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.is now for the first time being “viewed from within".

preview, in the form of specially chosen excerpts, of a major work of
international collaboration in scholarship, the Unesco-sponsored General
History of Africa (see page 5). Although it incorporates some material from a
later volume, this selection is based largely on texts from vol. |, entitled
“Methodology and African Prehistory”, and vol. ll, “Ancient Civilizations of
Africa”, the French and English editions of which are now in the final stages
of preparation. For reasons of space alone our anthology can only reflect a
handful of the many themes evoked in the early parts of the eight-volume
General History. As work proceeds in this long-term enterprise, the Unesco
Courier will be furnished with opportunities to focus on other important
aspects of early African history. In particular, it has been necessary to
postpone until a future issue publication of a study on the extraordinary .
expansion of Islam in Africa, since volume Ill (“Africa from the Seventh to the
Eleventh Century”), of which this will be a major theme, is still in course of
preparation. The General History of Africa will be published first in English,
French and Arabic; later, translated versions are scheduled to appear in such
African languages as Kiswahili, Hawsa, Fulani, Yoruba and Lingala. Also
foreseen are translations into other languages such as German, Russian,
Portuguese, Spanish and Swedish, and the production of abridged versions
aimed at a vast international public. In cover photo, taken from a space
satellite, the outlines emerge of a continent the whole span of whose history
Cover photo © NASA
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The General History
of Africa

by Amadou-Mahtar M’'Bow

Director-General of Unesco

the world by myths and prejudices of all kinds.

African societies were regarded as societies
without a history; in spite of major studies produced in
the early decades of this century by such pioneers as Leo
Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo Labriola, many
non-African scholars, wedded to preconceptions rooted in
their own background, maintained that such societies
could not be studied scientifically because sources and
written documents were lacking. This amounted to a
refusal to see Africans as the creators of original cultures
which blossomed and perpetuated themselves for
centuries in distinctive ways of their own which historians
can only grasp by adopting new methods.

Furthermore, the African continent was virtually never
considered as a historical entity. On the contrary, stress
was laid on everything which might give credence to the
idea of a division, since time immemorial, between a
“white Africa” and a “black Africa”, each ignorant of the
other. The Sahara was often presented as an impenetrable
expanse which completely prevented any mixing of ethnic
groups and peoples, any exchange of goods, beliefs,
customs and ideas between the societies established on
each side of the desert. Impassable frontiers were traced
between the civilizations of ancient Egypt, of Nubia, and
those of the peoples living south of the Sahara.

Today it is generally recognized that the civilizations of
the African continent, through the variety of their
languages and cultures, form, to varying degrees, the
historical contours of an ensemble of peoples and
societies united by links stretching back for centuries.

Another phenomenon which has had a deleterious
effect on the objective study of the African past is the
existence of racial stereotypes, which appeared with the
slave trade and colonization, bred contempt and
incomprehension, and became so deeply rooted that they
actually perverted the conceptual basis of historiography.
From the moment when the notions of “whites” and
“blacks’” were adopted to serve as generic descriptions of
the masters and the dominated peoples respectively,
Africans had to struggle against a dual enslavement,
economic and psychological.

ldentifiable by the pigmentation of his skin, earmarked
for labour in mines and plantations, one commaodity
among others, the African came to symbolize in the minds
of his oppressors an imaginary racial abstraction, falsely
infused with the notion of inferiority, which was
categorized as negro. This spurious process of
identification reduced the history of the African peoples to
the status of an ethno-history in which any appreciation of
their cultures was bound to be distorted. As for the image
of themselves which the colonizers gave to the Africans,
need it be said that all too often, alas, this was no more
than a caricature of the civilizations whose values they
were supposed to embody?

The situation has changed radically, especially since the
African countries have achieved independence and now
actively participate in the life of the international
community and the mutual exchanges which it exists to
promote. In exercising their right to take the initiative
where their own history is concerned, the Africans

T HE face of Africa has long been concealed from

themselves are profoundly aware of the need to re-
establish on firm foundations the historical nature of their
societies.

Herein lies the importance of the eight-volume General
History of Africa, upon whose publication Unesco is now
embarking.

‘The specialists from many countries who have ‘
participated in this work decided to begin by defining its
theoretical and methodological basis. They have
scrupulously re-examined the unjustified simplifications
originating from a restrictive, linear conception of history,
and, whenever necessary and possible, have revised
accepted positions so as to present the facts in their true
light. They have made every effort to bring into focus the
historical data through which it is possible to comprehend
the development of the different African peoples in their
specific social and cultural contexts.

Work on this immense task, made even more complex
and arduous by the diversity of sources and the dispersion
of documents, was undertaken by Unesco in three stages.
The first (1965-1969) consisted of work on documentation
and planning: the collection of oral and unpublished
written sources in the field; the preparation of a Guide to
the Sources of the History of Africa based on an inventory
of the archives of European countries; meetings of experts
to discuss questions of methodology and to trace the
broad outlines of the project. During the second stage
(1969-1971) international meetings of experts held in Paris
(1969) and Addis Abeba (1970) confirmed the
interdisciplinary character of the method chosen. The third
phase is that of the drafting and publication of the work,
under the intellectual responsibility of a 39-member
International Scientific Committee, two-thirds of whose
members are Africans.

The General History of Africa throws a new and original
light on the continent’s past, considered as a totality,
because its authors have avoided the pitfalls of
dogmatism in tackling such fundamental questions as the
slave trade, which was responsible for one of the cruellest
deportations in the history of mankind and emptied the
continent of part of its lifeblood; colonization and all its
consequences; the relations between Africa south of the
Sahara and the Arab world; the process of decolonization
and the accession to independence of the new African
States. The General History brings into focus both Africa’s
historical unity and its relations with the other continents,
notably with the Americas and the Caribbean islands,
where the African heritage has left its imprint on ways of
feeling, thinking, imagining and acting, and where the

‘descendants of Africans have actively contributed to the

fashioning of national identities.

| am convinced that the whole sense and thrust of the
future draws its force from an intensely felt consciousness
of history, faithfully transmitted from generation to
generation through education. In Africa, as elsewhere, this
consciousness is one of the essential conditions of the
independence, development and affirmation of peoples.
Unesco is thus serving the entire international community
by helping to make known and by restoring to its proper
perspective Africa’s contribution to human progress.









- | AFRICA AND ITS HISTORY

'any overall analysis of the African conti-

nent must be a historical one. Unless one
chooses to live in a state of un-
consciousness and alienation, one cannot
live without memory, or with a memory
that belongs to someone else. And history
is the memory of nations.

And thus we come to the formidable
question of methodology.

In this connexion, as in others, we have
to steer a middle course between treating
Africa as too exceptional a case on the one
hand, and on the other, dealing with it too
much in terms proper to other parts of the
world. Some people say that before we can
talk of a real history of Africa we should
wait to find the same kinds of evidence as
in Europe, the same array of written or
epigraphic documents. In short, for them,
the problems of the historian are the same
everywhere, in the tropics as at the poles.

In fact, the difficulties specific to the
history of Africa can already be seen when
one looks at the facts of the physical
geography of the continent. Africa, a lone-
ly continent if ever there was one, seems to
turn its back on the rest of the Old World,
to which it is joined only by the fragile um-
bilical cord of the isthmus of Suez.

It is to the south, amid the austral
waters, that Africa thrusts her solid mass,
bound in by coastal ranges through which
rivers force their way by means of heroic
defiles, in themselves great obstacles to
penetration. The only sizeable passage bet-
ween the Sahara and the Abyssinian
mountains is blocked by the vast marshes
of Bahr el Ghazal.

Strong winds and sea currents guard the
coast from Cape Blanc to Cape Verde,
while in the middle of the continent three
deserts add internal barriers to isolation
from without: in the south, the Kalahari; in
the centre, the ‘“‘green desert’ of the
equatorial forest with all its dangers which
man had to overcome before he could
make it his refuge; and in the north, the
Sahara, desert of deserts, a huge continen-
tal filter, a wild sea of shifting sand dunes
and rocky wastes which joins with the
mountain fringe of the Atlas to separate the
fortunes of the Mediterranean part of
Africa from that of the rest of the conti-
nent. These ecological forces have weigh-
ed heavily on every aspect of Africa’s
destiny.

They have also enhanced the value of all
the natural loopholes which were from the
start to act as corridors in the exploration
of Africa, begun thousands of millennia
ago. One example is the great meridian
groove of the Rift Valley, stretching from
the very centre of Africa and across the
Ethiopian ridge as far as Iraq. The curve of
the valleys of the Sangha, Ubangi and Zaire
must have acted as a corridor in an east-
«west direction.- It is not by chance that the
first kingdoms of black Africa developed in
these more accessible regions, these
Sahels at once permeable from within, to a
certain extent open towards the exterior,
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and in contact with neighbouring regions
of Africa with different and complementary
resources.

These open areas, with their com-
paratively rapid evolution, afford, a con-
trario, the proof that isolation was one of
the key factors in Africa’s slowness in pur-
suit of certain kinds of progress. The very
vastness of the African continent, with a
diluted and therefore readily itinerant
population living in a nature generous with
its fruits and minerals, but cruel with its
endemic and epidemic diseases, prevented
it from reaching - the threshold of
demographic concentration which has
almost always been one of the precondi-
tions of major qualitative changes in the
social, political and economic spheres.

Moreover, the slave trade, a severe
demographic drain from time immemorial
and especially from the fifteenth to the
twentieth century after the traffic was
organized on a large scale, can only have
helped to deprive Africa of the stability and
human dynamism necessary for all out-
standing creativeness, even on the
technological plane.

Neither nature nor man, geography nor
history, have been kind to Africa. And it is
indispensable that we should go back to
these fundamental conditions of the evolu-
tionary process in order to pose the pro-
blems in objective terms, and not in the
form of such myths as racial inferiority,
congenital tribalism and the so-called
historical passivity of the Africans. The
best these subjective and irrational ap-
proaches can do is conceal a deliberate ig-
norance. As for the worst, the less said the
better.

It must be admitted that as far as Africa
is concerned the question of sources is a
difficult one. There are three main sources
for our historical knowledge of Africa: writ-
ten documents, archaeology and oral tradi-
tion. These are backed up by linguistics
and anthropology, which enable us to
elaborate and refine on the interpretation of
data which may otherwise be crude and
unyielding.

Written sources, if not very rare, are at
least unevenly distributed in time and
space. The most obscure centuries in
African history are 'those which lack the
clear and precise illumination that comes
from written accounts, for example, the
centuries preceding and following the birth
of Christ (here North Africa is an
exception). But even when such evidence
exists, its interpretation is strewn with dif-
ficulties and ambiguities.

On the quantitative plane, large masses
of written material, archival or narrative,
have still not yet been exploited, as is

shown by the incomplete inventories of

unpublished manuscripts concerning the
history of black Africa which are being
found not only in libraries in Morocco,
Algeria and Europe, but also in the libraries
of Sudanese scholars and leading citizens
in towns throughout the Bend of the Niger,

and whose titles suggest some promising
new veins. Unesco has established the
Ahmed Baba Centre at Timbuktu to pro-
mote the collection of such material. The
archives of Iran, lraq, Armenia, India and
China, not to mention the Americas, must
hold many scraps of African history

awaiting some perspicacious and im-

aginative researcher.

The silent witnesses revealed by ar-
chaeology are often more eloquent than
the official chroniclers. The marvellous
discoveries of archaeology have already
served African history well. These include
articles made of iron, together with the
technology involved; ceramics, with their
production techniques and styles; objects

made of glass; writings, and different .

graphic styles; the techniques of naviga-

tion, fishing and weaving; foodstuffs; and .

geomorphological, hydraulic and eco-
logical structures linked to the evolution of
climate. ‘

The language of archaeological excava-
tion has by nature something objective and
irrefutable about it. Thus a study of the
typology of the pottery and objects of bone
and metal found in the Nigero-Chadian
Sahara demonstrates the link between the
pre-Islamic peoples {Sao) of the Chad
Basin and cultural areas extending as far as
the Nile and the Libyan desert. The living
ties of the past are revived, beyond the
modern landscape with its crushing
loneliness and apathy, by the kinship
shown in statuettes of baked clay wearing
cross-belts, in the designs of the bodies of
figurines, in the shapes of jars and
bracelets, harpoons and bones, in ar-
rowheads or tips, and in throwing knives.

Besides the first two sources of African
history—written documents and ar-
chaeology— oral tradition takes its place as
a real living museum, conserver and
transmitter of the social and cultural crea-
tions stored up by peoples said to have no
written records. This spoken history is a
very frail thread by which to trace our way
back through the dark twists of the
labyrinth of time. Those who are its custo-
dians are old men.

Whenever one of them dies a fibre of
Ariadne’s thread is broken, a fragment of
the landscape literally  disappears
underground. Yet oral tradition is by far the
most intimate of historical sources, the
most rich, the one which is fullest of the
sap of authenticity. Tradition clothes
things in flesh and blood and colour, it
gives blood to the skeleton of the past.

Of course, in epic the weakness of the
chronological sequence is the Achilles’
heel: mixed-up temporal sequences cause
the image of the past to reach us not clear
and stable as in a mirror, but like a fleeting,
broken-up reflection on the surface of a
ruffled stream. The average length of
reigns and generations is a highly con-
troversial question, and extrapolations bas-
ed on recent periods have to be accepted
with very great reserve, because of
demographic and political changes, to
name only two factors. Sometimes an ex-
ceptional and magnetic dynast polarizes
the exploits of his predecessors and suc-
cessors around his own person, and the
others are literally eclipsed.
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descendants of Sonni Ali, who have chains
of gold, silver or copper, each link
representing an ancestor and the whole
chain representing the dynastic line back to
Sonni the Great. The chains are produced
from the mouths of the celebrants in the
course of magical ceremonies, much to the
amazement of the onlookers, and when a
Sonianké patriarch dies, he disgorges the
chain for the last time, and it is swallowed
from the other end by his chosen suc-
cessor. He dies as soon as he has passed
the chain over to whoever is to continue
the line—a concrete will and testament
which well illustrates the strength of the
African conception of mythical and social
time.

Some people have thought that such a
view of the historical process was static
and sterile, placing the perfect archetype
far back in the past, in the origins of time,
and thus seeming to set before succeeding
generations an ideal which consisted in
stereotyped repetition of the doings and
exploits of their ancestors.. Myth would
then be the motive force of a history which
was immobile. But as we shall see, African
historical thought cannot be confined to
this one approach.

It must also be recognized that a
mythical approach lies at the origins of
every nation’s history. Every history starts
off as religious history. But can African
time be regarded as a historical time?
Some people have said it cannot, arguing
that the African only sees the world as a
stereotyped reproduction of what has gone
before. This would make him a stubborn
disciple of the past, justifying all his actions
by saying ‘‘That was how our ancestors did
it"”.

The social nature of the African concep-
tion of history itself lends it a historical
dimension, for history is the developing life
of a group. From this point of view, we
may say that, for the African, time is
dynamic. Man is not a prisoner marking
time, or condemned to do the same things
over and over again, either in the traditional
view or according to the belief of islam.

Of course, in the absence of the idea of a
mathematical and physical time made up of
homogeneous units added together and
measured by special instruments, time re-
mains something pragmatic and social. But
that does not mean, in this context,
something neutral and indifferent. In the
black African overalli conception of the
world, time is the area where man can
always carry on the struggle against the
depletion and for the increase of his vital
energy. That is the main feature of African
animism, in which time is an enclosed
space, a market where the forces that in-

habit the world contend or conclude’

bargains. The ideal of both the individual
and the group is to defend themselves
against any diminution, to improve their
health and strength and the size of their
fields and flocks, to increase the number of
their children and wives and villages. And
this conception is undoubtedly a dynamic
one.

Power in Black Africa is often expressed
by a word that means force or strength.
But it is not just a matter of crude material
force. It is a question of the vital energy
which contains various polyvalent forces
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ranging from physical integrity through
chance to moral integrity. Ethical value is
regarded as a sine qua non of the benefi-
cent exercise of power. Popular wisdom
bears witness to this idea in many tales
which depict despotic chiefs who are finalty
punished, thus literally drawing the moral
of history.

This vision of the world in which ethical
values and requirements form an integral
part of the ordering of the universe itself
may appear mythical. But it exerted an ob-
jective influence on people’s behaviour,
especially on that of many African political
leaders. In this sense one may say that
while history is often a justification of the
past it is also an exhortation for the future.

In pre-state systems moral authority
capable of guaranteeing the conduct of
public affairs or of chastising those who
conducted them was vested in special,
sometimes secret groups, such as the /o of
the Senufo or the poro of Upper Guinea.
These groups often constituted paralle!
powers which could be appealed to outside
the established system. They sometimes
ended by clandestinely usurping official
power. The people then saw them as oc-
cult centres of decision depriving the na-
tion of control over its own history.

In the same type of society, the organiza-
tion into age-groups is of prime importance
for establishing the people’s history. This

structure, in so far as it conforms to a-

known periodicity, makes it possible to
trace history back to the eighteenth cen-
tury. But at the same time it played a
specific role in the life of the societies
themselves. Even in rural communities
which knew no major technical innovation
and were therefore fairly stable, conflict
between the generations was not
unknown. '

So it had to be controlled, and relations
between the generations so structured that
the conflict would not degenerate into
violent confrontation and sudden change.
The generation engaged in action sent one
of its members as a delegate to the next
generation, the one that would immediate-
ly succeed it. The role of the delegate was
not to stifle the impatience of the younger
group, but to channel their reckless energy
so that it was not harmful to the communi-
ty as a whole and did not impair the

Time and the river

younger group’s ability to take over public

responsibility when the time came. The

Alladians of Moosou (near Abidjan), for
example, are still organized into five gene-
rations, each reigning for nine years, even
for modern activities such as building, cele-
brating a diploma or promotion.

Africans are vividly aware of time past,
but time past, though it greatly influences
time present, does not do away with its
dynamism, as is attested by many pro-
verbs. The conception of time as one sees
it in African societies is certainly not inhe-
rent in or consubstantial with some essen-
tially African nature. It is the mark of a cer-
tain stage in economic and social develop-
ment. Proof of this is the striking differen-
ces one sees even today between the time-
is-money of African city-dwellers and time
as it is understood by their contemporaries
and brothers in the bush. The essential ele-
ment in historical time is the idea of a deve-
lopment starting from origins which are to
be sought and examined.

Even beneath the crust of tales and
legends and the dross of myths, there is an
attempt to rationalize social development.
Sometimes even more positive efforts have
been made to try to calculate historical
time. This may be linked with space, as
when a period of short duration is referred
to as a step. It can also be linked to biology,
in references to a breath, in or out, Butitis
often linked to factors not connected with
the individual, and the references then are
to cosmic, climatic or social phenomena,
especially when these are recurrent. In the
savannah of the Sudan, the followers of
traditional African religions usually count
age by rainy seasons. To indicate that a
man is old, one says how many rainy sea-
sons he has lived through, or, more ellipti-
cally, that “’he has drunk much water”.

More developed systems of computation
have sometimes been attempted. It has
been shown that the Akan (Fanti,
Ashanti...) evolved a complex calendar

system, with a week of seven days, a

month of six weeks and a year of nine
months, which was regularly re-aligned on
the sun by methods that are not yet fully
understood. But the decisive step will
come only with the spread of writing,
though the existence of a literate class is no
guarantee that the whole people will

Striking aerial photo of the Niger, right, shows jutting sandbanks narrowing the river's
course. In the 16th century a great State, the Songhay empire, flourished on the middle

reaches of the Niger. It succeeded in unifying much of the western Sudan and became the

centre of a brilliant civilization. The Songhay and other peoples which constituted the
empire were traders and tarmers but also included fishing peoples of the Niger, notably the
Sorko. The trading cities became Muslim but the great mass of the Songhay and the
peoples of the empire lived outside the towns and remained attached to their ancestral
beliefs, honouring magical counterparts or “doubles” known as holés and nature spirits
whose favours they sought. The Sorko, who practised animism and invoked the spirits of

the air, the soil and the river, have a rich mythology featuring such ancestral figures as the

gluttonous giant Faran-Maka, who devoured a whole hippopotamus at each meal and
swallowed ponds of water at a single gulp. The female patron of the Sorko is Haraké, a

beautiful girl with light-coloured hair who is supposed to emerge from the river's depths at
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nightfall and sit on the rocks to await her lover. When he arrives she leads him beneath the
Niger waters to a fabulous world of glittering cities where her marriage is consummated to
the sound of tom-toms and stringed instruments.
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homage to the ancestor of the smiths, crouching in token of
allegiance, with the tip of his elbow on the ground and his forearm
raised. Always there is reference to the chain in which the doma
himself is but one link.

In all branches of traditional knowledge the chain of transmis-
sion is of supreme importance. If there is no regular transmission
ther_e' is no magic, only conversation or storytelling. Speech is then
inoperative. Transmitted through the chain, it is supposed to con-
vey, from the original transmission on, a force that makes it
operative and sacramental. .

This notion of respect for the chain or respect for transmission
means that the non-acculturated African will generally tend to
report a story in the very form in which he heard it, aided by the
prodigious memory illiterate persons have. If contradicted, he will
merely answer: “So-and so taught it to me like that!” —always

_ naming his source.

Beyond the traditionalist-domas’ personal integrity and their at-
tachment to a chain of transmission, an additional guarantee of
authenticity is provided by permanent control by the peers or
elders who surround them, who keep a jealous guard on the
authenticity of what they transmit and pick up their slightest error.

Traditional education, especially when it concerns knowledge
associated with an initiation, is linked with experience and in-
tegrated into life. That is why the researcher, European or African,
who wants to get close to African religious facts condemns himself

-to remaining on the outer edge of the subject unless he consents

to live the initiation that corresponds to them and accept its rules,
which presupposes at the very least a knowledge of the language.
For there are things that are not to be explained but are experienc-
ed and lived.

The traditional artisanal crafts are great vectors of the oral tradi-
tion.

In traditional African society, human activities often had a
sacred or occult character, particularly those activities that consist
in acting on matter and transforming it, since everything is regard-
ed as alive, Every artisanal function was linked with an esoteric
knowledge transmitted from generation to generation and
originating in an initial revelation.

Traditional craftsmen accompany their work with ritual chants
or sacramental rhythmic words, and their very gestures are con-
sidered a language. In fact the gestures of each craft reproduce in
a symbolism proper to each one the mystery of the primal creation,
which, as | indicated earlier, was bound up with the power of the
Word. It is said:

The smith forges the Word,
The weaver weaves it,
The leather-worker curries it smooth.

The smith must have knowledge covering a vast sector of life.
Since he is reputed to be an occultist, his mastery of the secrets of
fire and iron make him the only person entitled to perform circum-
cision; and, as we have seen, the grand Master of the Knife in the
Komo initiation is always a smith.

The smelting smith, who is both extractor and smelter of metal
is the one who js furthest advanced in knowledge. To all the skills
of the founder he unites a perfect knowledge of the Sons of the
womb of the Earth (mineralogy) and the secrets of plants and the
bush. Indeed, he knows what kind of vegetation covers the earth
where it contains a particular metal and he can detect a lode of
gold merely by examining plants and pebbles.

The craft or the traditional function can be said to sculpt man’s
being. The whole difference between modern education and oral
tradition lies there. What is learned at the Western school, useful
as it may be, is not always lived; whereas the inherited knowledge
of the oral tradition is embodied in the entire being. The in-
struments or tools of a craft give material form to the sacred
words; the apprentice’s contact with the craft obliges him to live
the word with every gesture he makes.

That is why oral tradition taken as a whole is something more
than the transmission of stories or of certain kinds of knowledge. It
generates and forms a particular type of man. One can say that

there is the smiths’ civilization, the weavers' civilization, the

shepherds’, and so-on.

If the occult esoteric sciences are the apanage of the Master
of the Knife and the cantor of the gods, music on the other hand,
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as well as lyric poetry, tales which enliven popular recreation, and
often history as well, are the province of the die/, a sort of
troubadour or minstrel who may wander about the country or may
be attached to a family.

It has often been wrongly supposed that the dielis were the only
possible traditionalists. Who are they?

They can be divided into three categories: the musicians; the
ambassadors and courtiers; and the genealogists, historians or
poets (or men who are all three in one), who are usually also
storytellers and great travellers.

Tradition confers a special social status on diefis. Unlike the
horons (nobles), they have the right to be shameless, and they en-
joy a very great freedom of speech. They may act uninhibitedly,
even impudently, and they sometimes joke about the gravest,
holiest things without its mattering.

They are under no compulsion either to be discreet or to hold the
truth in absolute respect. They can sometimes tell brazen lies
without being held to account. “That's what the dieff says! It isn't
the true truth, but we take it as it is.”” This maxim shows well
enough how, without being gulled by them, tradition accepts the
fabrications of the die/i—who, the maxim adds, has “‘a torn
mouth"’. ‘

Since African society is fundamentally based on dialogue bet-
ween individuals and discussion between communities or ethnic
groups, the dielis are the natural agents in these exchanges.
Authorized to have ‘‘two tongues in their mouth”, they can if need
be unsay what they have already said without being held to strict
account. This would be impossible for a noble, who is not allowed
to go back on his word or change a decision overnight. A dielf will
even shoulder responsibility for a fault he has not committed in
order to remedy a situation or save face for the nobles.

Their Bambara name, die/i, means blood. And indeed like blood
they circulate in the body of society, which is cured or falls ill ac-
cording to whether they temper or exacerbate conflicts with their
words and songs.

I should say at once, though, that all this is a matter of general
characteristics only and that drelis are not all necessarily impudent
or shameless. Far from it. Among them there are men who are call-
ed dieli-faamas—dieli-kings. These are in no way inferior to
noblemen when it comes to courage, morality, virtues and
wisdom; and they never abuse the rights they have been granted
by custom.

The dielis took part in all the battles in history at the side of their
masters, whose courage they inspired by recalling their high
pedigree and the high exploits of their forefathers. For the African,
the evocation of his family name has great power. Even today one
greets him and gives him praise by repeating the name of his
lineage.

The secret of the dielis’ power and influence over the horons
(nobles) resides in their knowledge of genealogy and family
history. Some dielis have been real specialists in this. Such diefis
seldom belong to a household, but travel throughout the country
in quest of more and more extensive historical information.

It is easy to see how the genealogist dielis, specializing in family
history and often endowed with prodigious memories, have quite
naturally become as it were the archivists of African society and,
occasionally, great historians. But let us keep in mind that they are
not the only persons with such knowledge. The historian dielis
can, admittedly, be called traditionalists; but with this reservation,
that theirs is a purely historical branch of tradition and that tradi-
tion has many branches.

The fact of being born a die/i does not necessarily make a man a
historian, though it gives him a certain inclination in that direction.
Nor does it make him learned in traditional matters, a knower—far
from it. Generally speaking the die/i caste is the one farthest
removed from matters connected with initiation—those requiring
silence, discretion and control of one's speech.

The opportunity to become knowers is not closed to them,
however, any more than to anyone else. Just as a doma-
traditionalist (the traditional knower in the true sense of the term)
can be at the same time a great genealogist and historian, so a
dieli, like any member of any social category, can become a
traditionalist-doma if his aptitudes permit and if he has gone
through the corresponding initiations {with the exception, though,
of the Komo initiation, which is forbidden him).






The Hamitic
myth exploded

Modern findings have refuted

a once-prevalent theory

on the peopling of the African continent

ISTORIANS were lbng convinced
H that the peoples of Africa had

never had any history of their
own, nor any evolution that was particular-
ly theirs. Everything in the nature of a
cultural achievement was thought to have
been brought to them from elsewhere, by
waves of immigrants coming from Asia.
Such convictions are reflected in the works
of many nineteenth-century European
scholars. ’

These views provided linguists with a
basis for what is known as the Hamitic
theory, according to which the develop-
ment of civilization in Africa was influenced
by the Hamitic peoples who came from
Asia. This theory reflects the influence of
the ideas of Hegel, who divided the peoples
of the world into two kinds: historical
peoples, who had contributed to the
development of mankind, and non-
historical peoples, who had taken no part
in the spiritual development of the world.

According to Hegel, there was no real
historical evolution in Africa proper. The
destinies of the northern fringes of the con-
tinent could be said to be linked to those of
Europe. As a Phoenician colony, Carthage
was an appendage of Asia and there was
nothing of the African spirit in Egypt.

It was in Asia, said Hegel, that the light
of the spirit dawned and the history of the
world began. This was considered to be
beyond dispute and European scholars
regarded Asia as the cradle of mankind
from which emerged all the peoples who
invaded Europe and Africa. Hegel's ideas
exercised a considerable influence over
almost all the scientific research done on
Africa in the nineteenth century. The
cultural and historical school of thought
repudiated the theory of a uniform, overall
development of mankind and advanced a
diametrically opposed theory, postulating
the existence of different cycles of civiliza-
tion, differentiated by intrinsic elements
derived from a mainly material culture.
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Studies.
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by Dmiitri A. Olderogge

According to these writers, the spread of
cultural achievements was due mainly to
migrations. The original population of
Africa consisted of dwarfish races—the
Pygmies and the San— possessing virtually
no elements of culture. Then, from south-
east Asia, dark-skinned, fuzzy-haired
Negritic peoples arrived in migratory
waves; they spread all over the Sudanese
savannah and penetrated into the
equatorial forest, bringing with them the
beginnings of agriculture, the cultivation of
bananas and root tubers, the use of
wooden implements and bows and arrows,
and the building of round and square huts.

They were followed, so the theory main-
tained, by waves of proto-Hamites, also
from Asia, but in this case from regions fur-
ther north than those where the Negritic
people first developed. The newcomers
spoke agglutinative-type languages with
noun classes and they taught the in-
digenous peoples of Africa the use of the
hoe in agriculture, the cultivation of
sorghum and other cereals, the rearing of
small-horned cattle, and so on. The cross-
breeding of the proto-Hamites with the
Negritic peoples resulted in the birth of
Bantu peoples.

The next arrivals were successive waves
of fair-skinned Hamites, coming into Africa
through the Suez isthmus and across the
Bab-el-Mandeb Strait. They were said to
have been the ancestors of the Fula,
Hausa, Masai, Bari, Galla and Somali
peoples and also of the Khoi-Khoi. They
brought further elements of culture to
Africa, large-horned cattle, spears, multiple
uses of skins and hides, shields, and so on.
These fair-skinned Hamites, it was main-
tained, came originally from the steppes of
western Asia.

The next migratory wave brought the
Semitic peoples, who provided the basis
for the development of the culture of an-
cient Egypt. They brought with them the
cultivation of cereals, the use of the plough
and various objects of bronze. They were
followed, in Egypt, by the arrival of the
Hyksos and the Hebrews and, in Ethiopia,

by that of the Habashat and the Mehri. The
last to come were the Arabs, in the seventh
century. All these peoples brought with
them to Africa many elements of civiliza-
tion that were quite unknown before their
arrival.

In linguistics, the Hamitic theory began
to emerge parallel with the theories of the
cultural-historic shool. The founder of this
theory, C. Meinhof, held that the ancestors
of the present-day San were the original in-
habitants of Africa, that they spoke
languages with the click consonants and,
in general, that they belonged to a par-
ticular racial type. The Negritos, con-
sidered to be the original inhabitants of the
tropical and Sudanese region, spoke
languages of an isolating type, with
monosyllabic roots. Subsequently Hamitic
peoples came into the Sudan from Arabia
by way of North Africa. These newcomers
spoke inflected languages; they engaged in
cattle-breeding and, from the cultural point
of view, were on a much higher level than
the Negritos. Some of the Hamite invaders,
however, traversed the savannahs of East
Africa and cross-bred with the indigenous
population to produce peoples speaking
the Bantu languages.

In short, this pattern can be reduced to a
film in four sequences. At the outset, there
were the click languages and these were
followed by the highly rudimentary
isolating languages spoken by the Negritic
peoples of the Sudan. The mixture of these
languages with the Hamitic languages pro-
duced the Bantu group of languages of the
superior agglutinative type. Finally, the
languages spoken by the Hamitic con-
querors introduced the inflected languages
which were eminently more developed.
The Hamitic theory, which originated in
Germany, was upheld by many linguists
and was widely accepted throughout
western Europe and beyond.

In the period between the two World
Wars, however, all these theories collaps-
ed. The discovery in Cape Province, in
1924, of Australopithecus raised the first
doubts. Other discoveries followed and are
still constantly being made, not only in the

This black Hermes, from the mid-2nd century AD, was found
in the Antonine baths at Carthage, Tunisia.
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The skills of African wood-carvers
may be seen at their most
outstanding in the images and masks
which were invested with sacred
meanings and used during religious-
mystical ceremonies, dances and
other social functions. Shown here,
two remarkable specimens of the
mask-carver's art (see also Unesco
Courier, May 1977, pages 16-19).
Mask top left was used in ritual
ceremonies of the N'Domo secret
society of the Bambara people of
Mali. Its face and comblike horns are
decorated with cowrie shells. Right,
helmet mask attributed to the Tetela
people of south-central Zaire.
Surmounting it is a kind of crest
consisting of four carved heads (two
of them very small) set back to back
so that the mask looks in four
directions at once. Below, profusely
decorated bronze snail shell from _
Igbo Ukwu (Nigeria) dates from the
9th century AD. Standing on itis a
spotted animal which may be a
leopard.

Photo © Musée de 'Homme, Paris

Photo José Oster © Musée de 'Homme, Paris
Photo © André Held, Switzerland. National Museum,
Lagos, Nigeria

The cradle
‘of mankind

by Joseph Ki-Zerbo

LTHOUGH there cannot be any °
absolute certainty in the matter,

if only because the history of
human origins, the hidden history of
mankind, is not yet entirely exhumed,
discoveries so far made point to Africa as
one of the great centres, if not the principal
centre of man’s development.

Kenyapithecus (Kenyapithecus wickeri),
considered by some to be the initiator of
the human dynasty, appeared twelve

“million years ago. Ramapithecus of Asia is

but one of its varieties which probably
spread to India from Africa. But
Australopithecus (Australopithecus
africanus or prometheus) is incontestably
the first hominid, the biped explorer of the
savannahs of eastern and central Africa,
mouldings of whose brain case revealed a
development of the frontal and parietal
lobes of the brain indicative of an already
advanced level of intellectual faculties.

Thereafter came the Zinjanthropes and
the variety bearing the prestigious name of
Homo habilis, all representing a new leap
upward in the progression towards the
status of man. There follow the Archan-
thropes (Pithecanthropes and Atlan-
thropes), and Paleanthropes or Neander-
thalians, and finally the Homo sapiens type
{man of Elmenteita in Kenya, of Kidish in
Ethiopia)l of whom many authors have
noted the frequently negroid features in the
upper Aurignacian period.

Whether polycentrist or monocentrist,
every scientist recognizes that it is in Africa
that all the links are found in the chain con-
necting us with the most ancient hominids
and prehominians, including those varieties
which appear never to have developed
beyond the stage of manlike creatures, and
were unable to make the final step in evolu-
tion to rise to the stature and status of
Adam. Furthermore, Africa is where the

ancestors, or rather the supposed cousins,
of man are still to be found. According to
W.W. Howells, the “apes of Africa, the
gorilla and chimpanzee, are more closely
related to man than is any of the three to
the orangutang of Indonesia.”

And there is good reason why! Asia in its
lower latitudes, and particularly Africa
because of its remarkable extension into
the southern hemisphere, escaped the
discouraging climatic conditions of the nor-
thern zones. Thus Europe, covered by ice
sheets during the roughly 200,000 years of
the Kageran (a period also known as the
Gunz Glacial Stage), offers no trace of ear-
ly stone age implements, whereas the same
period in Africa produced three successive
varieties of progressively sophisticated
palaeolithic tools. During that period the
tropical latitudes had the advantage of a
temperate climate that favoured the
development of animal life. Indeed, in order
to survey the influences that led to man’s
emergence one must first consider the
geographical and ecological environment.
Thereafter, technology and, finally, social
development must be taken into considera-
tion.

The capacity to adapt to the environ-
ment was one of the most powerful factors
affecting Man’s development from the time
of his origins. The physical characteristics
of African populations were elaborated
during that crucial period of prehistory.
Thus the glabrous skin, its brown coppery
or black colour, the abundance of sweat-
glands, the expanded nostrils and lips of
many Africans, the curly, crisp or frizzy
hair, all stem from tropical conditions.

. CONTINUED PAGE 42
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Melanin and frizzy hair, for example, pro-
tect from heat. Moreover, the adoption of
an erect posture, which was such a
decisive step in man’'s development and
which involved an adjustment of the pelvic
girdle, was provoked, according to certain
prehistorians, by the need to adapt to the
geographical environment of the high
grasses; of the savannahs of the East
African plateaux: it was always necessary
to stand erect to see over them to stalk
prey or flee from hostile beasts.

The technological conditions they
created was the second factor that enabled
the African hominians to feel distinct from
the rest of nature and later to dominate it.

It was because he was a faber (artisan)
that man became sapiens (intelligent).
With his hands freed from having to sup-
port his body man was able to relieve the
muscles and bones of the jaw and cranium
of numerous tasks. This both freed and in-
creased the size of the brainpan, in which
the motor-sensory centres developed.

After having learnt to hew stone crudely
by breaking it into parts of haphazard sizes
{pebble culture of Olduvai man), prehistoric
African men progressed to a more con-
scious stage of creation.

From the beginning prehistoric man
made constant progress in the technique of
tool-making; in the changes in the
materials used and in the finish of tools and
weapons can be seen that constant striving
for greater efficiency and for adapting to in-
creasingly complex ends which is the mark
of intelligence and places man above the
purely instinctive level. This progress,
which is marked by continual exchanges
and borrowings between techniques, takes
on the form of waves of invention which
led up to the period of historical antiquity,
following .the mastery of agricultural and
pastoral techniques and the invention of
pottery. The cultivation of wheat, barley
and plants for textiles, such as the flax of
Fayum, became widespread, as did the
raising of domestic animals.

Two principal centres of agricultural
selection and exploitation doubtless ex-
erted a marked and widespread influence
as early as the sixth or fifth millennium: the
Nile valley and the Niger Bend. Sorghum,
millet, certain varieties of rice, sesame,
fonio, and farther south the yam, the oil
palm and possibly a certain variety of cot-
ton were domesticated.

In addition, the Nile valley profited by
Mesopotamian discoveries, such as emmer
(wheat), barley, onions, lentils and peas,
and melon and figs, whilst from Asia were
introduced sugar cane, other varieties of
rice, and the banana, the latter doubtless
through Ethiopia. The latter country also
developed the cultivation of coffee.

Numerous plants domesticated during
prehistory still persist, sometimes in im-
proved forms, as part of African diet to this
day. Their use encouraged the settling and
stabilizing of men, without which there can
be no progress towards civilization. The
true Neolithic, which did not develop in
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western Europe till between 3000 and 2000
BC, began three thousand years earlier in
Egypt. Moreover, the pottery of EImenteita
(Kenya), which probably dates from 5000
BC suggests that knowledge of pottery
reached the Sahara and Egypt from the
uplands of eastern Africa.

The mastery of food production in the
Neolithic must have given rise to a sharp in-
crease in population which in turn set
migrations into motion; the characteristic
dispersion of certain prehistoric workshops
with stone artefacts of similar style attests
to this. The radius both of forays and of
permanent migrations increased with the
efficiency of implements and weapons,
facilitated by the fact that they were
becoming less unwieldy. Africa is a conti-
nent where men wandered about in every
direction, as if drawn on by the immense
horizons of that vast land.

The inextricable overlappings which an
African ethnic map presents today is a
jigsaw puzzle that would discourage a
computer and is a result of this complex
movement of peoples over a period of
thousands of years. As far as can be judg-
ed, the initial migratory impetuses seem to
have come from the Bantu in the east and
north-east and to have radiated west and
north. Then, from the Neolithic onward,
the general trend seems to have been a
southward movement, as if under the
repellent effect of the giant desert. This
ebb-tide to the south and east {Sudanese,
Bantu, Nilotics and so on) was to continue
during the historical period into the nine-
teenth century, when its last waves died
away on the coasts of the southern sea.

The final results of these migrations,
prompted by successes {or failures) in the
original environment, were ambiguous. On
the one hand, they assisted progress
because their successive and convergent
waves gradually ensured that the conti-
nent, if not mastered, was occupied, and
through the exchanges they involved, they
gave rise to numerous innovations which
were cumulative in effect. But on the other
hand, the migrations, by diluting the
population over an enormous space,
prevented human groups- from reaching
that threshold of concentration .which
human multitudes must achieve to surpass
themselves in invention in order to survive.
Dispersion over a wide geographic range
increases the ascendancy of the environ-
ment, and it tended to pull back the first
African clans to those dark origins whence
man painfully struggled to maturity

through the opaque crust of the unfeeling-

universe.

If the beginning of history is dated from
the use of iron objects, it can be said that
prehistory continued in a number of
African regions until around the year 1000.
As late as the nineteenth century, the pro-
ductive forces and socio-economic rela-
tions of numerous African groups (and not
only the palaeo-negritic groups) were
substantially no different from those of
prehistory, save for the use of metal im-
plements. Even in our own century, the
hunting techniques of the pygmies are the

same as those of prehistoric. Africans of .

thousand of years ago.
Obscured perhaps by the dazzling sum-

mit of Egyptian civilization and the glorious
achievements of so many African
kingdoms and empires, that weighty reality
remains, giving body and texture to the
development of African societies, and
deserving to be dwelt on here.

So it is that in primitive communities,
contrary to European experience {ancient
and Germanic), where the private owner-
ship of land developed from its common
ownership, in Africa there is no sign of
private ownership. In African village com-
munities, the higher authority, the State,
was no more the owner of the land than
were private individuals. Moreover, the
State generally did not undertake any ma-
jor projects.

In spite of instances of sanguinary
autocracy, the State authority in black
Africa nearly always took the form of a
limited monarchy within a framework of
corporate bodies and customs, veritable
unwritten constitutions, institutions most
often inherited from an earlier organization
or social stratification.

Even when prestigious and efficient
States such as the Empire of Mali, describ-
ed with admiration by Ibn Battuta in the
fourteenth century, spread over immense
territories, their decentralization, adopted
as a deliberate choice, allowed the basic
communities to function with a very real
measure of autonomy. In any event, since
writing was generally little used and tech-
niques of travel were still not very well
developed, the sway of the capitals was
always mitigated by distance. Distance also
rendered very real the constant threat that
subject peoples would evade any attempt
at autocracy by running away.

Moreover, production surplus to the
needs of the basic communities appears to
have been modest in Africa, save where
there was a State monopoly of precious
commodities such as gold, in Ghana or
Ashanti, ivory and salt. But even in such
cases, the counterpart services (security,
justice, markets) provided by the chieftain-
cy must not be overlooked, nor the fact -
minimized that a good proportion of the
taxes and levies was redistributed at the
customary festivals, in accordance with the
code of honour governing those obliged to
live nobly. This explains the lavish
generosity of Kanku Musa the Magnificent,
Emperor of Mali, at the time of his sump-
tuous pilgrimage in 1324 (see article page
60).

As for production based on slavery, did it
exist in Africa? In almost all the societies
south of the Sahara, slavery played only a
marginal role. Slaves, or more precisely
captives, were nearly always prisoners of
war. However, captivity did not reduce a
man to the state of chattel, of property
pure and simple. The African slave often
enjoyed property rights. He was not ex-
ploited like an instrument or an animal. In
Ashanti, to ensure national integration, it
was strictly forbidden even to allude to the
servile origin of anyone, and so a former
captive might become a village chief. “The
condition of captive, although common in
Africa...did not imply the restricted role in
production that characterizes a social
class.”

In places where slavery takes on a






















































~ Sundiata and Mansa Musa

Architects of Mali's
golden empire

HE Manding historical tradition as

I taught by the griots forms a corpus
centred on the character of Sun-

diata, founder of the Empire of Mali. Yet it

is probable that if Ibn Battuta, in 1353, and -

Ibn Khaldun, in 1376, had not mentioned
the great conqueror in their writings,
classical historians would have gone on
regarding Sundiata as a mythical or legen-
dary ancestor, so great is the part at-
tributed to him by oral tradition in the
history of Manding or Mali.

History relates that Nare Fa Maghan, -

king of the Mandingo (1210-1230), had
several wives, one of whom was called
Sogolon Conde. She gave birth to a sickly
child who did not walk until after the age of
ten. This child was named Sundiata.
Because of his infirmity, his life was spared
by Sumaguru, king of the neighbouring
§oso people, when he overran Manding.

" Tradition has it that, resolved to succour
his country, Sundiata called for an iron bar
with which to hoist himself to his feet, but
the bar bent vnder his weight. A member
of his entourage cried out: ““Give him his
father’s sceptre to lean on”, and with the
. aid of this royal symbo! Sundiata rose to his
feet.

But the harsh rule of Sumaguru con-
tinued and Sundiata went into exile. He
settled at Mema where a delegation from
the Mandingo clans called on him to lead
the revolt against Sumaguru. At Kirina,
between Bowako and Kangaba, on the left
bank of the River Niger, the rebels led by
Sundiata defeated Sumaguru thus laying
the foundations of the great Empire of
Mali. ‘
Manding tradition attributes to the
young victor of Kirina the codification of
the customs and prohibitions which still
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govern relations between the Mandingo
clans and their relations with the other
clans of West Africa. Many things have
been ascribed to this African “Alexander’”’
which belong to a much later date. But the
main outlines of the Constitution and the
administrative structures are to a large ex-
tent the work of Sundiata.

According to tradition it was at Kurukan
Fuga that the Gbara or Great Assembly
took place at which Sundiata was solemnly
proclaimed Emperor, King of Kings. Each
ally was proclaimed king or governor
{(Farin) of his territory. In fact, only the
chiefs of Mema and Wagadu bore the title
of king.

The Assembly decreed that the Emperor
must always be chosen from the line of
Sundiata, that the princes must always
choose their first wife from among the
Conde.clan (in memory of the happy mar-
riage of Sundiata’s parents Nare Fa
Maghan and Sogolon Conde), and that in
accordance with ancient tradition, the suc-
cession was to be fratrilinear. The Mansa
was the supreme judge, the patriarch, the
“father of all his subjects”, whence the for-
mula “M’Fa Mansa’’ (king, my father) for
addressing the king.

The Malinke (Mandingo) and the allies
were divided into sixteen clans of free men
or- nobles (Tonta-Djon Tanni Moro), the
sixteen clans who bore quivers. The five
marabout clans, the first of Sundiata’s
allies, among them the Toure and the
Berete, who had -actively sought out Sun-
diata in exile, were proclaimed the ‘five
guardians of the Faith, or Mori Kanda
Lolu”. Men practising special trades were
divided into four clans (G’hara Nani). These
included the griots, the shoemakers, and
certain clans of smiths.

As the tradition says, Sundiata ““divided
up the world”. That is to say, he fixed the
rights and duties of each clan. A special
measure dealt with the defeated Soso:
their territory was declared the property of
the empire, and they were distributed
among the various craft castes or clans.
Some of them fled to the Futa-Djallon
mountains. '

This Constitution-was very important in
itself, and had -far-reaching effects. It

reproduced the age-old pattern of the Em-
pire of Ghana, in which the individuality of -
each region was recognized. But above all,
Sundiata codified the system of craft clans
so that professions became hereditary. It
seems that in the days of the Ghana Empire
every man exercised the trade of his
choice, but henceforward the son had to
practise the same trade as his father,
especially within the four craft clans or
castes.

Each province or kingdom retained a
large degree of autonomy. The name Man-
ding or Mali applied to all countries with a
large Mandingo population, and the official
title of the Emperor was Be Bara Mansa,
“Emperor of all the peoples”.

Al-Omari, adviser and secretary to the
Sultans of Cairo and Damascus, has left us
a list of twelve provinces and fourteen
towns. They have not all been identified
(Arabjc manuscripts are difficult to read
because most of the Arabic writers who
provide the sources of the history of Mali
were translated at a period when little was -
known about the toponymy and geography
of the Sudan). ’

Al-Omari’s town of Nyeni can certainly
be identified as Niani, a little village on the
borders of Guinea and Mali. Al-Omari
wrote: “The town of Nyeni is the same in
length and in breadth, being about one
berid long and the same distance wide. It is
not surrounded by a wall, and the houses
stand separately for the most part. The
king has a group of palaces surrounded by
a circular wall. A branch of the Nile (Niger)
surrounds the town on all four sides...

“The houses are built in layers of clay,
like the walls of the gardens at Damascus.
This is how they proceed: they build in clay
to a height of two-thirds of a cubit, then
leave it to dry. Then they repeat the pro-
cess until all is finished. The ceilings are
made of beams and reeds. They are mostly
in the shape of a cupola or of the hump of a
camel, like arcades. The floors of the
houses are of earth mixed with sand”’.

Excavation of the tumuli at Niani is now
providing confirmation of Al-Omari's ac-

- count. The stone foundations under the

accumulation of banco or beaten earth;
fragments and whole examples of fine pot-





















glassware. A small quantity of glass, cor-
naline and quartz beads and steatite vases
from Madagascar have also been found.
The main export item here was gold. In the
mid-twelfth century Kilwa started to import
Chinese Sung porcelain together with a
small amount of celadon.

" In the early thirteenth century the
’Shirazi” dynasty ruled at Kilwa and it
seems that Mafia Island came under its
sway. In the mid-thirteenth century Kilwa
fought the Shanga people, who were most
probably the inhabitants of the island of
Sanje ya Kati. The likely cause of the strug-
gle was rivalry to control local trade. As
related in the Chronicle of Kilwa, Kilwa
ultimately prevailed. This victory probably
underlay the subsequent rapid develop-
ment of Swahili trade and the Swahili
" civilization, which can be reckoned to
begin in the early fourteenth century and
coincided with the advent at Kilwa of a new
dynasty associated with the name of Abu-I-
Mawahib.

In the fourteenth century the volume of
trade was, it seems, at its height. Our main
source in Arabic for that period is Ibn Bat-
tuta, who visited East Africa. He describes
Mogadishu as a major trading centre and
relates that it was customary for each mer-
chant who arrived to choose from among
the citizens a confidential agent to manage
his affairs.

Mogadishu exported ““maqdashi” {i.e. of
Mogadishu) cloth. Mogadishu's trade links
were distinct from those of the other towns
farther south. Thus maqdashi cloth was ex-
ported to Egypt, while other cloth was im-
ported from Egypt and from Jerusalem.
We know of the huge quantity of cloth ar-
riving at Mombasa and Kilwa for onward
dispatch to Sofala in the fifteenth century.

The part played by cloth in the early
period is clear, for instance, from the ac-
count in the Chronicle of Kilwa of the pur-
chase of Kilwa island. When Hussein Ben
Ali, an Arab, expressed the desire to pur-
chase Kilwa Kisiwani, the local African
chief replied that he would sell the island
for a length of cloth sufficient to encircle it.
Hussein Ben Ali had the cloth made and
took possession of Kilwa.

The main export items were ivory and
gold. In addition to these were slaves (the
slave raids being referred to by Ibn
Battuta), rhinoceros horn, ambergris,
pearls, shells and, in the northern part of
the coast, leopard skins.

There were undoubtedly links between
"the coast and the inland gold-bearing
regions near Lake Nyasa, from which the
gold was brought to Kilwa. The gold-
bearing regions near the Zambezi in the
heart of the continent and on the territory
of what is now Zambia were probably the
first with which trade links were establish-
ed. This is attested by finds of cowrie
shells, which were exchanged for gold and
ivory. In the Engaruka area of present-day
Kenya, excavation of a trading settlement
yielded the same type of cowrie shells and
beads (of the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies) as in excavations at Kilwa and other
coastal towns.

In this trade it was cowrie shells more
than any other article which provided a

medium of exhange. They are found in all
excavations and, as indicated, not only on
the coast but also in the interior of the con-
tinent. The same purpose seems to have
been served by beads and, at a later date,
by china. Where commercial activity was
the most intense a new type of medium of
exchange was introduced in the form of
coins of copper and silver. The minting
centres seem to have been Kilwa and
Mogadishu.

Coins are found in the major trading cen-
tres such as Kilwa Kisiwani, Kisiwani
Mafia, Kwa on Juani Island, and the
islands of Zanzibar and Pemba. It may also
be supposed that coins had a greater ex-
change value than cowries, and their in-
troduction is a likely indication of the large

scale of business done. This is borne out by

the fact that the main article of trade at
Kilwa was gold, with its very high intrinsic
value. At that time the abundance of gold
and its rble in commerce as an article of
trade obviously precluded its use as a
medium of exchange.

Trade underlay the social and cultural
development of Swahili society. The con-
tacts that are a natural part of trading
familiarized it with the cultural
achievements of other peoples, in par-
ticular the Arabs, Persians and Indians.
Despite the vast quantity of goods of
Chinese origin found in the course of ex-
cavations, the Chinese did not take a direct
part in trading with Africa until the early fif-
teenth century.

A consequence of the development of
trade was the appearance of an influential
group in Swahili society competing for
power with the old aristocracy. The rise of
this new influential group and its
endeavour to consolidate its position called
for a new ideology. This was provided by
Islam which had become known through
contacts with the Arabs and Persians.

The penetration of Islam seems to have
begun at the end of the seventh or eighth
century. In the tenth century Al Masudi
reports the presence of Muslims on Kan-
balu Island speaking an African language.
That is the period to which the spread of
Islam on the East African islands is usually
attributed. In the thirteenth century Islam
spread to the coast itself. This East African
Islam should evidently not be put on a par
with that of the Arab countries, for in-
stance. In all probability, what was impor-
tant at the beginning was simply to be con-
sidered as being Muslim, and the new
religion coexisted with traditional cults.

In the course of time the influence of
Istam grew and went deeper, and the
number of adherents increased. An out-
ward indication of this kind of change is the
rise in the number of mosques. The start of
this extension process should probably be
dated back to no later than the last decades
of the twelfth century, and its full develop-
ment must have coincided with the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries.

The adoption and spread of Islam under
conditions of intense commercial activity
was accompanied by much borrowing from
Arabic, particularly with regard to trade,
religion and law. Judging by the reference
in Ibn Battuta’s work to the cadis of
Mogadishu and Kilwa, Swahili society

assimilated some elements of the Muslim
legal system (but probably not the entire
system). The demands of trade and
religion, with the need to keep accounts, to
observe a number of Muslim religious
ceremonies, and to fix the rights and
privileges of the various sections of Swahili
society, also led to Swahili being put into a
written form based on Arabic script.

A consequence of the development and
spread of Islam among the Swabhili was not
only the construction of mosques but also
the development of building in stone. Its
beginnings date back to the twelfth century
in Gedi, Zanzibar and Kilwa. This initial
period had its own building methods,
which consisted simply in laying coral
blocks on red clay. The only edifice from
that period to have survived to this day is
the Great Mosque of Kilwa but it was
rebuilt a number of times and is now a
completely new building.

In the fourteenth century the main
trading centre of Kilwa underwent a period
of growth and prosperity in architecture as
well as in commerce, and building methods
developed further. Use was simply made of
undressed stone of more or less uniform
size, which was placed in mortar. New con-
struction elements included spherical and
pointed cupolas, semicylindrical vaults,
stone columns and various ornaments. But
it seems that those elements were then on-
ly to be found at Kilwa. Elsewhere flat roofs
continued to be the rule.

In the course of the fourteenth century
many stone houses were built in Kilwa and
it became a large town. This construction
activity undoubtedly denotes the growing
wealth of the town. In the first half of the
fifteenth century this activity continued at
Kilwa and was accompanied by further im-
provement in building methods. The mor-
tar was poured into casings and completed
with rubble. Even cupolas were built in this
way. Monolithic columns were replaced by
columns of stone and mortar. The basic
type of house remained the same but
houses of two or three floors made their
appearance.

A characteristic detail of building at that
time was the custom of adorning vaults
and cupolas with glazed vessels of Chinese
and Persian porcelain set into the body of
the construction. The house with a
mosque within the bounds of Makutani is a
monument of that period at Kilwa. In the
reign of Sultan Sulaiman ibn Muhammed
al-Malik al-Adil (1412 - 1442), the Great
Mosque of Kilwa was reconstructed in its
present form, and it is a very fine example
of East African Swabhili architecture.

According to Portuguese sources, the
streets of the districts of Kilwa comprising
mud-wall houses were narrow and covered
over with protruding palm leaves forming
the roofs of the houses. The buildings in
the town had wooden doors and, probably,
other details in wood richly adorned with
carving. Work of this kind has come to
light in various parts of the coast, par-
ticularly Bagamoyo and Zanzibar.

The Portuguese were impressed by the
towns, by the wealth of the inhabitants and
by the elegance of their rich gold-adorned
silk and cotton clothes. The women wore
chains and bangles of gold and silver on
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. CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

A continent viewed from within

the “being” of Africans is the same—that
of Homo sapiens—their ‘“’being-in-the-
world” is different. Once this is done, new
instruments can be developed with which
to apprehend their particular evolution.

Four main principles must govern
research if we want to push forward to a
new frontier in African historiography.

To begin with, interdisciplinarity. This is
so important that it can almost be regarded
as a source in itself. The application of
political sociology to the oral tradition con-
cerning the Kingdom of Ségou, for exam-
ple, has filled out considerably a picture
which would otherwise be nothing but a
bare genealogical tree decked with a few
stereotyped exploits. And was it not a
datum of cultural anthropology—the in-
itiatory text of the Fula shepherds—which
enabled prehistorians to unravel some of
the enigmas of the Tassili frescoes in
Algeria?

The expansion of the Bantus, as attested
by the concordant sources of linguistics,
oral tradition, archaeology, anthropology,
and the early written sources, Arab, Por-
tuguese, British and Afrikaaner, becomes a
living reality which can be set out in a vivid
synthesis.  Similarly, while linguistic
arguments converge with those of
technology to suggest that royal gongs and
twin bells spread from West Africa to
Lower Zaire, Shaba and Zambia, ar-
chaeological evidence would of course pro-
vide invaluable confirmation of this.

The Ennedi provides an excellent exam-
ple of the coming together of all available
sources. In this region it has been possible
to establish a diachronic typology of pic-
tural and ceramic styles and to draw from
them a chronological series extending over
eight millennia; and all this supported by
stratigraphic soundings, and confirmed by
carbon datings and the study of flora and
fauna, the habitat, and oral tradition.

When eclipses are linked to the reigns of
various dynasties, a list of dated eclipses,
more or less visible according to area, can
occasionally help with chronology. But, in
general, chronology requires the use of
several sources, for a variety of reasons:
firstly, the average length of reigns and
generations varies; secondly, the nature of
the relationship between a sovereign and
his successor is not always clear.

On the other hand, it is very important
that the whole course of the historical pro-
cess should be reintegrated into the con-
text of African time. The Africans’ idea of
time is based on the principle of causality.
But of a causality applied according to par-
ticular norms, in which logic is steeped in
and diverted by myth; in which the
economic stage reached is elementary, and
time is not money, so that there is no need

10

for it to be measured numerically; in which
the rhythm of work and of days is
metronome enough for human activity; in
which calendars are not abstract or univer-

-sal, but deal in natural phenomena such as

moon and sun, rain and drought, and the
movement of men and beasts.

Every hour is defined by congcrete acts.
Thus, in Burundi, amakama is the time to
milk (7 a.m.); maturuka is when the herds
are let out {8 a.m.); kuasase is when the
sun spreads out (9 a.m.); kumusase is
when the sun spreads out over the hills (10
a.m.}, and so on. In this cattle-raising
country, time is measured in terms of
pastoral and agricultural life.

This conception of time is historical in
several respects. In gerontocratic African
societies the idea of anteriority is even
more significant than elsewhere, because
upon.it alone are based such rights as
public pronouncement, participation in
special dances and certain dishes, mar-
riage, the respect of other people, and so
on. .

Primogeniture is not usually a matter of
exclusive right to royal succession, and the
number of those with potential claims
(uncles, brothers, sons) is always high. The
fact that age is taken into account in the
context of a very open competition again
lends significance to chronoiogy.

Another imperative requirement is that
African history must be seen at last from
within, not still measured by the yardstick
of alien values. There cannot be an in-
dependent collective personality without
an awareness of self and of the right to be
different. Of course, the policy and practice
of self-examination do not consist in ar-
tificially abolishing Africa’s historical con-
nexions with the other continents of the
Old and New Worlds. But these connex-
ions have to be analysed in terms of mutual
exchanges and multilateral influences, in
which something will be heard of Africa’s
contribution to the development of
mankind.

Moreover, this history can only-be the
history of the peoples of the African conti-
nent seen as a whole, including the
mainland and neighbouring islands such as
Madagascar. The history of Africa obvious-

ly includes the Mediterranean sector in a -

unity consecrated by age-long and
sometimes bloody links, which make the
two parts of Africa on either side of the
Sahara the two leaves of one door, the two
sides of one coin. It has to be a history of
peoples, for even the despotism of certain
dynasts has always been tempered in
Africa by distance, by the absence of those
technical means which add to the weight of
centralization, and by the permanence of
village democracies, so that at every level,

from base to summit, the council called
together through and for discussion con-
stitutes the brain of the body politic. It
must be a history of peoples because, ex-
cept for a few decades in modern times, it
has never been shaped according to the
frontiers fixed by colonization, for the good
reason that the territorial bases of the
African peoples differ everywhere from the
frontiers inherited from colonial partition.

So in the continental context, the em-
phasis should be on common factors
resulting from common origins and age-
long inter-regional exchanges of men,
goods, techniques and ideas, in other
words of both material and spiritual com-
modities. Even since prehistory, despite
natural obstacles and the low level of
techniques, there has been a certain degree
of historical solidarity on a continental
scale, between the Nile valley and the
Sudan on the one hand and the forest of
Guinea on the other; between the Nile
valley and East Africa, including among
other things the dispersion of the Lwos;
between the Sudan and Central Africa,
through the diaspora of the Bantu; and
between the Atlantic and east coasts,
through transcontinental trade across
Shaba. Migration, which took place on a
large scale in both space and time, is not to
be seen as a vast human tide attracted by
emptiness and leaving emptiness in its
wake.

Our history of Africa must avoid being
too narrative, for otherwise it would be in

danger of according too much importance .

to external factors and influences. Of
course, the establishment of key events is a

.task of the first importance, indispensable

to the task of defining the original outline
of African evolution. But the main concern
will be civilizations, institutions, structures:
agrarian and metallurgical techniques, arts
and crafts, trade networks, and conception

and organization of power, religion and -

religious and philosophical thought, the
problem of nations and pre-nations, tech-
niques of modernization, and so on. The
methodological approach makes inter-
disciplinarity even more necessary.

Finally, why this return to African
sources? While for an outsider this quest
for the past could be merely a way of satis-
fying curiosity, a highly stimulating intellec-

tual exercise for someone eager to solve -

the riddle of the Sphinx, the real intention
of our enterprise should go far beyond

- these purely individual aims. For the history -

of Africa is necessary to the understanding
of world history, many passages of which
will remain impenetrable enigmas as long

_as the historical horizon of the continent of

Africa has not been lit up.
B Joseph Ki-Zerbo
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Pre-publication announcement...

the General History of Africa

The first two volumes of the English and French editions of this eight-
volume work, to be published by Unesco in collaboration with a
number of well-known publishers, are expected to be available to the
public in mid-1980. The History is being prepared under the
intellectual and scientific responsibility of an international committee of
scholars composed of thirty-nine members, twenty-six of whom are

African.

¢ The General History of Africa will be 2 history of ideas and
civilizations, societies and institutions. It will introduce the values of
oral tradition as well as the multiple forms of African art.

¢ The History will be viewed essentially from the inside. It will reflect
the way in which African authors view their own civilization. Prepared
in an international framework and drawing to the full on present
scientific knowledge, it will be a vitally important element in the

recognition of the African cultural heritage.

¢ Africa will be considered as a totality. The History will show the
historical relationships between the various parts of the continent and
between Africa and the other continents, It will bring out Africa’s

contribution to the development of mankind.

¢ The History will not seek to be exhaustive. It will be a work of
synthesis and a statement of problems showing the present state of

knowledge and the main trends in research.

Volume |

The work is to be presented in eight volumes of 750 pages:

: Methodology and African Prehistory
(Editor: Prof. J. Ki-Zerbo)

Volume Il : Ancient Civilizations of Africa
(Editor: Dr. G. Mokhtar)

Volume Il : Africa from the Seventh to the Eleventh Century
(Editor: H. E. Mr. M. El Fasi)

Volume IV : Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century
(Editor: Prof. D. T. Niane)

Volume V : Africa from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century
(Editor: Prof. B. A. Ogot)

Volume VI : The Nineteenth Century until 1880
(Editor: Prof. J. F. A. Ajayi)

Volume VIl : Africa under Foreign Domination, 1880 - 1935
{Editor: Prof. A. A. Boahen)

Volume VIllI: Africa since the Ethiopian War, 1935-1975
(Editor : Prof. A. Mazrui)
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