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WRITING HISTORIES OF CONTEMPORARY AFRICA*

BY STEPHEN ELLIS
Afrika-Studiecentvum, Leiden

ABSTRACT: This essay argues that historians need to engage with the history of
contemporary Africa both as a way of throwing new light on Africa’s more remote
past and as a way of understanding the present. The paper discusses two types of
problem involved in such an enterprise. The first 1s the identification of the most
fruitful themes for investigation. The second is the sources that may be used.

KEY WORDS: Historiography, post-colonial, sources.

ForTY years, or nearly two generations, have passed since the majority of
African states became independent. This passage of time presses historians
to consider how they might write histories of Africa since independence. Not
least among those who might find such work useful are historians of earlier
periods, if only for the functional reason that every piece of the past forms
a context for other pieces of the past. Histories of colonial times, for example,
are inevitably coloured by what we think we know about what happened
next. Conversely, some keen observers of contemporary Africa, although not
motivated by any professional commitment to historical inquiry, nevertheless
feel impelled to investigate the recent past as a means of understanding
phenomena that are apparent today, in an effort to produce a more
convincing explanation than is currently available of how things came to be
the way they are.' Analyses of this sort may be more relevant to the rest of
the world than is generally realized.?

In short, both historians and specialists from other disciplines sometimes
find unsatisfactory the models of historical explanation that are available to
them when they are studying Africa’s recent past and its present. This is
unsurprising inasmuch as many of the contemporary histories written in the
1960s and 1¢7os reflected the political preoccupations considered most
urgent at that time, using the intellectual models that seemed most con-
vincing.® For all their achievement, such works by and large no longer speak
to concerns that appear important today, as we shall see, and yet they have
not been replaced by a new generation of contemporary histories rooted in

* I am grateful for comments on a previous draft of this paper by David Killingray and
by two anonymous referees.

! E.g. Mahmood Mamdani, Cetizen and Subject : Contemporary Africa and the Legacy
of Late Colomalism (Princeton, 1996).

% Florence Bernault, ‘ L’Afrique et la modernité des sciences sociales’, Vingtieme siécle,
70 (2001), 127-38

® Thus includes much of the work of Basil Davidson, for example, probably the best-
selling historian of contemporary Africa in English over a long period. On the key themes
of the 1960s, Terence Ranger (ed.), Emerging Themes in African History (Nairobi, 1968).
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vincing, such as the suggestion by two prominent anthropologists that Africa
is entering what they term ‘the Age of Futilitarianism’, said to be the period
‘wherein postmodern pessimism runs up against the promises of late
capitalism’.*®® The problem with this formulation, other than its lack of
elegance, is precisely its lack of historical precision, whereas Africa needs
more than ever a contemporary history that is sensitive to the depth of time.

It is no longer an age of development or national liberation in Africa. The
discussion is open as to what sort of an age it really is, in the sense of
determining the characteristics that distinguish Africa now from Africa in
the last identifiable period. Perhaps one should think less 1n terms of African
history and more in terms of a world history in which Africa has its part. ‘ All
the labels we put on periods are ex post facto; the character of an epoch can
only be perceived by those looking back on it from outside. That is why we
must be content for the present with a provisional name for the “post-
modern’’ period in which we live’, Barraclough wrote in 1964, 1n a strikingly
early use of the term ‘post-modern’.'% It is already possible to see a dividing
line in Africa’s history in the 1970s, and even if the character of the current
age is unclear, at least that of the one preceding it should by now have
become easier to grasp. But it would be frivolous merely to think of names
that, like advertising slogans, are designed primarily to stick in the mind.
The main task at hand is to inquire into the nature of recent times diligently
and, above all, without the burden of past expectations. It may then turn out
that, for all the terrible events and formidable problems of recent years, it is
not an age of nihilism.

195 Jean and John L. Comaroff, ‘Occuit economies and the violence of abstraction:
notes from the South African postcolony’, American Ethnologist, 26 (1999), 279.
108 Barraclough, An Introduction to Contemporary History, 15.




