Kublai Khan (1215-1294) sent envoys to Madagascar (Zhang, 1965, 
pp. 111-118; Shen, 1990, pp. 374-381).

F
��
	 �. Amalgamated�map of the Great�Ming�Dynasty.

Zheng He�s voyage to Africa in the �fteenth century is signi�cant, and in the 
context of navigation history, the scale of his �eet was incredible. During the seventh 
voyage, the �eet contained 100 ships, including 61 treasure ships (Zhang, 1965, 
pp. 200-204; Zhu, 1938, p. 37). Columbus�s voyage across the Atlantic Ocean, some 
60 years later, had only three ships and 87 seamen, and Vasco da Gama�s voyage to 
the East, �ve years after Columbus, had only four ships and 148 (or 170) seamen. 

Da Gama arrived at Mozambique in 1498. When his crews o�ered local 
Africans gifts, they were not surprised by their arrival and said that white people 

Public dom
ain
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had already come before with the same kind of ships, from the place �where 
the sun rises�. After Da Gama arrived in India, he realized that the people the 
Africans had referred to were not Indians, but most probably Chinese (Snow, 
1988, p. 35). �is indicates that a Chinese �eet may have arrived in Mozambique 
much earlier than Vasco da Gama.

�e peaceful relations between Africa and Asia were not homogeneous. 
A Kenyan archaeologist commented on the di�erence between Chinese and 
Portuguese contact with Africa in early times: one was on equal terms and 
peaceful, the other characterized by arrogance and violence (Kiriama, 2014).

Epistemological conclusion

Contact between peoples generally brings about mutual understanding. 
History shows that indirect contact occurs before direct contact, and non-o�cial 
interactions before o�cial interactions. Direct evidence shows there was contact 
between these people before it was indicated in written records, and diplomatic 
records indicate developed bilateral relations. China�s understanding of Africa 
started early and increased before 1500, and the exchange was balanced and 
unfolded with equal standing. Yet, biases did exist, since ethnocentrism exists 
for all people, especially in times when there is little contact (Li, 2015). 
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C H A P T E R  5

JAPANESE EPISTEMOLOGY  
AND AFRICAN HISTORY

Katsuhiko Kitagawa 

Introduction 

In view of the current state of Japanese Africanist historiographies it must 
be conceded that �African history is a tiny part of the total output of history 
in Japan� (Philips, 2009, pp. 1-12). Nevertheless, historical studies of Africa in 
Japan have developed while taking considerable notice of the trends in Africanist 
historiographies of other countries, including those on the African continent. 
At the same time, it is important to note that historical studies of Africa in Japan 
have made remarkable progress regarding the original or indigenous viewpoint. 

�is chapter attempts to very brie�y look back over trends in Africanist 
historical studies and take up main issues such as regional division, periodization, 
historical description and sources in Japan from the mid-1950s to the late 
1980s. It will review the main topics which have been considered by Japanese 
Africanist historians in recent times, and raise the new challenges likely to be 
faced by these historians in the foreseeable future.
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Retrospectives on Japanese Africanist historiography: 
from the mid-1950s to the late 1980s

Survey of main writings, 1950s and 1960s
Evidence suggests that historical studies in Japan, including Africanist 

history, began after the defeat in the Second World War that brought about 
the sudden collapse of Imperial Japan.1 �e �rst period, from the defeat in war 
to the late 1960s, is called the era of �post-war historiography�. In this period 
Japanese historians began to seriously discuss democracy (democratic revolution) 
and nationalism (nationalist revolution) with a serious re�ection upon, and deep 
repentance for, historical studies in pre-war Japan.2 �e people who shared the 
idea of a national liberation struggle but also believed in anti-imperialism and 
solidarity with new independent countries in Africa and Asia contributed to the 
rise of Africanist history and African studies in Japan. �ere is no doubt that the 
Japanese delegation�s encounter with delegations from African countries at the 
Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955, the �rst International 
Congress of Africanists in Accra in 1962, and the third conference of Afro-Asian 
Peoples� Solidarity in Moshi, Tanzania in 1963, facilitated Africanist history in 
particular and African studies in general.3 

1	 Although Africa was a remote corner in the mapping of late Imperialist Japan, as early as the Meiji period 
Japan had already paid enormous attention to the protocol of the Berlin West Africa Conference in the 
mid-1880s, in which European powers partitioned the African continent to �nd a way to compromise 
on their con�icting political and economic interests. Also, after the development of both the Sino- and 
Russo-Japanese Wars, Imperialist Japan was greatly concerned about the establishment of the British 
Union of South Africa. As might be expected, great importance was attached to the study of African 
history from the Japanese Imperialist perspective. Understandably one of the �rst Japanese works on 
African history was published in the late 1930s under the title �e History of Partition of Africa (Kitagawa, 
��e Relationship between Japan and South Africa before World War II�, Kansai University Review of 
Economics, No. 16, March 2014, pp. 31-57).

2	 Democratization was primarily aimed at overcoming feudalistic ideas and systems deeply rooted in prewar 
Japanese society and bringing about modernization in the proper sense of the term. �e new nation state, 
under reconstruction after the war, attempted to recover sovereignty from occupation under the rule of the 
General Headquarters (GHQ) of the Allied Powers (�e Historical Science Society of Japan (ed.), �e 
Achievement and the Challenge of Contemporary Historical Studies: History in the Era of Neo-Liberalism (�e 
Fourth Report), Sekibundo, 2017).

3	 Public opinion in Japan was divided under the Cold War regime, with liberalists against socialists. On 
one side, people prioritized the need to conclude the peace treaty, partly with liberalist countries and 
the Japan-United States security treaty, in order to return to the international community as soon as 
possible. On the other side, Japanese progressives who were for the Asian-African Solidarity Movement, 
the rise of anti-imperialism and nationalism in AALA countries, and Pan-Africanism by the African 
diaspora, doubtless instigated the rise of academic interest in emerging African countries (Kitagawa,  
�A History of Japan-Africa Relations in the Post-War period: with Special Reference to the 1950s and 
1960s�, Journal of Historical Studies, No. 920, July 2014, pp. 60-71.)



103Japanese Epistemology and African History

�ereafter, while Japan experienced rapid economic growth in the 1960s, 
several frameworks of historical studies �owed into the academic circles in 
Japan, such as concepts of modernization and industrialization, and theories of 
economic growth and development. At the time, Japan�s top priorities with regard 
to foreign policy were sustained economic growth, minimal defence spending, 
and the alliance with the United States of America. With the establishment of 
diplomatic relations with African countries, Japan expected to be able to expand 
trade and investment opportunities to sustain its economic growth (Kitagawa, 
2013, pp. 1-28). All of this contributed to the rise of African studies, including 
Africanist history, in Japan. It was in this environment that the Japan Society of 
Africa, for business circles, was established in 1960, and the Japan Association 
of African Studies ( JAAS), for academic circles, was founded in 1964, with the 
Tokyo Olympic Games in 1964 deeply reinforcing a strong impression of Africa 
and African people in the minds of ordinary people in Japan.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Japanese Africanists broke away from the dependence 
on the translation of European literature into Japanese and started to publish 
original monographs, primarily based on their �eld research, trying to absorb 
directly the historical consciousness of original works by African scholars. One of 
the earliest of such books was Africa, Breaking the Chain (1954); also of note was 
Africa at the Crossroad (1967) written by Terutaro Nishino, who also translated 
Basil Davidson�s book African Awakening (1955) into Japanese in 1959.

1970s and 1980s
�e second period of the 1970s and the 1980s witnessed criticism of the �post-

war historiography� and its success, as well as the transition to �contemporary 
historiography�. �e oil crises of 1973 and 1979 had a serious impact on 
the world economy, and Japan and Africa were no exceptions. �e Japanese 
economy, faced with the end of rapid growth and a period of stagnation and 
uncertainty, tried to extend its economic interests in resource-rich, particularly 
oil-rich, countries in the Middle East and Africa. Related to this change was 
the extensive application of a unilinear theoretical framework of modernization 
and industrialization to the actual path of economic development, which was 
subsequently brought into question and relativized. �is transition also caused 
concerned historians to reconsider that the nature of historical studies and the 
subjectivity and selfhood of historians needed to be fundamentally re-examined. 
In this process, it has been observed that the selfhood of historical epistemology 
was changed from one struggling against or transforming historical processes 
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to one restricted and bound by one�s own life history or experience. Moreover, 
European history that had been so far recognized as the normative reference 
or model for Japanese historians was relativized, and the historical studies 
which predominantly claimed Japan as deviating from the European model of 
development was seriously re-examined. Mostly it seemed to be either modi�ed 
or kept away behind the scenes. On the contrary, historical studies in general 
and Japanese history in particular tended to be viewed predominantly from 
an Asian perspective and situated in the context of inter/intra-Asian history 
and/or Asian-African/Afro-Asian historical relations. In this way, Africanist 
historiography in Japan gained a di�erent perspective by re-orienting to and 
intertwining with the rise of the interconnection between African and Asian 
history towards the end of this period (Kitagawa, 2002).

Quality publications based on joint research projects by eminent Japanese 
scholars on the African continent substantially increased in the 1970s and 
1980s. Junzo Kawada wrote an extraordinary book, A History of Letterless Society 
(1976), primarily based on his original �eld research in the Mosi society of 
West Africa. Renowned Japanese anthropologist Masao Yamaguchi�s book 
Glory and Misery in the Black Continent (1977) was the �rst general history 
of Africa written by a single author in Japan. Additionally, the �ve-volume 
series Modern African History was a monumental landmark publication for 
understanding Japanese Africanist historiography in the 1970s. Also notable 
was Historical World of Black Africa (1987), published under Kawda�s editorship, 
an introduction to African history widely read in Japan.4 

In the meantime, the seventh volume of UNESCO�s General History of Africa, 
Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-1935 (1985) edited by Professor A. Adu 
Boahen, was translated into Japanese in 1988.5 �is had a signi�cant impact on 
Japanese Africanists in the sense that it deepens their understanding of African 
initiative as a driving factor of African history, and pressed Japanese Africanist 
historians to fundamentally transform their epistemology of African history in 
terms of centring Africa in the discourse of colonial history. 

Historical studies of Africa in the 1980s made great strides in the practical use of 
such primary sources as governmental and departmental reports of colonial Africa, 

4	 Takashi Okakura�s book A History of Black Africa (1979) played a signi�cant role in sharing with Japanese 
readers historical knowledge of African peoples� primary and organized resistance against colonial rule. 
Tachio Urano�s voluminous compilation of Historical Documents: History of International Relations in Asia 
and Africa was a fascinating product by Japanese Africanists investigating the historical development of 
international relations both inside and outside the African continent.

5	 �e challenging project of publishing the Japanese edition of UNESCO�s General History of Africa was 
interrupted, with the regrettable result that only volumes I, IV and VII were published.



105Japanese Epistemology and African History

compiled and published by former metropolitan countries, and other precolonial 
and colonial sources written by European travellers, missionaries and explorers 
among Japanese Africanist historians, anthropologists and social scientists.

Survey of main issues

Time division/Periodization
Until the 1980s, Japanese Africanist historians proposed the following �ve 

periods as the provisional chronological division: (1) from the birth of mankind 
to the seventeenth century, Time of Gold Trading; (2) from the seventeenth to 
early nineteenth century, Time of Slave Trade; (3) from the early nineteenth 
century to the late 1870s, Time of Mission and Trading; (4) from the 1880s 
to the mid-twentieth century, Time of Colonial Dependence; and (5) after the 
mid-twentieth century, Time of New Independence.6

In the 1990s, Japanese Africanist historians thought the eighth century 
was a critical turning point in African history because of sustained Islamic 
di�usion. �erefore, the history of Africa until today is divided into four 
time periods: (1) the early time in various African cultures from the birth of 
mankind to around AD 1000; (2) the period of cultural interactions within 
the African continent through the emergence of large-scale commercial states, 
urban areas and long distance trade (from the eighth century to the end of 
the sixteenth century); (3) the time of the advancement of European powers, 
the turbulence of African societies and rise of political integration in various 
regions (from the late �fteenth century to the early nineteenth century); and 
(4) the period of colonization under European powers and working towards 
independence7 (Kawada, 1993).

6	 Such is the frequent discourse heard among Japanese Africanists: �In the practice of African history, it is 
not an easy task to see how the stages of historical development constructed by the preceding institutions 
correspond to those in European history.� Or, from the same source: �Africa is widely known as a letterless 
society and so the study of African history cannot exclusively depend on written sources. �erefore, it 
is extremely di�cult to describe the events in pre-colonial Africa chronologically and the periodization 
of African history is more di�cult than for other continents� (Hoshi and Hayashi, 1977).

7	 In New Introduction to African History, edited by Miyamoto and Matsuda (1997), one chapter dealing 
with the period from Islamic invasion via the slave trade to the beginning of colonization was included 
under the title �Africa�s dynamic interactions with the outside world�.
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Division of areas or regions
�e dynamism produced by the interactions of indigenous societies 

with input from external forces formed various aspects of African history. 
�erefore, it is reasonable to de�ne distinctive regions with common features 
as a meaningful framework to understand this historical process, as well 
as to make an inter- and intra-regional comparative analysis of its process. 
�e �ve-volume series Contemporary African History adopted a division of 
six geographical regions (North, South, West, East, Central, West-Central) 
(Hoshi and Hayashi, 1978). Miyamoto and Matsuda (1997) proposed the 
concepts of �River-World� and �External Interaction World� as original ideas 
for regional division in order to understand the undercurrent of African 
history which was created by the historical rhythms made of both internal 
dynamism in the African continent and the external impact of encounters 
with the outside world. A History of Africa, edited by Kawada (2009), divided 
Africa into six regions based on distinctive areas of common cultures: East/
North-East, the East African coastal area, the Western Sea of the Indian 
Ocean, West Africa, Bantu Africa and Southern Africa. �is book is very 
interesting in the sense that it includes not only continental Africa but also 
coastal/littoral areas and oceans in the perspective of African history, and that 
it opened the way to seriously consider matters like �African History and/in 
World History� (Kawada, 2009).

History writing and historical sources

Africanist historians not only need to have thorough knowledge of 
historical sources but also to be well versed in both historical theories and 
methodologies to critically assess those sources and documents which were 
once the core of historical studies. While Japanese Africanist historians have 
so far seriously tried to study a number of written historical sources in a critical 
manner, they also tried to �nd new historical sources available for writing the 
history of Africa, particularly precolonial Africa. In concrete terms, Japanese 
Africanists have made a great e�ort to write variegated aspects of African 
history by utilizing such sources as historical descriptions handed down in 
the process of Christianization and Islamization in Africa, and narratives by 
professional storytellers (e.g. Griot). �e process of compiling and interpreting 
historical sources is always coloured by the politics of the time period, and 
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therefore historians who try to comprehend historical sources need to be able 
to search into the �magnetic �eld of politics� in which those historical records 
and narratives were written.8

Overview of main topics of recent 
Japanese African historiography

1990s-the present time
�e end of the Cold War, with the collapse of socialist political economies and 

the abolition of Apartheid in South Africa, radically changed the international 
environment of historical studies in general and African history in particular. 
�e rise of globalization/globalism (and/or neoliberalism) presumably witnessed 
the historicizing (thinking historically) of Africa ebbing away. �ought was 
oriented to the present, emphasizing the divide/discontinuity from the past, and 
African history tended to be considered in the context of connectedness with 
and placement in a non-African world; the migration of the African diaspora 
and their existence in other worlds, for instance.9 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Japan enjoyed a substantially more eminent 
position in the international arena and was requested to clearly account for its 
engagement with the outside world. In particular, the international community 
required Japan to play an appropriate role, according to its ability to provide, 
for instance, o�cial development assistance to developing countries and areas, 
including sub-Saharan Africa. �is led to the launch of the Tokyo International 
Conference on African Development (TICAD) in 1993. Undoubtedly, this 
o�cial project encouraged academic circles and civil society to set up a number 
of new agreements that included facilitating various �elds of African studies by 
Japanese Africanists (Kitagawa, 2013).

�e rapid rise of East and South-East Asian countries compared with the 
fatigue felt among European donor countries opened the opportunity to challenge 

8	 For example, historians have to consider colonial and postcolonial history of Africa primarily based 
on reading historical documents of the colonial period in a critical and creative manner and then 
investigating any de�ciencies, lack of continuity or modi�cations hidden in those sources. Such work is 
subtle but essential to deepen understanding of the past of the African continent.

9	 �erefore, historical study of Africa is compelled to seriously confront its epistemological evolution in 
terms of re-reading the historical sources and rethinking the role of historians as witnesses to history. 
In other words, there was no era like the present when historians have to be seriously conscious of the 
historical �magnetic �eld� surrounding them. �e challenge for historians today is to review and re�ect 
on history in general and African history in particular, as well as the historical imagination of Africa 
and the self-consciousness of Africanist historians themselves.
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Euro centric ideas of history in a critical manner. Also, the process of globalization/
globalism in the 1990s caused the analytical methodology of historical studies to 
be unsettled and turbulent, groping in the dark to reconstruct an epistemological 
framework to history in general and African history in particular. Japanese 
Africanists strove to break new ground in cross-cultural interaction between Africa 
and Japan or East Asia in a wider sense and exploring new historical resources. �ey 
also worked to publish introductory African history primarily based on original 
research by social anthropologists and monographs through collaboration among 
historians and anthropologists, with the purpose of constructing new frameworks 
of Africanist history through research on African experience under colonial rule.10

Main topics

Prehistory and precolonial studies
Archaeology, palaeoanthropology and prehistory are indispensable to clarify 

the ancient times of sub-Saharan Africa and its letterless societies. From the 
late 1960s to the present time, Japanese scholars have continued to contribute to 
this �eld of research in East Africa. �is kind of research by Japanese Africanist 
historians is very rare, but some of them are involved in studying and restoring 
the ancient buildings of religious houses of Ethiopian Christianity. Since the 
1970s, archaeological research and excavation have made great progress in 
various sites and ruins on the African continent, and a variety of historical 
themes have shed new light on rewriting African pre-history. �e main themes 
of African archaeology include exploring origins of cultivation and metallurgical 
technology, the development of urbanism, state formation, and long-distance 
trade. Little progress was made in Japan, but Shoichiro Takezawa�s work on 
Excavating Kingdoms in West Africa (2014), based on cultural anthropology and 
archaeology, is notable, among others.

It is fairly di�cult to establish one de�nite chronological division of 
a historical period into which almost all regions on the vast and diversi�ed 
African continent can be �tted. However, it is undeniable that the Islamic 
invasion in the seventh century signalled the coming of a new era because it 
had enormous in�uence on the vast area of the African continent. (Ishikawa, 

10	 In this regard, it could be useful to rethink and re-explore the complicated state of a�airs in colonial 
Africa with a strictly critical assessment of such historical documents as the British Parliamentary Papers, 
which consisted of huge piles of all records and discourses in the British Empire as one essential case 
study (Kurimoto and Inose, 1999; Inose and Kitagawa, 2011).
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2009; Kariya, 2012). �ereafter, the advent of European people on the coastal 
areas of Africa in the late �fteenth century and the conquest of the Ottoman 
Empire in North Africa were also great turning points for the same reason. 
Moreover, the emergence of social and cultural turmoil in various regions were 
also a critically important phenomenon in precolonial Africa. It is important to 
realize that the precolonial period should not be con�ned to the period on the 
eve of colonization by European powers but recognized as the longer period 
from the seventh to the early nineteenth century. Important themes in this 
period include the expansion of Islam, the formation of society and culture 
on the Swahili coast, the slave trade and the transformation of slavery, and the 
vicissitudes of people in South and East Africa, including the ebb and �ow on 
the Zimbabwean plateau (Sakai, 2003; Tominaga, 2001; Yoshikuni, 1999).

Slave trade 
Although the slave trade tends to have been viewed from the speci�c 

viewpoint of the trading of human beings by other human beings, this trade 
played a signi�cant historical role that should not be ignored, and it was a 
well-known factor that connected the African continent with other areas in 
the development of the Atlantic triangular trade. Also, the slave trade had a 
grave in�uence on the population dynamism and ethnic organization in certain 
areas on the African continent. In addition, the painful memories of slave trade 
were occasionally evoked by people residing both inside and outside the African 
continent, and some cases led to serious political con�icts. �erefore, the history 
of slave trade cannot be treated as a remotely isolated past event but is deeply 
connected with present issues and mindsets. 

In Japan, until recent times, the study of slave trade developed in the �eld 
of economic history and the results of overseas research were shared with 
a Japanese readership. Japanese Africanist economic historians have paid 
more attention to the slave trade by Britain and France, and slavery in North 
America and Britain, than to slavery within Africa. Another focal point of 
economic history was the examination of the so-called �William�s thesis�, 
which explained that increased labour demand on the sugar plantations in the 
Caribbean, and therefore slavery, was a major contributor to the pro�ts of the 
British economy. Mari Fujii explored the institutions and practices of the slave 
trade in Senegal by the French India Company (Fujii, 2001), and Ryo Ogawa 
described the realities of the slave trade and social change in Senegambia, 
primarily based on records of French slave traders in the seventeenth century 
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(Ogawa, 2002). In the case of the western Indian Ocean, Hideaki Suzuki 
explored the complicated aspects of con�icting interests among slave traders 
towards abolition by referring to various documents kept in local archives in 
East Africa (Suzuki, 2013).

Colonial rule/colonialism in Africa 
Colonial rule in Africa developed substantially from the late nineteenth 

century to the mid-twentieth century. Although several decades have passed 
since African states achieved their independence in the mid-twentieth century, 
in some areas there has been denial of that legacy and the contradictions of 
colonialism are even now tangible in the form of political and social con�icts.

Colonial regimes have in�uenced almost all areas of the African continent. 
Even now, various aspects of African peoples� daily lives have been directly and 
indirectly in�uenced by political turmoil within national boundaries demarcated 
by a partition of Africa without any consideration of the local context, and by a 
distorted economic structure imposed upon Africans linked to the division of 
labour in European empires. Also, colonialism has signi�cantly in�uenced the 
inner consciousness of African peoples, represented in language, culture and 
the idea of gender in African communities. Needless to say, further analytical 
research is required from the historical perspective. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Japanese Africanist historians stated that investigation 
into colonialism in Africa started with serious concern about the historical 
background of nationalist movements towards political independence in Africa 
as a reference model for democratization and self-determination in Japan. Even 
now, Japanese Africanist historians have continued in the struggle to deepen and 
widen their research towards establishing new horizons of studying colonialism 
in Africa (Inose and Kitagawa, 2011).

African diaspora: African history 
bridging world/global history

�e term �diaspora� derives from the Greek word for �disperse�. �is term 
originally indicated Jewish people dispersed from Palestine and in British-
American studies in the 1950s began to be used in the phrase �African diaspora� 
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to refer to those who historically originated from that continent.11 In the 1960s 
Hideo Oda had already tried to clarify relations between Africa and the diaspora 
with special attention to Pan-Africanism. However, among Japanese Africanists 
it is regrettable that studies of the African diaspora from the macroscopic 
perspective developed less than studies of individual states and areas from the 
microscopic perspective (Yanaihara and Oda, 1989).

In recent times, diaspora studies seem to lodge a protest against the 
Eurocentricism of global history, opening the way to the globalization of 
African history or the Africanization of global history. �e concept of diaspora 
was taken up very recently among Japanese Africanists. Ichiro Majima tried 
to reconstruct the concept of the Atlantic World as a Eurogenic creation in 
his editorship of Individual Organisms in Twentieth-century Africa: Interrogation 
from the Americas, Caribbean, and Africa (Majima, 2011). �e historical 
phenomenon of the African diaspora is not con�ned to the Atlantic system but 
can be studied in terms of the migration of the diaspora into the west of the 
Indian Ocean12 (Suzuki, 2013).

Additionally, Japanese Africanists started to research Africans living in Japan 
in recent times. Until the early 1980s there were few Africans living in Japan, 
but thereafter the number increased rapidly. Today, people moving to Japan 
from various countries in Africa include not only students and elite o�cials in 
African embassies, but also ordinary workers employed in the used car industry 
and entertainers in the world of show business. It is pleasant to hear that 
African people who experienced living in Japan are often involved in setting 
up Africa-Japan-friendly societies after returning to their home countries. Now 
seems to be the time when new generations of young promising Africans are 
coming to Japan, and Japanese Africanists must begin to research the historical 
background of African-Japan relations and interactions, the current condition 

11	 In the late eighteenth century, Europeans thought of Africa as �the continent without history�, and in 
the colonial period from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, they described Africa as 
�the darkest continent� where people lived unchanging, like fossils, since the birth of mankind. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, African American historians/thinkers and members of the African 
diaspora quickened their pace in inquiring about their own identities to demolish the negative image 
of Africans invented by outsiders. �ese scholars had developed various views of the African diaspora. 
However, people of the African diaspora were broadly classi�ed either as �classical diaspora�, who were 
forced to migrate by slave trading and pursue their symbolic roots in Africa in general or �new diaspora�, 
who voluntarily dispersed from Africa in the twentieth century and identi�ed individual areas and 
countries on the African continent as their roots. In Japan, those diasporas are likely to be called �Black 
diaspora�, with the attention on the racial character of those groups (Ogura and Komai, 2011).

12	 Ichiro Majima tried to rethink the �Black Atlantic� raised by Gilroy without focusing on the symbolic 
existence of �Africa� and �South� in the diaspora studies, but rather on the actual existence of individuals 
who migrated both in and out of the African continent as labourers, middlemen and refugees.



112 General History of Africa Revisited

of the communities formed by African people living in Japan, and employment 
conditions from the wider perspective of African diaspora studies.13

African history and gender

Since the 1980s women�s history has developed into gender history, asking 
questions about such issues as the social position of women, femininity and 
masculinity, and the constructive process of relations between men and women. 
African history is no exception to this debate. In historical studies of Africa in 
Japan, women�s history and gender history were introduced by Japanese women 
Africanist historians since 2000 and the importance of these subjects is widely 
recognised among Japanese Africanist scholars. In the 2000s a new project 
on the history of Africa from women�s and gender perspectives began and its 
outcome was edited by Chizuko Tominaga and Yoko Nagahara to rethink 
the historical process on the African continent. �e study in women�s history 
was inaugurated in order to reorient and rewrite history which was written 
exclusively from a male-centric perspective in the study of historical science 
(Tominaga and Nagahara, 2006).

Conclusion

Towards the end of the twentieth century the wave of reconsidering �world 
history� emerged, along with the growing movement of a decolonizing mindset 
which has continued to evolve in Africa and Asia since the 1960s. New attempts 
to reconstruct �world history�, including newly emerging independent states in 
Africa, and new research on connections between African history and world 
history, are coming into existence. However, a negative or pessimistic image 
of Africa as a sort of sacri�cial victim in world history seemed to still prevail, 
and African history was allocated very limited time and space in the history 
textbooks of primary and secondary school education.

13	 Generally speaking, the discourse �Africa is far away� is circulated in daily conversation among ordinary 
people in Japan. �ere is no denying that, in reality, Africa is very far in terms of geography. However, 
when one looks back to the geography part of Sekai Kunizukushi, written by Yukichi Fukuzawa in 1869, 
it should be remembered that one volume had already been exclusively devoted to Africa and that 
Japanese people in the Meiji period had already expressed interest in Africa. One is apt to think that 
Japan�s relations with Africa started with the birth of newly independent Africa after the Second World 
War, but more attention should be paid to the long history of active and actual relations since the late 
nineteenth century (Okakura and Kitagawa, 1993).
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In the beginning of the twenty-�rst century the rise of an alternative vision tries 
not to peripheralize but rather centralize African history in the context of world 
history. It is much to be desired that African history and world history transform 
themselves into a sphere of intellectual practice and discourse to keep a distance 
from a stereotypically progressive view of history, and consider the integration of 
human activities, the value of security in the human community, and transition from 
sanction to reconciliation as a resolution of con�icts all over the world.

�e philosophy and ideology of �truth and reconciliation� � generated in 
the post-Apartheid era after a century-long struggle against racial segregation 
in South Africa � should also be mentioned here. Methodological attitudes 
emphasizing �social relatedness� were strongly shared in the consciousness 
among African scholars whose standpoint was that �people are wealth, people 
are power� (Nagahara, 2000, 2009). Such an ethos sees the value of human beings 
as being determined by their contribution to knowledge and experience in their 
own communities, while related views and perceptions lead to the recognition 
that women may represent valuable and reciprocal �social relatedness�. In short, 
small-scale communities and their sustainability are considered to have been an 
essential foundation throughout world history.

Moreover, the study of environmental history opened the way to reconstruct 
the method of understanding that African history is a dynamic process including 
complex interaction of human beings and housing, nature and society, history 
and geography, with a result that the dichotomy of the �merry African� historical 
perspective and �apocalyptic African� should be fundamentally criticized. 

�e African continent is like a theatre stage where the human being was born, 
acted and lived for the longest time, achieving a great number of changes and 
innovations, and bringing their social life into modern times. �is kind of long-
term perspective on the history of mankind will o�er the opportunity to re-centre 
(re-mainstream) Africa in global history. �us, joint research projects involving 
palaeontology, evolutionary biology, ecology, epidemiology, and historical 
linguistics are essential to correctly reevaluating these human achievements.

�ere is no doubt today that the historical study of Africa stands in an era of 
challenge which strictly requests close attention to global relatedness along with the 
resetting of space and time in historical studies research. �erefore, while Japanese 
Africanist historians have to fully recognize both the world and the position of 
Japan therein, they have to be consciously involved in the study of the history of 
Africa and the world, and the worldwide movement of history education. 
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C H A P T E R  6

SPEAKING OF HISTORY IN 
AFRICAN LANGUAGES

Olabiyi B. J. Yai

�Our time has come.�
AimØ CØsaire

�Many think that it�s over with philology; I think it has not yet begun.�
Friedrich Nietzsche

Introduction

An epistemologically re�ective essay on the notion of history in African 
languages should, from the outset, be based on Professor J. Ki-Zerbo�s opening 
sentence to the General History of Africa (GHA) (Ki-Zerbo, 1980). �is overture, 
in the strictly musicological sense, is what makes this whole work the African 
and global intellectual adventure it is: �Africa has a history�.

Ki-Zerbo�s a�rmation here was a more a�rmative and cryptic reiteration 
of the opinion expressed a few pages before in the preface to the same work by 
Amadou M. M�Bow, himself a historian and Director-General of UNESCO at 
the time, according to which myths and prejudices of all kinds had obscured the 
real history of Africa in the eyes of the world.�

We have good grounds to suppose that the author of this sentence meant it in 
its most direct, positive, peremptory, almost kerygmatic sense. Today, this might 
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appear obvious, or even a banality for the boldest among us. It nonetheless had a 
revolutionary character at the time. With hindsight and allowing for the ethics 
of doubt that should inspire any epistemological enterprise, we are now able to 
legitimately question the epistemological basis of such a statement and raise 
suspicions about the solidity of the foundations on which it is built. We might, 
for example, wish to consider things from the point of view of Africans who are 
monolingual in African languages � surely, at the �nal reckoning, the prime target 
audience of such an enterprise as to write their continent�s general history.

First and foremost, it is important to bring up the paradox of this General 
History of Africa �coming out� (to use a modern term) in non-African languages. 
Indeed, it is di�cult to envisage a General History of Asia or Europe, destined for 
these continents, not being written, from the outset, in any Asian or European 
language. An �African exception� was thus made right at the beginning of the 
exercise, a form of stigma that should not escape our epistemological analysis.

In his introduction to a seminal book published under Pierre Legendre�s 
direction and entitled Tour du monde des concepts [World Tour of Concepts], 
Jean-Noºl Robert (Legendre, 2013) made the following points, highly relevant 
to our purpose: 

It is fascinating to examine the way in which words that human beings believe speak 
of the same notions in different languages propagate and diverge, with apparent 
synonymies revealing profound misunderstandings. It also takes some intellectual 
audacity to begin such an examination, given the immensity of the task. 

�e same idea was expressed by the poet Tristan Tzara as far back as the 
early twentieth century when he presented our world �thrown into the mould 
of unanimous approximations�, in which we were �moving notions around and 
confusing their vestments with their names� (Tzara, 1931).

What better way to characterize the situation of unequal linguistic exchanges 
� this Babel, anti-Pentecost, as old as colonization itself and exacerbated by the 
wobbly globalization that fostered neoliberalism? Jean-Noºl Robert provides 
us with a critique of the situation of what is nowadays called world cultural 
and linguistic dialogue, indicating our di�cult exit route. In the context of 
an epistemological re�ection on African history, it is hard not to re-examine 
Ki-Zerbo�s sentence in the light of Robert�s pertinent observations. �is gives 
rise to many issues, including those we propose to analyse in the course of 
this chapter. It is thus di�cult to understand why, in his essay, Ki-Zerbo very 
pertinently explores and explains the notion of �Africa� but remains silent on the 
concept of �history�, in spite of its focal positioning in the project�s title. Is it 
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possible that this non-problematized concept is one of those that were �thrown 
into the mould of unanimous approximations�? Before we begin to ask this 
question, it is nonetheless important to make the point that Joseph Ki-Zerbo�s 
emblematic sentence is an answer. An answer to the rhetorical question that the 
colonizers and racists asked the colonized Africans: �Africa has a history?�. Of 
course, the implication of this rhetorical question is... �a history like ours?� By 
answering in the a�rmative, and in the language of the individual assuming the 
role of interrogator, Ki-Zerbo�s sentence appears to surreptitiously endorse the 
interrogator�s subtext. At the very least, it leaves itself open to the plausibility 
of such an interpretation. We can imagine, then, the potentialities of immense 
misunderstandings, or misunderstandings well understood. When an African 
trained as a historian writes African history in Russian, French or English, 
does he refer to the same history-subject as that enunciated by a traditionalist 
intellectual who expresses himself in an African language?

Language matters

Do the two specialists move and deploy their activities in commensurable 
disciplinary worlds? Do they share the same historiographical project? Are their 
canons of truthfulness the same or are they always reconcilable? To what extent 
can they place these canons into dialogue with each other? What concepts, 
notions or activities does the word �history� invoke in these European languages 
and are these synonymous in African languages? 

We agree, then, that these are major questions silenced or, quite simply, 
quashed, in Professor Ki-Zerbo�s kerygmatic sentence. But how can we begin 
to �nd an answer if we do not �rst address Africans? Clearly, if an African 
history exists, if Africans have a history, this must evidently derive from agents 
of thought rooted in African reality and speaking in African thought-languages. 

All historical projects are deployed, or intended for deployment, in a non-
innocent universe where received ideas, unspoken choices, and even biases and 
prejudices operate. We must, therefore, face the facts: the choice or constraint of 
writing a General History of Africa in non-African (in this case, European)�languages 
placed the project, from the outset, within a non-African arena or historiography. 
�is was in spite of its claims to radicality and the aspiration of an epistemological 
break with the past, without prejudging the quality of the expected result. For 
example, failing to subject the founding concept of history to �the experience of 
the foreign� (Berman, 1984) which, in this particular context, would essentially 
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have been the experience of terroir � a question of passing a concept thought up 
and expressed in European languages through the prism of African languages 
� is equivalent to avoiding putting it in its historical perspective. Hence the 
methodological paradox of African and Africanist historians thus endorsing an 
ahistorical view of the concept of history, something that cannot be ignored. �e 
fact that most authors of the GHA studied in Western-style academic institutions, 
regardless of their cultures of origin and ideologies, means it would not be out of 
place to say that the GHA took its train from the Western historiographic station.

�e initial re�ex of linguists concerned with epistemological vigilance would 
thus be to place a term as fundamental and strategic as �history� under their critical 
microscope, trying to think of it �rst in African languages, then, later on, or better, 
at the same time, between these and all the other languages ​​in which African 
history is, or could be, thought and written about (Benveniste, 1969; Wiredu, 
1996). �e challenge lies in freeing the word �history� from what François Jullien 
( Jullien, 2015), in terms similar to Jean-Noºl Robert�s comment quoted above, 
referred to as �forced synonymy� or even �somnolence of synonymies�. Drawing 
upon African languages, it must be disoriented, removing the notional precedence 
induced by colonialism and surreptitiously held up as the universal arena of 
historical thought. It must, in short, be shaken from its satis�ed tranquillity. 
�e possibility of a truly general and truly African history is at stake, envisaged 
through language � a condition for an inclusive and equal universal history. 

While it may be true that, as human beings and therefore beings of language, 
we can communicate with other human beings, whatever languages they speak, 
the fact remains that each language is nevertheless a way of thinking (thought-
language) and a vehicle of culture (culture-language). Languages and cultures 
always exist in the singular. Speaking of languages, Saussure was right to talk 
about an �absolute of di�erence�. Although language does not always determine 
thought, there can be no thought without a speci�c language and, in our 
discursive activities, it is impossible for us to always do without these �linguistic 
in�ections of thought� described by Nietzsche (Nietzsche, 2000). Language is, 
indeed, the �rst institution of a socio-political community. It is instructive, in 
this respect, to contrast the metaphors used to express this institution. In most 
European languages, the word is derived from the main organ of the human 
body that comes into play when we express ourselves: lingua, langue, lengua, 
tongue. Moving away from this metaphor applicable to all humans, the Yoruba 
language uses ŁdŁ, a metaphor that refers to a rope or string that ties, knots, 
unites (dŁ) the community of users of this human faculty. Yoruba therefore 
emphasizes its role as a �tool�, an �instrument� (string, rope) created, instituted to 
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allow people to live together. �e two metaphors illustrate the universality and 
similarity (lingua, lengua, langue, tongue), as well as the singularity and creativity 
(ŁdŁ) of and in language.

To convince ourselves of the unavoidable nature of language in any innovative 
historiographical project, it is enough to consider, even within historiographic 
tradition and English thought-language for example, the emergence of the 
concept of herstory. �is neologism, created in the context of the rise of feminism, 
is the result of a brilliant, albeit false, etymology of the English word �history�, 
the genuine etymology of which can be traced back to the Greek ístor. Here 
we have a typical example of a deliberate linguistic in�ection of thought that 
seizes upon universal historical discourse as a consensus virorum doctorum and 
claims to reorient and renew it. We have, then, understood that the linguistic 
turn is a foundation for any African writing that aspires towards an authentic 
epistemological break with the past.

Yoruba views on history

We will now take some examples from Yoruba to explore how �history� is 
spoken about in Africa. For the type of exercise in question, navigating between 
two languages, one of which serves as a �horse of speech� (Yoruba proverb) is 
a potentially dangerous exercise. We must therefore subject ourselves to the 
discipline of thinking about concepts in one language (Yoruba) and then 
analysing them and seeing them evolve within the intellectual tradition and 
discursive ecology of the original language and, secondarily, other African 
languages, before rendering such a dynamic in a European tongue. It is especially 
important to avoid the pitfall of retrojecting European language concepts 
surreptitiously and unconsciously taken as benchmarks in the Yoruba language 
of thought, since this is not a translation or terminology enrichment exercise. 
And precisely because we are not in translation but, rather, epistemological 
re�ection mode, there is, in Yoruba thought, an upstream version of the notion 
of �history�, without which the term has no meaning. 

�is upstream word is ayØ, and it expresses its anteriority � both notional 
and chronological � through the following sentence:  Ìgbà ni a ní, a ò ní ayØ: �We 
possess/have taken on ìgbà; we do not possess/have not taken on ayØ �. (We have 
taken on a time or an era, but life-death is out of our reach.) 
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AyØ means �existence�, �life� and �world�. Ìgbà could be translated as �time� or 
�era�. �is word is commonly used in the temporal expressions of the Yoruba 
language and has been so often translated into European languages by the word 
�time�, �era� or �period� that it is no longer deemed worthy of etymological analysis. 

However, like most disyllabic nouns of type V + CV (vowel + consonant and 
vowel), its analysis yields two elements: a verbal basis gbà, to which is assigned 
the nominalizing morpheme Ì-. �e verb gbà means: to contain, receive, accept, 
take, be �lled, admit, thus suggesting that Ìgbà has a spatial metaphor at its 
origin. Ìgbà would therefore be a receptacle, a container, �rst and foremost. 
Moreover, as is sometimes the case in Yoruba, this word has a quasi-homophone: 
IgbÆ (medium tone + high tone, instead of two low tones), to which it must be 
semantically related, and which means: �calabash�, the primordial container. As 
the language developed, the spatial metaphor was thus transformed, taking on 
a spatial-temporal value. Ìgbà is what contains us, takes us, and what we �ll. 
Time would thus be a space that contains us and holds us, like a vessel contains 
a liquid, for example. 

How, then, do we unfurl ourselves within this calabash, Ìgbà? How is 
temporality organized within Ìgbà? 

Although time could be considered a natural datum of the human experience, 
each community structures it precisely through the institution that is thought-
language. All the studies carried out on time in Yoruba are teleological in their 
orientation (Fayemi, 2017), insofar as they aim to examine Yoruba temporality based 
on that of a modernity arbitrarily conceived from the outset as Euro-American. We 
would therefore prefer to start with the Yoruba language and what it o�ers in its 
structure, along with the aphorisms sedimented therein. �e organization of time-
space into �days experienced�, with its notional consequences �the day before� and �the 
day(s) after�, could be deemed a universal feature of human thought. �e temporal 
structure of the Yoruba language, from this point of view, is quadripartite. It yields 
the following nouns that must be submitted to linguistic analysis:

Òní
ÀnÆ
Òla
Òtœnla.

ÒN˝ can be analysed as the disyllabic basic verbal noun N˝, preceded by the 
nominalizing morpheme Ò-. �e verb N˝ means �to have�, �to possess�. Within 
Ìgbà, ÒN˝ would thus refer to the portion we have, we possess � that which 
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belongs to us, hence the proverb �Òní ni a rí, kò sí eni tí ó mo òla�: �Òní is what we 
see, no one knows Òla�. We could thus reasonably translate ÒN˝ as �this day�, the 
one that belongs to us, i.e. �today�.

What about ÒLA? �is can be analysed as the verbal base LA, preceded by 
the nominalizing pre�x Ò-. �e verb LA, together with the semi-open vowel O 
in standard Yoruba becomes LO. Several dialects nevertheless use LA for the 
same meaning = �to go�, �to go away towards an indeterminate horizon�, �to come 
towards the speaker�. Hence its translation, when followed by òní, as �tomorrow�. 
�e proverb quoted above under ÒN˝ could�thus be translated as: �We see/own 
today, but no one knows tomorrow�.

ÀN` is the third element of the quadripartite structure. It is commonly 
translated as �yesterday�, �the past�. Symmetrical with the two companions 
preceding it within Ìgbà, it is actually a dissyllabic noun that can be analysed as: 
N`, the verbal nucleus that nominalizes the morpheme À- �e verb N` means 
�to spend�, �to exhaust� (a resource, or even the body). Within Ìgbà, ÀN` would 
thus refer to the portion spent, consumed � that which we no longer have (N˝). 
�is is con�rmed by the popular proverb �AyØ lojà, Òrun nilØ�: �Life/existence/the 
world is a market. �e hereafter is our home.� �e dead have �nished �spending�, 
�exhausting� their existence in this world, which thus becomes their yesterday. 
�ey join the ancestors in our most certain home (òrun), just like all Yoruba, 
who, after the market (ojà) with all its action and transactions, return home.

�e last element of the quadruplet ÒTÚNLA is actually a simple noun consisting 
of ÒTÚN + ÒLA. ÒTÚN is a noun that can be rendered by �the right side�, �the 
right�. However, as a disyllabic substantive, it is susceptible to be decomposed 
etymologically into TÚN, the verbal basis that indicates the repetition of an act, 
and the nominalizing morpheme Ò-. ÒTÚNLA is, so to speak, �to the right of 
tomorrow�, �tomorrow repeated�. Usually translated as �the day after tomorrow�, it 
actually refers to the iteration ad in�nitum of òla within Ìgbà. 

�ese elements, forming the quadruplet that de�nes temporality in Yoruba, 
maintain a relationship of solidarity with one another. Above all, through 
apprehension and intelligence, they are liable to be subjected to a discursive 
type of investment by Òrœnmìlà, the divinity of wisdom, inquiry and knowledge, 
thanks to a system known as IfÆ. Hence the following sentence:

IfÆ ló lòní
IfÆ ló lànÆ
IfÆ ló lòtœnla pŁlœ Ł
Òrœnmìlà ló lojó mØrŁŁrin Òrìsà dÆyØ
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(Ifa apprehends today
Ifa apprehends the past
Ifa also apprehends what is beyond tomorrow
Orunmila has/apprehends the four days created by the Creator).

It is important to note the original approach in relation to Orunmilà. It starts 
with òní (what is in our possession, acquired), then evolves to ànÆ (what we have 
exhausted) before straddling òla, which is not mentioned in the sentence, further 
projecting itself through the renewal ad in�nitum of òla, i.e. òtœnla. �e self, based 
on its experience (today), scrutinizes its �yesterday�, before projecting itself into its 
�future� within this temporality. Here, we can easily recognize the intervention of 
Sankofa (Nascimento and GÆ, 2009), the mythical bird of the Akan civilizations. 
Due to the fact that this temporality is divided into four interdependent elements 
that follow each other and do not resemble each other, allowing movement 
backwards and forwards, their interrogation at regular intervals is recommended. 
�rough this, the bedrock of historical discursive practice is revealed:

Bí òní ti rí
Òla kò rí bØŁ
Ni babalÆwo � � dífÆ oroorœn
(Today is thus
Tomorrow will not be so
And the wise man questions/wonders every four days).

In other words, although a linearity can be observed, there is no teleology, 
and each element can act upon the other(s) at any time: today can contain 
tomorrow or yesterday.

After this examination of the basic concepts, let us now examine the words 
and concepts related to discursive practices, the genres related to these practices 
and the people who devote themselves to them � the thinking agents of Yoruba�s 
historical reality and the texts resulting from their take on it.

Genres: àló, ìtàn, àróbÆ, oríkì

ÀLÓ: Its etymology indicates its formation from the verb LÓ, preceded by 
the pre�x À-. �e verb LÓ means: �to twist�, �to turn�, �to transplant a plant�, �to 
turn or become almost non-drinkable� when the subject of the verb is a liquid. 
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What is common to all these meanings � the characteristic semantic feature 
they share � is the idea of being �non-original�, �non-straight�, �non-rectilinear�. 
�e discourse of ÀLÓ would thus be �non-rectilinear� or �twisted�, �marked from 
the outset by non-authenticity�, �transplanted� from one sphere of AYÉ (life-
existence-world) to another. Translators frequently equate this with a �tale� or 
�myth�, often contrasting it with ÌTÀN, which they translate as �story�, �narrative�. 
�ings are less simple, however, when seen from the point of view of the Yoruba 
Weltanschauung, within which human, plant, animal, visible and invisible 
worlds and levels are permeable, porous and subject to transplantation.

ÌTÀN is a major word in the conceptual and epistemological arsenal of Yoruba 
discourses on life. It can be analysed etymologically as Ì-, the nominalizing 
pre�x, coming before the verb TÀN. �is verb is eminently polysemic. According 
to the context in which it appears, it can mean, inter alia, �to spread�, �to sprawl�, 
�to develop�, �to light�, �to enlighten�, �to illuminate�, �to investigate�, �to dig�. �e 
semantic invariant that we could draw from this whole range of meanings is the 
notion of extension, of deployment from one point to another indeterminate 
point, both horizontally and vertically. ÌTÀN is favoured by translators when it 
comes to rendering the concept of �history� in Yoruba. However, it is not certain 
that the Yoruba use a single term for all the intellectual activities that account 
for their take on the world and the way they go about their activities in AyØ. 

ÀRÓB` can be etymologically broken down as the nominalizing pre�x À- and 
the verbal series RÓ and B`. �e verb RÓ means �to interpret�, �to translate�. �is 
is the word used to describe the action or activity of saying aloud to the Muslim 
community what the imam says in Arabic, or what is supposed to be so, along 
with the enunciations of a crier, or an interpreter of a king or dignitary, who 
always address them in a low voice, generally not audible to the public. �e verb 
B` means �to join�, �to rejoin�, �to �nd oneself there�, �to be present�, �to already be 
found there�. ÀRÓB` thus takes on the meaning of �interpreted speech found�, 
�interpreted speech that is already there�. �e following proverb clari�es this 
meaning and sheds light on the relationship between ÌTÀN and ÀRÓB`:

Bí omo kò bÆ bÆ ìtàn
Omo a sì bÆ àróbÆ
ÀróbÆ baba ìtàn.
(If the youth has not known ìtàn
At least they will know àróbÆ
ÀróbÆ is the father of ìtàn).
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Here we realize that ÌTÀN refers to past experience (B` = to be present), 
whereas ÀRÓB` refers to the interpretation of something that has happened 
in the past by others � something that can be found by the individual, already 
interpreted. ÀRÓB` is thus, literally, �oral tradition�. �is proverb also reveals 
something important. If oral-tradition-as-interpretation is the �father� or 
�spawner� (baba) of past experience, it follows that all narratives, all history, 
equate to interpretation.

OR˝KÌ can be etymologically broken down into OR˝, a noun, and KÌ, a verb. 
OR˝ means �head� � not in a physical or anatomical sense but, rather, in the 
spiritual and, so to speak, ontological sense of individuality and a tutelary deity 
relating to everything that exists (Abiodun, 2014). Everything that exists has its 
OR˝. �e verb KÌ, meanwhile, means to �pack�, �pile�, or �load�, in the sense that 
this word takes in relation to a traditional hand-made ri�e, into which we load 
or pack bullets, powder and other substances. 

OR˝KÌ is, mutatis mutandis, the Yoruba version of the discursive practice witnessed 
in several African cultures referred to by French Africanists using the approximate 
term �devise� (praise poetry in English), like �zamu� in Songhai (Sardan, 1982), �mlànmlÆn� 
in Fon, and �izibongo� in Zulu. In Yoruba, everything that exists or is called to exist has 
or will have its OR˝KÌ: divinities, kings, the honest ordinary people or bòròkìní (note 
the similarity of meaning and form with Burkina), towns and villages, waterways, 
plants, clans and lineages, trades, notions, technological innovations that enter the 
Yoruba world, and so on. One of the functions of OR˝KÌ is to reactivate its subject�s 
past in the present, and, through the reverse gesture, with its corresponding verb KÌ, 
to unwind (so to speak) all the items stacked in the OR˝ of the entity to which the 
OR˝KÌ discourse is addressed. Karin Barber describes this major genre of Yoruba 
discourse as follows: 

Oríkì�can open windows simultaneously onto the past and the present. They 
are the principle means by which a living relationship with the past is daily 
apprehended and reconstituted in the present. They are not �history� in the sense 
of an overview or attempt to make sense of a sequence of events, but a way of 
experiencing the past by bringing it back to life. They represent the �past in the 
present�, a past which they have brought with them, and which can be reopened 
and reactivated by their agency. But they also represent the �present in the past�, 
for through all the stages of their transmission they do not lose their relationship 
of contemporaneity to the events they refer to. A key notion to retain from this 
testimony is the idea that oríkì represents both the ��present in the past�� and the 
�past in the present� (Barber, 1991).
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�e sources of these speeches vary, along with the places in which they are 
enunciated. ÀLÓ has its specialists (apàló) and is only practised at night, as 
be�ts the nature of its �skewed�, �non-genuine� discourse. ÌTÀN is the privilege of 
the elders, the wise, the soothsayers. Orœnmiìlà, the divinity of knowledge and 
wisdom, whose words constitute the IfÆ corpus (Olupona and Abiodun, 2016) 
is ÌTÀN�s place of enunciation par excellence. He is thus referred to as Òpìtàn ilŁ 
If Ł (�Historian throughout IfŁ�, i.e. Yoruba country). Note that the verb used to 
express the discursive activity of ÀLÓ, as well as that of ÌTÀN, is PA. �is same 
verb is the one that takes adìe (chicken) as its subject, or egg (eyin) or kola nut 
(obì) as its object. Both ÀLÓ and ÌTÀN are therefore conceived as compact, 
closed objects or entities to be opened as one opens the two lobes of a kola nut 
or as an egg hatches to reveal its contents. �ey are respectively translated by 
tale/myth and history but are nevertheless discursive activities that aim to open 
up an enigma, to prise forth the unknown. PA ÌTÀN or PA ÀLÓ always take us 
back to this deciphering stance.

Since everything that exists has its oríkì, it is not surprising that they come 
from a wide and diverse range of sources, ranging from the most ordinary citizens 
to specialists in the most advanced esoteric subjects. Women recite and teach 
oríkì relating to their extended families. Hunters specialize in oríkì of animals 
and plants, towns and villages, lineages and bòròkìní. As is the case elsewhere 
in Africa, the Yoruba kings have their specialist bodies of oríkì, the bene�ts of 
which go beyond the production of a corpus of dynastic oríkì (Farias, 1992). Of 
these, one particular group deserves a special mention, certainly constituting 
an exceptional or at least rare case of experts in historical discourse. �ese are 
the poets of the palace of AlÆà�n, king of Oyo, named AKÙNYÙNGBÀ, the 
speeches of which are reserved for AlÆà�n and his palace (Akinyemi, 2004). 
An etymological analysis of the name akønyøngbà reveals a lot about the type 
and horizon of expectations in this discourse. It can be broken down into: 
a-nominalizing pre�x; køn, the verb and central core of the word, which means 
�grumbling�, �growling� (like a dog), �moaning�, �spreading negative but true 
rumours about someone�.

Yøngbà is an ideophone used as an adverb and appears exclusively with the 
verb døn � �to be nice, sweet�. �e døn yøngbà couplet thus means: �to be sweet, 
honeyed, pleasant, to experience the ecstasy of orgasm�. �e association of the 
verb køn with the ideophone-adverb yøngbà is thus paradoxical. �e negative 
value of køn would not normally allow for the selection of the ideophone 
yøngbà, with its positive valency, as an adverb. It is indeed an oxymoron. 
�e Akønyøngbà are thus sweet and bitter. In their speeches, they are able to 
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associate and harmonize sharp criticism with verbal orgasm. �e fact that these 
discourses are peppered with sharp criticism of the king causes their authors to 
�sweeten their bitter moaning�, so to speak. Two verses that are frequently drawn 
upon as a leitmotif and serve a phatic function ( Jakobson, 1960) in Akønyøngbà 
discourse are revealing in this respect:

E jØ n sààlò nÆ
Kí n tóó sàfojœdi
(Permit me, sire, to begin by �attering you
Because I�m then going to be impertinent).

Oríkì and ìtàn are both complementary and symbiotic. Although they 
cannot be hierarchized, the fact that ìtàn is the prerogative of sages, old men 
and �soothsayers� gives it the aura of a �rstborn child.

Here, it is necessary to return to the polysemy of the basic component of 
ìtàn, the verb tàn. �e geochronological and spatio-temporal dimension of ìtàn 
as expansion, development, the act of leaving a house (IlØ), as a starting point, 
indicates that, for the Yoruba, the diaspora is the natural mode of historical 
existence, everyone having left from IlØ-If Ł.

�is dimension of the ìtàn concept should not be ignored since it is an 
essential foundation of the Yoruba intellectual tradition. Hence the meaning 
of tàn not only as �to enlighten�, �to illuminate�, but also �to dig�, �to rummage�, 
like a rooster rummaging around in the manure for a worm. Ìtàn thus requires 
enlightenment and deepening by whoever chooses to make it a profession. He/
she will focus on opening (pa) the enigma-object that is ìtàn, by covering the 
four elements that make up temporality as ordained by Orisà (the Divine): ÒNÌ 
(today, the present), ÀN` (yesterday, the past), ÒLA (tomorrow, the future) and 
ÒTÚNLA (beyond tomorrow, the indeterminate future).

A linguistic analysis of the words (verbs, nouns, adverbs and their 
combinations permitted in the language) used to express the notion of �history� 
in Yoruba intellectual traditions does not, in isolation, allow conclusions to be 
drawn on what might be a Yoruba epistemology of history. �is would require a 
deep analysis and synthesis of a vast body of discursive practices at work in the 
genres identi�ed above, which could only be attempted by a multidisciplinary 
team of bilingual-bicultural researchers aware that the disciplines of Western 
universities and Yoruba intellectual tradition do not overlap.

 �e analysis outlined above nevertheless allows some observations to be 
made and questions posed: If, to say �history�, the Yoruba, like many other 
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African peoples, resort to several words/concepts that designate various 
related activities, this poses a problem of intercultural translation for anyone 
undertaking to write African history in European languages: the injunction 
imposed by the European thought-language chosen or imposed by chance in 
�history� encourages a one word-equivalent for �history� to be sought in the 
African languages chosen for inclusion in the discourse. �is is true of Yoruba 
historians, who have opted to translate �history� as ìtàn. �e epistemological 
problem posed by this choice, this �induced European linguistic �exion�, lies 
in the fact that it is based on the dubious principle of linguistic univocity. As 
a result, it is highly likely that it will retain little and lose much of the African 
language, as this review of several Yoruba concepts has just revealed. �e 
only antidote to this case of epistemological, even epistemic, violence (Sousa 
Santos, 2016) is to develop a terminology and intense practice of historical 
discourse in African languages. As a result of this lengthy discursive practice 
in African languages, each African word-concept would designate its semantic 
area through use, and writings in European languages drawing upon these 
word-concepts would refer to bilingual dictionaries to �nd their meanings, 
an expected consequence of a more egalitarian intellectual exchange between 
Africa and Europe. Clearly, we are now raising an issue of major intellectual 
decoloniality that is nevertheless inescapable in the context of writing a 
General History of Africa that aims to instigate an epistemological break with 
the past. �is brings us to the centre of a more general issue of an existential 
and political nature and which concerns self-empowerment in Africa.

�e quadripartite structuring of temporality in Yoruba challenges the very 
subject and domains of history. �rough its linear and teleological conception of 
history, Western hegemonic historiography has denied Africa a past to such an 
extent that, as a response, we have concentrated on the past alone, thus adopting 
the Western vision of �history� as a kind of one-way universal monorail. Yet, 
in Yoruba thought, the present, but especially the �beyond tomorrow�, is also 
subject to history. �e Yoruba conception of history is more like a Janus, and the 
four �moments� of the temporal structure maintain a relationship of solidarity, 
rather than pure linearity, as we see in oriki. �is is also what the �mythical� 
bird Sankofa signi�es in Akan culture (Nascimento and GÆ, 2009), with its 
head turned towards the past and its legs towards the future. Here, too, it will 
certainly be necessary to unlearn the hegemonic Western intellectual tradition 
to enrich our universal historiographical heritage.

�e relationships between Ìtàn and Àló in Yoruba thought-language should 
encourage us, when we write in European languages, to revisit the relationships 
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between �history� and �myth�, which we use as their equivalents, but which are 
considered antonyms by the West. With regard to these two concepts, our canons 
of truthfulness also merit revision in the light of African discursive traditions, 
especially if we take into account the notion that history is not limited to 
scrutinizing the past but also illuminating (tàn) beyond tomorrow. Revisiting 
our ways of thinking about the relationship between what is �myth� and �history� 
should encourage us to pay more attention to the enigma introduced by the 
recurrence of certain toponyms, glossonyms, ethnonyms and patronyms in 
African languages located thousands of kilometres away, which we often dismiss 
as mere coincidences. More cooperation between linguists, archaeologists and 
geneticists will be required to track the routes of very ancient migrations. It is 
possible that the intuitions of Cheikh Anta Diop, which were all too quickly 
derided for sometimes lacking scienti�c substantiation, may be proved right.

Likewise, the saying �ÀRÓB` NI BABA ÌTÀN�, in which baba means �father� 
and �spawner�, but also, and perhaps especially in this context, �epitome�, �par 
excellence�, should be understood as �Any narrative, even of an experience, is an 
interpretation� but also �interpretation is the epitome (baba) of history, history 
par excellence�.

�is saying also invites us to revisit the notion of �source� when we say that oral 
traditions are �sources� of history. �is usage may be tainted by an unsuspected 
arrogance couched in the scriptocentrism inherited from Western hegemonic 
tradition. �ere is, indeed, something unspoken in the expression �orality as a 
source of history�, an implicit hierarchy that con�nes and con�rms orality within 
an ancillary position as a tool, a sort of infra-knowledge of the bona �de historical 
knowledge that can only exist in writing. A misinterpretation of Amadou 
HampâtØ Ba�s famous cri de c�ur is, to this day, still favoured by African and 
Africanist historians. We are led to understand �when an old man dies, a library 
burns� exclusively as an order to quickly gather the texts from the mouths of the 
elders. In doing so, we have been neglecting these elders and their knowledge � 
traditionalists and historians, oral tradition and history � neglecting the processes 
and people in favour of the supposedly �nished product, the transcribed text. In 
actual fact, HampâtØ Bâ�s plea should be heard together with the exhortation 
of his master, the wise Tierno Bokar, to be aware that �writing is one thing and 
knowledge is another�. �e oral tradition as historical knowledge is contained in 
these words of wisdom and remains, to this day, a lead that has not been su�ciently 
explored. Here we have a new avenue of investigation.

�e existence and nature of oríkì, along with its equivalents in African intellectual 
cultures and traditions (zamu, izibongo, mlànmlÆn), is a useful safeguard against a 
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narrow conception of history that limits its subject to the humans it makes masters 
of the universe. Insofar as everything that exists has its oríkì, every creature, every 
living thing, should be entitled to an autonomous history. In other words, respect 
for African intellectual traditions would require us to revisit the anthropocentrism 
that pervades the Western historiographic tradition, that is to say, the exorbitant 
privilege given to �man� in history. We will have to get used to considering human 
beings as relays, in the electrotechnical sense of the term, and move away from 
current androcentric historiographical practices. �e project for a �history in equal 
parts� (Bertrand, 2011) should concern not only people and states, but also other 
creatures. Today�s turbulent times, shaken by the indescribable ravages caused by 
the voracity of capitalism, are indeed a catalyst for �discovering� our solidarity with 
everything around us. If we cannot give lions the power to speak of the part they 
have played in the history of hunting, at least humans could consider talking 
about it empathetically, and as an integral part of universal history, as well as that 
of baobabs, the air, the Zambezi and other elements of �nature�. 

�e Akønyøngbà example could allow us to open up new perspectives and an 
underexplored vein of African historiography: African women as historians. �is 
would not be a question of taking up a branch of feminism modelled elsewhere 
or of an abstract and universal herstory, but of an epistemological stance, to such 
an extent that we would be unable to separate the discourse from the subject who 
produced it. Indeed, in the case in point, the Akønyøngbà derive the raw material 
of their speeches from the reports of women they send to the market to listen 
to the people, their desires, grievances and criticism. �e paradox contained in 
their name (as explained above) could result in a �vox populi mixed with honey 
and gall�. It would be interesting to collect and further study their corpus to 
identify similar female discursive practices in other parts of global Africa. Making 
an epistemological break with the past would require further exploration of the 
discursive channels/voices of the female, in the current context of hegemonic 
androcentric thought in relation to history and historical discursive practices.

�e great principle from which all these observations derive their very condition 
of possibility is the �rm stance in and within African languages that should be 
adopted when thinking about any concept o�ered to us by our many contacts in 
the world. �is is the place to recall Nietzsche�s famous words, according to which 
any concept is called into being (Nietzsche, 2000; Wismann, 2012; Jullien, 2012) 
in order to create conceptual gaps, naturalizations and appropriations through 
re�ection and intercultural translation without the bi/multilingual and complex 
of bi/multicultural agents. �ere is a Yoruba saying that goes:
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Ìpàkó onípàkó làÆ rí
Eni elØni níí rí teni
(We always see the necks of others
Only others can see our neck).

�is is true both of cultures and individuals. Every culture, however compact 
it may be or seem, is never exhaustively readable by itself. It has its neck, visible 
only to another culture. �e Yoruba adage expresses the indispensable principle 
of otherness, as well as the need for re�exivity in intercultural and intra-cultural 
relationships. Due to being hegemonic and colonialist for the last 500 years, 
Western culture, including its historiography, has forgotten that it has a neck. 
At an epistemological level � i.e. the one that interests us here � this hegemony 
has made it unaware of the way it ignores other modes of knowledge, other ways 
of perceiving the world (Legendre, 2008; Nietzsche, 2000). Western culture 
and, more particularly, Western historiography, have not been enriched by the 
�knowledge of non-knowingness�, this re�ective refocusing of the will to discover 
the truth about one�s own truth, as Nietzsche de�nes it, and which is acquired 
through �a divestment, a distance taken with respect to the certainties based 
upon which solidity has been measured�. Around �fty years ago, UNESCO�s 
project might have enabled Africa to reveal to the West a part of its neck. We 
could, indeed, speak of missing an intercultural meeting, at least partially. At the 
beginning of this essay, we demonstrated that Joseph Ki-Zerbo�s phrase: �Africa 
has a history� was an answer to a rhetorical question: �Does Africa have a history?�

�e epistemological response to the West�s rhetorical question should have 
been: �Ask us this question in African languages: in Wolof, Amharic, Kirundi, 
Malagasi, Cicewa, Twi, Igbo, Changana or Bambara�, for example. Faced with 
the impossibility of answering such a question, or with the great di�culty of 
attempts at answer-translations, Africans would have realized the provincial 
character of epistemology and, in particular, Western historiography, in spite of 
its hegemonic stance.

�is epistemological interrogation would have given us the opportunity to call 
into question certain concepts used in writing an African history, such as: state, 
name, sign, tradition, language, myth, mythology, culture, kingdom, king, monarch, 
queen, reign, noble, empire, diaspora, law, live, life, death, slave, freedom, judge, time, 
history, writing history, historian, etc., which, in our various African languages, 
invite us to test their epistemological relevance. �ere is, nevertheless, still time to 
do what needs to be done, and to do it well. To use a Yoruba metaphor, �we still 
have enough sun to dry our clothes� (Òòrøn tó kø tó asoó sÆ).
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To conclude, I will borrow the last words of this essay from the Yoruba poets:

Ìbà ni mo � ojó òní jœ,
Orin mi dòla 
(I�m only paying homage today
My song is for tomorrow).

In more explicit terms, this test is a call to arms. �ere is an essential historical 
task remaining for African historians: to create a historical terminology in 
African languages and train new generations of historians who think and write 
in African as well as in European languages, thus producing an ever-increasing 
body of texts of an analytical nature.

�e abridged versions of the eight volumes of the GHA have been translated 
into some African languages. �is e�ort is commendable and encouraging. It 
would be highly desirable if, to remain faithful to its vocation of instigating 
an epistemological break with the past, the ninth volume could be translated 
into several African languages (with a readership) by translators with proven 
grounding in their science. �is is, without doubt, a real challenge. �e reality 
is that, by doing so, we will only be at a subliminal stage of normality. �is 
normality, and our end goal, would be to write a General History of Africa directly 
in African languages, with concepts from world historiography enriched by 
African concepts (Sy, 2012). �en, and only then, will we be able to say: �Our 
time has come�. �is �our�, though di�erent, would not have displeased AimØ 
CØsaire � an �our� enriched and widened to include all humanity. For there is 
no question of conceiving a humanity in which the voice of Africa is gagged, 
�ventriloquized�, killed. �is, at the �nal reckoning, would appear to be the 
ultimate challenge of �speaking of �history� in African languages�.
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