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Preface to this Revised and Expanded Edition


Africa Rediscovered


A blessing arrived with the need for a new revision and enlargement of this book, the fourth since its conception. I undertook this welcome task in 1990; and 1990, in several ways, was for Africa a time of reconsideration and renewal signalled to a world-wide audience by South African statesman Nelson Mandela’s liberation from prison.


When Nelson Mandela stepped free from his defeated jailers on 11 February 1990, twenty-seven harsh years after they had first seized him, an immense public in many countries, perhaps in all countries everywhere, gave him their welcome and support. Sanity and courage might again take the lead in South Africa. Relief from persecution in South Africa, if it could now be brought about, might act as a liberating force for the whole continent.


Mandela’s release was received as a moment of affirmation in the record of Africa’s history, which has long been one of subjection to foreign powers. It was a moment of celebration of Africa’s self-development, of Africa’s indigenous history prior to that subjection. Specifically it was a moment to recall that the facts of Africa’s own history have always been, and remain, an entirely convincing denial of the mythologies of modern racism, in the name of whose lies and legends so many have suffered persecution in South Africa, as in the entire continent.


The history of racist persecution is an old one. In the times of the slave trade, and above all of the Atlantic trade in African captives taken into slavery in the Americas, the ‘justifications’ were expressed in the language of brutality and ignorance. Africans were ‘savages living in primeval darkness’; and so long as they were ‘baptized’ by the casual waving of a Christian priestly hand above their heads while they lay in chains, the profits of enslaving them were profits to be taken. But the moral sophistications of England and France in the nineteenth century demanded a more persuasive and respectable justification.


In 1830 the colonial partition of the African continent began with the outright French invasion and eventual colonization of Algeria; and in that same year the doctrines of modern racism—of the natural and inherent superiority of ‘white’ peoples over ‘black’ peoples—began to take shape as an intellectual and allegedly scientific discourse, initially in the work of the German philosopher Georg Hegel.


The advocates of this discourse—Hegel most typically, but duly followed by a host of other ‘justifiers’—declared that Africa had no history prior to direct contact with Europe. Therefore the Africans, having made no history of their own, had clearly made no development of their own. Therefore they were not properly human, and could not be left to themselves, but must be ‘led’ towards civilization by other peoples: that is, by the peoples of Europe, especially of western Europe, and most particularly of Britain and France.


These assertions were convenient to western Europeans who were about to invade and dispossess the peoples of Africa, whether of land or freedom; and they spawned an abrasive progeny of myths. Typically, these myths projected the picture of an Africa inhabitated by ‘grown-up children’: by beings who, in the words of the famous nineteenth-century explorer Richard Burton, might be normal when children, but regressed ever backwards once they reached adulthood. Now this was a picture, aside from its inherent absurdity, that denied all previous European understanding of Africa and its peoples. Previous European scholarship knew that the foundations of European civilization derived from classical Greek civilization. That scholarship further accepted what the Greeks had laid down as patently obvious: that classical Greek civilization derived, in its religion, its philosophy, its mathematics and much else, from the ancient civilizations of Africa, above all from Egypt of the Pharaohs. To those ‘founding fathers’ in classical Greece, any notion that Africans were inferior, morally or intellectually, would have seemed merely silly.


So the ‘justifiers’ of colonial invasion and dispossession of Africa, coming to the fore in the high age of European imperialism, had to sweep aside what the Greeks had believed, because justification for invasion and dispossession otherwise became impossible. Only the saving hand of Europe, it was accordingly said, could lead Africa out of its ‘darkness’. So it was clear, to quote the words of another great ‘justifier’, Professor H. E. Egerton, when Chair of Colonial History at the University of Oxford, that colonial invasion and dispossession ‘must be the right way of dealing with the native problem’, the word ‘native’ now being affixed to Africans as a token of proper contempt. With that solution, Professor Egerton assured his students and readers (who generally believed him), ‘what had happened’ with colonialism was ‘the introduction of order into blank, uninteresting, brutal barbarism’. How those passionate adjectives pile up! The intellectual ‘justifiers’ never quite succeeded in stifling the voice of reason; other kinds of ‘justifiers’, needless to say, had no such problem.


Such views still had currency in the early 1960s when the gates of a South African prison closed on Nelson Mandela. But when at last he walked free, in 1990, those views were under wide attack even in white South Africa itself. Few in fact believed them any longer; and those few were small minorities embattled behind the barricades of privilege. In a crucial restoration of Africa’s history, the scholarship of the second half of the twentieth century had proceeded ‘from what is near’, as al-Biruni recommended a thousand years ago, to ‘what is distant’, and had done this with such success that a reliable outline of Africa’s history is now available even for remote times, as well as with clarity and precision from the fifteenth century onward. And this has proved to be a history of development, of self-development, from one level of achievement to another.


This liberation from a reductive and perverse mythology has given Africa its true place in the world of human endeavour. It has swept away many strange fantasies. It has made short work of the pseudo-science that sought to justify the colonial invasions just as an earlier version had sought to justify the servitudes and horrors of the slave trade. It has cleared the ground for rigorously factual analyses of Africa’s actual achievement, for better or for worse, across the centuries. It has enabled us today to estimate the African achievement without prejudice or denigration, as without exaggeration or sentimentality.


What follows here is a general introduction to this world of knowledge about Africa’s record in the past, and about the background of the Africa we see today. It seeks to portray the basic themes that have shaped and informed the self-development of black peoples, and to body forth the essential unities of thought and experience that underlie the rich diversities of this vast continent’s cultural and social processes since ancient times. It owes its authority, let me add, to that wide community of scholars and researchers in many languages without whose wisdom no such book as this would be possible. The failings in this book are of course my own; but I thank those many colleagues once again.


In the present considerable enlargement I have taken account of new materials, whether historical or archaeological, and of new interpretations, whether fully accepted or still in contention, from research and discussion in the 1970s and the 1980s: in matters, for example, such as the origins of urbanism and regional trade in the Western Sudan; the introduction and use of locally minted coin currencies along the East Coast; and, for recent years, the origins and nature of the acute political and economic problems of most of Africa in the 1980s. As well as updatings in all the chapters, I have reorganized and expanded sections bearing on southern Africa, and especially South Africa, in the light of recent studies and events.




 


It is our duty to proceed from what is near to what is distant, from what is known to that which is less known, to gather the traditions from those who have reported them, to correct them as much as possible and to leave the rest as it is, in order to make our work help anyone who seeks truth and loves wisdom.


Abu’l-Rayhan Muhammad al-Biruni, AD 973–1050







ONE


Old Myths: New Truths


Africa’s Place in History


This book’s purpose is to record the history of the Africans as the subject in its own right that it has become, and to do this within a continental framework from early times. There could be different ways of composing this record, since it rests upon copious quantities of evidence from sources of many kinds: archaeological, written and orally recorded. But the essential themes and outline of this grand and complex story are no longer in doubt. Much new evidence happily arrives year by year, adding to the story and revising it; but the basic outline that has emerged since the 1950s has shown itself strong enough to absorb these updatings and additions. We stand on firm ground, even if much remains to be explored and explained.


Any outline dealing with this complexity of development calls for some kind of periodization, of division into successive historical periods, just as has the history of other continents. All such divisions are of course a subsequent encasing of ‘what happened’ into mental constructs of a later time and conception, and would have meant nothing to the peoples of the past. In Europe now, for example, the term ‘Middle Ages’ or ‘medieval’ has a useful and familiar meaning: we know that it helps to describe the years of European feudalism, for example, in their relation to what came before feudalism and what came after. But the Europeans of the Middle Ages would have been more than surprised to hear that they were ‘medieval’, just as the peoples of Africa, through that same span of years, certainly had no notion of living in an ‘Iron Age’, whether ‘early’ or ‘late’. But for us the term ‘Iron Age’ has a lot to be said for it, as will be seen, and does indeed describe a ‘period’—an interval of time distinct from what preceded and followed it. The periodization used in this book is explained along the way, and may be found in brief summary in date lists gathered at the end, which I have christened chronologues, thinking that mere dates and names are seldom useful.


It may be asked whether one can really think that this long history, as a process unfolding over two millennia, has moved from one developmental phase to another in a manner that can be seen and so described. Many have doubted any such thing, Africans among them. Looking at the question a few decades back, an elderly historian of the West African city of Bobo-Dyulasso enlarged upon the difficulties of making sense of Africa’s past. He recalled the downfall of the Western Ummayads, of the Caliphate of Cordoba in Spain, and opined that Africa had greatly changed since then. Considering that this event fell in the eleventh century AD, it was scarcely an understatement; but the mufti of Bobo, concerned to argue the length and intricacy of Africa’s history, was aware of the fact. He proceeded to rub it in.


As a further warning to anyone who should think it easy to write African history, he observed that any attempt to bring together the events of the last thousand years would be like trying to trap wind in a sieve, for ‘everybody who attained to distinction spared no effort at extinguishing the flame of his rival . . . [and] everybody was in contradiction with the others . . . [while] many a year would drag on fruitlessly because of the numerous quarrels and wars among them’. In saying this, of course, the learned mufti was rather at the other extreme of overstatement. Yet the warning is a useful one, for it is true that scholarship is only at the beginning of a deep understanding of the African past. Much remains to be discovered. Much remains to be agreed.


It is none the less already possible to know a great deal about African history. Whether in the field of scientific archaeology, the study of languages or the movement of ideas, the assembly of historical tradition or the elucidation of records written by Africans, Europeans, Asians and Americans, fruitful labour and learning in several countries over the past few decades have produced a large body of explanatory work, and have proved that the writing of African history need be neither the repetition of romantic legend nor the mere listing of faceless names and battles long ago.


These historical advances have swept away some old myths and established some new truths. The seductively agreeable belief so dear to nineteenth-century Europe that all in Africa was savage chaos before the coming of the Europeans may linger here and there, but not among historians concerned with Africa. The happy conviction of European conquerors that they were bringing civilization to Africans against whom the Gates of Eden had barely closed may still have its adherents, yet not among those who have looked at the evidence. Far from being a kind of Museum of Barbarism whose populations had stayed outside the laws of human growth and change through some natural failing or inferiority, Africa is now seen to possess a history which demands as serious an approach as that of any other continent. What we now have, more and more clearly, is the bodying forth of a broad and vivid process of human development.


Pessimist though he was, the mufti of Bobo rightly conceived his problem in terms of a very long span of years. And this process of development may now in fact be seen as a continuum evolving with no decisive break from the pastoral populations of the green Sahara more than six thousand years ago, or from the rise of agriculture in the valley of the Nile, or even, though very mistily now, still earlier again from Stone Age peoples of the most remote antiquity. Anyone who might try to explain everything that has happened since then would undoubtedly be trapping wind in a sieve.


But all this, after all, is true of other continents besides Africa; and the writing of history would in any case become a hopeless venture if it involved explaining everything. What now exists for Europe is a fairly solid outline of the past that is filled with interesting and meaningful detail, and divided for the sake of convenience into a number of fairly well accepted periods. It is this kind of outline and periodization, though as yet with far less detail and definition, that is now beginning to exist for the very different history of Africa as well.


The book that follows here is not, of course, an attempt to offer a complete review of what is known and thought about the African past. No such effort could succeed with a single volume unless this were to be a mere catalogue of facts and hypotheses; and even then the treatment would have to be unreadably dense. Besides, there is already beginning to be available a number of good histories of single countries or regions; a list of some of them will be found further on. This means that the specialist and even the non-specialist will be aware of many omissions in these pages. I am well aware of them myself. They will be forgiven, I hope, for the sake of clarity and readability within a short volume designed to offer a continental view of the past. What follows here, accordingly, is an attempt to trace a broad outline of African growth and change over some twenty centuries; to present a general and yet reasonably balanced summary of those years; and to suggest the long-range historical explanation of Africans and their development which modern scholarship can now increasingly reveal, and which, in the measure that its leading themes can be well and clearly shown, may really ‘help anyone who seeks truth and loves wisdom’.


The winning of this new view of Africa, historical Africa, has been compared with the nineteenth-century’s geographical exploration of the ‘unknown continent’; and there is something to be said for the comparison. For a long time now, labouring in solitude and often in great obscurity, many good enthusiasts have given themselves to the task of African historical exploration. Like the pioneering travellers of old, they tend to vanish for months or even years, unnoticed and unsung, forgotten by all but their families and their friends, only to return suddenly one day with an effect of glamour and discovery that must be much the same as the impression made by Mungo Park, nearly two hundred years ago, when he came home from West Africa and told his London audience that he had seen the Niger flowing to the east and not, as European geographers then believed, the west.


Only recently, as I was beginning this book, a modern Mungo Park who is otherwise a French archaeologist of many years’ experience arrived on my doorstep in the middle of the morning. He came actually from Waterloo Station in the heart of London and not from the heart of Africa. Yet he brought with him all the same the gleam and glint of distant places, as well as the news that beneath the ruins of a certain West African site, a medieval city of the Western Sudan, there lay a neolithic settlement no smaller than one kilometre square. And a year later, as I was finishing this book, there came a letter from central Africa with another piece of news still more exciting in its context: ‘Have you heard’, it laconically inquired, ‘that Hamo Sassoon in Tanzania has a date for Engaruka of AD 1450?’ Thanks to many such pioneers, the truths of old Africa at last take firm and rounded shape.


This enfolds the whole continent. A rigid dividing of Africa into historical regions can be useful for purposes of detailed study; it will no longer satisfy a balanced view of the past. For while it is true that the Sahara has long placed a barrier between northern Africa and the rest of the continent, and that the great rain forests, further south, have sometimes proved to be a still greater barrier in relation to central-southern Africa, it is also true that all these regions really belong together, and that what is particular to each of them is general to them all in their foundation and emergence. So that there can be little more sense in studying southern Africa in separation from central and northern Africa than in trying to understand northern Europe apart from central and southern Europe.


This is not of course to deny the obvious fact that some of Africa’s large regions have developed in ways distinctive from those of other regions. Yet the essential truths and probabilities yielded by research over the past few decades repeatedly insist on two great underlying themes, manifest or hidden, concerning all African development no matter what the region may be. These themes are unity and continuity of cultural growth among them all, and from an immense depth of time.
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The Peopling of a Continent


If the learned mufti of Bobo had trouble with the last thousand years, this is nothing to the jungle of tentative terminology in which the description of the Stone Age is still ensnared. Fossils and artifacts of a great variety of types have been labelled after the sites of their first discovery, and the labels then attached to similar types of fossils and artifacts no matter how much distance may lie between. But the confusion has long become worse confounded by necessary revision and reservation to the point where any brief survey of the Palaeolithic, however simplified, can only be of small value. A few points, even so, may be useful.


Ironically enough, given Africa’s more or less complete historical eclipse in recent times, Africa is now seen to have played a part of crucial importance in early human development. Thanks largely to the African evidence, several large and revolutionary revisions have had to be made to the simple scheme of nineteenth-century anthropology. It used to be said that man and the apes had developed from a common ancestor as late as the Pleistocene, and that one of the tasks of physical anthropology would be to find the essential ‘missing link’ between the two. It used to be thought that homo sapiens was the first tool-maker, and that it was precisely this capacity to think well enough to make tools which differentiated him from his less successful relatives. Now it seems clear, on the contrary, that homo sapiens was in fact the tardy product of natural selection from a large number of different types of man-like ancestors, or hominids, and that some of these hominids were themselves capable of the manufacture and use of simple stone tools and weapons. The general picture at present is one of technical development among man-like creatures that begins nearly 3 million years ago, spreads gradually across the world and leads by definable stages to the disappearance of all these hominids, one after another, and the sole survival of homo sapiens.


That is probably, in this context, about as much as can usefully be said upon a subject of dense obscurity and diversity of opinion among the specialists—that is, the physical anthropologists, who study the origins of humanity through the evidence of fossilized bones and stone tools. The specialists have worked with success and courage to recover the truths of human evolution, and their controversies, often richly human in the clash of personalities and ambitions, have added spice to their work. We are wonderfully better informed on all these matters than we were thirty or forty years ago.


Briefly, proto-human, part-human and fully human evolution occurred through a geological era known as the Quaternary, nearly all of whose enormous span of years—up to, say, ten or twelve thousand years ago—has been assigned to an era or ‘period’ called the Pleistocene, which began, more or less vaguely, some 3 million years ago. In that immense wilderness of years, barely imaginable even with a huge effort, the evidence for the earliest development of the ancestors of homo sapiens—of you and me—comes insistently from Africa, just as Charles Darwin much more than a century ago said it would. In 1967, writing in Tarikh, the pioneering twentieth-century anthropologist Dr Louis Leakey gave Africa three “firsts” in this respect. His conclusions have not been fully accepted by colleagues then or since, but in their general substance these conclusions appear to stand as a useful basis for further speculation and research.


From fossil and tool evidence that he and others found in eastern and southern Africa, Leakey thought that it was ‘the African continent which saw the emergence of the basic stock which eventually gave rise to the apes, as well as to man as we know him today’. This had evolved, he said, in the Nile region during the Oligocene era between 30 million and 40 million years ago. Second, it was in Africa that ‘the main branch which was to end up as man broke away from those leading to the apes’; and this separation, he considered, took place in the Late Miocene or early Pliocene (the latter era beginning some 12 million years ago). Third, during the Pliocene in East Africa, ‘true man separated from his man-like (and now extinct) cousins, the australopithecines or “near men” of some two million years ago’.


The Pleistocene development can be followed to some extent through successive types of stone tools. After about a million years ago the quantity of such tools has vastly increased; and they are being used by increasingly man-like creatures. The most frequent of these tools is called a hand-axe: in appearance it is a large oval of chipped flint which may weigh anything up to several pounds and must have required a powerful but also skilled hand to use it. Hand-axe folks are known to have inhabited the whole of the continent but for the rain-forest zones of the Congo and western Africa, as well as many countries outside Africa.


Technical improvement remains snail-slow, but it continues. The later stages of the hand-axe millennia are times of great increase and spread of proto-human occupation. They reach a crucial point of change, at least so far as Africa is concerned, about fifty thousand years ago with the emergence of populations who have learned how to make fire, who live in caves or rock shelters, know how to carry burdens and are equipped with better tools, notably choppers and scrapers. These heavy-browed creatures spread across most of Africa south of the Sahara. But the interesting point here, no doubt, is that several major regional variations in physical appearance seem already to have been present when homo sapiens first appeared. Little is clearly certain, as yet, about these distant and obscure processes of natural selection. But there seems little doubt that the main pigmentary and other physiological variations of mankind were evolved, at least in some distinctiveness, during the earliest times.


By 10,000 BC the last of the hominids not directly ancestral to ourselves—the Neanderthals—have vanished from the scene, and homo sapiens alone holds the field. The small-statured ‘Bushman’ type of his ancestors has taken over in the extreme south of Africa, larger humans are dominant elsewhere, while the Neanderthals and neighbours in North Africa have given way to incoming migrants from neighbouring lands who are also a form, or rather several forms, of early man. All these new folk, certainly much mingled in their further procreation, are recognizably human in ways that the older types were not: they bury their dead with care and have some use for paint and decoration. They live in large groups, and begin to solve the problems of regulating community life among comparatively large numbers of people.


The regional variation of homo sapiens continued, one may note, through all these transformations: as between north and centre-south, no doubt, partly because the Saharan belt remained uninhabitable, much as it is today, throughout a great deal of the Middle Stone Age. But at some time after 10,000 BC, the climate of the Sahara grew cooler and less dry. Pastures appeared. Rivers flowed. Much land became fertile. This marked another turning point, and may be regarded as a highly progressive period in African prehistory. Some of the peoples of North Africa pushed southward into this welcoming Sahara, while others in central-western Africa probably pushed northward; and throughout the Saharan region there began an interchange of peoples, ideas and equipment that was accompanied by a corresponding impulse towards the improvement of tools and techniques.


This spread and mingling of peoples through the wide plains of the Sahara continued in later times. Between about 5500 and 2500 BC there occurred another ‘wet phase’, the Makalian, which was evidently very favourable to the fruitful mixing and multiplication of peoples. For about three thousand years the Sahara teems with life. The rivers of its temperate and pleasant climate are wide, reliable and many, and are filled with many varieties of fish. Its hillsides are covered with forests of oak, cypress and other handsome trees. Its grassland plains are alive with wild game. Its people raise great herds of horned cattle.


At least seven thousand years ago these peoples of the then green Sahara begin to practise elementary forms of farming. They build the African cradle of the Neolithic or New Stone Age. With this development the earliest growth of civilization in Africa passes a major landmark in its social and economic as well as cultural evolution. Among its achievements will be the laying of primary foundations for the high civilizations of the Nile Valley after 3500 BC. Pharaonic Egypt will be the child of this Saharan Neolithic.


So it is that Africa has been a continent of very early and possibly decisive importance for human development, including the much earlier development of those types of hominid or ‘not-yet-Man’ who possessed the evolutionary potential that was to be fully realized in homo sapiens. Thus we know that human stocks in Africa have evolved from or alongside hominid types which had existed in Africa for an immense period of time, and that this evolution continued down the centuries until it eventually promoted civilizations of the highest value.


These human stocks varied in culture and appearance. By the dawn of the Saharan Neolithic, around 5000 BC (and the true date may be found to have been earlier still), there were indigenous types to which a number of unsatisfactory labels are often attached—‘Bushman’, ‘Negro’, ‘Negroid’ or the like—but which, leaving the labels aside, were all the product of this long and varied evolution. We may be content to call all of them Africans, and the more so because recent analysis of blood groups has gone far to suggest that nearly all shared, however distantly, the same remote ancestors.


It has become similarly clear that the once familiar attribution of the term ‘white’ to North African stocks (as of the term ‘black’ to other African stocks) is really little more than another mystification of the racist sort. All such categorizations should be dismissed. Consider only the strange case of the ‘Hamitic Hypothesis’, another myth dear to the epoch of imperialism. In countless books and lectures it was preached that any signs of past progress detectable among Africans must have been the fruit of outside intrusion, of intrusion from the north: more exactly of ‘white’ intrusion from Europe. This derivative form of the ‘Africans-have-no-civilization’ myth was best offered in a scientific guise by a British anthropologist, C. G. Seligman, in a book of 1929 (The Races of Africa, much admired then and after).


Offered as a proven truth, this particular myth asserted that a people or peoples known as Hamites were responsible for any process of history that might be identifiable in Africa, because the Negroes (the Africans) were too primitive to be able, on their own, to embark on any such process. Apart from positing recent Semitic influence, Phoenician or Arab, Seligman taught that ‘the civilisations of Africa are the civilisations of the Hamites’. And who were these indispensable Hamites? For Seligman, the answer was obvious: the Hamites were not in origin Africans at all. On the contrary, they were ‘Caucasians, i.e. belong to the same great branch of mankind as almost all Europeans’. Just to make sure, he went on to explain that ‘the incoming Hamites were pastoral Caucasoids—arriving wave after wave—better armed as well as quicker witted than the dark agricultural Negroes’. The idea was not new, but more than convenient at a time when travellers and researchers were beginning to light upon archaeological and other signs of obvious past progress in the African interior.


The ‘Hamitic Hypothesis’ was great nonsense. No serious Africanist believes in it or even in the mere existence, then or since, of any people or culture properly definable as Hamitic. This scientific abolition of the Hamites was confirmed by J. H. Greenberg in his essential Languages of Africa of 1963, and has continued ever since. ‘Even the linguistic use of the term Hamite’, Greenberg affirmed with an authority unchallenged in this context, ‘should be abandoned’. As for ‘Caucasoid’, another mystification, it can only mean ‘pertaining to Caucasian’; and as for ‘Caucasian’, it either signifies a mountain range in eastern Europe or else another myth, invented this time by a man called Blumenbach in 1800, whose strange idea was that the mountain range in question had been the birthplace of the white race of mankind. All such labellings, as I said, should be abandoned. They belong to the debris of the past.


What one needs to hold in mind is the gradual crystallization of a few main stocks out of an extremely complex process of natural selection through tens of thousands of years, this process being itself the sequence to another and immensely longer period of selection among a range of hominids who were not apes, but who were not fully fledged men either. With this crystallization of human types there also came, little by little, a gradual emergence of specialization in the use of tools and weapons, as one or another branch of humanity adjusted itself to the particular environment in which it lived. The almost universal hand-axe of a million years ago gave way, in short, to a far better armoury of tools and weapons wielded by different types of men for different purposes in different places. By the dawn of the Neolithic this diversification was already far advanced.


In the Heart of Africa


What Desmond Clark has called the ‘feedback relationship’ between biological evolution and cultural change was certainly present in Stone Age times. Favourable conditions enabled this or that group to develop improved techniques for getting food: in doing so, they changed their way of life. In changing it they themselves gradually became different from their ancestors, handier, more skilful, better able to think and to act by thought. Putting it another way, one can say that progress requires a fruitful interaction of environment and invention, of men’s relations with nature and of men’s relations with each other.


In Old Stone Age times the rate of progress was as quietly slow as countless ages. With the coming of early farming and settlement, the pace quickened enormously. Just how quickly the biological-cultural feedback could now operate is suggested by the astonishing speed of social and technical advance in the Nile Valley. Long sunk beneath the waters of the Nile and its lakes and marshes, the land of Egypt began to emerge some ten thousand years ago. Only by about 8000 BC, in the words of H. W. Fairman, did there begin ‘that deposition of alluvium over the deep-lying water-laid gravels and silts that resulted eventually in the formation of the real, habitable Egypt; it can hardly be much more than seven thousand years ago that this process of deposition had reached the stage that continuous areas of land began slowly to form in and emerge from the swamps and marshes’, and human settlement became possible.


Yet by 4000 BC the descendants of these earliest settlers in this ‘new’ land of Egypt were already cultivating regular crops. By 3500 BC they had formed themselves into early states. By 3200 there came the unification of Lower and Upper Egypt, and the beginnings of a brilliant urban civilization. All the essential foundations of Pharaonic Egypt, whether material or intellectual, were now already in existence; and soon after 2600 the Pharaoh Cheops could order the building of the Great Pyramid of Gizeh, 756 feet square at the base and one of the greatest structures the world has ever seen. The time-span from homo habilis with his earliest tools to Neolithic man with his farming cannot in any case be much less than 2 million years. Yet not much more than two thousand years separate the earliest farmers who settled along the river Nile from the mathematically precise builders of the monuments of Egypt.


This same process, though with less startling results than along the uniquely beneficent banks of the Nile, was present elsewhere. The peopling of Africa with most of the ancestors of its modern inhabitants, from the far south to the far north, was more or less complete by two thousand years ago. These ancestors were, of course, very few in number when compared with the size of later populations who knew how to grow food. One estimate has put the total population of the greater part of Africa, two thousand years ago, at only about 3 or 4 million people. In considering how their development took place, and how the feedback between biological evolution and cultural change worked to make it possible, the green Sahara and Sudan of the temperate Makalian Phase (c. 5500–2500 BC) is a helpful place to begin. There are two reasons why it is helpful. The first is that the green Sahara and Sudan were evidently the first African regions where early forms of cultivation were practised on any scale. The second is that it was probably from this partially fertile though desiccating region that techniques of farming were carried elsewhere for adaptation in the rest of the continent.


Egypt remains something of a special case in this respect as in others. This was partly because of its proximity to earlier farming cultures in the Near East but even more because of its unparalleled advantage in the Nile floods. Yet from the standpoint of African development, Egypt clearly belongs to the Saharan-Sudanese region of the Makalian Phase. Its earliest recognizable farmers, those of the Tasian Culture, were close neighbours of the Middle Nile, while the next farming culture, the Badarian, seems quite certainly to have consisted of peoples who had come into the Nile region from the west or south-west. ‘The peopling of pre-dynastic Egypt’, to quote Fairman again, ‘must have been largely the result of the desiccation of the Sahara.’ The ancient Egyptians belonged, that is, not to any specific Egyptian region or Near Eastern heritage but to that wide community of peoples who lived between the Red Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, shared a common ‘Saharan-Sudanese culture’, and drew their reinforcements from the same great source, even though, as time went by, they also absorbed a number of wanderers from the Near East.


Herodotus saw the matter very clearly when travelling through Egypt not long after 450 BC, for he had no difficulty in concluding that Egypt’s cultural origins lay in continental Africa. On the subject of circumcision, for example, he remarked that ‘as between the Egyptians and the Ethiopians [by which he meant those since called Negroes], I should not like to say which learned from the other . . .’, a remarkably up-to-date statement of the case. Here in this ancient community of cultures between the Atlantic and the Red Sea, one may indeed trace the ground-stratum of many obscure but persistent unities of thought and attitude among African peoples now living far apart and apparently in total isolation from each other. Thus it was not simple diffusion from Pharaonic Egypt, but still earlier diffusion from the Saharan-Sudanese community, which can probably explain why the ram and python should be symbols of religion all round the Sahara and far beyond it, or why many related social attitudes and institutions should be present among widely separate African peoples.


Based largely on datings achieved by the Carbon-14 test,fn1 the chronology of early Saharan development of stock-raising and crop-growing has made great advances over the last dozen years or so. It now appears that the late fifth and early fourth millennia BC saw the development of comparatively widespread populations capable of food-production on an impressive scale at the ‘Neolithic’ level. In some areas, notably the Hoggar region of the central Sahara (now in southern Algeria), these peoples engraved and painted splendidly on stone, and have left many galleries of pictures of themselves, their gods, their cattle, and the wild animals which flourished then. There is even an increasing body of evidence which tends to the conclusion that the crucial stages of this early development were achieved in the Saharan region before they appeared in the valley of the Nile.


In this period, accordingly, there were many peoples in this wide region who were genotypically of stocks native to continental Africa, North Africa and the Nile Valley, and who undoubtedly possessed a close affinity in material and spiritual culture. But they lived in a land with no future for themselves. Earlier even than 2000 BC the Sahara began to lose rainfall, rivers and rich pastures, and therefore its capacity for supporting large stable populations. There occurred a steady movement of Saharan peoples into more favourable lands nearby. The migrants who went northward out of the Sahara merged with those populations of Mediterranean type, themselves the distant product of long mingling between Mediterranean newcomers and Aterian natives, who were already in North African lands; and after 2000 BC there emerged the strong group of peoples whom we know as Berber, a term which properly applies only to the languages they speak, and not to any specific physical characteristic.


Firmly established along the North African littoral, among the mountains of Morocco and far southward into the fringes of the Sahara, these Berbers also made contact with Bronze Age neighbours in Spain; partly through this contact, they entered a Bronze Age of their own. By the thirteenth century, and even earlier,fn2 the Egyptian rulers had to face the invasion of Libyan Berbers who were well equipped with bronze swords, spears and even body-armour. Skilled horsemen, these North Africans were expert in the use of the war chariot and also, possibly, of the merchant cart. How soon they began trading across the Sahara we do not yet know, but some evidence suggests that Berber carts drawn by horses or donkeys may have traversed the Sahara by several well-marked trails from Morocco to the Senegal River and beyond, and from Tunisia through the central Sahara to the middle waters of the Niger, at least by 500 BC.


Those Saharans who pushed eastward into the good lands of the Nile came up eventually against stiff Egyptian resistance. At least two of the pharaohs of the nineteenth dynasty (c. 1308–1194)—and there must have been many earlier cases—were obliged to meet the threat of Saharan invasion. The second of these, Merenptah (1224–14), even had to face a regular coalition between several Berber peoples and five groups of ‘peoples of the sea’ who included, if their name Akawasha is anything to go by, some of those famous Achaeans of distant Greek memory and legend. In a great battle at Pi-yer, a place lying in or near the delta of the Nile, Merenptah’s army slew six thousand Libyans as well as many of their allies, and took nine thousand prisoners. Even if the inscriptions exaggerate, the clash was obviously a memorable one. Behind it lay the driving pressures of an arid land, again recorded in one of Merenptah’s inscriptions where he reviles the invading Berbers for having come to Egypt ‘in search of food for their mouths’. These invasions continued as Egypt grew weaker. By the reigns of Rameses IX and Rameses X (1227–1107 BC) there were regular Libyan settlements south of the Fayum and near Thebes. After 950 BC a line of Libyan princes grew powerful enough to impose their rule on Upper Egypt for nearly two hundred years.


There was a third movement of dispersal. Other Saharans edged their way southward into the heart of the continent and mingled with the peoples whom they found there. Stock-raising cultures emerged on the Ethiopian plateau and in East Africa. The Sudanese fringes of the south-western Sahara began to support a Neolithic way of life which was in many ways the product of local experiment and invention. Here in western Africa new crops were cultivated, including sorghum and rice, together with a number of other crops such as Guinea yams and melons, while in Ethiopia the early type of cereal called eleusine began to be grown. Little by little, new habits of cultivation moved southward to the verge of the dense forests of the tropical rain belt; but here there came a pause. Regular farming appeared in the forestland only at a much later date, perhaps little earlier than 500 BC; and it is not difficult to see why. Given the richness and variety of fruit and edible vegetables in the forestlands, Old Stone Age hunting and food-collecting folk could still live as well as Neolithic farmers, and with less labour for their pains, without growing any food. For them, there could be little incentive to supplementing the abundance of nature. Not until populations greatly expanded did this easy-going situation alter.


An ‘Iron Age’ Begins


Beginning in about 500 BC or soon after, though for reasons as yet far from clear, this expansion among long-established peoples was soon associated with another development of critical importance, the gradual replacement of stone by iron for essential weapons and tools. Once iron had appeared, the whole perspective was changed. Iron-pointed spears were an armament that could take small groups of wandering men through unknown country they had never dared or cared to enter before. Iron-tipped hoes were a big improvement on stone cultivators in lands where the tsetse fly—evidently present in much of central-southern Africa since the earliest times of man’s appearance—forbade the use of draught animals. Iron-shod axes could master the forestland as stone tools had never done. With the spreading use of iron, peoples also spread, and populations grew. Making its rise some two and a half thousand years ago, early iron-working helps to mark the foundation of the Africa we know today.


The appearance of iron-working, and its closely associated phenomena of early farming and population growth throughout most of Africa south of the Sahara, began at different times in different regions. North of the Sahara, as we shall see, the use of iron became general in the Nile Valley after about 500 BC and was quite extensively used in the Berber lands, in Kush on the Middle Nile, and in the rising state of Axum in north-eastern Ethiopia. By 200 BC, or possibly a little earlier, the metal founders of Meroe on the Middle Nile had built a major handicraft industry in iron, and must have sent their products far and wide. Bronze and iron objects would certainly have crossed the desert lands to the grassland countries south of the Sahara before this time: the horse and chariot merchants would have carried them there, a means of communication which no doubt explains the occasional find of Pharaonic Egyptian metal objects south of the Sahara. But the actual setting up of iron-extractive and forging industries south of the Sahara seems not to have occurred until about 500 BC. Several early iron-making sites are now identified in the grassland plains immediately south of the Saharan desert fringe, none more interesting than a Nigerian series in the Niger-Benue confluence area.


This earliest-found iron-making polity in western Africa has been named the Nok Culture after the village where its artifacts, mainly figures in terracotta, were first recovered by accident during modern tin-mining excavation in the 1930s. These figures are remarkable for their great artistic qualities, combining as they do a rare sensitivity to human character and features with a sophistication of style that seems extraordinary for the times in which they were made. Historically, though, the Nok Culture has proved even more rewarding for its clear evidence of being transitional between a Stone Age food-collecting culture and one that cultivated food. Carbon-14 dating suggests that this polity ranged between 900 BC and AD 200. The first of these dates is certainly too early for the transition to the use of iron and perhaps also for the transition to growing food; and the iron-making transition may be placed, with some assurance, as being around 500 BC, possibly a little earlier than any other sites now identified in northern Ghana, central Mali and western Uganda. Others will surely come to light.


Whether by the same process of diffusion or by local invention, and most probably by a combination of the two, the knowledge of how to get and use iron then moved with astonishing rapidity into southern Africa. This knowledge had certainly appeared among peoples of the central-southern plateau country, north and south of the Zambezi, by AD 200 or 300 and probably before. Large areas of continental Africa now entered their Iron Age, though by gradual stages. It is this development, above all, that is closely associated with a comparatively rapid growth in population, and more especially with the expansion of the great family of Bantu-language peoples who now inhabit most of Africa south of the Sahara.


Some progress has been made lately in explaining this remarkable ‘Bantu spread’ across central, southern and eastern Africa. Linguistic evidence suggests that the people who spoke ‘original Bantu’—the supposed mother-language of what were eventually to become the several hundred languages of the Bantu ‘family’ spoken todayfn3—emerged in the Nigeria-Cameroons region several thousand years ago. From there it is inferred that iron-using cultures migrated slowly southward into the western Congo grasslands, while others went east and then south into the eastern Congo grasslands; and that their chief area of early population growth and subsequent diffusion, beginning from there around two and a half thousand years ago, was in the southern Congo Basin. From this general region they appear in any case to have spread fairly rapidly through the plateau grasslands of what are now Angola and Zambia and neighbouring lands to the south, gradually displacing or absorbing the Late Stone Age cultures which already existed there. If the detailed truths of this ‘spread’ have yet to be established, the fact of the ‘spread’ is not in doubt.


Two new factors helped the Bantu to grow in numbers and spread across the land, diversifying as time went by into a host of separate peoples speaking different though related languages. The first of these factors was the better command of environment provided by the knowledge of how to get and use iron. This knowledge was certainly spreading among them by AD 200. Its influence may be thought to have worked in two ways. It helped to improve the food supply. But an improved food supply helped in turn to provide a surplus for specialists such as miners, metalsmiths and other artisans who would, in their turn, continue to swell the supply of tools and weapons. This ‘two-way interaction’ enabled the Bantu to grow from few peoples into many. Another factor was the arrival of Indonesian sailors on the coasts of East Africa, bringing with them at least one new crop of high value. This was a better banana than any that Africa itself possessed. The Asian banana took root in East Africa and spread far inland, once again improving the available food supply.


[image: image]


These sea-faring Indonesians, coming by way of southern India, colonized the large East African island of Madagascar during the early centuries of the Christian era. The use of iron had reached Indonesia after 300 BC, no doubt with much the same expansive effect on population as in Africa; and the departure of many emigrants may perhaps be fixed at the beginning of the period of Hindu rule in the second century AD. Quickly absorbed along the mainland coast, where they have left some traces of their presence in the shape of out-rigger canoes and other equipment, they established themselves firmly in Madagascar and formed the initial stock from which the Malagasy people of today are mainly drawn. One modern view even thinks it possible, judging by the movement of non-African food crops, that they may also have sailed round the Cape of Good Hope and reached the coast of West Africa. Much in all this, however, is still controversial.


By about AD 800, with these events, the population picture had greatly changed. The whole of continental Africa had entered a thriving Iron Age but for a few regions where Bushmen and their like continued a Late Stone Age kind of life, hunting and gathering their food, painting and engraving on rock as the Iron Age Bantu-language peoples seldom did: a way of life that has continued, little altered even to this day, in remote segments of the Kalahari and among some of the Pygmies of the Congo forestland. Everywhere else populations had greatly multiplied, developed their farming and metal-using technology, worked out their characteristic religions, embarked on new forms of social and political organization ranging from powerful states like ancient Ghana to intricate systems of village democracy among a wide range of different peoples, and laid foundations for the growth of their civilization into recent times. From this Early Iron Age until the colonial period of the nineteenth century, the course of continental Africa’s development remains, with a few important exceptions, steady and continuous. Unbroken by any major outside intervention through ten centuries and more, highly various in form, repeatedly successful in its settlement and mastery of a difficult and sometimes harsh environment, this development offers a remarkably special but also remarkably unified chapter in the history of mankind.


In telling the story of these centuries it is to some extent necessary to regard the Sahara Desert as a line of division. For while it is true that the Sahara was never a complete barrier in historical times, but rather a much-used zone of inter-communication, the fact remains that the peoples to the north of it—already differentiated from their fellow-Africans during Middle Stone Age times—nonetheless developed separately from the peoples to the south of it; and, to the extent that they developed separately, they developed differently. There was always much traffic between the two. Many migrants and many influences passed back and forth, especially during medieval times. Yet from the outset of the Neolithic in the Nile Valley and the north there was already a marked separation; and this increased with time. While the peoples of the North developed as part of the whole Nile–Near Eastern–Mediterranean complex of cultures, those to the south were left in isolation to problems and solutions of their own. Before returning to the fortunes of the continental Iron Age, this is accordingly the place to consider what happened to peoples who lived on the northern side of the great desert.


fn1 This isotope of carbon loses radioactivity at a measurable rate, and so provides a broadly reliable means of dating ancient materials. The dates, of course, are only approximate indications of chronological time. But as approximations they have proved remarkably reliable


fn2 Sethos 1 (1308–1290 BC) had to fight at least two big battles against Libyan intruders.


fn3 It may be useful to note that the word Bantu consists of a root,—ntu, which means ‘human-ness’, and a plural prefix Ba—; i.e., people; while the singular is Muntu. On this and related subjects, an essential book is C. Ehret and M. Posnansky (eds), The Archaeological and Linguistic Reconstruction of African History, U. of California Press, 1982. Read at all costs on the ‘Bantu Spread,’ C. Ehret, ‘Linguistic Inferences About Early Bantu History,’ in that volume.




TWO


Ancient Glories


Gift of the Nile


In nothing more clearly than in the way they conserved their history did the ancient Egyptians reveal their masterful grip on the categories of space and time; not even in their mathematics, their monumental architecture, their making of calendars, or their elaborate machinery of government and collection of wealth. In the fifth century BC Herodotus thought them ‘the best historians of any nation of which I have had experience’, pointing out that at Memphis they had given him a written record of the names of no fewer than ‘three hundred and thirty monarchs who succeeded Min . . . the first king of Egypt’. And about a hundred years after that, true to the habit of thinking big and thinking long, an Egyptian called Manetho established the framework of thirty-one dynasties that still serves us, if with some additions and amendments, more than two thousand years later.


Yet Egypt, until lately, has figured little in the thought of scholars who have studied African history, and this in spite of the fact that Egyptian records already provide a host of dates that are useful to early African history. This attitude of leaving ancient Egypt out of the history of Africa has been generally defended, if at all, by reference to the racist hierarchies of nineteenth-century thought. The Egyptians of the Pharaonic Age were not Negroes, it was argued, and therefore they were not Africans; and so their civilization, no matter how firmly and enduringly planted on the soil of Africa, should be left outside the African context. This view has little to be said for it. If it now seems perfectly clear that the vast majority of pre-dynastic Egyptians were of continental African stock, and even of central-western Saharan origins, there is likewise serious dispute among the authorities even as to whether the hypothetical ‘dynastic race’ associated with the foundation of Pharaonic Egypt had come from outside Africa. These early populations undoubtedly included the descendants of incoming migrants from the Near East. But to argue from this that the vast majority of the inhabitants of old Egypt, not being ‘Negro’, were therefore not African is as little tenable as to argue the same about the Berbers and the Ethiopians, whom nobody has yet proposed to erase from the list of African peoples. The old racist categories of ‘white’ and ‘black’ can indeed make no sense in this or indeed any other connection. Thus the Berbers have been often referred to as a ‘white race’. Yet it is ‘quite impossible’, in Capot-Rey’s most expert view, ‘to speak of a Berber race. Either one means, in using this term, a language spoken with much the same grammar and vocabulary from the Mediterranean to the Niger, or one means a moral and material civilization.’ Whatever their pigmentation or physical appearance, the Egyptians of Pharaonic times were an intimate part of African history.


Yet their part in African history was just as certainly a special one. And this special nature of Egyptian civilization, of the ‘gift of the Nile’ as Herodotus called it, detached itself from the general African context as early as the fifth millennium BC. Then it was that farming peoples of the Lower Nile and the delta evolved out of their obscurity, and, across a few brief centuries, built an urban civilization which had all the essential characteristics and acquirements of Egypt’s later glory. Just how this was done remains to be discovered, and perhaps will never be known; yet the more one learns of this ‘pre-dynastic Egypt’ the more wonderfully impressive its achievements must appear. Almost overnight, as it were, primitive farmers seem to acquire the arts of writing, calendar calculation, obsessively ambitious building in stone and the capacity to accumulate wealth in such a way as to yield, at least for ruling groups and governing families, a civilization of unprecedented comfort and sophistication.


The change took in fact several hundred years; yet the suddenness of all this growth and lavish diversity has suggested a crucial political intrusion into the Nile Valley, which may have been associated with the arrival of new rulers from elsewhere, presumably from the urban civilizations of Mesopotamia. Some of the traditions, as well as some of the artistic and archaeological evidence, have been argued in support of this. ‘It would seem probable’, in Emery’s view, ‘that the principal cause [of the change] was the incursion of a new people into the Nile Valley, who brought with them the foundation of what, for want of a better designation, we may call Pharaonic civilization’. The late Gordon Childe was among those who have thought otherwise. He agreed that ‘new ethnic elements from outside the valley’ may have helped towards the unification of Egypt after 3400 BC, but ‘they certainly did not introduce ready-made a culture superior to the native pre-dynastic’.


Most recent evidence combines to show that the earliest developments in Egypt derived not from Asia but from Africa; and the Chicago Oriental Institute has lately produced strong grounds for thinking that the earliest Pharaonic kingship likewise derived from the Saharan regions. This also coincides with what the Greek historians of classical times thought. They knew Egypt well, and had speculated much on the nature and origin of the Egyptians. Diodorus of Sicily—a member, that is, of the Greek settlement long established on that island—summed up their conclusions in his histories written around 50 BC. ‘As historians relate’, he recalled, ‘the black peoples were the first of all men; and the proofs of this statement, say those same historians, are manifest’. As for the Egyptians themselves, the Greek historians of those times—of the last four or five centuries BC—accepted what the Egyptians had told them: that ‘the Egyptians are colonists [i.e., immigrants] sent out by the Ethiopians’, meaning by ‘Ethiopians’ not the peoples of the geographical Ethiopia we know today but, generally, the inhabitants of inner Africa south of Egypt. And why should the ‘Ethiopians’ have done this? Because ‘what is now Egypt, our historians maintain, was not land but sea when the Universe was being formed; afterwards, as the Nile during the times of its inundation carried down the mud from Ethiopia [i.e. from inner Africa], land was gradually built up from the deposit’. The racist ideologues of nineteenth-century history-writing simply ignored all this. Yet what Diodorus wrote in 50 BC remains astonishingly close to what scientific research has now confirmed.


As to Asian influences, no doubt the truth lies somewhere between the two extremes of thought on this point; and, as Childe implied, the change derived really from a crucial climax of development peculiar to the Nile peoples—rapidly expanding their agriculture, their use of metals, and their accumulation of surplus food and other wealth, so that new rulers merely took advantage of a revolution which was already in the making, and was now ripe for consummation. African history suggests many examples of the closely interwoven process of conditions-ripe-for-change and the fortunate arrival of immigrant groups who knew how to profit from the fact. Where such examples lie near to our own times, and can be studied in some detail, they generally indicate that the immigrant influence was of secondary importance; and one may well think this of pre-dynastic Egypt as well. For even if those legendary ‘Followers of Horus’ had really come hot-foot from the courts and pavements of Mesopotamia, bearing news of new fashions and inventions, they could never have revolutionized Egypt unless most Egyptians had been ready for the change. Even after the change, moreover, dynastic Egypt copied little or nothing from foreign contemporaries, but continued to evolve new ideas and fashions of its own.


The change was certainly dramatic. Two states emerged in Egypt, one along the Nile and the other in the delta, both being the product of wealth accumulation from skilful use of the river’s annual floods. These two states were never quite to lose their separate identities. But after about 3200 BC they were brought together under a king who wore the double crown; and from henceforth for millennia the hieroglyphic titles of the ruler of Egypt included not only the Horus falcon-figure of pre-dynastic times, but also the dual sign of the cobra of Lower Egypt and the vulture of Upper Egypt. Like those of the two states or great provinces on which it rested, this newly united country drew its governing power and revenue from the control of water supply, from taxation of landowners and peasants and from other forms of tribute, including military service. It took over and reshaped the administrative services of the two pre-dynastic states, and developed a large corps of clerks and tax-gatherers, commanders and governors, artists and technicians. It brought a wider peace and security to the peasants of the Nile, although the price they paid was not a small one.
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Ancient Egypt’s three main scripts: Hieroglyphic (dating from before 3000 BC); Hieratic, a priestly ‘short-hand’ evolved soon afterwards; and Demotic, a much faster cursive developed shortly before 600 BC.


‘I am told you have abandoned writing and taken to sport, set your face to working in the fields and turned your back to letters’, wrote a clerk of high dynastic times, chiding a colleague who had given up the stylus. ‘But do you not remember the condition of the farmer who is faced with paying his harvest-tax when the snake has carried off half the corn and the hippopotamus has eaten the rest? Then the mice abound, the locusts come, the cattle devour, the sparrows bring disaster; and what remains on the threshing floor is taken by thieves . . . And now the clerk lands on the river bank to collect the tax. With him are guards with staves and Nubians with rods of palm, and they say, “Hand over the corn”, though there is none. And the farmer is beaten, bound and ducked in the well . . .’ White-collar jobs, then as in other times and places, seemed the safest way to a quiet life.


Yet the benefits of strong central government made Egypt flourish. Aside from the stupendous evidence of temples, pyramids and tomb furniture, all bearing witness to a hitherto unknown success in accumulating wealth and using labour power, there is the scarcely less impressive fact of duration. After the great breakthrough into unification, complete by 3200 BC, there follow many centuries of brilliant development and growth. But there is no radical change. Its direction firmly set along the path chosen at the outset, Egyptian civilization continues unswervingly until the end. The ‘gift of the Nile’ enjoyed a wonderful strength and continuity, and used these advantages to marvellous effect; yet the framework was so strong and successful that it discouraged experiment. Egyptian history has rested on the counterpoint of these two opposing factors: steady growth, but also a certain stagnation.


The impact of this grand and long-enduring civilization on the rest of Africa was powerful at several points. By the fourth dynasty (c. 2620–2480 BC) its rulers were sending quite large maritime expeditions down the Red Sea as well as pioneering traders into the fertile lands of the south and west. For the sixth dynasty, beginning c. 2340 BC, there are several well-attested expeditions far to the south-west through country that was still green and watered, including one that ‘went down with three hundred asses laden with incense, ebony, grain, ivory [and others goods]’ and must have travelled far towards the fringes of the Congo forest. On the long western frontier with the Berber communities of the Sahara and Libya there must likewise have been many exchanges, though the records apparently say nothing of far western travels; just as there were certainly many wars of defence against Libyan raiders and would-be settlers.


So far, such travels and expeditions were little more than exchanges within the Saharan-Sudanese community of peoples. After the end of the third millennium, however, Egypt began to exercise a direct military and political power over her southern and to a lesser extent her western neighbours. First of all, around 2200 BC, there came a time of confusion and reorganization which Egyptologists, extrapolating from Manetho’s neat dynastic lines, have called ‘the First Intermediate Period’. Asians raided the flourishing towns of the delta, and there were revolutionary upheavals among Egyptians themselves. ‘The bowman is ready, the wrongdoer is everywhere’, runs a nostalgic text of this period. ‘A man goes out to plough carrying his shield . . . Men sit in the bushes until the benighted traveller passes by, and plunder his load. Thieves grow rich . . . He who had nothing is now a man of wealth, while the poor man is full of joy. Every town says: let us suppress the powerful among us . . . The children of princes are dashed against the walls.’ But when all this Jacobin upheaval is over, with the beginning of the eleventh dynasty in 2130 BC, the great system takes control again; and Egypt is once more ruled by a single strong power dispensing law and order throughout the Upper and Lower Kingdoms.


Only now there is a significant difference. Power has shifted three hundred miles upstream from Memphis to Thebes. The Pharaohs turn their attention to the southern country beyond the cataracts, the land of Nubia and the source of gold, and send victorious expeditions both to raid the Nubians and subject them, as well as to fix their southern frontier and control all passage through it. They build huge forts and fill them with frontier guards. And during this Middle Kingdom—onwards from about 2130 for three and a half centuries—Egyptian civilization makes its first deep impress on the farming peoples of the various lands of Nubia, of Wawat and Irthet and Kush and the like, that lie beyond the second cataract. Then comes a Second Intermediate Period which terminates with the uprising by Asian settlers who make great use of horse-drawn chariots, a technique that now spreads rapidly westward through the still habitable Sahara; but these Hyksos people fail to hold their conquests, or were absorbed.


Once more the great system absorbs disaster and comes out intact. The Hyksos interlude, now thought to be Phoenician, is followed by a powerful dynasty, the eighteenth, whose rulers include some of the most majestic names in Egyptian history. It is rather as though the whole intricate system had required a thorough bureaucratic shake-up, every now and then, in order to recover its ambition and efficiency. The recovery now was even more imposing than under the Pharaohs of the eleventh and twelfth dynasties who had followed the First Intermediate Period of confusion. Egyptian armies pressed far southward, and the greater part of Nubia became an Egyptian colony. Tutmosis I of this New Kingdom, which lasted from about 1580 until 1050 BC, completed the work of his predecessor Amenophis and brought all the country of Nubia between the second and fourth cataracts within Egyptian control. He and others sent new naval expeditions down the Red Sea, fought off Libyans in the west and Asians in the east, and established an empire that was larger and had more influence on its neighbours than ever before.


This New Kingdom radiates power and influence for nearly five centuries, but is far gone in political decline by 1000 BC. The system continues as before, just as do the irrigation technologies which have given it birth, but Egypt passes from one stiff crisis to another; and it is from now that the factor of stagnation becomes fatal to recovery. As before, a long period of centralized rule through a highly stratified bureaucracy, military and civil, is followed by revolt and invasion. Libyan princes seize power in parts of Egypt, and we have Manetho’s twenty-second dynasty, beginning with Shoshenk I in 945. These Libyan princes rule for about two centuries, often with success, until their power in turn fritters itself away. While Lower Egypt has been ruled by a rather shadowy ‘four kings of Tanis’, making the twenty-third dynasty, and one or two still more shadowy kings of the twenty-fourth dynasty, a new power has gathered south of the cataracts. Upper Egypt and then Lower Egypt are invaded by the rulers of the South, the Kushites, who have often lived under more or less direct Egyptian rule, but have never lost their separate identity, ever since the conquests of Amenophis and Tutmosis in the sixteenth century BC. Kashta begins this Kushite conquest at some time in the first half of the eighth century. Piankhy (751–30) and his brother Shabako (716–695) complete it. Kush becomes a world power.


Deeply imbued with the ideas and beliefs of Egyptian civilization, these early Kushites of the lands we now call Nubia might have held Egypt for much longer than a hundred years if they had been left alone. But they were not left alone. In the 660s the Assyrians came south into the delta with iron-equipped armies that drove their bronze-armed enemies before them. They fought the Kushites and set up against them a ruler of the delta city of Sais. The Kushite Pharaoh Taharqa (689–64) felt the full weight of these Assyrian blows, and his successor Tanuatamun (664–56) was the last of the Kushite rulers of Egypt. The Saite kings took over after Assyrian and Kushite withdrawal, and stayed in power until 525. Then the Persians under Cambyses followed where the Assyrians had led but, unlike the Assyrians, pressed home their victories into the greater part of Egypt. In 332 they in turn were followed along the invading trail by the Greeks under Alexander of Macedon, and the long period of Greek rule under a line of Ptolemaic rulers began. Then came the Romans, and after the Romans more confusion, and after this confusion the Muslim Arab conquest and reorganization of the seventh century AD.


Pharaonic Egypt disappeared utterly from sight, its rich tombs rifled of their precious furniture, many of its monuments engulfed in sand, even its language surviving to some degree only among a small minority of Egyptian people; and would not be drawn into the light again for another thousand years and more. Yet the achievements and inheritance of this grand civilization had fed and given vigour in countless ways to the onward movement of other civilizations in many lands.


The Blameless Ethiopians


The ancient Egyptians thought it obvious that they themselves were the only true men, but were ready to admit the existence of three lesser branches of the species, Asians, Nubians and Libyans. The ancient Greeks, taking a barbarian view of the matter, gave precedence of dignity and worth not to the Egyptians, in spite of the manifest superiority of Egyptian civilization over anything else they knew in that particular line, but to all those peoples who lived, lost in mystery, in ‘Africa beyond Egypt’. These Africans they called Ethiopians rather as later Europeans would indiscriminately call them Negroes; and it was to the land of the ‘blameless Ethiopians’ that Homer’s gods repaired once a year to feast for twelve days.


Of these peoples beyond Egypt the Greeks in fact knew little or nothing, then or later, and even the valiant Herodotus failed to visit them. ‘The furthest inhabited country towards the southwest’, he observed in about 450 BC after visiting southern Egypt, ‘is Ethiopia.’ By this he meant Kush in Nubia and lands immediately to the south of Kush. ‘Here gold is found in great abundance, and huge elephants, and ebony, and all sorts of trees growing wild. The men, too, are the tallest in the world, the best-looking, and the longest-lived.’ Considering that Herodotus had to rely on travellers’ tales during a period when relations between Kush and Egypt were anything but good, this is not a bad description of the land and peoples of the Middle and Upper Nile. For there was much gold in these lands and many elephants, as we know from other evidence; while even to this day there are peoples dwelling along the Middle and Upper Nile, who, if not particularly long-lived, are unusually handsome and tall of stature. Yet apart from a few reports of this kind, the Greek writers have nothing to say about the lands beyond Egypt, a fact which helps to explain why European scholarship of later times, so often closely tied to the writings of later Hellenism, also had nothing to say on this interesting subject. Only these last sixty years have brought any real advance in the study of Kush.


Two great centres of metal-using civilization emerged among the blameless Ethiopians, and both are now recognized as having been of high importance for subsequent history. The first, whether in order of time or weight of influence, was that of Kush in Nubia; while the second, parent of modern Ethiopia, was that of Axum in the mountains along the south-western side of the Red Sea.


The origins of Kush lie in the remote settlement of early farming peoples along the Middle Nile above the first and second cataract, riverain peoples whose cultures were closely akin to those of the early pre-dynastic Egyptians, but were modified from time to time with the arrival of neighbours who moved in during and after the third millennium BC. Still probing for closer definition, archaeologists have as yet to be content with merely alphabetical or site labels for them. They more northerly of these peoples came under Egyptian influence during the Middle Kingdom after 2000 BC. Amenophis I (1991–62) began this conquest by securing Wawat, the northernmost province of old Nubia (as the Egyptians called it, though the Nubians of later times had yet to appear); and it is from about this time that southern Nubia begins to be called Kush in the Egyptian records. Sesostris continued the conquest. His armies ‘passed beyond Kush and reached the end of the earth’, or perhaps as far as the third cataract or some way beyond, but secured no permanent hold there. At some time before the Hyksos invasion of the Second Intermediate Period (c. 1750–1550), when the whole of Nubia regained its independence, a new state emerged in the Kerma region, immediately south of the third cataract; and it is mainly in this Kerma state—undoubtedly an important early culture of inner Africa, highly distinguished for its painted pottery, but of which little is securely known—that the ancestral origins of the later Kushite system may probably be traced. Meanwhile, recent excavation at Qustul by the Chicago Oriental Institute points to the origins of Egyptian kingship as having occurred not in the Delta in the north, but here in the south. Again, the conclusion is that Egypt of the Pharoahs was first and foremost the product of inner-African initiative, just as the historians of classical Greece reported.


With the end of the Hyksos interregnum and the rise of the New Kingdom in Egypt, expeditions were renewed towards the south as well as in other directions; and the vanguards of the great conquering Pharaoh Tutmosis I, who pushed far southward through Kush and established his frontiers at Kurgus between the fourth and fifth cataracts, may even have gone as far as the region of modern Khartoum. From 1500 until about 800 BC the greater part of Nubia, composed of the two great tribute-paying provinces of Wawat and Kush, lay under close Egyptian supervision.
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