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WHAT IS AFRICAN HISTORY?

John Edward Philips

Whether Buddhas arise, O priests, or whether Buddhas do not arise,
it remains a fact and the fixed and necessary constitution of being,
that all its constituents are transitory.

—Siddhartha Gautama, Shakyamuni Buddha
(Anguttara-Nikaya iii. 1134)

All history begins with the necessary and inescapable observation of
change around us. Writing the history of anything, including Africa,
involves finding out the nature, extent and pace of that change and trying
to explain it.!

The craft of writing history is best learned by reading history itself,
rather than by reading theories or philosophies of history. Reading his-
tory is the best way to learn to write history in part because history is a
form of literature, and the best way to learn to write any kind of literature
is to read it. If you want to write for the theater you should read a lot of
plays. If you want to write mysteries you should read a lot of detective sto-
ries. If you want to write African history you should read a lot of African
history, especially history written by the historians you most admire for
their research, their interpretations, and their writing abilities. There are
almost as many kinds and styles of history to choose from as there are his-
torians, probably more, since many historians write more than one kind
of history, and many works combine different types of history.

Because writing history, including African history, is a practical
affair, this book is about the practice of African history. It will describe
how historians of Africa investigate Africa’s past, what sources they use and
some of the ways they interpret those sources. It will also talk about several
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26 Writing African History

of the major issues and themes of African history, because no historian can
ignore such issues. But this is not a book about the theory or philosophy
of history; rather, it is a practical guide to understanding and writing
about Africa’s past. Those who want to learn more than a minimum about
historical theory will have to look at other books.® This chaprer, and the
concluding one, will try to give as much theory as is necessary to under-
stand and write African history.

A minimum of theory is necessary for a historian. Not all writing, not
even all writing about the past, is history. Nor is all history good history.
The assumptions of historical methods and perspectives are necessarily part
of history. These assumptions are not really different for historians working
on African topics and historians working on other areas of history. The his-
torian who is aware of these assumpuions will be able to write better history.
But there are so many different historical perspectives concerning even such
important and basic conc ¢pts as objectivity that the fledgling historian
could be excused for thinking that even such a minimum consensus does
not exist. Indeed, it is probably casier to define what history is not, than to
define what exactly it is. ‘

What History Is Not

.}'{ISI(TF'\' IS not (necessarily) written by the winners. It is true that history
Is written by survivors, but as the late John Keynes pointed out, in the
long run we are all dead. Much, perhaps most, of the history of certain
periods and events seems to have been written by the losers, who returned
ho.r’nc t(.) lick their wounds and write self justifications. One such case in
Africa is the Kano Civil War of 1893-94 I'he first comprehensive
account, and an abridged version of thar
th-e point of vicw.of.thc losing side.* No one w riting a history of the Kano
Civil Xar can afford to ignore these eyewitness ac counts.

S, colonial imperialists, and assorted individ-

y y 3 (‘[((t :\ 1ca 1 (h : ’.
ual t rants l)lll In this resp s fl 4 1S no t}(‘f(‘nt 'l(‘"' other Arts ¢
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and movements rises
rewriting of history. This revisionism,
lprocess of producing historical licer
iffrendsy han vy S

ay's do. No cor

account, were both written from

¥ auon of different individuals, institutions,
and falls with each generations reevaluation and

as it is called, is a regular part of the

ature. Today's winners are tomorrow’s
assuming there are any) will see things
dition s permanent.
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History is not lies agreed upon. Because history is supposed to be
nonfiction, fiction is by definition 7oz history, although novels and film
(like any other remains from the past) can be useful sources for a historian
trying to make sense of the past in which they were produced, though not
the past in which they were set. Just because official lies are taught in a
“history” class does not make them history. Without getting into the
debate about whether “objectivity” is possible for historians,’ we can insist
on the need for professional ethics. At the top of the list of such ethical
values for historians must come honesty and fairness. Without honesty
there can be no true history and without fairness, giving even the devils of
history their due, our histories can be as unreliable as if they were simply
not true. Ignoring important facts that don’t fit our theories or prejudices
can cause others to ignore our conclusions. Writing about events or per-
sons which clearly never happened or existed is a quick way to have one’s
writings dismissed as fiction. In African history, as in other fields of his-
tory, this means taking the bad along with the good, and making an hon-
est assessment of African shortcomings and failures, as well as the causes
of those failures. History should be more than mere nationalist propa-
ganda if it is to be taken seriously by intelligent adults.

History is not bunk. History may be unique among learned disci-
plines in that it has no specialized vocabulary of its own, but rather uses the
specialized vocabulary of whatever field’s history it is. Thus economic his-
tory uses the specialized vocabulary of economics, military history uses a
military vocabulary, and so on. In addition, since one purpose of historical
writing is to explain the past to nonspecialists, the good historian will avoid
the use of specialized jargon that merely obfuscates its subject matter.

One result of this lack of specialized jargon and of bringing the sub-
ject matter down to a popular level is that many people think they know
as much about history as a historian who has researched the primary
sources.® Of course they may know particular facts that even a historian of
the period and topic might not know. No one can know everything. It is
also a cliche that some of the best history is written by those who are not
professional historians, but most such history is written by specialists of
the subject matter—for instance, economic history written by economists
and medical history written by medical doctors. But history that has been
researched and written by a trained, professional historian (or by anyone
else who understands the history he or she has researched) cannot be dis-
missed as bunk. It is an interpretation of the past that needs to be consid-
ered seriously as a statement about that past, and thus about how the
present came to be.”

AT

T AT EEN RG Y

— sem 3

=3

WEERE LIRRATTY

=

SISTECRINER

SEMARAN T T




28  Whiting African History

History is not just twenty-twenty hindsight. In trying to explain the
past we should remember that events unfold in real time. We might spend
years or even decades pondering someone else’s mistake, but thar mistake
probably resulted from a decision that had to be made on the spur of the
moment, with imperfect information and with several other problems
impinging on the consciousness of the decision maker. It is casy to ransack
archives to find evidence which can prove that such a quick decision was
wrong. It is quite another matter to know whart information was actually
available to the decision-maker, much less why they made the decision
they did. We should also remember that just as past people made mistakes,
so do present historians. No one can know everything, and thus all history
is provisional and incomplete. The need for modesty in our interpreta-
tions can be understood better by contemplarting two films which present
very plausible critiques of historians’ methods and perspectives: Akira
Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1950) and John Ford's 7he Man who Shot Liberty
Valance (1962).

The Man who Shot Liberty Valance could easily be interpreted as John
Ford’s response to the many historians who have criticized his films for the
role they played in mythologizing the history of the American west, creat-
ing the images that historians now must struggle against in our attempt to
make students understand that era in American history. During the film
the hero, played by James Stewart, apparently kills a gunfighter, played by
Lee Marvin, who has been terrorizing the settlers of a small community of
farmers on behalf of powerful interests in the area. In a seemingly fair
ﬁgf.lt, with little but his own courage to support him, but with nearly the
entire town as eyewitnesses, Stewart’s character emerges as the hero of the
common man, the defender of decency and law-abiding citizens. He goes
On to a career as Senator and ambassador.

:rhe truth, however, is not what it appears to be. Stewart’s character
doesn‘t really have the skill to have won a gunfight with a professional
g}leslmger. The m'an'who really shoots Liberty Valance is John Wayne's
tco;:lcv:::c:eiod‘:'::Zr:?):?lf(;‘l?:ld():"'f 'nf’}" a side street wl?ilc the rest of thF
looks like Stewart’s ch:i‘ractcr \\~:i|'|1(l:‘}' (lm"f]:‘ l(m ”""" e chaedh “:}“'" "
Marvin’s. The sound of his gun is n::slt\:: l:g "l- \\, iy ch.amctcr s
in the fight, and with so many r;'li'lll)ic \:'it .‘“"f ppvstee i <
) an) a nesses
tion )the inFident. Wayne’s character can't
wasn looking, of course, although he does tell Stewart’s character later so

that Ste ) i
. inv:;rtfs\lch‘ar;ctcr. will not have problems with his conscience. Years
\ ¢ tims framing device, Stewart’s char

» no one thinks to ques-
admirt to shooting a man who

acter tells the story to the
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editor of the newspaper in the town where it all happened, while a
reporter takes notes. At the end of the interview the editor seizes the
reporter’s notes and suppresses the story. “When the legend becomes fact,”
he says, “print the legend.”

Ford has made a plausible case, if a necessarily fictional one, for an
incident that probably no historian could find out the truth about. With
eyewitnesses, newspaper accounts and other information available
aplenty, few of us would even bother to investigate. Yet surely there could
be many such instances in history, no matter how well documented. As
a call to humility in our conclusions by historians it is worth listening to.
Ifintended as a criticism of historians by a filmmaker it leaves something
to be desired. Historians may not always get things right, but we do try to
be accurate. Film directors, other than documentary makers, don’t even
try; and really shouldn’t. They are producing fiction. Producing fiction is
as legitimate an activity as writing nonfiction, but those who get their his-
tory from filmed (or any other) fiction should beware.8

Another, more famous movie, by a director much influenced by John
Ford, poses an even more serious challenge to historians. Akira Kurosawa’s
Rashomon (1950) anticipated much of postmodernist discourse in dealing
with questions of bias and the limits of human knowledge.’ Like Liberty
Valance, this film is also narrated as a flashback, but instead of a single nar-
rator delivering a truth that has been and will continue to be hidden, there
are multiple narrators giving equally convincing (or equally unconvincing)
accounts. This tale is also told even more indirectly than Liberty Valance.
A monk and a woodcutter who witnessed the police investigation of a
death narrate the testimony of others to a third man.

There is a corpse to be explained, and the violent death of a samurai.

A bandit has confessed to the murder, but a woman he raped seems to
implicate herself as the murderer. The ghost of the dead samurai also testi-
fies through a medium, explaining that he has killed himself. All of the sto-
ries seem equally implausible, but instead of blaming others for the death,
cach witness implicates him or herself. Finally the woodcutter, who claims
to have found the corpse in the woods, reveals that he knows more than he
has told the police. He admits that he witnessed the killing, although he
has hidden this knowledge from the police, but his account is no more con-
vincing than the others. It even turns out that he has robbed the crime
scene of a valuable dagger, and hidden his knowledge of the affair for his
own profit. As the man listening to the narrated stories points out, humans
can't tell the truth, even to themselves. We all want to forget something, so
we make up stories.
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30  Writing African History

History, too, whether based on written documents, oral tradition,
physical evidence, or other sources, is as much a product of forgetfulness
and deceit, deliberate and/or unconscious, as it is of remembering and
recording, not only on the part of those who lived in the past, but on the
part of historians in the present as well. Since no historian has enough
time or space to reveal everything in the sources, history is inexorably as
much about forgetting and concealing as it is about remembering, discov-
ering, and revealing the truth. How can anyone really know the truth of
what happened in the past, even the recent pase?

And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free

/(lu! of .\..l:.l'ﬂ/' f/ﬂl"’ 8}2)

What Is History, Really?

The very mundane fact is that history is a job, which may or may
not pay very well, or at all, but which requires work and a certain set of
skills, like any other job. According to the United States Department of

Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, a historian is a kind of social scientist.
Specifically,

Historians research, analyze, and interpret the past. They use many sources

of information in their rescarch, including government and institutional

records, newspapers and other periodicals, photographs, interviews, films,

and unpublished manuscripts such as personal diaries and letters. Historians

usu.ally specialize in a specific country or region; in a particular time period;
or in a particular field, such as social, intellectual, political, or diplomatic
history. Biographers collect detailed

Genealogists trace family histories. Other hi
archival materials, artifacts,

information on individuals.

storians help study and preserve
and historic huildmg\ and sites.'®

To put that briefly, a histori
coherent interpretation of the past
Vive into the present. This created

an is someone who creates history, a
b;{scd on remains of the past that sur-
viv ' ustory 1s, of course, diff; {
hlsftory('i’ in the sense of actual past events, with wl:i:l:lri:cs}:(i::xlliiri:\::)g
tc}?:Pl;sset e.pr:ir; r:lcxea(; ::vs; rc;l:lny is dichrc_m frn.m the way that persons in
W b B A }i)r. uman experience is izlw.a_vs mediated, first by
Y the interpretations our mind gives to the raw data

of our senses. F i i
ew of us remember this fact in daily life, much less in our
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academic interpretations of past reality.!! History as we know it in the
present is a form of created literature about the past. It is, or should be in
so far as is possible, nonfiction literature, but it is still a form of created
literature, an interpretation of the past in the present.

Thus history changes, but not because the past events it describes
have changed. They no longer exist and thus can no longer change, except
insofar as they have changed to become the present. History as an inter-
pretation of the past changes because it is a human created artifact. We
humans have limited brains and imperfect sense organs, and our under-
standing of the world around us, including its past, is necessarily limited
by those brains and sense organs. We hope to collectively accumulate more
information about our world, including its past, but there are inherent
limits to human knowledge.

History changes not only because what human beings can know
about our past changes but also because what humans want to know about
our past changes. The problems of the present always inspire history in
some way and to some extent, because history is written in the present, for
an audience in the present, although (like everything else) it quickly
becomes the past. The relative importance given to certain persons and
events will change not only because new information about those persons
and events is discovered, but because the perceived importance of their
effects on the present has changed. Thus history will always be interpreted
differently by each generation.

An important example of constantly changing interpretations of
African history is the question of the nature, rate, and starting date of the
Bantu expansion.'? Bantu languages, including Swahili, Zulu, Kikuyu,
Lingala, Kikongo and many, many others, are spread over a vast area, cov-
ering most of central, southern, and eastern Africa. They are spoken by
so many of the inhabitants of Africa that they constitute a common
stereotype of Africa in the minds of many non-Africans, and in many
contexts, most notoriously in apartheid South Africa, the term “Bantu”
has been more racial than linguistic. The close resemblance and relation-
ship between Bantu languages was recognized by outsiders very readily.
These languages must have diverged from a common ancestor and spread
relatively recently, but in the absence of documentation, or even sys-
tematic archaeological investigation of such a vast area, the nature and
direction of that spread, not just the details but even the point of origin
(in both time and space) and general pattern of the expansion, have been
controversial ever since historians and others first began to investigate the

matter.,
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32 Whriting African History

Joseph Greenberg’s historically based reconstruction of the relations
between African languages, including the internal relationships of the
Bantu languages,'? was not widely accepted at first, especially by anthro-
pologists and linguists who had not been trained to think historically.
Malcolm Guthrie, a linguist who knew little of the principles of histori-
cal linguistics, made a geographical classification of Bantu languages, and
looked at their vocabulary to find the area which was the most “Bantu” of
all."* Not surprisingly, he found this area in the middle of the Bantu lan-
guage distribution area, where other language families and their loan-
words had had the least influence. Roland Oliver, a historian who also
knew little of linguistics and who was thus unable to evaluate the relative
merits of the arguments of Greenberg and Guthrie, tried to combine
Greenberg’s apples with Guthrie's oranges, and came up with a fruit salad
of an article about the Bantu expansion, that demonstrated. if lirdle else,
the necessity for historians to learn to understand the nature of source
materials before using them.'s Discussion of Guthrie's Bantu data and
conclusions at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)
revolved around methods and sources that the historians of Africa ar that
time were largely unqualified to evaluate, and which they therefore made
li{tlc comment on. “One surprising feature of this discussion is the lack
of participation by historians.”'® Oliver's influential conclusions were dic-
tated more by academic politics than by ordinary rules of evidence, cither
linguistic or historical.'” His paradigm was gradually abandoned as more
and more specialists looked at the data it was buil on, especially Guthrie’s
classification of Bantu l;mgu.lgcs."‘ This book is intended. in large part,
to educate historians of Africa about the nature of the diverse sources that
they use, so that they can better use those sources in reconstructing the
African past. ;

Methods and sources other than linguistic
the f.listorical con.struction of the spread of Banty languages. The archae-
OIOng't D. W. Ph.lllipson well summarized the then available archacologi-
cal evidence relating to thcj Bmm‘x expansion for historians in an article he
e Rt et b Al

p ) 0 Southern Africa.’
Vansina used detailed linguistic and other evide
his study of the history of central Africa,
explained the methodology behind his
the Journal of. African History. 22

All of these interpretations, diffe
there was a recognizable group of pe

are of course relevant to

¥ More recently Jan
vidence to address the issue in
aths in the Rain Forest,*' and has
NEW reconstructions in an article in

rent as they are, share the belief that
ople speaking a language that is now
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called “Western Bantu.” Most recently of all this linguistic category of
“Western Bantu” as a distinct group has been challenged by Christopher
Ehret, one of the authors of this volume, in an unpublished paper, “Is
there a Western Bantu?” Ehret, following the work of several other histor-
ical linguists, argues that the “Western Bantu” languages are actually not
a distinct group of Bantu languages descended from a single protolan-
guage, but rather are the residue of several distinct groups, which have not
spread as widely as the languages in the Eastern Bantu group. So-called
Western Bantu is, in this reconstruction, not a distinct genetic group itself,
but a number of groups, each roughly coordinate with Eastern Bantu,
incorrectly classified together.

Although each succeeding work should be (but isn’t always) better
informed, and its author may have more data than his or her predecessors
did, none of them is the final word on the issue of the Bantu expansion.
There never will be a final word on the Bantu expansion, and never can
be, as long as there are historians around to study the issue. Historians in
new times and various places will not only have new information and new
perspectives on the issue, they will have their own ways of looking at the
issue and writing about it, and they will be addressing new audiences who
have new concerns they want answered by historians.

History is a conversation the present holds with the past. Each new
generation in every society, from the time its members are old enough to
ask “Why?” wants to know how the present came to be, what persons and
forces created this world they were born into, and why it is the way it is.
The exact questions and answers have always changed as each new gener-
ation has different interests and different problems, and as each older gen-
eration provides different answers. Each new generation in its turn
becomes an older generation before passing away, and writes new answers

for itself and for its heirs.
Because history is a conversation with the past, historians must keep

in mind that the past used words differently. While history as a form of
literature has no specialized vocabulary, history as research must have a
specialized passive vocabulary, even if one is studying one’s own society. All
languages change, and the semantics of their vocabularies change also.
Thus historians must be aware that the words of the past, whether trans-
mitted in written documents or in oral traditions, may have had different
meanings in the past than they do in the present. The meaning of oral and
written testimonies from the past may not be readily apparent. Explaining
those different meanings to readers in the present is an important aspect

of writing history.
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34  Writing African His tory

History is the sense we humans make of our past. The human expe-
rience may or may not really make sense in some absolute. transcendent
sense. Human life may really be, as Macbeth comes to think. “a tale told
by an idiot, full of sound and tury, signitying nothing."** Bur we do not
like to think such things about the human experience, because it is our
experience, and we, as humans, have a need to make sense of it. I'hus his-
tory is a “humanity” and is often part of a college or department of
humanities in universities.

By creating a written (or oral or filmed or multimedia) history in the
present we impose “history” as a created narrative on the past. | do not
mean, of course, that we can travel to the past to change it, but it is our
interpretation of the past that turns the tormer reality of the past into 2
coherent narrative, a kind of story called “history.” Historians must medi-
ate the questions of the present and the realics of the past, thus keeping
one foot in each time, and communicating between them. The stories we
build for our contemporaries (and for those who will read our histories in
the future) must take account of the concerns of the present as well as
those of the past. Those of the future we can only dimly gucss,

The need for coherent narration is a human universal. Every people
tells folkrales, from the smallest, most isolated, and rec hnologically prim-
itive stateless societies with their myths and legends, to the i.ugcu. most
urban, and technologically advanced empires and federations. Folklorists
have turned increasingly to the study of rumor and urban legends, and
the Internet has proved a fertile spawning ground for new folklore.*
Amo\ng. all societies, at least some of this narration includes presumed
nonhcn.on about the past. Such narration is history, whether it is oral his-
tory, written history, documentary historical film. or multimedia digital
history.

HI.SI()I"V grew out of myth and legend. Such famous works of history
as the Bible and the Japanese Kojiki (record of anc ient events) begin with
what many today would consider myth, regardless of how \
former times, or even today, would conside
an.cient Greek historians as Herodotus be
existence of the Greek gods, as well
nouncements of the oracle of Delphi,
temporary world would subscribe to.

many people in
r them literal facts. Such
lieved literally in the physical
as in the prescience of the pro-
things that few (if any) in the con-
In Africa the “Kano Chronicle”
a hunter, Dala, who slew
¢ miles on his head. The
0 more recent periods and

similarly began with incredible events, such as
elephants with a stick and carried them for nin
Kano Chronicle slowly extende
more plausible evens,

d its narrative
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Between oral societies and earlier ages of human existence on the one
hand, and the contemporary world of computers and the Internet on the
other, written narratives appeared almost as soon as writing itself. Among
those written narratives, nonfiction (or at least presumed nonfiction) about
the past, or written history, has usually been a prominent genre. I‘n Gr'eek
mythology history had its own muse, Clio, a spirit who inspired hlstorla'ns
to create their stories. Thus historians, although we are supposed to be writ-
ing nonfiction, should also be inspired both in the interpretailtions we give
the past and in the words we use to express those interpretations. i

The fact that history is a form of literature implies the possiblllt.y
that the logic and coherence of the historical narrative historians create is
not inherent in the past but is imposed by historians. Certainly the fact
that historians have created many changing interpretations suggests that
the logic of our narratives is something that we impose on t}.le past, not
something inherent in past events themselves. The very umversa:hty of
narrative should remind us that such narrative logic is a human universal,
and perhaps only a trick that our minds play on us. Part of our duty as his-

torians is to uncover the logic of the humans of the past, and to under-
stand the meaning they gave to their lives, why they did the thmgs .they
did. To understand the sense they made of their lives and to explain it to
our contemporaries is part of the task of historians in interpreting the past
to the present. Thus we must remind ourselves that our predec?ssors,
being human, saw stories in their own lives and times just as we do in our
own. To write African history we must strive to understand the mindset
and worldview of the Africans of the past that we write about. :
History must make sense. Without narrative cohf:rence the mere list-
ing of facts might make a chronology, but it is not a hlstor.y. Yet the inter-
pretations that have been given to history are strikingl)'r dl.vcrsc, fl‘OII} the
great-man and divine-plan theories of history, to racial interpretations,
class struggle, and postmodernist paradigms. The s?arch for interpretive
logic has propelled history beyond itself, and thus history has given birth

to other disciplines.

Therefore, today, the scholar in this field [history] n.eeds to know tl'1c
principles of politics, the (true) nature of existc'nt things, and the dif-
ferences among nations, places and periods with regards to ways of
life, character qualities, customs, sects, schools and everythlng ?lsc.
He further needs a comprehensive knowledge of present conditions
in all these respects.

—Ibn Khaldun, Mugaddimah (Rosenthal translation 1:55-56)
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36  Whriting African History

History and Social Science?*®

History is the mother of all social science. Not only is it the oldest and
greatest of the social sciences, but it gave birth to the others. Social sci-
ences were created to explain the facts of history, and their interrelation-
ships. The first social scientist, Ibn Khaldun, was a historian who
invented his i/m al umran (science of society) in an attempt to explain
the instability of dynasties in his native north Africa.*® Good history
today, even history that is not specifically sociological in orientation,
often uses social scientific theories of causation and social structure. Good
social science also retains its roots in history, and looks at how societies
change over time, as all societies must. The ahistorical nature of so much
colonial anthropology, always written in an “ethnographic present” that
actually described the recent past, not only severely limited its ability to
investigate change over time, but it also resulted in conclusions so mis-
taken that it gave itself a bad name. Those anthropologists whose work
proved most enduring were those most interested in history.”” Modern
history and social science must stay in touch, for cach is poorer without
the other.

Because history is human history, the human-created story of
hu.manity. it makes social science, systematic knowledge about human
beings, possible. It was only as a result of the accumulation of historical
data that serious comparison and analysis of socicties became possible.
A certain detachment, which might be called objectivity, was also neces-
sary, as hi:storians came to study enough different societies and enough
different times to think about them. even about their own society, as just

.ano.ther human society to be analyzed. This intellectual sang froid became
indispensable to the social scie ‘

ability to look at another soci
it better,
. hile Goil.lke objectivity is clearly impossible for a mere human,
2 . e i

. most any historian must select from more primary source material
than he or she can use, not to me
tual consumpti i

ption by others, honesty and fairness are necessary for writing
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Objectivity to a historian—like cultural relativism to a good cultural
anthropologist—is an important tool for understanding a different society
(in this case the past) and a working assumption basic to the method of
the discipline. It is not an end in itself, and it is also an ideal which can
only be approached, impossible to fully attain.

Unconscious assumptions are generally the most powerful, and the
hardest to check. Those who most loudly proclaim their objectivity are
often those farthest from their own ideal, precisely because they have never
examined their own assumptions. Therefore a certain humility is necessary
for a historian. This should perhaps be easiest for those working in a soci-
ety other than the one we have grown up in, since there is so much we
dont know about the society we study, and which the members of that
society have to show and tell us, but the arrogance of so many colonial
officers rings out from so many colonial archives, as an embarrassment to
those who research those archives and a warning against complacency and
self-satisfaction.

History is more than just a social scientific analysis of change over
time, of course. It is a detective story. Readers of history want to know
what really happened, and so historians investigate the past to find
answers. Of course we can never know the whole truth of what happened,
so historians are limited by our data, which exist in the present, in our
quest to find out as much as we can about the past. Our conclusions are
not restrained, however, by the Anglo-American criminal trial standard of
proof beyond a reasonable doubt. They are rather similar to the standard
of proof in a civil trial: the preponderance of the evidence, or (in other
words) the most likely case.

The courtroom metaphor is apt because of the adversarial nature of
so much historical writing. Historiographical controversies are often
referred to as debates. Historians must present a case, not just facts but an
argument about these facts and their significance, to a jury of our acade-
mic peers, as well as to the wider public. Because historians often think
and work in this argumentative manner, building a case for their inter-
pretation of events and trying to logically prove that case, history is good
training for lawyers and politicians, who must also make arguments for
their interpretations and their policies respectively.

The historian’s obsession with facts is also similar to that of detec-
tives trying to build a case about what actually happened in the past. This
has led to a form of attempted objectivity which some wits have dubbed

the “Dragnet” school of history, after the famously repeated line of
Sergeant Joe Friday in that popular American television drama of the
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1950s: “Just the facts, Ma'am.” Of course historians write more than just
facts. Simply by selecting the facts we use we build an argument about
what happened in the past and its significance. Thus even the most factu-
ally objective history, devoid of any editorializing, is inherently making an
argument. Joe Friday may have asked for “just the facts” when he was
interrogating a potential witness, but he certainly selected from those facts
and arranged them so that the District Attorney could build a case in
court. Historians likewise use facts to make an argument, in Our case to
our colleagues and to public opinion.

Historians’ primary sources are also similar to sources of evidence
used by detectives. Linguistic evidence alone, among the major sources of
evidence used by historians, is not used by detectives, because the time
depth involved exceeds not only legal statutes of limitations but the lifes-
pan of any known individual.

Both historians and detectives use physical evidence. The physical
evidence used by historians is generally older, usually archacological, but
this is because historians usually work at greater time depth, not because
there is an inherent difference in the argumentation abourt causation that
the two professions make. The use of physical evidence makes advances in
scientific analysis of dara important for both detectives and historians,
since we must both understand how to make the best use of the available
physical evidence.

Historians and detectives also both use oral evidence. Detectives and
h.istorians working in more recent periods generally confine themselves to
dl.rc‘ct interviews, contemporary historians because most of their sources are
alive, and detectives because indirect (hearsay) evidence is generally disal-
lowed by courts, although it may provide detectives with useful leads to
furthcr cvndcnce: The rules for evaluating oral evidence are different than
thos'e for eva'luatmg other ki!‘lds of evidence, or course. But oral evidence is
ot o a2 e v
the ancient world, used oral ﬁourcc.\ i ”‘l” ii sl et o o< sy
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not as written materials but as any survivals of the past in the present.??
Not only that, they explicitly included oral traditions, not just oral testi-
mony taken down in written form, among historical sources: “...when
the events to be related were ancient, so that no man then living could
have witnessed them, and no account of them had been preserved by oral
tradition, what then? Nothing was left but to collect documents of every
kind, principally written ones, relating to the distant past which was to be
studied.™ This seems to suggest that oral traditions are to be preferred to
purely documentary history.

The idea that historians work (or should work) only with written
documents has had unfortunate effects on history in general (imagine if
detectives were only allowed to introduce written evidence in court)),
although the lack of written evidence for much of African history has mit-
igated those effects on the history of Africa. The idea, borrowed from liter-
ary criticism, that nothing exists outside the text,? is useless for history. In
fiction, of course, there 7s nothing outside the text. Shakespeare’s Othello
has a double time scheme, one in which the action takes place within a few
days, the other in which it stretches over years.3? Such a dual time line is
possible only in fiction, never in history. Was Hamlet really insane? That’s
up to the director. When did regular trade across the Sahara begin? That is
to be investigated by historians to the best of their abilities by various
means. It is not up to the historian’s whim. Historians must never forget
that we are writing a detective story about real human beings who lived and
died. We can never read their true intentions, any more than we can read
the minds of our contemporaries. If we doubt that their minds were just as
real in their times as our own are in ours we ought not to write history.

The claim that Africa has no history because so much of its past was
not documented in writing is an artifact of colonialism and a misrepre-
sentation of both history and Africa. The emergence of African history as
a field within history coincided with the rise of African nationalist and
independence movements.>> As African governments have come to play
an independent role in world affairs, there has been more and more need
to know and understand the history of Africa. As African educational and
publishing industries have developed, Africans have researched and pub-
lished more and more of their own history. Today African history is so well
established that few, if any, scholars would doubst its place as a serious
intellectual endeavor.34

Despite the fact that the production of history does not depend on
the existence of written documents, historians of course are always inter-
ested in finding written documents. This is not because history cannot
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exist without written documents, but because written documents combine
the attributes of two other kinds of documents in one. I'hey are physical,
and like the physical remains of the past that archacologists are so expert
in bringing to light and analy zing, they are survivals of the past whose
existence does not dc'pcnd on conunuous retransmission 1n lbc mindsof
human beings. However, like oral tradition. thes arc verbal, they are
human-created testimonies of the nature of the past which are therefore
more easily understood by humans in the present, even though, like oral
traditions, they reflect the biases of their creators Written documents thus
combine the advantages of archacological evidence with the advantages of
oral tradition, and are important sources of historical information, when-
ever they can be found, though of course they should always be supple-
mented with as many other kinds of sources as possible. ”\6’ are simply

another way in which the past speaks to the present, cxplaining, in their
own way, how the present came to be.

What's past is prologue.

William Shakespeare, The Tempest 2.1.247

What Makes History Different from
Other Disciplines?
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of the Sankofa bird, which turns backward to face the past. If we are real-
istic however, we must admit that we cannot see the future clearly at all.
We are all facing backwards from the caboose of the train of history,
watching as the future races to become the past at the startling speed of sixty
minutes an hour, twenty-four hours a day, nonstop for our whole lives. As
events hurtle past us, and we try to influence them in our favor, they
become the past almost before we know it, and move ever farther from our
view. To understand and explain those past events, even (or perhaps espe-
cially) the ones from before we were born, is the task of historians.

Understanding the story of the past is the key to the most important

aspect of historical narration: the problem of causation. This is what
makes some facts more important than others, the fact that they helped to
cause more other, later facts than did other facts in their own day. Many
Muslim preachers denounced sinful practices. Why did Usuman
Danfodiyo’s denunciations lead to revolts, and become so influential even
far from where he lived? What factors led to the collapse of the Oyo
Empire? That the second question sounds as if it came from an under-
graduate midterm is no coincidence. It shows how historians think, and
the kind of thinking we want to give our students. Of course every cause
that can be enumerated has its own causes in turn, extending back to the
Big Bang, God, or perhaps ad infinitum. Thus history is a complex, even
chaotic, web in which every event is an effect (usually of several causes,
known and unknown) and many of those effects are themselves causes of
other events. Trying to understand and explain this web of cause and effect
is the job of the historian.

This same obsession with causation is the key to the notorious obses-
sion historians have with dates. The more exact a date the better it is, but
relative dates have an important place, especially if those are the only dates
we can get. Dates are necessary to prove causation. Post hoc ergo propter hoc
(after this, therefore because of this) may be a common fallacy, but Ante
hoc ergo propter hoc (before this, therefore because of this) is so absurd as to
be unimaginable. Things that happen earlier in time may (but don’t nec-
essarily) cause things which happen later. Things that happen later can
never cause things that happen earlier, at least in our universe.

History is not an experimental science. “What would have happened
if2” questions are inherently counterfactual, and therefore fictional,
beyond the realm of history, however much we historians may like to
indulge ourselves at times in imagining them. Historians are not God. We
cannot construct an alternate universe in which the Berlin West Africa
Conference failed to reach agreement, or in which Kwame Nkrumah died
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42 Writing African History

young, just to see what would have happened. Such inability to scientifi
cally replicate conditions makes proving any causation difficult, as in
many social sciences, and even in some physical sciences. Bur causation is
of the essence in history and therefore chronology is equally essential. If it
can be shown that Africans living south of the Sahara practiced iron smelt-
ing before north Africans, Indonesians, or any other people who might
have been in contact with them did, then there must have been an inde-
pendent invention of iron-smelting in Africa south of the Sahara. The
future cannort cause the past.

Why belabor this seemingly obvious point? Because it is so obvious
that it can be lost sight of. Consider the case of the French anthropologist
Claude Lévi-Strauss. In his book 7he Savage Mind” he atempted an
understanding of history that frustrated or infuriated many historians. He
contrasted history with anthropology by claiming thar anthropology, in his
conception, was ahistorical, concerned only with things synchronically, as
they are at a single point in time. | listory, to Lévi-Strauss, was simply a dis-
continuous but chronological catalogue of discrete facts, to illustrate which
he drew a “rectangular matrix” (actually just a pattern of dots.) He actually
argued that “It is thus not only fallacious but contradicrory to conceive of
the historical process as a continuous development. ™™

Too many other historians have taken on the poor professor’s misun-
dcrsmn(jings of history for me to waste time repeating all cheir argu-
m~cnts.‘ Instead I would like to show some sympathy for him. His version
of history can casily be recognized by anyone who has sat through a boring
secondary school history class, in which the lesson consisted of a series of
disconnected and apparently irrelevant names and dates that were to be
memorized for an examination. Lévi-Strauss must have sworn never to take
another history class‘again. and to study only societies that had no history
and kne.w ”Otbi“g of the subject. Was it his fault that the ungrateful prim-

;:il:tzsr;lt:{:h;::lzv;:ii::i;:,ds: ‘n.n\\'.w..uncd to insist that they had icir own

: ave anything to do with it. And so his kind of

structural anthropology would become more irrelevant with each passing
day, until he himself became just a historical curiosity.

Other social science becomes more rele
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than “Thus the oracle was fulfilled.” We can never really fully understand
reality, of course, but we can strive to do better than previous generations
have done by incorporating new insights from other disciplines not only
into our sources of data but also into our understanding of causation.3?
Historical paradigms, like any other paradigms, change and will continue
to change over time, but they will continue to try to make sense of the past
to the present.

In their history verily there is a lesson for men of understanding.
—Quran (12:111)

What Makes History Good?

While we historians look at history as an end in itself, most of our students
and readers see it as a means to an end, and look for lessons in history,
lessons that historians may be reluctant to draw. Historians should, as the
most important lesson of history, try to give our readers an insight into
another time and perhaps even another place. We should not just provide
new information, raw facts, but should also make people think in new ways
by explaining to them how things were in an era they can never enter into.
This will truly make history a kind of education, a word whose Latin origin
means “leading out,” suggesting the analogy of Plato’s cave, the inhabitants
of which mistook the flickering shadows thrown by a fire behind them on
the walls of the cave for reality, until they were led out of the darkness and
shown the world outside. Teaching must be a leading out from the darkness
of ignorance, a sharing of the results of our investigations with others.

We do research to be surprised. After all, if we already knew what we
would find, why would we need to do the research? We should also expect
to surprise others with our research findings. One thing I have learned
doing research is that all that stuff “everybody knows” to be true isn’t nec-
essarily so. This is not to advocate mere revisionism for revisionism’s sake,
a problem in a competitive academic environment where one may have to
justify yet another study of an already overstudied question. It is rather to
point out that we must challenge ourselves to learn and to change our
ideas even as we seck to change the ideas of our readers and students.

The most important way we can help our readers and students to
understand the time and place of our subject matter is by Africanizing
history. This is an essential and obvious fact about African history, but
one that cannot be stressed too much. It is also easier to say than to do,
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44 Writing African History

even for Africans, since Africa is such a wide and complex continent and
since its history is so old. This can make other times and places of Africas
past almost as strange to Africans from other times and places as to any-
one else. But all of us, African or not, must strive, first to understand the
time and place we research and write about, then to help our students
and readers understand it, so that it is no longer simply an exotic and
mysterious “other.”

Whether we call it Afrocentrism or Afrocentricity, Africanizing his-
tory must mean more than just the insistence thar the ancient Egyptians
were Black (however “Black” is defined). If Alan Moorchead’s books The
Blue Nile and The White Nile* had begun with paragraphs asserting the
Black African identity of the Egyptians, they would have been no less
Eurocentric for having said so, since those books were not really about
Af:ricans at all. They were concerned with the story of Europeans in
Africa, and Africans, of whatever color, were no more part of the story
than were the wild animals and exoric tropical scenery thar also filled
those books. ‘

Africa is not just a continent, bur a people or related and interacting
peoples. Because history is about human beings, the history of Africa is
HOE the history of the African continent as much as it is the history of
African people. To write African history is to write the history of African
pep.plc and the changes Africans have gone through. Thus the history of
Africa must connect to the history of the African diaspora more tha.n it
connects to any other part of the world, not just because the slave trade
b()t'h aﬁecrcq Africa and created its diaspora, but because the stories of
Africa and of the African diaspora have been intertwined since the time of
the slave trade.

- Africanization of history cannot stop at simply pointing out the con-
;zi:‘o::thb::‘”&;’: ,::llj‘“lnl::b’:t]::ul: of the a.’;m(in(‘nt .u?d the African dias-
primary and secondar‘v.‘ir‘l‘ recm:strd‘\« !,(,T\l}‘lc. " dpoter: g h(?th
to understand the ideas of the At‘r'lf(rll‘¥\ the Affican past. We must strive
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interpreters may suffice) but in order to open the doors of our perception
to the conceptual universe of the Africans we study. This is especially true,
of course, for historians from outside the continent, but it can also be true
for historians from Africa, if they want to understand other parts of Africa,
or the interactions of different peoples.

Thus not only our sources but also our conclusions should be
expressible in the African language of the people we study, if we are to
write a true story about African people. We are trying to understand how
some people experienced the past and then to explain that experience of
the past to others in our own and future times. The multiplicity of African
experiences, peoples, languages and sources make this a problem for
Africans almost as much as for anyone else, of course, especially if they
wish to try to be fair and honest about peoples they may not have been
brought up to see as friendly. But that very multiplicity of African per-
spectives is one of the points we have to explain, at least outside of Africa,
where the continent is often mistakenly seen as somehow homogenous.

Writing history perfectly is an impossible task, like any kind of per-
fection. But without striving for perfection we would never be able to do
the best we can. Africa deserves to be understood better than it is. Africa’s
past is part of it that needs to be understood most, since that is how its
present came to be. Let all of us who work to write Africa’s past strive to
write it as best we can.

Notes

1. A previous version of this chapter was read on August 23, 2000, to the
Department of History, University of Jos, Nigeria, as “The Case for African History.”

2. One of the few exceptions, a philosophical book about history that is extremely
practical, is David Hackett Fischer, Historians' Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical
Thought (New York, 1970). This systematic catalogue of historians’ muddled thinking
should be studied by every historian and reader of history as a guide to clear thinking.

3. There are several good general introductions to contemporary historical studies,
although none of them deal with Africa specifically and few of them do more than men-
tion African history. A highly theoretical treatment of history is found in Robert J.
Berkhofer’s Beyond the Great Story (Cambridge, Mass. and London, 1995). It is especially
useful for its thorough review of the relevant literature in the various debates about the
meaning and importance of history. More accessible introductions to current literature and
debates include Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob’s Telling the Truth about
History (New York and London, 1994) and Richard Evans’s In Defense of History (London,
1997). This latter is likely to replace both Marc Bloch’s The Historians Craft (New York,
1953) and E. H. Carr's What is History (New York, 1961) as standard textbooks.
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4. Muhammad Aminu, Fayd al-Qadir li-awsaf al-malik al-khatir manuscript 51
in Jos Museum Arabic collection; Muhammad Aminu, Wiajiz Mulakbbhas min alawd
al-tawil manuscript 52 in Jos Museum Arabic collection abndged summary of Fad
al-Qadir).

5. The debate was surveyed in Peter Novick's 7har Noble Dream (Cambridge and
New York, 1988).

6. Primary sources are sources that are not based on other sources, or whose sources
are lost. Thus we cannor find the sources they are based on in our scarch for information,
and they are “primary.” Secondary sources are based on other sources which are still avail-
able. Historians use primary sources to write secondary sources

7. In the field of African history Basil Davidson comes to mind as one of the great
historians who was not professionally trained as a historian. His work depends on the
extensive use of secondary works by professionally trained historians, and represents a pop-
ularization of their work. His contributions to African history show not only the impor-
tance of connection to a wider public for the disc ipline of history, but also the necessity of
skilled writing for making that connection. History is as much literature as it is a social sai-
ence, and it must keep one foot firmly in the humanities, even as it keeps the other foot
firmly in the social sciences.

8. A collection of responses by historians to specific Hollywood films can be found in
Past Imperfect: History According to the Movies (New York, 1996) edited by Mark C. Camnes,
Ted Mico, and John Miller-Monzon.

9. Rashomon has arguably become an | nglish word. Daqing Yang described the
controversy in Japan over the ‘Rape of Nanjing' as “a twentieth century Rashomon” (*The
Nan.jing Arr()g:ir.\': The Making of a Twentieth ( entury Rashomon,” Masters thesis
[vacrsiry of Hawaii at Manoa, 1989], cited in Daqing Yang, “( Jonvergence or
Dlvergcncc? Recent Historical \\'rmng\ on the Rape of Nanjing,” The American Historical
Review 104 (3 June 1999): 859).

10. htlp://\\'ww.l)l.\.gm-/mn/mm()*-).htm

11. Jan Vansina, Paths in the Rain Forests (Madison, 1990). 71-73
. 12. For a good analysis of the historiography of the problem of the Bantu expan-

sion see Jan Vansina's “Bantu in the Crystal Ball,” History in Africa, vol. 6 (Adanta, Ga.,
1979), 287-333, and vol. 7 (1980), 293-325.

13. Joseph Greenberg, 7he Languages of Africa (Indianapolis, 1960).

; 14. Malcolm Guthrie, Comparative Bantu
Linguistics and Prehistory of the Bantu [

15. Roland Oli\:’cr;
History 7 (1966) p- et seq.

16. Colin Flight,
15 (1988): 261-301.

17. Unforrunarely. as Vansina has
this has been typical in academic an

18. For details see Vansina,

19. D. W. Philli “The S 3
7L sl ot tipson, “The Spread of the Banty l.mguagr.' Scientific American

20. D. W. Philli

An Introduction to the Comparative
anguages (London, 1960)
I - b -

T'he Problem of the Bantu Expansion,” Jourmal of African

“The Bantu Expansion and the SOAS Network,” History in Africt

pointed out (“Bantu in the Crystal Ball,” 1:294)
. d mhcr Investigations of the Bantu cxpansion.
Bantu in the Crystal Ball,” vol. 2. esp. 300-311.

pson, The Later Prek istory of Eastern and Southern Africa (New York,

C ?amhridgc. 1985, 1993).

1979). See also his African Arr/mmbgy (
21. Op. cit. ‘
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22. “New Linguistic Evidence and ‘the Bantu Expansion,’” Journal of Afvican
History 36, 2 (1995): 173-95.

23. William Shakespeare, Macbeth 5.5. 27-28.

24. There are many Internet sites devoted to urban legends and Internet folklore.
Among search engine sites devoted to these phenomena are
hetp://urbanlegends.miningco.com/culture/urbanlegends/ and
hetp://dir.yahoo.com/Society_and_Culture/ Mythology_and_Folklore/ Urban_Legends/.

25. Observant readers will already have noted that I straddle the divide between
those who hold that history belongs in the humanities and those who feel that history
should be counted among the social sciences. In fact I once unsubscribed to an Internet
mailing list when the other participants began arguing this very topic. Ultimately it may
matter little how the various subsets of human knowledge are divided into classes, as long
as nothing is left out of the division. Very good arguments can be made on either side of
this dichotomy, and in fact the categories of “humanities” and “social sciences” are rather
artificial and not necessarily mutually exclusive.

In practice, most historians take a pragmatic approach to the question of whether
history belongs in the humanities or the social sciences. If the National Endowment for
the Humanities is handing out money, historians are all humanists. If the Social Science
Research Council is in charge of the funding, they are just as firmly social scientists.

26. For a study of Ibn Khaldun’s place in the history of modern thought, which
places his new social science in the context of its contributions to Western thought, see
Fuad Baali, Society, State and Urbanism: Ibn Khaldun's Sociological Thought (Albany, 1988).

27.E.g., M. G. Smith, Government in Kano, 13501950 (Boulder, 1997), edited by
Shula Marks and Paul E. Lovejoy.
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ARCHAEOLOGY AND
THE RECONSTRUCTION OF
THE AFRICAN PAST

Susan Keech McIntosh

In his Preface to Africa in Time Perspective, the classic work that was the
inspiration for the present volume, Daniel McCall notes that he had visual-
ized the volume “as a handbook which would provide the neophyte with an
adequate guide to the use of all the techniques of research in the varied and
confusing fields of historical research. Certainly, we need such a book.”!
Almost forty years after the publication of McCall’s book, which so admirably
served this purpose, an update is just as certainly needed. But the archaeol-
ogist contributing to this project is faced with the same dilemma noted by
McCall, namely, that archacology already has “adequate handbooks which
are in greater amplitude than could be squeezed into a book that has to cover
so many other topics.”? McCall resolved this dilemma by writing with
brevity on the subject of archaeology; restricting himself to a number of
essential points, several of which have lost none of their relevance.
Following McCall’s example, I attempt here to present a number of
issues that I believe to be central for anyone, but especially historians, hoping
to better understand the enterprise of archaeology in Africa today. McCall’s
admirable brevity will not, alas, be repeated, partly because archaeology is
today a much more contentious and diverse discipline than it was in the
1950s and early 1960s. At that time, African archaeology was the enterprise
of a remarkably small and relatively homogenous group of active fieldwork-
ers. Virtually all were European, a fact which united them, in terms of archae-
ological practice and interpretation, more than their different nationalities

51




