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The Ideological Career of African History 

It is now possible to apply the concept of problematic to a 
critique of African history, in the first place to illustrate 
how the constitution of its object has been the site of certain 
ideological confrontations. Our analysis derives from the 
materialist problematic and therefore lays no claim to any 
spurious neutrality. On the other hand, neither is it 'ideo- 
logical' in the sense of expressing personal or subjective pre- 
ferences. The ability of historical materialism to produce 
objective knowledge does not derive from, nor is it guaranteed 
by, its political purposes, the overthrow of capitalism and 
the eventual construction of communism, but the achievement of 
these purposes has as one of its conditions the continuous 
development of materialist theory and analysis. The following 
critique is grounded in the concepts and methodology of his- 
torical materialism and not in any subjectively rooted ideo- 
logical 'choice.' 32 

A preliminary question concerns the extent to which African 
history provides an object of a critique. There is no assump- 
tion that African history is a corpus of knowledge homogeneous 
in its aims, its concepts, or its methods. The assumption of a 
unitary object ('"the African past") has been shown to lack any 
scientific content. The boundaries of African history are 
indicated in the first Dlace by the course of its emergence as 
a particular field of academic specialization. In terms of its 
content, it is hardly surprising that the works of African 
history produced to date reflect various positions within the 
terrain of bourgeois social thought. The latter, as we sug- 
gested earlier, is not homogeneous and operates at various 
levels. One level, of long duration, is established by 
different ontological positions (idealism, subjectivism, 
bourgeois materialism), or methodological positions (essential- 
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ism/nominalism, empiricism, positivism). Another level relates 
to substantive theoretical themes or schools -- for instance, 
evolutionism or structuralism -- while a third concerns the 
ways in which ideological currents (conservative, liberal, 
radical) are articulated in relation to specific issues. 

In general terms, any given production of a knowledge within 
bourgeois social thought can combine elements of positions at 
different levels with a greater or lesser degree of internal 
coherence. The texts which contain these knowledges are not 
seen, from the materialist perspective, to be the products of 
individual subjects (the researcher, the historian) but as the 
effect of the specific combination of conceptual, methodo- 
logical, and ideological elements forming the problematic of 
the text. Accordingly, the writer or historian is first and 
primarily an agent of production of a knowledge within a 
particular problematic. The characterization of a text as the 
product of his/her individual consciousness, 'values,' intel- 
ligence, skill, and so on is of a strictly subordinate interest, 
and such a biographical or subjective approach is irrelevant 
to our present purpose -- offensive as this may be to the amour 
propre so deeply embedded in the social conditions of bourgeois 
intellectual production. 

Our critique implies several types of considerations. The 
first has already been situated, namely that of the concepts and 
methods available within the various currents of bourgeois 
social analysis. The second type of consideration is more pre- 
cisely historical and relates to the timing and character of 
decolonization. Schematically, decolonization is located in a 
global context of changes in the concentration and specific 
modes of operation of monopoly capital, to which determinate 
shifts in political strategies and ideology are linked. The 
conjucture at the end of the Second World War was characterized 
by a "recomposition of social capital" in Kay's formulation: 
a combination of conditions at the level of both the repro- 
ductive cycle of capital and the social character of the state 
which produced a new phase of expansion.3 An intensified 
internationalization of productive capital under U.S. hegemony 
confronted the increasingly anachronistic structures of the 
colonial empires. 

Converging with the interest in decolonization of the most 
dynamic sectors of monopoly capital, there was a development 
in Africa of anti-colonialist movements, which in their pro- 
grams and organization expressed the ambiguities in class terms 
of their specific forms of nationalism. The new nationalisms 
were invariably articulated by a petty-bourgeois intelligentsia 
that was itself a product of colonialism. Moreover, this social 
category had an intimate, if contradictory, relationship with 
the colonial state and in particular its ideological appar- 
atuses. 4 It was able to draw on some of the dominant themes 
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of the Western bourgeois tradition, such as liberal democracy 
and social justice, which directly challenged the oppression 
exercised by the colonial state in its mission of organizing the 
initial penetration of pre-capitalist formations by capital. 
A significant element in the nationalist ideologies was the 
assertion of the African past in the face of its effective 
denial by the racist mythology of colonialism (an issue to 
which we shall return). 

The third consideration, related to the above, concerns the 
institutional context in which African history is established 
and develops as a professional field of academic production. 
Curtin has noted that "the first Conference on African History 
and Archaeology was sponsored in London by the School of 
Oriental and African Studies in 1953, and it was followed by 
later conferences in 1957 and 1961."35 Both the timing and the 
sponsorship of this symptomatic step in the academic institu- 
tionalization of African history are significant. On the first, 
this initiative occurs in the twilight of the colonial period; 
on the second, it emanates from an institution the founding 
purpose and functions of which were the servicing in a number 
of ways of the British colonial administration. The years after 
the Second World War saw a mushrooming of agencies, particularly 
in the United States, which concentrated intellectual, technical, 
and ideological expertise in the field of Third World "area 
studies." 36 The professional historian of Africa may react to 
the implications of this observation with the protest that the 
knowledge he/she produces is not practical or applicable. This 
would seem to protect historians from the charges leveled 
against the interventionist social sciences, whether the old- 
style, individual, and paternalistic 'applied anthropology" of 
British colonialism, or the current growth industry of "devel- 
opment studies," with its vast resources in funds and personnel 
and its active involvement in policy and the politics of 
"leverage."37 However, few historians of any sophistication 
would deny the profound ideological salience of the production 
of historical knowledge, a characteristic it shares with 
another eminently 'non-practical' discipline, namely philosophy. 
Ideological practice is as necessary to the reproduction of 
social relations as economic and political practice. Like 
philosophers, historians have an active role as agents of 
ideological production, even if they tend to be less directly 
involved in servicing the machinery of capitalist society than 
other kinds of academic specialists (for example, economists, 
political scientists, and sociologists). 

In charting some aspects of the ideological career of 
African history we concentrate on several types of response to 
the legacy of colonial ideology which the emerging African 
history had to confront in the course of establishing its own 
legitimacy. It is not necessary to embark on an extensive 
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discussion of colonial ideology. Its essential theme was the 
"civilizing mission" of the West in the face of African 
"barbarism." In the climate of today no historian of Africa 
would fail to recognize this as ideological, although many 
would be unable to analyze with any precision its content and 
functions. Racial arrogance, ethnocentrism, and the like are 
labels typically applied to the civilizing mission conception 
of colonial imperialism. This may be accurate enough at a 
descriptive level, but it fails to relate the particular char- 
acter of the ideology to the historical process of which it was 
a component, namely, the initial penetration by capital of a 
variety of precapitalist formations. Colonial history then, 
such as it was, effectively negated the African past (barbar- 
ism = lack of history) except for antiquarian forays and some 
fascination with exotica.38 The history of Africa ('"proper") 
began with the colonial presence and the colonial mission; it 
was the record of the trials, efforts, and achievements of the 
agents of penetration -- the settlers, administrators, investors, 
managers, engineers, and missionaries. 

The manner in which capital entrenched itself all over the 
continent had, of course, its liberal critics (Hobson, Morel, 
Nevinson, Mark Twain, Leys, Woolf).39 Later critics of colon- 
ialism were able to articulate their positions in relation to 
the demands of the nationalist movements (for example, Hodgkin 
and Davidson).40 The emerging professional field of African 
history had to establish its own positions vis-a-vis the 
colonial legacy. One kind of position represents in effect a 
tactical retreat. While imperialist ideology was certainly 
arrogant and on the offensive, in the changing political and 
ideological conditions of decolonization a more defensive 
strategy was adopted, which was effected in two ways. 

First, a new vocabulary of development and modernization came 
into vogue which retained much of the content of the civilizing 
mission concept while shedding its overtly racist mode of ex- 
pression. With "development" and "modernization" placed cen- 
trally on the agenda (by the United Nations, by the multifarious 
aid agencies, by the independence governments themselves), con- 
cepts and indicators were made available for a more "'objecti- 
vist" history of colonialism. By admitting that colonialism 
entailed "costs" as well as "benefits" for those on whom it was 
inflicted, the achievements of colonial rule could be evaluated 
according to a "balance sheet" of its effects.41 

The concept of a balance sheet of colonialism derives from 
a question that is posed ideologically and therefore is not, 
as we shall show, susceptible to scientific investigation. The 
criteria by which the accounting of the balance sheet is con- 
ducted and therefore the conclusions reached, vary among 
different writers, the essential point being that the determin- 
ation of the "balance" is precisely an effect of different 
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ideological positions. The impulse behind the balance sheet 
approach is the attempt to "objectify" the record of colonialism 
in order to rescue its "positive" aspects from the comprehensive 
accusations of the nationalist offensive; thus on the credit 
side the railways, schools, hospitals, and "economic develop- 
ment," and on the debit side the "abuses" and "exploitation."42 

Such a procedure can be illustrated by the work of Duignan 
and Gann wherein it is argued that 

there were atrocities but the [Congo] Free State did 
good work in suppressing Arab slave traders and 
indigenous raiders. Policing, however, was expensive, 
and the State always lacked money. Its trouble was 
not that it built up a vast, oppressive state 
machinery, but that it remained weak and could not 
control the area.43 

Why was policing necessary? The effectiveness of exploitation 
of colonial labor required as one of its conditions the 
establishment of a system of law and order, both to eliminate 
the competition for labor from slave raiders and other sources, 
and to recruit, regulate, and discipline this labor force. The 
penetration of capitalist relations of production and modes of 
appropriation of surplus-value could not be effected by purely 
"economic" means in the Congo any more than anywhere else, and 
involved a scale of costs not only in the development of infra- 
structure and investment of capital, but also in the adminis- 
tration of the repressive apparatuses of the state. 

The Congo, a country as big as Western Europe, could 
not be effectively administered with the slender means 
at Leopold's disposal; far from being exploited, many 
tribal communities probably never even realized that 
they lived under the flag of the Congo Free State, or 
indeed anyone else's flag.44 

All that this demonstrates is that the process of capitalist 
penetration was incomplete at a certain time for specific 
reasons due to the costs and risks of financing it throughout 
a territory the size of the Belgian Congo. It stands as an 
argument by default which does not touch on the logic of the 
process at all. But we need to pursue further what Duignan and 
Gann mean by "exploitation." 

In 1904 the Belgians appointed an impartial commis- 
sion of inquiry. This confirmed the existence of 
many abuses but put the matter into a clearer per- 
spective. In 1908 the Belgian state reluctantly 
assumed control of the Congo and initiated a series 
of important reforms; copper mining rather than the 
collection of ivory and rubber became the economic 
foundation of the colony. Once more, however, the 
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original impression of widespread exploitation and 
excessive profits tended to stick, and the story 
of 'red rubber' became part of anti-imperial folk- 
lore.45 

In this statement, "exploitation" is implicitly correlated 
with forced labor, a profoundly bourgeois misconceptualization. 
The development of capitalism is indeed bound up with the 
"freeing" of labor from the forms of exploitation characteristic 
of pre-capitalist class formations, although initially, for the 
purposes of primitive accumulation pre-capitalist forms of 
exploitation may be intensified, as Marx noted in relation to 
American slave plantations. For Duignan and Gann only forced 
labor can be exploited, since they lack any concepts for 
distinguishing the modes of exploitation specific to the sale 
of labor-power, and the organization of petty-commodity pro- 
duction under conditions determined by capital.46 Thus the 
introduction of the mining economy is seen as a commendable 
"reform" and not a new penetration of capitalist enterprise 
involving different techniques of mobilization and utilization 
of labor on a large scale. Their explicit polemical thrust 
against "anti-imperial folklore" is furthered, characteris- 
tically, by an appeal to the facts: "Leopold's rule was pil- 
loried as so bloodthirsty that the African population in the 
Congo, it was claimed, had diminished by more than half. The 
facts, of course, are different."'47 

Their smugness draws on the numbers game in its most 
obscene expression. The typical device of counter-factualiza- 
tion is something which we will note again. Its effectiveness 
in polemic is guaranteed by certain shared assumptions between 
protagonists about the conduct of the argument and, in this 
case, also by the conceptual apparatus of the liberal opponents. 
The atrocities of Leopold's regime were not the essence of the 
system of colonial capitalism, but its expression in specific 
circumstances. The propaganda of E.D. Morel was employed in a 
period of intense intra-imperialist rivalry over the hoped-for 
fruits of the last colonial frontier. Morel's denunciation of 
a particularly vicious form of colonialism was articulated in 
humanitarian terms. He was not an anti-imperialist as Duignan 
and Gann would have us believe, but drew out the contradiction 
between the civilizing face of imperialism (its paternal ideal) 
and the systematic brutality perpetrated in the Congo.48 The 
response of Duignan and Gann is first to say that it was not as 
bad as all that, second to say that it did not last long 
anyway. The phase of "exploitation" was terminated by the 
change from the activities of gathering exchangeable products 
(extremely primitive from the standpoint of capital) to a 
branch of production -- mining -- more recognizably 'modern' 

(that is, capitalist) in its organization. 
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It may be pointed out that Duignan and Gann present too easy 
a target; many liberal historians would like to relegate them 
to the ideological periphery of African Studies.4 The main 
point, however, concerns modes of conceptualization and under- 
standing of method that are shared by conservative and liberal 
historians alike, even if employed to different ideological 
ends. The very character of liberalism is such that it is 
vulnerable to both conservative and revolutionary criticism, 
and particularly so in the case of South Africa, where the 
liberal position distances itself from that of the conserva- 
tives only by means of a moralistic stance and not by any 
distinctive mode of analysis. While a typical expression of the 
liberal position is precisely as a 'middle way' between extremes, 
the fact that it shares the same analytical and methodological 
terrain with conservative social analysis gives it an affinity 
with the latter that it can never have with revolutionary 
theory, which partly explains the convergence of liberal and 
conservative politics at times of crisis. In any case, to the 
extent that liberalism endorses the pluralist idea that history 
should be written from as many 'viewpoints' as possible, thereby 
furnishing the means of assembling a complementary whole, the 
interest of Duignan and Gann in constructing large slices of 
colonial history from the viewpoint of the colonizers is quite 
legitimate. 

The balance-sheeters in general are commited to assessing 
the "development" achieved under colonial rule, not least of 
which was the formation of educated 'elites' and the extension 
of commodity relations (bringing Africans under the rubric of 
homo oeconomicus, if not consistently so -- that is, peasant 
"irrationalism" and the notorious backward-sloping supply curve 
of labor). Opposed to the apologetics of the positive balance 
sheet is a response from the Left: the negative effects of 
colonialism. Bourgeois concepts of development are stood on 
their head in the framework of radical underdevelopment theory.5o 
Instead of the development of Africa by colonialism, the 
issue is posed as 'How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.' The con- 
flict is clear enough, but the point is precisely that it is 
ideological. A Left ideological position is pitted against a 
Right ideological position but in a basically similar methodo- 
logical problematic. The title of Rodney's combative work shares 
the terms of reference of the enemy while opposing them; the 
subject of this history is now Europe the exploiter versus Europe 
the developer, the harbinger of civilization, but the subject is 
still 'Europe.' 51 The driving force of capital is obscured by 
the geographical (and implicitly racial) terms of reference of 
both Right and Left. 

Disputing the balance sheet from an anti-colonialist position 
also draws typically on counter-factualization. The Hungarian 
historian Endre Sik appeals explicitly to the facts of colonial 
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exploitation to counter the facts assembled by the apologists. 
The purpose of this history is counter-ideological, its method 
counterfactual: "[the] scientific ascertainment of historical 
facts lays an objective foundation for unmasking the monstrous 
historic crimes (the horrible brutalities, outrageous frauds, 
and unparallelled provocations) committed by world capitalism 
over long centuries."52 

The empiricism is evident in Slk's equation, science = 
facts = objectivity. Within the closed circle of ideological 
discourse the 'facts' are indeed made to "speak for them- 
selves," for the one side the mileage of railways, the hospitals 
and schools, the liberating extension of commerce and enter- 
prise; for the other side the "crimes, brutalities, frauds and 
provocations." The marshalling of facts of the latter kind no 
more constitutes a scientific object and method of African 
history than the same operation conducted by the ideological 
enemy. 

Much African history, however, has been characterized by 
another development which is more pervasive and resonates more 
closely the ideological themes of the pretty bourgeois strata 
which with independence crystallized as the ruling classes. 
This is the constitution of an African subject as the proper 
concern of African history. The object of African history is 
now to study the activities of Africans as the genuine subjects 
or 'actors' of that history. The rationale and program of such 
a history is perhaps most clearly articulated in the work of 
Terence Ranger and those associated with him, a manifesto being 
provided by Ranger's Inaugural Lecture at the University of Dar 
es Salaam which he entitled "The Recovery of African Initiative 
in Tanzanian History." In Dar es Salaam this has resulted in 
the nomenclature of a "Dar es Salaam School," though this is no 
doubt unduly parochial. 

The establishment of the African subject as the central con- 
cern of African history has several purposes and effects. One 
purpose is to demonstrate that Africa had a past before colon- 
ialism -- that is, a field which is just as susceptible to, and 
worthy of, authentic historical investigation as European his- 
tory. This was indeed a necessary task in the face of both the 
denial of a historical past by colonial ideology and, to a 
lesser degree, the quasi-monopolization of the study of African 
societies by anthropologists employing the convention of a 
"timeless ethnographic present." Therefore, it is asserted 
that Africa had a history before colonialism and that this past 
was the creation of Africans. A second purpose is to show that 
the course of colonial history itself was determined as much by 
the "responses" of Africans as by the actions of the agents of 
colonial penetration. That is, within the system of domination 
Africans continued to be active subjects (actors) rather than 
passive subjects (victims). 
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Several points can be made about the "recovery" and "recon- 
struction" of pre-colonial history, metaphors which indicate 
the danger of posing such a project in counter-ideological 
terms. Once again it can be seen that a counter-ideological 
problematic takes its terms of reference from the enemy: in 
opposition to the denial or denigration of the African past 
there is a tendency to romanticize it, to pose achievement as 
its content or theme against the charge of lack of achievement, 
to recover and reconstruct its civilizations against the 
assumption of their non-existence.54 In one particularly 
moralistic expression of the recovery of the African past, a 
dominant motif is that of social harmony contrasted with the 
disruption and misery attendant on colonialism. The Manichean 
quality of this vision is grist for the mill of the defenders 
of colonialism: 

The main problems are that the new history is guided 
by a priori notions (every African nation must have 
a glorious past, and African historians have the duty 
to demonstrate this), value judgements are emphasized 
(the guilt of Europeans in dealing with Africans), 
and Africans must be shown to be morally superior to 
Europeans. The notion of European guilt is heavily 
stressed by such writers as Basil Davidson in Black 
Mother. 55 

It does not require any great perspicacity on the part of 
Duignan and Gann to recognize the ideological stance of their 
opponents. Their own work endeavors to rescue African history 
from "the danger of becoming the tool of politicians and special 
pleaders." Lacking any concept of the nature of an ideological 
problematic, their retort is formulated in the subjective terms 
of "special pleading." "You are a special pleader (an ideolo- 
gist), we are objective (we stick to the facts)." They are 
prevented from seeing that they are the agents of a particular 
ideological problematic by the very character of that problematic 
which, inter alia, counterposes objectivity and subjectivity in 
a manner characteristic of much bourgeois thought, that is, 
"facts" versus "value judgements."s5 

The reinforcement of the view of the African past as essen- 
tially harmonious, with social harmony being the essence of 
African culture, does provide an ostensibly scholarly founda- 
tion for that strategic current of ruling class ideology which 
emphasizes the classless nature of African society. This is 
not a mystification for its own sake, if such a thing is 
possible, but is a component of the very process of class for- 
mation and class rule, whereby the unity and harmony of the 
current social order (under the benign leadership of the state) 
continues a tradition that is authentically African. The glaring 
contradictions manifested in the social order are accordingly 
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externalized as the effects of "imperialism" in its contemporary 
form of "neo-colonialism." 

We can now turn to the pursuit of this theme in the history 
of the colonial period. A particular idea -- the recovery of 
African initiative -- is established as the program of a certain 
kind of history. The notion of African initiative, presenting 
Africans as decision makers, innovators, and activists, is 
counterposed to the view of a routinized behavior governed by 
custom and superstition (the effect of a debilitating tradi- 
tional culture), and to that of Africans as submissive victims 
of colonial oppression. Initiative is sought in instances of 
economic, political, and ideological self-assertion traced in 
the history of entrepreneurshipof the early resistance and 
subsequent nationalist movements, of the development of edu- 
cational and religious ideas and institutions by Africans. 
This problematic operative in the work of Ranger has been sub- 
jected to other critical appraisals which contest the view 
that by posing "African initiative" as an object of investiga- 
tion in a number of substantive areas Ranger has established 
a new theoretical framework or method for the study of African 
history.57 

Several quotations from the work of other historians exem- 
plify, with specific variations, the underlying theme of 
initiative or more broadly, history "from an African point of 
view." For example, in his Kingdoms of the Savanna, Vansina 
seeks to demonstrate a case in which "acculturation" was 
effected under Kongolese hegemony, noting that "here was a fully 
sovereign state which, of its own volition, attempted to incor- 
porate Christianity and many other elements of European culture 
into its own framework."58 In other words, a formation which 
embraced the culture of the foreigner rather than having it 
imposed. The subject in this instance is "a fully sovereign 
state," whose "volition" acts as a category of explanation. 
Even within this problematic, it can be noted that Vansina's 
evidence fails to demonstrate his proposition. 

In the preface to his book on The Origins of Modern African 
Thought, Robert W. July puts his purpose very clearly: 

I have undertaken this study with the needs and 
aspirations of present-day West African nations 
continually in mind. It seems clear that the new 
nations of Africa are more than ever concerned with 
the tasks of modernization, and are caught up in 
the problem of how to manage the ideal as well as 
the material aspects of building a modern nation- 
state. 59 

This would appear a commendably liberal statement, if perhaps 
easier to make at the time it was written than would be the case 
today. The identification of the nation, the tasks of moderni- 
zation, and the building of the state derive precisely from the 
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definitions promoted by the state, by the social categories that 
staff it. July's study of key figures and themes in the for- 
mation of a west African intelligentsia provides a historical 
tradition (of achievement), a legitimating ancestry for the so- 
called "modernizing elites" who articulate the needs and 
aspirations of their countries and act to realize them. By one 
of the elementary conflations of bourgeois social thought the 
interests of Africa and those of its ruling classes are 
rendered synonymous.60 

Finally, an example from one of the younger generation of 
African historians. Allen Isaacman's first study of Mozambique 
was inspired by 

a belief that the historiography of Mozambique needed 
to be redirected. An overemphasis on the Portuguese 
presence at the expense of the activities of the 
indigenous population has helped generate a series 
of racially and culturally arrogant myths. Inex- 
tricably combined with this Euro-centric bias was an 
elitist approach which focused on governors, judges, 
generals, and in passing, on African leaders. 
Obviously, this is not the stuff from which meaningful 
social histories are written.61 

In this statement, a further possible dimension of an alternative 
history is indicated -- not only is an Afrocentric orientation 
counterposed to a Eurocentric approach, but the latter is further 
characterized as "elitist", implying a populist history to re- 
dress the balance. An implicit notion of balance is present 
here as Isaacman suggests that a distorted history of colonial 
Mozambique is an effect of "overemphasis" on the Portuguese 
presence, which cannot produce a "meaningful" social history. 
"Meaningful" remains as question-begging as ever -- meaningful 
to whom and for what reasons? 

A social class exists only in the system of its relations 
with other classes and this is fundamental to any adequate 
history of the formation and development of any given class. 
While Afrocentric history has a tendency to homogenize 'Africa,' 
so populist history has a tendency to homogenize the 'masses,' 
a term which proclaims its own diffuseness. The formation of 
a proletariat in African takes place in particular and variant 
conditions of the operation of capital, and the same is true for 
the formation of different categories of peasantry. Again it is 
specificity that is at issue, and it cannot be established on 
an empiricist basis. A concrete example of historical research 
dealing with the formation of a proletariat, and demonstrating 
the construction of specificity by means of a materialist method, 
is Charles van Onselen's recent study, Chibaro: African Mine 
Labour in Southern Rhodesia, 1900-1933. 
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Scientific knowledge of social reality cannot be produced as 
the record of activity of historical subjects, whether they are 
individual actors or groups of actors, or more aggregated sub- 
jects like Vansina's "sovereign state of the Kongo," or, more 
metaphysically still, "Africa." The common thread running 
through the ideological career of African history is the posing 
of a historical subject on which that history is predicated. 
The choice of a subject is the effect of different ideological 
positions as we have shown: Europe the exploiter versus Europe 
the benefactor, Africa versus Europe, local innovators versus 
foreign innovators, "masses" versus "elites", etc. The object 
of a scientific history cannot be the activities of a designated 
subject or subjects, but has to be specified in terms of objec- 
tive social relations and systems of social relations (modes of 
production, social formations), the contradictions they contain, 
and the transformations arising from these contradictions. Men 
and women figure as the agents of these objective social rela- 
tions and their dynamics, not as individual or aggregated sub- 
jects whose motivations, aspirations, volition, talents, and 
other qualities provide simultaneously the source of historical 
change and its explanation.62 

On Some 'New Directions' in African History 

In recent years there has emerged at least a partial aware- 
ness among some historians of the proposition advanced above, 
namely that history has no intrinsically theoretical object, but 
provides a field of 'facts' (those of the past) to which the con- 
cepts and methods of social analysis are applied. Typically, 
this awareness is expressed in terms of disciplinary "cross- 
fertilization," thus history and sociology/anthropology/psycho- 
logy/biology/economics/demography and so on, or more diffusely 
in terms of "multidisciplinarity" or "comparative history." 
Interest in econometrics, in particular, has produced a new 
fascination on the part of historians with the application of 
quantitative techniques made possible by the use of computers. 
This is reflected in the "Tew Economic History," and in the field 
of social history in the study of slavery by Robert W. Fogel 
and Stanley L. Engerman.63 

In African history the 'new direction' of quantification has 
made a much heralded appearance in Philip Curtin's Economic 
Change in Pre-coloniaZ Africa, which assembles an impressive 
volume of data on the pre-colonial economic history of Sene- 
gambia. Curtin's conclusion is that up to a certain point in 
the nineteenth century (the 1830s) the Senegambian economy bene- 
fited from its trade relations with Europe and North America, 
a finding deemed to contradict the position of Walter Rodney and 
other radical or Marxist historians. But, as some critics have 
pointed out, the question of exploitation is not one which can 
be resolved by the accumulation and deployment of statistics.4 
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The statistics are only as good as the theory which determines 
their use, a theory which in the first place has to establish 
the content of "exploitation" in terms of historically specific 
relations of production and exchange (in this case, addition- 
ally, exchange relations linking classes in very different 
social formations). Given the theoretical character of Curtin's 
conception of economic relations and of "exploitation," his 
conclusion is neither here nor there. Had he 'proved' a 
"balance of exploitation" against Senegambia, this would have 
been no more a contribution to scientific history, given his 
problematic, than the results he does adduce. 

Neither can a substitute for the tasks of problematization in 
scientific investigation be found by merely 'historicizing' 
certain themes. The attempt to do this and its justification is 
exemplified in a recent collection of studies on religion edited 
by Kimambo and Ranger. 

The need to demonstrate the possibiZity of African 
religious history emerges even more clearly from Dr. 
Parrinder's recent survey, Religion in Africa . . . 
[which] gives us an almost exclusively narrative 
history of Islam and Christianity, hardly pausing 
to analyze them in their various African forms, but 
his treatment of African 'traditional' religion is 
purely descriptive and in the idiom of a timeless 
ethnographic present . . . The bulk of this book 
consists of a series of specific studies which demon- 
strate what can be achieved if historical questions 
are asked about religious ideas and institutions in 
African societies.65 

This inspiration apparently stems from the discovery that 
"traditional" religion has been a kind of chassee gardee of 
anthropologists. What is the content of its historicization 
beyond the assertion that traditional religions have a past, 
that they cannot be adequately treated in a synchronic frame- 
work but would benefit from a diachronic approach, promoting 
them to the same level of seriousness as the study of Islam and 
Christianity? 'Religion' as an object of investigation, whether 
retrospective or contemporary, has to be problematized both as 
a category of ideology and in relation to the nature of the 
social formation in which particular religious ideologies are 
manifested. " Extending the range of African history by finding 
a chronological dimension for phenomena previously neglected in 
the discipline may be good for business but fails to meet the 
demands of a scientific history. 

The example of Kimambo's and Ranger's project resonates the 
new interest in ethnohistory which is certainly not confined to 
African studies but in recent years has had an impact in the 
field of European social history. The appeal of ethnohistory 
lies in the apparent benefits to be gained from marrying history 
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(conceived as enjoying an expertise in dealing with the facts 
of the past) and ethnography (which has as its object the pre- 
literate community as social microcosm). Thus the lack of 
theoretical muscle in the first discipline, and the lack of 
sense of historical time in the second, can be overcome by 
arranging their synthesis: 

Ethno-history being necessary, who must be its prac- 
titioner? An a priori answer seems to impose itself: 
one must take advantage of the skills and abilities 
of the historian to study, albeit in an indirect way, 
facts belonging to a distant past, and of the expertise 
of the anthropologist in dealing with 'traditional' 
societies, that is, groups belonging to an oral 
culture. 67 

That anthropology of a highly traditional character should take 
on a new lease of life in studies by social historians of 
Europe might be regarded with some irony in Africa, where the 
identity of anthropology with the colonial mission is now widely 
recognized, and its ideological role displaced by the various 
currents of Afrocentric history. 

The conception of an anthropologically-informed history is 
only one example of "multidisciplinarity," the effects of 
which are assumed to be beneficial with little demonstration 
of why this should be the case. The same judgment applies to 
current notions of "comparative history." In the first issue 
of History in Africa, Henige suggested that "there can be no 
doubt that in any extensive interchange of ideas and information 
it is the African historian who stands to gain most."'" This 
is a more curious statement than may be apparent at first glance. 
The exchange of ideas, in principle, can be of benefit to all 
who are party to it, but the exchange of information returns us 
to the position (albeit implicit) that there is an intrinsic 
quality in the 'facts' themselves, so that by knowing more of 
them, including facts about other places (comparative facts?) 
knowledge is advanced ipso facto. The African historian stands 
to gain most presumably because of the underprivileged status of 
African history relative to the wealth of facts available to 
historians of other areas. 

The 'comparative method' in its untheorized state conceals 
criteria and standards of comparison, a notable example of 
which is found in social science theories of development and 
modernization. Even in the pioneering work of Basil Davidson, 
which was both progressive and valuable, the underlying purpose 
is to establish achievements of African history comparabZe to 
those of Europe. If European history has produced organized 
polities, monarchs, and cities, then Davidson was concerned to 
show that Africa has produced them too -- and that Africa does 
not suffer in the comparison. More recently the work of Ivor 
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Wilks on Asante has sought to establish the concept of bureau- 
cracy (in its sociological, specifically Weberian, associations) 
as applicable to the history of an African social formation.69 

In making these comments it is not our intention to dismiss 
the utility of techniques as such, but to stress once again that 
techniques can only be as useful as the theory which deploys 
them. The problem for historians -- that their discipline has 
no distinctive object, whether in the sphere of theory or that 
of techniques -- remains. Perhaps this is why Vansina, in his 
most recent methodological statement suggests a recourse to 
'"the special sensivities developed by historians."70 In other 
words, in the context of a discussion about introducing new 
elements of theory and technique into the practice of history, 
and how the discipline can be made more rigorous, the special 
sphere occupied by the historian is preserved by an invocation 
of subjectivity. Exposed to the questions and criteria of the 
scientific production of social knowledge, the historian adopts 
the cloak of a particular consciousness, a guise of intuition 
and artistry that ultimately resists quantification and 
invidious comparison. 71 

Problematization, Theory, and Facts 

Returning to scientific history, a very important and tricky 
issue remains. As we have shown, Marxist historical work on 
Africa faces the challenge of appropriating and constructing in 
knowledge the social reality to which it addresses itself, but 
it also confronts a substantial body of literature on Africa 
produced through the concepts and methods of bourgeois social 
thought and its component specializations, including history. 
The fact that all along we have pointed out the heterogeneity 
of bourgeois intellectual production substantiates the point 
that we now have to stress. While there is a radical break 
between the materialism problematic and those of bourgeois 
social thought, and while this break must be constantly repro- 
duced from a materialist viewpoint, the relation to bourgeois 
thought cannot be one of comprehensive or uniform dismissal. 

All social production has an objective reality, including 
ideological production which articulates -- albeit sometimes 
in a highly mediated form -- the positions of particular social 
classes and fractions of classes in the course of their general 
development and in specific conjunctures. Bourgeois social 
thought in itself has a contradictory character, on the one 
hand incorporating many of the advances registered by the 
revolutionary and "world historical" nature of capitalism, and 
on the other hand contributing in diverse ways to the ideological 
reproduction of the hegemony of capital. 

While we have traced aspects of the ideological career of 
African history as a convenient means of illustrating the 
operation of the concept of problematic, we do not dismiss 
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everything that has been produced in African historography. The 
ideological elements in the problematics we have discussed con- 
stitute only one level of determination of the knowledges that 
are produced. In the first place, and most obviously, histori- 
cal work on Africa had accumulated a great deal of information 
on various social formations which can be utilized in the investi- 
gation of questions posed by materialist analysis. 

Second, and more fundamentally, historical materialism can 
appropriate not only information but also ideas from bourgeois 
works according to a method by which they are reformulated an 
given a content and function in the system of concepts of the 
Marxist problematic. This is not to subscribe to the specious 
notion of a 'dialogue' between, or 'synthesis' of materialist 
and bourgeois theoretical positions, but only to indicate the 
ability of historical materialism to differentiate bourgeois 
thought, to recognize its achievements, and to appropriate them 
for its own purposes.72 Banaji has made the interesting obser- 
vation that, contemporary with the vacuum in Marxist historio- 
graphy caused by the verificationist method of the "historico- 
philosophic conception," a body of work much closer to the 
concerns of the materialist problematic was being produced by 
the Annales school in France.73 To cite a more specific 
instance, Meillassoux has commended the value of Firth's con- 
cept of "spheres of circulation" in the analysis of pre-capital- 
ist exchange relations, while at the same time subjecting to 
criticism the categories of Firth's formalist problematic.74 

A single example may serve to illustrate the point more 
fully. We have chosen the theme of state formation, which 
raises questions about the differentiation of "primitive com- 
munal" formations, and the forms of transition in the develop- 
ment of formations constituted by class relations. State forma- 
tion is habitually treated by non-Marxist anthropologists and 
historians in the light of two substantive areas of discussion. 
The first is that of kinship, the definitive object of bourgeois 
anthropology, which poses it as the fundamental structural 
principle of "primitive" society, often within an evolutionist 
problematic. The second is that of the Hamitic thesis, or more 

generally the diffusionist problematic from which it derives. 
The way in which questions have been directed by these concep- 
tual frameworks has tended to dominate the terms of investiga- 
tion, even if specific results may lead to the rejection of 
aspects of the evolutionist or diffusionist arguments. 

Robin Horton comes to terms with the Hamitic thesis in the 
following manner: 

8 . . in reconstructing the history of West Africa we 
need to invoke no mysterious Hamitic Fiihrerprinzip 
in order to understand the transition from stateless- 
ness to state organization. In repudiating the Hamitic 
hypothesis, of course, we must avoid the opposite 
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extreme of denying any trans-Saharan influence on pre- 
colonial West African political development. We know 
that the scale and efficiency of several of the great 
states owed much to the presence of literate Muslim 
chamberlains who hailed from over the desert. We also 
know that the ideology of Islam contributed immensely 
to the power of the great kings of the Western Sudan. 
Nevertheless the balance of the evidence makes it seem 
likely that a good deal of the basic business of state 
formation took place through the development of indig- 
enous principles of social organization.75 

He comes to terms with the Hamitic thesis precisely on "'the 
balance of the evidence;" to the degree that this is negative 
the question of state formation can be pursued in "the indige- 
nous principles of social organization." The empiricism of 
this procedure is evident; Horton is unable to find a method of 
posing state formation as an object of investigation which 
incorporates a theoretical critique of the question assumed in 
the Hamitic thesis. The notion of "balance" of evidence leads 
to a quasi-quantitative posture: diffusion is allowed an 
empirically contingent efficacy, while the "indigenous" 
exploitation applies to "a good deal of the basic business of 
state formation." 

Joseph Miller confronts diffusionism in a more refined 
empiricist manner, suggesting that an idea or an institution 
can travel without any particular historical subjects (such as 
the literate Muslim chamberlains) as its carriers. He continues: 

Diffusion hypotheses, while closer to historical fact in 
some ways, must be applied very carefully, since the 
experience of the Mbundu shows that the simple avail- 
ability of an idea diffused from the outside did not 
guarantee its implementation or long-term success . . . 
Thus diffusion did not explain state formation but 
merely provided the opportunity for local innovators 
to change an outside idea into a form which they could 
use to create new states.76 

Miller's empiricism is more refined because he recognizes, 
albeit in an intuitive fashion, a possible contradiction between 
'proof' by appeal to the facts and explanation. The degree to 
which the facts are convincing is not an intrinsic property they 
possess but is a function of the conceptual framework that 
locates those facts or, better, produces their signification. 
Otherwise, Miller's statement resonates the elements of the 
same problematic namely idealism -- the state carried in the 
idea of the state and subjectivism -- the substitution of one 
group of historical subjects (indigenous innovators) for another 
(the carriers of the state idea). Unfortunately, Miller's 
inability to extricate his analysis from the terms of this 
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problematic, interferes with his central thesis, which indicates 
the contradictions between two principles of social organization 
without any appeal to historical subjects: Mibundu political 
history moved in no single direction but consisted of irregular 
alternation between the triumph of institutions based on the 
loyalties of kinship and those articulating the demands of 
kings. 77 

Both Horton and Miller concur that the process of state for- 
mation is to be regarded as a transition from a kin-based social 
group to a form of social organization whose cohesion rests on 
relations transcending those of the basic kin group. This may 
have an adequacy at a descriptive level but the central term 
"kinship" cannot be taken as given. Kinship itself has to be 
problematized, otherwise it retains a residual conceptual 
potency by default. As a given, as the "natural" basis and 
overwhelming fact of "primitive" social life, it becomes the 
source from which all else follows. Kinship does not have to 
be explained because it explains everything.78 

This problem with respect to kinship is also found in the 
work of some Marxists, as the effect of an incomplete break with 
the problematic of anthropology. For example, Godelier asks: 

Is it possible to maintain this thesis (determination 
in the last instance by the economic base) when one 
sees kinship playing the dominant role in primitive 
societies? How can one understand and reconcile the 
dominant role of kinship in primitive societies and 
the determining role, in the last instance, of the 
economy, and generally, how is one to understand the 
dominant role of a structure in a determined type of 

society? 79 

Godelier's resolution of these questions as he posed them is 
circular. Kinship relations function as production relations, 
political relations, ideological schemata. Noting this circular- 
ity, a critic emphasized that certain critical questions have 
been concealed. Why do kinship relations function in this 
instance as relations of production? And what does 'function as' 
mean? Are they actual relations of production? And why is the 

economy realized in kinship?80 Questions such as these express 
the cardinal principle of problematization: no social category 
can be taken as given, even (or particularly) those as apparently 
embedded in 'nature' as the sexual division of labor and kin- 

ship, but has to be posed as an object of investigation and 

explanation according to the method of a scientific problematic, 
that is, one capable of so posing it. In our opinion, this 
procedure is exemplified (in relation to kinship) in the first 

part of Meillassoux's recent work Femmes, greniers et capitaux. 
As noted above, state formation is generally seen as a 

process of transition from formations whose social relations are 
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expressed through kinship. Any analysis of transition must 
focus on the contradictions which give the content of transition: 
between different modes of production, between the principles of 
organization characteristic of different modes of production. We 
saw that the posing of the question in these terms appears in 
Miller's monograph on the Mbundu, where it was distorted by 
elements of idealism and subjectivism. However, in an essay 
published a few years earlier, Miller treats the theme of con- 
tradictory allegiance to kinsmen and kings in terms which 
approach those of the reproduction of social relations."1 Here 
his analysis of the transition from kinship to kingship bears 
strong similarities to the work of two Marxists, Pierre 
Bonnafe and Pierre-Philippe Rey on slavery in Congo-Brazza- 
ville. 82 

Kinship appears clearly as a precursor of the state, as it 
comes to be known in class societies. Kinship changes with the 
formation of a coalition of dominant lineages, whose survival 
as dominant lineages depends on extending the material and 
social bases of their reproduction. In this process relations of 
reciprocity are displaced by relations of domination/subordina- 
tion. However, this transition is effected partly through the 
preservation of kinship ideology even though the material con- 
ditions have changed. One of the functions of kinship ideology 
was to designate those who could be sold as slaves to the slave- 
traders. Both Rey and Miller point out that the ideology 
according to which a person outside a lineage was not a social 
being, held the possibility of the emergence of a population out- 
side recognized kin relations which became a potential source 
for the Atlantic slave trade. 

Again, both Rey and Miller indicate the juridical mechanisms 
which were employed to outlaw, as it were, kin members from their 
clans and lineages. The practice of pawning members of a line- 
age (especially females) in order to pay fines is relevant here. 
In these formations which were patrilocal and matrilineal (Rey's 
societes disharmoniques) such practices provided a basis for 
the emergence of patrilocal and patrilineal groups. A possible 
sequence from fines to pawnship to slavery to a process of pre- 
capitalist primitive accumulation is suggested, and both authors 
draw attention to the Droliferation of incidents which could 
lead to fining: sorcery, witchcraft accusations, and the like. 
One is tempted to speculate that this kind of analysis of the 
international dynamics of slavery may provide the beginning of 
a historical answer to Mary Douglas' question concerning the 
reasons for the disappearance of the matrilineal belt in central 
Africa.83 

By way of conclusion 

In the current stage of materialist work on African history, 
our review of the issues has a certain preliminary and pro- 
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visional character. However, to begin with a critique of 
existing conceptions is necessary and serves, metaphorically, 
as a kind of initial mapping of a terrain that is subsequently 
to be established in more depth and detail. In his prodigious 
reading and painstaking critique of classical political economy, 
Marx noted the following in the context of a discussion on 
money: 

The question here arises whether the problem does not 
already pronounce its own nonsensicality, and whether 
the impossibility of the solution is not already con- 
tained in the premises of the question. Frequently 
the only possible answer is a critique of the question 
and the only solution is to negate the question.84 

We have stressed in our argument, notably through the use of 
the concept of problematic, that the materialist history of 
Africa must pose its own questions and cannot progress by taking 
over questions as they are posed in bourgeois historiography, 
even that of an ideologically radical character. Scientific 
advance cannot be charted through the confrontation of ide- 
ologies, nor by marshalling legions of data against each other 
as in polemics conducted through counterfactualization. The 
profound differences for science exist at the level of theory 
and method which determines the object of investigation and how 
it is pursued. By this emphasis on theory, and how it is under- 
stood in the problematic of historical materialism, we may have 
helped to dispel some of the mystique of method, conceived as the 
application of ever more refined techniques to ever larger 
quantities of facts, which is one of the means by which the 
social sciences -- including history -- cover up their theoreti- 
cal impoverishment and contradictions. 
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