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Preface

The chapters in this volume were written as part of a larger project
originally conceived in 1980. In the initial stages this was envisaged as
an opportunity for those interested in reviewing the development of
Central African historiography over the recent past to meet and
discuss their common preoccupations. Thanks to Peter Gutkind’s
suggestion, the project became a more ambitious adventure, and
came to include participants from many different regions of the conti-
nent (and outside Africa) and from diverse intellectual traditions.
From the beginning it was seen as important that African scholars be
included at the center of this critical reassessment of the existing
historiography. The invitation sent to more than thirty colleagues in
April of 1981 proposed joining efforts to reflect on the social and
political conditions prevailing in the production of African history,
and shaping the evolution of historical practice on and of black
Africa. This was based on the premise that knowledge of the past
serves our understanding of the present, and conditions our imagina-
tion in dealing with the future.

Except for the Introduction and the contributions of Alagoa,
Bayart, Marks, Newbury, and Twaddle, the chapters included here
were discussed at the Thirteenth Annual Conference of the Canadian
Association of African Studies held at Laval University in Québec
City in May 1983. Financial assistance from the Canadian Interna-
tional Development Agency, the International Development Re-
search Center, the Social Science Research Council of Canada, the
Fonds HCAR of Québec, the Québec government, and the Ministére
des Affaires Etrangeres of France is gratefully acknowledged. We
also particularly wish to express our thanks to Peter Gutkind for his
original stimulus and constant encouragement. We dedicate this volume
to him on the occasion of his retirement.
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Given the strict page limitation imposed on the work, the editors
have had to reduce the total manuscript by some 30 percent. We are
grateful to the contributors for their forbearance in accepting the
rather draconian reductions in their original texts. Working in con-
stant contact with the authors, we have tried to make the volume
more a work of collaboration and dialogue than a simple collection of
separate papers, while at the same time remaining faithful to the ideas
of each individual contributor. With the exception of several pages of
the chapter by Jean Bazin, translated by C. Aubin-Sugy, all transla-
tions were undertaken by David Newbury, with grateful acknowl-
edgment to Wesleyan University and Bowdoin College for providing
facilities during the preparation of the translations. The Social Sci-
ence Research Council of Canada and the History Department of
Laval University have provided financial assistance for typing and
duplicating the several versions of the individual chapters of this
volume.

—Bogumil Jewsiewicki
David Newbury
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INTRODUCTION

One Historiography or Several?
A Requiem for Africanism

BOGUMIL JEWSIEWICKI

If history as we
practice it today is simultaneously both reconstruction of the past and
project for the future, this volume is, at least in part, an imposture. As
Ndaywel notes, the Africanist historian and the African historian
fully share neither the same responsibilities nor the same existential
constraints. And yet, the lost unity between these two sets of prac-
titioners is partially reestablished by the social location associated
with the production of Africanist discourse: In some respects African
academics are closer to their colleagues in western universities than
to the peasants of their “own’ national society.

There is a striking contrast between the approaches adopted by
university historians, of whatever nationality, and by historical nar-
rators, whether performing in an urban bar or in a village ceremony
(Jewsiewicki, 1984). Even while addressing the same issues, the two
categories of narrator do not say the same things, because the dis-
course of the former must be directed primarily to an audience outside
the historical actors. The discourse of a narrator of social facts who
performs before “the people” (Bourdieu, 1983) to earn a living must
first elicit a reaction among the social actors, a reaction that must find

Author’s Note: I wish to express my thanks to V. Y. Mudimbe, D. Henige,
D. Cordell, H. Moniot, J. Gregory, and D. Newbury for their comments on
an earlier version of this chapter.
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its resonance in the collective consciousness. Irrelevance in this
context carries a heavy price, because it cuts off the performers from
their living, although irrelevance upheld by state power, as illustrated
in the case of Zairean “authenticity,” can be transformed into a
strategic tool (Thompson, 1978a; Legendre, 1982).

A New Copernican Revolution: The Decolonization of History
[Sahli, cited in each issue of Africa Zamani].

Discourse based on Weberian rationalism and evolutionist histori-
cism unifies participants at a level beyond the quarrels over a particu-
lar field of action. The type of analysis illustrated by the work of
Cheikh Anta Diop is indicative of the broad scale on which such
analyses take place. Many Western historians who would be prepared
to argue the questions relating to pharonic negritude, were the de-
bate to be carried out in its own terms, do not do so because they do
not want to offend the sensitivities of their African colleagues. Diop’s
discourse divides African historians into unconditional supporters or
opponents (for instance, see Obenga, 1980; Temu and Swai, 1981), but
full debate is never engaged in by either group. From Laroui to Said in
the Middle East, but also in many other cases (Berto, 1980; Larzac,
1971), historical and political experience show that calling for the
decolonization of history is at the very least ambiguous (Rabinow,
1984). Lacking any social content, the greater the ambiguities in the
Negro-Egyptian debate, the more the goal of “decolonization” rein-
forces rather than weakens Africanist epistemology.

Similarly, from their commitment to construct a veritable monu-
ment of respectability the authors of the UNESCO General History
(1981) have avoided the essential questions, and focused instead on
the simple chronological primacy of black civilization and its unity
(Jewsiewicki, 1981a). As the inverse of the ideology of black inferior-
ity, Diop’s paradigm communicates essentially within the same epis-
temological framework, even if at the same time it reestablishes a
degree of equilibrium to earlier arguments. But as with the colonial
ethnographic corpus (Copans, 1980a, 1980b; Mudimbe, 1982b) and the
“ethnosciences” (such as “ethnohistory” or “ethnophilosophy”;
Houtondji, 1977, Mudimbe, 1984), this paradigm retains a slight
“Odeur du Pere” (Mudimbe, 1982a). Although useful for the political



