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FOREWORD

by Audrey Azoulay, Director-General of UNESCO

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 ¢
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
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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 Africas 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 ¢ and decolonized reconstruction of the continents past, integrating
the richness of new data, methodologies and perspectives.

Revisiting this anthology decades later is not only a scienti ¢ 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 Africas 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 Africas 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 ¢ 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.



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Reconceptualizing the History of Africa and its Diasporas
Augustin F. C. Holl

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), S0 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 X in three tomes, organized the editorial teams
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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 XIl) 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 |1, 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 Miissile 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 11 alliance to defeat fascism and German-Japanese militarism
was shattered in the immediate post-war years. The Chinese Communist Party
and the Peoples 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 Africas 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-VI11, 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
Africas 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 peoples 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,
UNESCOs 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.
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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 ntgre 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 |1, 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 | to VIII

UNESCOs 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 Il 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 lions share.
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Volume 111 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 Africas
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 continents
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, | argued that a remarkable consensus concerning the legitimacy of liberal
demaocracy 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, A