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Approaching African History

Africa is a huge continent, as large as the more habitable areas of Europe and Asia put together. It has a history immensely long, yet the study of that history as an academic discipline in its own right is little more than fifty years old. Since then the subject has grown enormously, but the question of what this history is and how it has been approached still needs to be asked, not least to answer the question of why should we study it.

This book takes as its subject the last 10,000 years of African history, and traces the way in which human society on the continent has evolved from communities of hunters and gatherers to the complex populations of today. Approaching that history through its various dimensions: archaeological, ethnographic, written, scriptural, European and contemporary, it looks at how the history of such a vast region over such a length of time has been conceived and presented, and how it is to be investigated. The problem itself is historical, and an integral part of the history with which it is concerned, beginning with the changing awareness over the centuries of what Africa might be. Michael Brett thus traces the history of Africa not only on the ground, but also in the mind, in order to make his own historical contribution to the debate.

Michael Brett is Emeritus Reader in the History of North Africa at SOAS.

A monumental undertaking [that] adds valuable perspective to our understanding of African history as a whole. HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY.

A very readable narrative [that] perfectly fulfils what it promises. THE MAGHREB REVIEW.

I recommend it strongly not only to all those who are just beginning to come to grips with the depth, beauty, and complexity of African history, but also to the more specialized scholars who might want to broaden their perspective on their home field of African history. INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF AFRICAN HISTORICAL STUDIES.

A major study.lucid and very accessible. TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT.
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Preface

Under the title of Approaching African History, this book aims to describe the gradual approach to the idea of Africa as a continent with a geography, a society and above all a history and conversely to describe the ways in which that history has been approached since the establishment of the subject as an academic discipline since the end of the Second World War. The idea has developed over the centuries since the Romans first used the name of Africa for their provinces in what is now Tunisia, growing under that name to embrace a larger and larger area of the land mass and its inhabitants, until today the name stands for the continent as a whole. This history of the name points in turn to the evolution of its significance as it extended southwards from the northern margin of the continent, developing with the growing knowledge of its size and shape, and growing acquaintance with the peoples to the south, on the part of the societies of the Mediterranean and the Middle East. In the process, those peoples have themselves adopted the idea of Africa as an identity for themselves, however they may have adapted it for their present purposes. The growth of this knowledge and this acquaintance, and the formulation of this idea in all its various forms, have together left a trail of written evidence for the historian to follow. But not until the second half of the last century did this lead to the concept of a specifically African history as an essential component of the idea itself. Having once been accepted, on the other hand, African history is now an idea whose time has come.

That said, the ways in which that history has been approached have been both problematic and controversial. The problem has been to discover what did happen in the past; the controversy has been over its understanding. In practice they are inseparable, since no discovery is free from its interpretation. The distinction is nevertheless important, since in Africa it is particularly the case that the evidence for what happened in the past has been hard to come by. Down to the end of the nineteenth century the written record has been patchy, thin, or non-existent, necessitating the search for other sources of information among the remains of the past. What happened in history, to quote the title of a famous work by Gordon Childe, has been in consequence more than usually difficult to establish. That it has proved at all possible has required a major effort of understanding as well as determination to convince a sceptical world that in the absence of written records anything at all could be known, or indeed that anything at all happened. This fundamental argument over the very existence of African history is now part of the subjects history; meanwhile the vindication of that history as a subject of study has created a field not simply for continuous discovery, but for the inevitable controversy over its understanding. Thereby it has not only added a further dimension to the concept of Africa. It has created for itself yet another history, that of its own development as a subject. On the principle that the history of the subject is in fact the subject, any description of that development is tantamount to a history of Africa as it has come to be conceived and written since the end of the Second World War.

To run, then, what amounts to three horses at once, this book provides a narrative outline of African history over the past ten thousand years, as it has been established over the past sixty years, to describe on the one hand the growth of the concept of Africa, and on the other to show the ways in which the narrative itself has been constructed and its content understood. The task is complicated by the nature of the sources, ranging beyond the written to the archaeological, linguistic and ethnographical, and still further afield to the natural sciences of natural history, all of which have been required to reveal what happened over the five thousand years before the appearance of writing in Ancient Egypt, and over much, indeed over all of the continent thereafter down to the end of the nineteenth century. The reconciliation of these very different records is a fundamental problem, which I have attempted to solve by taking their evidence separately before providing a unified account. Thus the narrative is organised firstly by archaeology, which takes priority as the necessary source for the first five thousand years of the period, and thereafter as an indispensable source throughout most of the second. This is followed by ethnography, including oral tradition, which despite its general limitation to the last five or six hundred years, is indispensable for the understanding of the societies involved. In third place is writing, taking the story back to Ancient Egypt and forward to Rome before continuing down to the present day to cover a larger and larger area of the continent before embracing the whole over the last hundred and fifty years. The scheme is at the expense of a strict chronology, but in proceeding from the material evidence of archaeology to the internal evidence of ethnography to the external evidence supplied by so much of the written record, it is one that corresponds to a distinction between internal output and external input which has been a fundamental feature of what has happened over the past five thousand or so years as a result of the relative isolation imposed upon the continent by the formation of the Sahara  two separate histories not fully intertwined before the nineteenth/twentieth centuries. Meanwhile it is through the external witness of the written record that the emergence of the concept of Africa can be traced to its conclusion in modern historical scholarship. In that scholarship, the strands of evidence have been woven together to take the formulation of the idea of the continent to a new level of sophistication. But as the literature of that scholarship has grown since the middle of the last century, it has itself become a primary source for the development of the concept as well as a secondary source for the past which it attempts to describe. The relationship is all the more close since in the years of its existence, the scholarship in question has been obliged to come to terms with a past in the making, the ongoing present of which it forms a part and to which it makes its own contribution. The discussion thus concludes with an indication of the relationship between them in the contentious field of contemporary history, and of the way in which the scholarship has proliferated to investigate new topics in anticipation of the future.

Passing the literature in review in this way has, I hope, the advantage of a readable text unencumbered with the page references which would normally be required, leaving to the Bibliography the list of authors and works discussed in the course of the narrative. I am well aware that this particular work is itself only the latest contribution to the ongoing approach to African history which it endeavours to outline, outdated almost as soon as it appears in a literature which continues to expand in the manner of the African population, whose exponential growth underlies the entire story. Emerging as it does out of everything that has gone before, inevitably it takes a stance which may be summed up in the title of a review article by Roland Oliver of a work which confined itself to Africa south of the Sahara. Why Africa is one may stand for the approach to African history which he developed at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, an approach which is a continuation of the ongoing unification of the continent on the ground and in the mind, one which for better or worse has integrated Africa into our global world. Surely in this case it is for the better.


Dedication

To Roland Oliver


PART I

The Problem of African History


1

The Problem of Definition

From a camel to a weasel to a whale: Polonius, following Hamlets description of a cloud which by its nature was changing all the time, might well have been the historian of Africa, attempting first to outline then to understand what has happened on the continent. The continent itself is huge, as large as the more habitable areas of Europe and Asia put together, its satisfying shape is reminiscent of its greatest mammal, the elephant. At the same time its history is immensely long, from the evolution of humanity to the present day. As Roland Oliver used to say to his students: The advantage of African history is that you can begin at the beginning. On the other hand, its study as an academic discipline, a subject in its own right, is little over sixty years old, coming into existence after the Second World War with Roland Oliver and John Fage at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London; Robert Cornevin in France; and Jan Vansina and his colleagues in North America. Since those pioneering days, the subject has grown enormously, but the question still needs to be asked: is it indeed a subject, and why should it be studied?

The question is first and foremost one of unity Africa, as we now see from the map, is a separate land mass. But unlike for example China, Africa as a whole has had no conscious unity no awareness on the part of its peoples of belonging together as the inhabitants of a separate part of the world, nor any obvious political unity before the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Does African history, therefore, exist as a whole or simply as a bundle of local histories, ancient and modern, with little in common apart from their location in the same quarter of the globe? In the case of Europe over the past fifteen hundred years, the separate histories of the separate states form part of a wider European history with a variety of common denominators, not least conscious participation in a self-consciously European civilisation. In the absence of such participation, how far does this hold true for Africa? Do African histories, when put together, make good histories of Africa; and if so, to borrow a chapter heading from Graham Connahs African Civilizations, what are the common denominators?

Any answer must begin with geography, in the manner of the Annales school of history in France, famously exemplified in the work of Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II. From the shape and the situation, the climate and the relief of the continent, two constants are outstanding. In shape, Africa is highly compact: a solid L, turned upside down on maps that habitually place north at the top and south at the bottom; there is no branching, as in Europe and in Asia, and few offshore islands; Madagascar, almost big enough to be a continent in its own right, is the exception that proves the rule, in a highly problematic historical relationship to the mainland. In situation, this compact land mass forms an even bigger island lying across the Equator between the Atlantic Ocean to the West and the Indian Ocean to the East, and almost completely separated from the land mass of Eurasia to the north and north-east by the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. On the other hand, it clearly belongs with Europe and Asia to the greater land mass of the worlds eastern hemisphere, in which the Mediterranean and the Red Sea are internal waterways that cut their way through from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. To the north and northeast, therefore, Africa has close neighbours. The outer edge of the land mass, however, the coasts to the west and south, looked out on nothing until the Portuguese and Spaniards discovered the sea routes to the Indies and the Americas five hundred years ago.

The second constant is internal. Long before the Portuguese and the Spaniards had situated Africa in a wider world, the position of the continent across the Equator, stretching as far to the south as to the north, had determined its climate. That climate is tropical: that is, it belongs for the most part to the region between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, imaginary lines drawn on the surface of the globe to the north and south of the Equator, which mark the effect of the earths inclination towards the sun. They mark, in other words, the limits at which the sun stands overhead before turning back to the north in the middle of winter and back again to the south in the middle of summer in the northern hemisphere. The climate therefore follows the same pattern to the north and south of the Equator, moving northwards and southwards from rain forest on the Equator itself through savannah or tropical grassland to desert on both of the two Tropics. Beyond this desert, in North Africa and at the Cape, the northern and southern extremities of the continent enjoy the Mediterranean climate of southern Europe: cool wet winters and hot dry summers. A simple pattern is thus formed, of parallel bands of climate moving in the same order northwards and southwards away from the Equator. They provide Africa with its own distinctive ecology, the conditions for human life.

This simple pattern is modified in two ways, first of all by the L-shape of the continent. The desert to the north of the Equator stretches across the very widest part of Africa. This is the Sahara, an Arabic word meaning deserts, in the plural: seas of sand, plains of rock, bare hills and rugged mountains. The whole is the size of Australia: a continent, almost, in its own right, but almost uninhabitable. In second place, however, is the relief, that is, the height of the continent above sea level. Africa is a huge tableland, heavily eroded, but consistently higher to the east and south than it is to the north and west. Down the long eastern side of the continent, therefore, from the latitude of the southern Sahara, across the Equator and down to Table Mountain at the Cape of Good Hope, a succession of uplands cuts across the bands of climate: desert; savannah; rain forest; savannah; and desert, down to the Mediterranean climate at the southern tip. As a result of the altitude, not only is highland Ethiopia raised above the level of the Sahara into seasonal rainfall; the belt of rainforest at the Equator is crossed in East Africa by savannah, tropical grassland which links the belts of savannah to the north and south to form a huge horseshoe around the rainforest in the Congo basin. Further to the south, this grassland then extends across the southern band of desert, confining this to the Kalahari in Namibia to the south-west. The result is a continent linked from north to south by grassland which ranges from woodland to scrub: denser and wetter towards the rainforest, thinner and drier as it shades into desert.
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1. Geography of Africa: Relief, Climate, Vegetation


From these two geographical constants: the one external, the position of Africa in relation to the rest of the world; the other internal, its climate and relief, two conclusions can be drawn for the history of Africa. The first is that the range of climate, from extremely wet to extremely dry, has, despite its variety, created a tropical environment for the development of human society in Africa with common economic, social, political and cultural features. The second is that the Sahara, which forms such an important part of this environment, has nevertheless acted as a barrier to communication between Africas geographical neighbours and the savannahs to the south. So much is this so, that one solution to the problem of African history has been to limit the subject to the continent south of the Sahara, discussing its unity in terms of sub-Saharan or Black Africa; well represented in the literature, it is a solution that rests on the assumption of a fundamental difference between society north and south of the desert, the product of separate development in separate circumstances. That is not the approach of this book, which takes the Sahara into account as a unifying factor distinguishing the history of Africa to the north as well as the south. It is nevertheless reflected in the structure of the discussion. Whatever the substantial differences between north and south that may be attributed to the isolation of the one from the other, the fact of separation has had one major consequence in the paucity or absence of written sources for much of the continent before the end of the nineteenth century. This has not only created a fundamental problem for the historian of Africa in search of information, but means that Part II of the book, The Making of African Society, which relies for the most part on non-written sources, is thereby largely concerned with Africa to the south of the Sahara, and indeed with Africa south of the Sahara down to the nineteenth century. Its purpose is nevertheless to show how the whole of the continent, despite its regional variety, may be regarded as a historical unit, in principle from the origins of man, but in practice for the last ten thousand years, from the end of the last Ice Age in the northern hemisphere, and the beginnings of agriculture and pastoralism in Africa itself. Part III, Africa in the World, and Part IV, The Unification of Africa, then deal with the history of African relations with other continents and other societies over the past five thousand years, from the time when the Sahara became the desert it is today Because of the Sahara, it is a history of growing contact, from a corner to a half of the continent, and from a half to the whole.

These two stories are evidently one and the same: two aspects of a single course of events divided for the sake of clarity Behind the division, however, stands an important truth. When the two stories come together, as they clearly do in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they do so not only on the ground but in the mind. Their combination is the latest stage of a process of imagination: the changing awareness of Africa over the centuries, and the changing idea of what Africa might be. That awareness and that idea are an integral part of the history with which this book is concerned down to the present day, and certainly down to the growth of historical scholarship. Here therefore in Part I, The Problem of African History, the discussion will introduce the difficulties faced by that scholarship in establishing an account of what happened in African history. In the final section, The Arrival of African History, it will look at the progress of its approach over the past sixty years of academic study, to set that study in the perspective of the history itself.


2

Solving the Problem

The Search for Information

The problem of the sources for African history is integral to the problem of African history itself The problem arose when Africa and the world finally coincided with the imposition of European rule upon the whole of the continent at the end of the nineteenth, beginning of the twentieth century. For the first time, the continent was consciously united; but its unity in the eye of the beholder, whether European or African, was based upon ignorance of the African past. It was commonly assumed that because for the most part it had no written records other than those of the outside world, Africa itself had no history apart from one of contact with that world. The proposition was yet another proof of European superiority, in historical knowledge as in everything else. It nevertheless went to the heart of the question of history itself. Since the past itself is irrecoverable, by definition gone forever, history can only be our present knowledge of what happened in it, derived from what has physically survived to the present day. In accordance with the traditional view of history, the survivals in question were taken to be written records, without which no such knowledge was possible. The refutation of this thesis in the case of Africa was the beginning of African history. It required, however, two intellectual revolutions. The first was the demonstration that knowledge of the past did not depend exclusively upon writing, but could be obtained from records of a different kind. Second was the demonstration that this applied as much to Africa as to anywhere else.

The demonstration that knowledge of the past could be obtained from records other than writing predated the imposition of colonial rule upon Africa. After centuries of antiquarian interest in objects surviving from the past, it began much earlier in the nineteenth century with the birth of archaeology, the scientific study of the material remains of the past. Its first task, to demonstrate the antiquity of those remains, was accomplished by stratigraphy, the study of layers, on the principle that what is underneath must be earlier than what is on top. Out of that study came the realisation that the tale of human activity was far longer than the written record, preceding it everywhere by thousands of years. From that came the idea of prehistory The Idea of Prehistory is the title given by Glyn Daniel to a brilliant little history of this intellectual revolution, which effectively disposed of the idea that knowledge of the past depends upon written sources. Both the title and the book are nevertheless apologetic. The very word prehistory before history, coined to establish the independence of archaeology and its findings from the written record, is an acknowledgement of the priority of history as traditionally conceived, the story of the past derived from the writings of the past. It was an act of defiance by the archaeologist Gordon Childe to claim the name of history for a book based for the most part on the archaeological record of the Middle East and Europe under the title, What Happened in History. The second revolution which began within the next few years after the publication of Childes work in 1942 was the application of the same idea to Africa in a determined effort to demonstrate that Africa did indeed have a history which could be reconstructed not only from such writing as there was, or even from archaeology alone, but from what turned out to be all manner of evidence from all manner of sources. Not only writing, not only material remains were called upon, but language, customs, and oral tradition; plants, animals, and human beings themselves; not to speak of geology with its record of climate change. A quarter of a century after its inception, the programme was summed up in 1970 by J. Desmond Clark, one of its principal pioneers, in The Prehistory of Africa, a work in the series Ancient Peoples and Places edited by Glyn Daniel himself. Its execution in Africa has made its own radical contribution to the study of history, not least through its search for information

The evidence began to accumulate from the beginning of the colonial period, as colonial governments took scientific stock of the lands and peoples they ruled, and contributions multiplied from the many individuals fascinated by the difference of Africa from Europe. South of the Sahara, indigenous written records came to light from the Islamic societies of West and East Africa; archaeology achieved spectacular success with the discovery of the earliest prehuman remains in eastern and southern Africa. The many languages of Africa were learnt, and social anthropologists moved in on the multitude of beliefs, customs and traditions of the different peoples they encountered. Plants and animals were scientifically investigated in the interests of agricultural development; geology was studied in the interest of mining. It was not, however, until the 1930s, and more especially the 1940s and 50s, towards the end of the colonial period after the Second World War, that all this information began to be considered from a historical point of view as so many survivals from the past which could be used as evidence for the past. When that happened, the historical revolution was under way, confronted by the task of evaluation.

Regarded from the point of view of history, all these different kinds of information have yielded different kinds of evidence with different bearings on the past. Writing, the traditional source, is the most personal, giving information about who people were, what they said and did, and what they thought  political history in the Aristotelean sense of active participation in the affairs of the community. But while it first appeared in Egypt about 5000 years ago, writing spread only gradually southwards and westwards, and did not cover the whole of the continent before the end of the nineteenth century And its appearance in Egypt, long ago as that may be, leaves out the previous millennia. Archaeology, on the other hand, covers the whole of the continent the whole of the time, from the origins of humanity, and certainly for the last 10,000 years. But apart from the fact that archaeologists have so far only scratched the surface of this enormous continent in selected spots, the information to be gathered from the material remains of human settlement about how people lived is impersonal. While it is likely to turn up written records to add to the canon in centres of literacy such as Ancient Egypt and Ethiopia, and a pictorial record in the form of sculpture and painting, its main contribution is to the economic rather than the political history of the continent. To meet the requirement of political history in societies untouched by writing, historians have had recourse to oral tradition, narratives of the past transmitted from generation to generation until reduced to writing in the so-called ethnographic present, the moment, for the most part in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, at which they were transcribed and fixed for future reference. But although in principle these narratives cover the whole of the continent, a feature of literate as well as illiterate societies, their time depth is shallow, usually no more than two hundred years, after which they shade off into myth and legend. And since they are dependent for their existence upon their narrators, their value as a record of the past may be less than their value as evidence of the lines along which these narrators think about themselves and the community to which they belong. This value as evidence of the mind of the narrator takes these traditions into the realm of the ethnographer, the social anthropologist who sets out to describe the ways in which present-day communities behave and think. Descriptions of this sort, which once again may be obtained for the whole of the continent, offer the possibility of social history, on the grounds that behaviour in the present reflects behaviour in the past. The problem is to decide how far such behaviour may be regarded as a survival from the past, and if so, how far back it goes.

Among these four kinds of evidence, archaeology with its material remains is the exception, in that it does not depend upon the knowledge and use of language. Language, for the historian, is much more than a key to what is being said by its speakers today, even to what they were saying in writing up to 5000 years ago. Languages in use today are constantly changing, but along with the memories and behaviour of their speakers can be treated in the same way as survivals from the past. African languages fall into five indigenous groups, with the recent addition of the Indo-European languages of Europe, notably English and French. Their distribution is itself significant  we have only to think of the worldwide distribution of English, French, Spanish and Portuguese as the result of the emigration of their speakers from Europe. At the same time their vocabularies may be mined for words that indicate the lifestyle and experience of previous speakers in the recent and more distant past  words for plants and animals, and for manufactures old and new. This linguistic evidence is parallel to the physical evidence, uncovered by archaeology, for the presence of such things in human settlement. For the interpretation of that evidence, archaeology is crucially dependent upon the whole range of natural sciences: biology, physics and chemistry, whose findings may provide quite separate kinds of historical information. Botany and zoology, the scientific study of plants and animals, wild and domestic, can indicate both their origin and their evolution. Palaeontology, the study of previous forms of life, goes hand in hand with archaeology in studying the evolution of humanity from the fossil record. When palaeontology turns into physical anthropology, the study of the present human species, bones unearthed by archaeology reveal the lifestyle and medical history of the individual concerned. In providing evidence for the history of the species on the continent, however, bones are now less important than the blood and genes of the living. When they have been thoroughly studied, genes in particular will provide a major new source of historical information.

The list of the sciences capable of providing the historian with evidence for the African past is very long, and certainly includes geology with its record of climatic change. But while the identification of all these various forms of evidence has laid the foundations of the intellectual revolution, the demonstration that Africa did indeed have a history which could be approached, with or without any written record, much of the work is still in its infancy. Archaeology in particular, the basis of the idea of prehistory, is very thin on the vast ground of this enormous continent. Moreover, the list itself, from writing down to rocks, creates its own obstacle. Each source, each science, illuminates only one aspect of the African past; not all of the subject, and not all of the time. For a view of the whole it is necessary to place all these separate columns of different kinds of information side by side, and combine them at any one time, in any one place. But each requires its own expertise; no one scholar is master of all. The history of African history is a history of attempts, by one scholar after another, to effect a synthesis.


3

Solving the Problem

The Writing of African History

If Africa be the elephant, then the different students of the African past, each with his or her own specialism, are the blind men who each have hold of a different part of the beast  trunk, tusk, ear, belly, leg and tail  and have in consequence quite different tales to tell. Proverbially, in the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king; but who might this be in the case of Africa? Which of these various students has the eye to see the whole, however imperfectly? Imperfection begins with historical knowledge itself, which is derived from surviving records, never directly from the past. It is, moreover, built into the process of derivation. In principle, this should lead to a steady accumulation of knowledge, which has certainly been the case in Africa. That knowledge, however, is governed by the ways in which we make sense of the information. These ways, as we can clearly see from the example of Africa, are continually changing. For the moment, and no doubt for the future, they include not only the idea of prehistory, but the idea of African history itself. Beyond that, however, they are as various as the blind men with their different approaches to the subject. Only the rules of evidence, the master idea which provides the common ground of modern scholarship, can decide between them, or bring them together in a vision of the whole. In applying those rules to African history, the would-be kings, those who have claimed the eye, have started from different positions, proceeded by trial and error, and reached only provisional conclusions.

The first vision for our purpose was put forward in 1930 by a social anthropologist, C. G. Seligman, whose book, The Races of Africa, classified the peoples of Africa by culture, that is, by ways of life and thought. His evidence was ethnographic, that is, descriptions of African societies in the early twentieth century. As the title reveals, however, he went on to equate culture with race, stepping from social into physical anthropology in search of an explanation for the cultural differences he perceived. Outwardly, race was a matter of skin colour, black and white; but inwardly it was a question of hereditary abilities and aptitudes which produced the behaviour described by the ethnographer. From this equation of culture and race came Seligmans view of African history. The original inhabitants of the continent were the black peoples, at a very low level of achievement; but beginning perhaps with the Ancient Egyptians, Africa had been colonised by whites from the north-east. These had intermarried with the black population, so that to the south of the Sahara, at least, they were no longer white-skinned. But their aptitudes explained the appearance of civilisation on the continent, that is, the development of arts and crafts, cities and states, in all kinds of hybrid forms.

This is the notorious Hamitic hypothesis, of which the best that can be said is that it was indeed a theory of African history, of the history of the continent as a whole. It has been not only rejected, but turned on its head by black African writers, in particular by another social anthropologist and ethnographer, Sheikh Anta Diop. In The African Origins of Civilisation, and other works from 1954 onwards, he argued that it was black Africans who had not only civilised themselves but the world through their creation of Ancient Egypt. From 1987, this thesis has gained its own notoriety with the publication of Martin Bernals Black Athena, designed to show that Greek civilisation, the foundation of Western European civilisation, had originated with black Egyptians, not white Nordics. Like Seligmans, however, this is a view of African history which depends upon the equation of culture with race; and for that reason cannot stand. Physical anthropology itself has nothing to say about mental ability in relation to the various cultural achievements of homo sapiens sapiens, wise, wise man, beyond the fact that they all proceed from the same brain. Archaeology meanwhile, in the words of Glyn Daniel, is firmly committed to the principle that language, race and culture are independent variables. In the first place, there is no way of telling from the material remains of a peoples culture what language they spoke or who they may have been. Even if these may be inferred from skeletal remains or traces of writing, it is perfectly clear from the modern world that the use of English, for example, and the employment of modern technology, bear little or no relationship to the genetic origin and physical character of the speakers and users. In the absence of any necessary connection between these three elements, in the past as well as the present, what can be said of the Ancient Egyptians is not that they were black or white, but that, whatever their colour, whichever human population they belonged to, they were an African people in an African environment, making the most of the opportunities of the Nile valley and delta.

This is the principle upon which modern archaeology builds in its attempt to explain the material remains of the past, and gain some idea of the societies which created them. Since archaeology is the one approach to the African past that covers the whole of the continent the whole of the time, it might appear that this is the key to African history as a whole; and that as a result, the archaeologist has the best claim to be the historian of Africa, not least because it is his study of stratigraphy, coupled with radio-carbon dating, that has yielded the firm chronology required for the reconstruction of the past. From there to drawing upon the many other kinds of evidence to arrive at a picture of the whole is another matter. For the interpretation of their data, archaeologists certainly rely upon an impressive range of sources, looking especially to the natural sciences  physical anthropology, zoology, botany, geology, not to speak of physics and chemistry, which have yielded the radio-carbon dates required to convert the relative chronology of stratigraphy into an absolute chronology of events across the continent as a whole. They have employed modern ethnographic data for comparative purposes, and where written records are available, they have used them as a guide. But they have been reluctant to go further, and venture into the traditional realm of the historian whose main concern is with the written sources. In practice, with the notable exception of Ancient Egypt, archaeology in Africa has so far perpetuated the original distinction between history and prehistory by concentrating on the more distant past for which written records are not available. The result can be seen in David Phillipsons African Archaeology, a continent-wide account of the evolution of society in Africa from archaeological data. But it comes to a halt about a thousand years ago, with the briefest of summaries of events thereafter. Graham Connahs African Civilizations is an ambitious attempt to arrive at a comprehensive explanation for the growth of African society, using written records, where available, to supplement the archaeological evidence. But his studies of individual societies do not pretend to be a history of the whole; northern Africa is excluded; and once again he stops short of the modern period.

Language, race and culture may be independent variables, but it is of course possible for them to coincide, in the sense that a particular people may speak a particular language while leading a particular way of life. On this basis, the way is open to the linguists, the experts in the third element of the trio, to bring their knowledge of African languages to bear on the historical relationship between the three. In The Civilizations of Africa, Christopher Ehret uses his expertise as a linguist to argue that the close connection that evidently exists between language and culture in the modern world can be traced far back in the past. His argument is that while archaeology cannot infer language from the material remains of culture, it is possible to infer culture from language. To be precise, it is possible to regard modern languages as survivals from the past, and thus as evidence for the lifestyle of previous speakers. And if both lifestyle and language can be known, then the identity of the people themselves can be established: not their physical identity in the form of their race, a concept which Ehret quite rightly dismisses as without foundation in the genetic mixture of humanity, but their identity as a community. Beginning with the division of African languages into families, therefore, he goes on to examine their vocabularies for clues to the material culture and mental outlook of their speakers in the past. This archaeology of language takes him back many thousands of years, and provides the starting-point for a comprehensive history of Africa, drawing upon all other kinds of evidence, down to the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Ehret thus takes the story on beyond Phillipson and Connah, but still not down to the present day. For the history of the whole of the continent, the whole of the time, only the historians remain; that is, the specialists in the original kind of history, the study of the past from the written records of the past, despite the fact that such records have only covered the whole of Africa for less than two hundred years. Working from these records, African historians have naturally tended to concentrate on the more recent past, beginning where Ehret leaves off. And insofar as they have set themselves to write the history of Africa as a whole, they have looked back from the end of the story rather than beginning, like the archaeologists, at the beginning. The further back they have looked, moreover, the more they have become dependent for their data on the others in the field, the archaeologists and the linguists in particular. Since the development of the subject after the Second World War, it is nevertheless the historians who have claimed the eye, so to speak, to accomplish the intellectual revolution required to extend the notion of history to the whole of the African past.

Among the pioneers of the revolution, the name of Roland Oliver is outstanding. Starting his career with work on the missionary records of East Africa, he set out to establish the study of African history as a whole, on the continent as well as in the United Kingdom. The result was seen in the publication, in 1962, of A Short History of Africa, written in collaboration with his colleague John Fage. Giving the first, chronological account of the whole of African history, drawing on all available material from all sources, it was a manifesto of the revolution. Its brevity was the key to its clarity: after forty or so years, and various reprints and new editions, it is still the easiest history to read. It shows its age most notably in the diffusionist explanation offered for the spread of so-called divine kingship into sub-Saharan Africa from Egypt to create what he called the Sudanic civilisation: an attenuated version of the Hamitic hypothesis, relying like Seligman upon ethnography, but stripped of his racialism. Nevertheless, it set the pattern for the future, not only through its incorporation of the idea of prehistory into a programme for the history of the continent from the evolution of humanity onwards. Through its arrangement of the narrative, it raised the problem faced by all subsequent historians: how to organise the data for such an enormous subject into a coherent whole. The solution it proposed has underlain all subsequent thinking on the subject. The Short History is first evolutionist, describing the development of ways of life on the continent; then diffusionist, describing the spread from the north of Egyptian, Roman and Islamic influence over the period from 5000 BCE to 1000 CE. For the period from 1000 to 1800 CE it is regional, giving separate accounts of the north, east, south and west; and finally, from 1800 CE onwards, it is continent-wide again, describing the unification of the continent under colonial rule, followed by independence. The solution was explicitly justified at about the same time by Ivan Hrbek in Towards a periodisation of African history, an article which looked for the common features in the African past, and concluded that the history of the continent began as a single story which later divided, on the one hand into regional histories, and on the other into the histories of contact and non-contact zones, in touch or out of touch with the rest of the world, before progressive reunification began in the sixteenth century CE.

In Fages own History of Africa, the scheme of the Short History was simplified by the subordination of the regions to themes, in three main stages: internal development; the spread of Islam; and European influence. But it was overloaded in the two great triumphs of African historiography, the publication in the 1970s and 80s of The Cambridge History of Africa and the UNESCO General History of Africa. These multi-volume works were a tribute to the energy and enterprise of the first generation of African historians, on the continent, in Europe and in North America, in pressing their new subject upon the attention of the international community They were, on the other hand, collective enterprises, written by a range of largely regional specialists, with fragmentation as the result. Regionalism took over after the first volumes, generalisation returned only at the end, so that African history as a whole became the sum of its parts, of what happened on the continent in different places at different times. It might appear that African history had fallen victim to its own precocious success in selling itself to the world.

There has in consequence been all the more reason to seek a balance between periods, regions and themes, lest the historians continue to swell the ranks of the blind. Oliver himself, once again in collaboration with an archaeologist and a historian, has produced what amounts to a three-volume periodisation of the last 2,500 years, divided between an Iron Age, a Middle Age and a Modern Age, each with its characteristics. Most recently, in The African Experience, he has turned to a thematic treatment in which successive innovations are identified and discussed in order of their appearance as major themes and topics. Such themes and problems have been put back into a regional framework by Curtin, Feierman, Thompson and Vansina in their collaborative African History, while Elizabeth Isichei has discussed them by way of introduction to the regional histories in A History of African Societies to 1870. The most radical solution of all is that of John Iliffe in his Africans: The History of a Continent, who has subordinated periods, regions and themes to the one key theme of colonisation: the efforts of natives and immigrants to make a living in an especially hostile region of the world. He returns, in other words, to the geographical setting to produce a natural history of man in Africa, a demographic history of the slow growth of population over the millennia. He is, in Isaiah Berlins estimation, a hedgehog who knows one great thing, as distinct from the fox who knows many different things. In the approach to African history, the problem is to combine them in the ongoing search for information and for understanding. How this combination has been achieved is the essence of the subject.


PART II

The Making of African Society

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL DIMENSION
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From Hunting & Gathering to Herding & Farming

I

To turn from the problem of African history to what can now be said about events over the past ten thousand years, is to turn in the first place to Phillipsons archaeology for information and to Iliffes geography for the beginning of understanding. Throughout the length of human history which goes back much further into the past, the position, shape and relief of the continent have not significantly changed. The same, however, cannot be said of its climate, which has fluctuated over what, geologically speaking, are astonishingly short periods of time: as little as five thousand years, or from one millennium to another. The date of around 10,000 BP  Before the Present  is the date of just such a climatic event: the ending of the last Ice Age in the northern hemisphere. It marked the end of the Pleistocene  the Most Recent period in the history of the earth, and the beginning of the Holocene  the Wholly Recent period, the period in which we now live. During the last Ice Age, at the end of the Pleistocene, the climate of Africa north of the Equator, and especially in the Saharan region, was even harsher and drier than it is today: we can call it the Pleistocene Dry. But with the rapid melting of the glaciers, the climate of the Mediterranean spread southwards and that of the Equatorial regions northwards, to begin a period of some five thousand years in which the desert turned into savannah and the old savannah into swamp. This phase, the Holocene Wet, was succeeded some five thousand years ago by a much drier period, the Holocene Dry, in which the desert reappeared, and the climate became much as it is today. Over these three climatic periods, from dry to wet to dry, we can trace in the strati-graphic sequence of the archaeological record, the evolution of three ways of life: hunting and gathering; the cultivation of crops; and the herding of animals.
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