
THE BALANCE-SHEET OF AFRICANIST HISTORIOGRAPHY.

(A Review of Eriksen's Modern African History: Some Historical

Observations. Research Report No. 55 Scandinavian Institute of

African Studies, Uppsala 1979).

It would have been irripossible a generation or so ago to write the

history of Africanist history. There was simply nothing to talk about.

Institutions which were allegedly concerned with the teaching of Africanist

history had very little to profess. As Professor J.P. Fage, one of the

early professionel Africanists has admitted, a few historians at 'Legan,

Ibadan and Makerere were obliged at this time to turn 'the Expansion of

Europe* inside cut for the benefit cf African students', and that was all.

The first historian who had gone through a doctoral apprenticeship to teach

at Makerere admitted on his appointment in 1950 that he 'knew less about
2Africa than did Herodetus'. A Greek historian of the fifth century, B.C. ,

Herodetus, speculated a good deal about Africa but he saw its inhabitants

as impulsive children of nature who scoured the length and breadth of the

continent in a manner comparable to beasts. This picture was perpetuated

by imperial historians who, in any case, had very little to say about

Africans save as victims of history. The emergence of postcolonial African

social formations, however, changed this attitude. Thus too appeared post-

colonial Africanist historiography which sought to recover African agency

in the making of history not only in Africa but also in other continents.

Changes in African concrete reality have induced a revision of the manner

in which the African past has been conceptualized. Thus has emerged,

amongst others, the development of under development school of Africanist

historiography which has attempted to throw new light on the continent's

recent past.

With such developments, efforts to f draw up a historiographical

balance-sheet' of African studies have become feasible. Studies of the

history of Africanist history, historiography, is therefore in vogue.

T.L. .Eriksen's booklet, Modern African History; Soine Historiographical

Observations, which is the object of this review falls into this category.

But stock-taking especially when applied to academia has problems. While

the balance-sheet which emerges in this process describes the terrain

already traversed, showing inter alia the faults and strengths of the efforts

which have gone into the endeavour, it is bad at explaining. Such is what

has been termed academic internalism which forsakes social explanation of
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the development of knowledge, and sees changes in academia solely in terms
of the interplay of ideas. Whenever practitioners of this kind of ent<'!rprise
are asked to show the historical specificity of this kind of interplay of ideas,
they bridle and accordingly invoke the tin god of pragmatic externalism. 5
It is into the pitfall of academic internalism coupled with pragmatic exter-
nalism that Eriksen's work should be relegated. Doubtless, as balance-sheet
of somG!of the recent trend,S in postcoionial Africanist historiography,
Eriksen has performed a useful task. As a guide to show why Africanist
historiography. has taken this trend, however, the booklet is off the mark.

Two themes in postcolonial Africanist historiography provide the
basis of Eriksen's enterprise: the ecological - historical approach, and
the articulation of precolonial African social formations under imperialist
hegemony. For the former Eriksen largely relies on the work by Kjekshus
which is devoted to the study of ecology and economic development in East
Africa: 6 for the latter he depends on Basil Davidson's recent work,
Africa in Modern History. An ecological catastrophe, Eriksen observes,
bedevilled Africa, especially Eastern and Central Africa, in the latter
half of the nineteenth century. Introduced by the increasing contact
between Africa and the capitalist world economy, trypanosomiat;is, rinder-
pest epidemic, plague, jigger.s, and so forth attacked Eastern Africa in
the 1890s. Into this were added other natural disasters like the locust
plague and drought which brought famine in their train. The situation, it

has been alleged, was worsened by colonial penetration. Colonial rule
entailed the control and subsequent transformation of the precolonial African
economies. Such changes, most of which were extremely violent, brought
about resistance of the colonial peoples. Call them colonial Wars, rebellions
or what you may, the resistances were staged against the changes in the
relations of production which were being eff<:!cted with the imposition (\f

colonial rule.
Around the theme of resistance d formidable debate has grown. Some

of the riddles embedded in this debate have j'een rcsoived, but others still
persist.8 Yet Eriksen argues that t00 mud, attpntion has been placed 01' the
well-organized, large-scale uprisingf/. 'Tbe concentration', he .:'-bserYf><,;,
'was clearly intended to counteract the tendency of the more co!'serv"ltive
historians of colonialism to dismiss African resistance and reb,,,;l:ioTJ.IvI'
ideological reasons. However, some reservations should be mude aLo,.t this
approach since it gives insufficient attention to the diff~rent ;l'.:t~of p~",is-

tance in the periods that preceded the uprisings', as well as those wLi::h
followed subsequently. 9

172



One such neglected theme is that of social banditry coupled with the

'rather more localized reactions of worlcers and peasants whose efforts

were often short-lived and rarely produced tangible results'. Many

localized revolts of this kind have been considered criminal by those in

control of state machinery. But as Engels observed with regard to the

English working class:

The revolt of the workers began soon after the first industrial..
development, and has passed through several phases. . . .The
earliest, crudest and least fruitful form of this rebellion was
that of crime. The working man lived in poverty and want, and
saw that others were better off than he. It was not clear to his
iiiind why he, who did more for society than the rich idler,
should be the one to suffer under these conditions. Want
conquered his inherited respect for the sacredness of
property, and he stole.

We have seen how crime increased with the extension of manufacture; how

the yearly number of arrests bore a constant relation to the number of

bales of cotton annually consumed.

The workers soon realized that crime did not help matters. The

criminal could protest against the existing order of society only singly, as

one individual; the whole might of society was brought to bear upon each

criminal, and crushed him with its immense superiority. Theft and 'other

forms of individualized types of resistance to the iron rule of property

dominated early forms of proletarian class consciousness, but gave way

subsequently to collective organization and more challenging industrial and

political struggles.1 Engels' analysis has been amplified by the work of E,J.

Hobsbawn who has 'coined the notion of "primitive rebel" for bandits,

mafioso, and other bold men who robbed from the rich to help the poor or

appeared to protect communities against the predatory ravages of an

emergent capitalism, but gave way ultimately to collective and rational
12forms of protest that could hope to meet capital head on'. Eriksen suggests

that such a notion should also be introduced into the study of African protest

movements against colonial rule.

Yet if colonial protest has to be analyzed in such nuanced terms, the

notion of collaboration, Eriksen warns, should not be overlooked. Thus

Eriksen urges:

Any consideration of this problem raises a great number of
questions. How was the process of colonization possible when
it was supported by a small administrative apparatus and such
comparatively limited armed forces? Why did some tribes and
chiefs resist while others cooperated? How were the decisions
concerning the forms of resistance to be adopted reached? To
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what extent was popular pressure from below applied in favour
of resistance or cooperation? What for example, lay, behir.d the
pressure which 'the masses' applied before the, Zu~u rebellion~,
in South Africa in IS'06 and which thC'leaderslllp yr.eldC'dto'(L5)

The \I~'\IOI1 of collaboration was cc'ined by imperi111historinns wit!1 iI view
to huml1nizin~colonialism and all th111it stood for. 14 The notion of resistance

was intendl~d to counter this and so lay bare the activities of Goloni111
bnrharism and 50 to establish the legitimacy of petty bourgeois nationalism.15

Thus 'like Kant in the Antimonies of Pure Reason' postcolonial historians

'have made particular use of their own form of dialectic' to criticise 'the
prC'suppositions of \V estern imperial historians and apologists in general
'by exposing the inadequacies of these presuppositions ..... by asserting
their contraries' ~6 Thus Rene Maran writes: 'Civil ization, civilization
_ the Europeans pride and their cbarnelhouse of innocents. The Hindu poet,
Rabindranath Tagore, one day in Tokyo said what you (Europeans) are':

You build your kingdom on corpses.' 17
But counter-assertions of this kind have their dangers: A product of

counter-questions, counter-assertions in their 'reflexive inversion of the
original' tend 'to repeat the original assumptions, faults and all, and there by
perpetuating the error.' 18 The idea of race comprised the organizing theme
of colonial historiography. 19 Thus it has been asked time ann again: 'How
come that such a small minority group of white colonial administratc'rs
controlled such a vast population of non- Europeans'. 20 Embedded in such a

question is the assumption that the colonial state's area of contact with
colonial peoples was the district office and that the state was a neutral entity

intended to protect the native populace. But the colonial state, it should be
emphasized, was established with the viC'wto laying the conditions favourable
to capital penetration and super-exploitation of the colonial peoples. Such a
task entailed the transformation of tll':-local "eonomies to an extent
commensurate with the dictates of the procC'ss of super-exploitation. But c..

policy of this kind necessarily brought ahemt fhe alienation of some o,('lciel
groups in the societies so affected. Alienation brought resistance' which
had to be countered not only by using the small colonial army oflll\"i,sion
around but also through the process of dampening such resistanC<'~ by vinning
local support of the would-be collaborators. This entailed the exploitation of
the frictions and animosities in situ. Thus one fraction of thE:local nt1ill.~

class was set against another, and subsequently incorporated lnto the coloni,ll
state. 2I'The active part played by the colonial state to create cond1tions
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favourable to the emergence of collaborative mechanisms should not be over-
looked for the sake of trying to imagine how the colonial peoples .chose to
collaborate or resist. If people choose to resist or collaborate, as Eriksen
alleges, the conditions attendant to such choices should be located and
examined. Short of this the debate of collaboration versus resistance will
continue to be as metaphysical and schizophrenic as it has always been. 22

The issue of resistance and collaboration apart, Eriksen attempts to

extend his historiographical overview of African history to the modern period
ofmass nationalism. Not thaL the. author extends the debate any further. But
he nevertheless, attempts to alert the reader of the social tinge which the
discussion of nationalism has acquired. Yet to show the important benchmarks
of the development of postcolonial Africanist historiography is one thing; to
explain why the contours have acquired this kind of shape, however, quite
another. Moreover postcolonial Africanist historiography is now engulfed
in a crisis.23 Such a ph~nomenon, one would have imaged, should have been
included in an historiographical balance-sheet of this nature, but it is not.

A particular kind of class struggle brought about the birth of post-
~olonial Africanist historiography: the emergence of African petty bourgeoi-
sies whose leadership resulted in the realization of postcolonial social
formations. Postcolonial Africanist history, according to the many preambles
adopted in many conferences held to discuss the progress of this discipline, 24

was intended to be liberatory. Time has proved that this aim cannot be
fulfilled. It is Lord Rosebery who said with regard to the Irish question that
'it has never passed into history, for it has never passed out of politics ,.25
A similar observation could have been said about the African question. Yet
if this observation is intended to imply that objective history can only be
written about the past when it has passed out of politics, this has not been
so with regard to African history. An objective history of Africa, it has been

observed, has yet to be written. 26
Yet the prevailing class struggle in Africa has induced a re-examination

of the manner in which the African past has been studied so far. Much of the
enterprise, ~t has been found, has been extremely ideological. This is so not
because professional historians have consciously attempted to be ideological,
but owing to the fact that they have failed to go beyond the World views of the
ruling classes. 27 Any realistic African historiographical balance-sheet should
traverse such a territory, if it is to be considered a useful summary of what
has been achieved and what needs to be in"estigated further. Eriksen, however, ..
ellooses to terminate his over-view of African historiography with the debate
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of developnent of underdevelopnent. The useful Marxist work now being done
'in Southern, African history is hardly mentioned. 28 The outcome in any case
could not have been otherwise since he relies for guidance so heavily on
tlasil Davidson. B. SWAI

Department of History
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