

[image: frn_fig_001]





THE GIFTS OF AFRICA

How a Continent and Its People Changed the World


Jeff Pearce


[image: frn_fig_002]





[image: frn_fig_003]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2022 by Jeff Pearce

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Pearce, Jeff, 1963– author.

Title: The Gifts of Africa : how a continent and its people changed the world / Jeff Pearce.

Description: Lanham, MD : Prometheus, an imprint of Globe Pequot, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “Past works have reinforced misconceptions about Africa, from its oral traditions and languages to its resistance to colonial powers. Other books have treated African achievements as a parade of honorable mentions and novelties. This book is different-refreshingly different. It tells the stories behind the milestones and provides insights into how great Africans thought, and how they passed along what they learned”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2021029574 (print) | LCCN 2021029575 (ebook) | ISBN 9781633887701 (cloth) | ISBN 9781633887718 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Civilization, Western—African influences. | Africa—Civilization. | Africa—History. | Africa—Intellectual life.

Classification: LCC DT14 .P39 2022 (print) | LCC DT14 (ebook) | DDC 960—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021029574

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021029575

[image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992




To the greatest African I know

    IMRU ZELLEKE (1923–2022)Witness, Survivor, Ambassador

And this book is offered respectfully to the peoples of Africa, in the sincere hope that I have properly depicted their history and cultures.
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Introduction

Leo Frobenius had exciting news to share as 1911 got started. On his expedition into the “hinterland of Togo,” he had visited a shrine outside Ife in what is now modern Nigeria and had found a sculpted head. But it was of such extraordinary beauty that he decided it couldn’t have originated from an African mind or have been crafted by black hands. No, this fine specimen, so beautiful and lifelike in its naturalism, was “indisputable” evidence of another civilization at work. And that’s exactly how the New York Times heralded it on its front page: “German Discovers Atlantis in Africa.”

“The head of the bronze is hollow,” reported the Times, “and this construction helps to establish the period of the work. It is entirely devoid of Negro characteristics, and there is no doubt that it cannot have been of local casting.” Frobenius estimated that it dated back to “ages before the day of Solon.” It took several paragraphs before the paper quoted a voice of caution, a professor of Greek archaeology and art at Columbia University, James Wheeler, who suggested tepidly that “it would seem difficult to prove anything one way or the other about his find.”1

In fact, the head probably wasn’t bronze at all but was made of brass and copper alloys. So taken with his theory of Atlantis living on in Africa that Leo Frobenius wrote a two-volume book on his expedition to promote it. And like Schliemann with Troy or Howard Carter digging away in the Valley of the Kings, he vividly recalled the moment of discovery. He stood for many minutes in front of the sculpture. “Then I looked around and saw the blacks, the circle of the sons of the ‘venerable priest’... and his intelligent officials. I was moved to silent melancholy at the thought that this assembly of degenerate and feeble-minded posterity should be the guardians of so much classic loveliness.”2

At the time, Frobenius was celebrated as one of the most respected ethnographers in the world. And, believe it or not, he was even considered a champion of African cultures, suggesting they deserved greater study and respect—if you can call his views respectful. He railed publicly at how the British looted the palace of Benin but went home from the Belgian Congo in 1906 with 8,000 artifacts. He extolled the moral virtue of Africans, romanticizing them in “noble savage” terms, and wrote about the destructive impact of colonialism, such as the rubber trade. Yet he complained to American missionaries about keeping blacks in their place: “I want to underscore, explicitly, that I see the Negro as a primitive form of mankind, and it is demonstrable, based on the history of all colonizing nations and on the lives of almost every individual, that if the Negro is deprived of the sentiments of his primitive kind, and if he falls prey to the obscurity of equalization in matters of cultural production, he puts not only the cultural work of the white race, but also himself in great danger.”3

Such was the racism of the man that he literally failed to recognize that the head he found at Ife displayed black features—one can recognize them clearly in the plate included in his book. Indeed, they had to have them because the head was sculpted by the Yoruba people in an age before any contact with Europeans.

His dating estimate was also way off the mark. But just because the head isn’t ancient doesn’t mean we can’t delight in its brilliance. The walled city-state of Ife thrived between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries, which means, as art critic Michael Glover once put it, “at the same historical moment that Andrea del Verrocchio was doing his wonderfully painstaking, high-Renaissance drawing of a female head, anonymous artisans in Ife were working with brass, bronze, copper and terracotta to produce a series of exquisite heads that are not only the equal of Donatello in technical brilliance, but also just as naturalistic in their refinement.”4
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A terra-cotta bust sculpted between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries by one of the great Ife artists of what is now southwestern Nigeria. Part of the Leo Frobenius collection in 1913.



Frobenius wouldn’t entertain this possibility. Like many experts of his time, he subscribed to the grand idea of “cultural diffusion”—that anything good in civilization originated from the mighty empires of the past in Europe and the Middle East. They were sure that a “white residue” could be traced in the finest expressions of African culture. But his take on it was unique, creating an elaborate backstory for an African Atlantis. He spent years in the field, acquiring valuable relics and prehistoric stone paintings, studying, gaining knowledge of the indigenous peoples of Nigeria, Sudan, and the Congo, and yet despite some brilliant insights, you often see in his works the rationale of a quack who could have been easily and simply challenged over his assertions.

In one paper, for example, he argued, “The Ethiopian Negro culture is not directed as it develops toward some goal or purpose determined intellectually, but on the contrary is guided under the aegis of emotional life.” Of course, Frobenius had his own way of defining Ethiopian culture, but even allowing for that, when these words appeared in print in 1928, men from independent Ethiopia journeyed as government-sponsored students to attend the Sorbonne, Oxford, and universities across Europe and in the United States. For Africans abroad, however, he had three questions over “whether they have remained true to their ‘nature’ while in exile ... 1) Is the Negro in a strange culture still capable of emotional exaltation and ecstasy (e.g., in church)? 2) Is the Negro still musical? 3) Has he kept his sense of humor, i.e., has he still a sovereign superiority of soul able to smile without cynicism or mockery at any fate?”5 His paper, by the way, was titled, “Early African Culture as an Indication of Present Negro Potentialities.”

By now, you might ask, why should we care about Leo Frobenius at all? Especially in a book about African ideas? Today, he has his apologists, though he’s rarely cited, nor have his theories survived the test of modern research. But when it comes to the thread of African ideas, everything is not always as it seems. He had black American and African admirers in his own time. Legendary activist and writer W. E. B. Du Bois admitted that Frobenius “indulged his imagination” but still thought, “He looked upon Africa with unprejudiced eyes and has been more valuable for his interpretation of the Negro than any other man I know.”6 Léopold Sédar Senghor and Aimé Césaire—whom we’ll meet as the founders of Négritude in 1930s Paris—were highly enamored of him and learned whole sections of his first book by heart. Of course, later generations have been more critical. When Wole Soyinka was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1986, he quoted in his acceptance speech Frobenius’s lines about discovering the head sculpture and offered a scathing rebuke, calling them “a direct invitation to a free-for-all race for dispossession, justified on the grounds of the keeper’s unworthiness.”7

Frobenius and his Atlantis theory is only an extreme example of how white academics denied Africans their own accomplishments. But to borrow another phrase of Soyinka’s lecture, “the purpose is not really to indict the past, but to summon it to the attention of a suicidal, anachronistic present.” We need to remember that mainstream respect for African culture is very much a recent development, and if this point isn’t clear, a few examples should bring the lesson home.

Consider this dedication in 1920 by Francis Fuller for his book A Vanished Dynasty on the Asante (Ashanti) people; it’s to his colleagues who “so loyally and ably assisted me to convert a sullen and suspicious people, still smarting from defeat, into a contented and prosperous people.” In that same decade, Oxford professor H. E. Egerton wrote that colonialism “was the introduction of order into blank, uninteresting, brutal barbarism.” You may reply, “Well, that was a century ago.” Let’s keep advancing through the decades then.

Historians and anthropologists were challenging old presumptions in the 1940s, but you could walk into a theater in the United States in 1943 and see Jungle Drums, the Fleischer cartoon in which Superman confronts dancing, drum-beating Africans with stereotype thick lips and wild eyes under the thrall of a Nazi officer in a white mask and cloak. Live-action films were rarely better in their depictions. In 1948, a collection of sculptures from Ife were put on display at the British Museum (others had been found in 1938, the year Frobenius died), and on the positive side, the Illustrated London News declared this was “African art worthy to rank with the finest works of Italy and Greece” with “Donatellos of medieval Africa.” The land of these Donatellos, however, stayed within the British Empire until 1960.

Still too far back? But we’re already within generations still with us. And when fossils of hominins were discovered at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania in the early 1960s, huge portions of the continent remained under European colonial rule, including what became the independent nations of Mozambique, Angola, Djibouti, Zimbabwe, and Namibia.

“When I was growing up,” James Baldwin said in 1965 during his famously excoriating address at Cambridge, which put conservative William F. Buckley in his place, “I was taught by American history books that Africa had no history, and neither did I; that I was a savage about whom the less said the better, who had been saved by Europe and brought to America. And of course, I believed it. I didn’t have much choice. Those were the only books there were.” Little seemed to have changed when Baldwin was an adult. Hugh Trevor-Roper informed the BBC in 1962, “Perhaps in the future, there will be some African history to teach. But, at present there is none: there is only the history of the Europeans in Africa. The rest is darkness” and what he considered “the unedifying gyrations of barbarous tribes in picturesque but irrelevant corners of the globe.”

Even with this recent past—comfortably distant in black-and-white film—we can feel intellectually and morally superior. But we shouldn’t. It was only in 1980 that Rhodesia finally had elections that overturned white rule, and, lest we forget, South Africa had its first elections that allowed all races to vote only in 1994. In 1999, when the Smithsonian Museum opened its exhibition hall called “African Voices,” its curator of African Ethnography and Art, Mary Jo Arnoldi, told the Washington Post that U.S. knowledge of Africa was measured in a survey to help develop the project. Most Americans, the staff discovered, didn’t know that Africans lived in cities and assumed they were only in villages; the Americans, in fact, refused to believe that Africans used paper money.8

As editor of The Spectator, Boris Johnson wrote a column that referred to Africans in general as “piccaninnies” and Congolese in particular as “tribal warriors” with “watermelon smiles.”9 For a column on his visit to Uganda, he called the small children in a choir “little AIDS-ridden choristors” and quoted an unnamed British official who compared Africans to the boys who turned feral in The Lord of the Flies. “The best fate for Africa,” wrote Johnson, “would be if the old colonial powers, or their citizens, scrambled once again in her direction; on the understanding that this time they will not be asked to feel guilty.”10 This was how the future prime minister of Great Britain perceived the history and cultural dynamics of an entire continent in 2002.

Each time, it seems, as we progress a little further to understand more of African history, we must cope with Soyinka’s “suicidal, anachronistic present.”

While for the most part sensible, intelligent people will acknowledge that great civilizations once existed in Africa, each example is too often a kingdom without a face. We know Genghis Khan and Kublai from the Mongols. We in the West can rattle off at least half a dozen names of painters, princes, and thinkers in the Italian Renaissance, from Borgias to Machiavelli. But aside from Shaka Zulu, most people in North America and Europe would be hard pressed to name another historical African ruler from before the twentieth century, let alone a writer or philosopher.

What we normally get in books and documentaries—when we get it at all—is a presentation of impressive ruins in Africa, sometimes the beautiful vistas, and what amounts to a kind of eulogy and postmortem. The inhabitants of these ancient places may be talked about, but we rarely meet their citizens, either high and low, and so they cannot come alive in our imaginations. In some cases, it’s forgivable. We know, for instance, that there was the ancient kingdom of Meroe. We know their lion god, Apedemek; we know they made pyramids, and we know they had a flourishing empire that clashed on occasion with the Romans. Unfortunately, scholars are still at work deciphering Meroitic script, so most of their secrets remain kept from us—for now.

But in other cases, even when there’s overwhelming evidence that the ancient African kingdoms had flourishing trade with Europeans, we tend to think of their achievements and empires as a “closed system.” They weren’t closed at all—in many cases, far from it. We often think of geography, too, in a lazy way, more so thanks to the ability now to summon Google Maps on our smartphones. An app can tell you where Dar es Salaam is, but it can’t tell you how to think. The writer Jacques Barzun (whom we’ll come back to much later) reminds us, “Europe is the peninsula that juts out from the mass of Asia without a break and is ridiculously called a continent.”11

So why don’t we ever discuss the debt that Western, indeed world, civilization owes to African thinkers and innovators? It only stands to reason that there must be a legacy, just as we can trace the thread of Confucius and Buddhism influencing Western thought and acknowledge how Islamic scholars rescued Greek classics from oblivion.

There are other assumptions in general knowledge of history that have proved remarkably persistent. In elementary and middle school, I was taught—with little attention to the finer details—that civilization sprang out of Mesopotamia. I don’t think I was a particularly clever little boy, but I found this difficult to reconcile with the other premise I was taught, such as that hominins evolved in East Africa. The brilliant discoveries by the Leakeys made it undeniable that humans originated in the region. Then in 1974, the famous “Lucy” skeleton was found in Ethiopia (known as Dinknesh to Ethiopians, which is Amharic for “you marvel”). And hieroglyphics came from Egypt, which is in Africa. So, I reasoned, why would ancient people leave an environment with a wealth of natural resources and migrate thousands of miles up to the Near East before they got around to becoming “civilized”?

It never occurred to my teachers, I suppose, that several African civilizations logically had to come first. We never heard about Kerma or Kush, let alone the empires of Mali or Zimbabwe. But teachers can pass on only what they have the initiative themselves to learn and share. James Loewen wrote a bestseller on how the American history curriculum gets it wrong; is it any wonder then that there is such ignorance over Africa?

This book was written because I simply couldn’t find one like it available. Yes, there are very good and comprehensive histories of Africa, but they tend to stick to the themes of genocidal colonial expansion, failed development, famine, or war. The facts can’t be denied, but such books reflect an air of general defeatism. The authors despair over Africa’s lack of stability, its despots, its corruption, its poverty. (One notable and welcome exception is Dayo Olopade’s recent work on the new generation of African reformers and entrepreneurs, which she understandably titled The Bright Continent.) Well, let’s consider for the moment the history of Europe.

Within the span of my own lifetime, we’ve had the last autocratic years of Franco in Spain, the bloody reign of Ceaușescu in Romania, terrorist bombings by left-wing, right-wing, and Basque separatist groups across Europe in the 1970s and 1980s long before the specter of Islamic fundamentalism, the Irish Republican Army, the kidnapping and assassination of Aldo Moro in Italy, the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Bosnian genocide, war in Kosovo, and all the rest of the tragedies of the crumbling of Yugoslavia. Today, we have Brexit. We have Russia’s seizure of the Crimea. And we have a Russia that’s under the thumb of a ruthless oligarch, one who doesn’t hesitate to have a political opponent shot dead on a bridge in front of the Kremlin. That’s our supposedly stable and civilized Europe.

My point is not to deny Africa’s problems but to argue that we manage just fine to have perfectly accessible histories of Europe that can trace the patterns of intellectual progress and the development of technology while keeping perspective on its troubles. So why don’t we do that with Africa?

This book is my answer to that question, and I believe we should start with a new approach. This book is not intended to be a traditional, complete, and linear history of the continent. Rather than dwell on the famines, bloody civil wars, and colonialism, it attempts to trace ideas by Africans, ones that started in Africa, and even a few ideas about Africa that had impacts on the West. This book has other ambitions, too. It will explore some ideas that gained traction in Africa thanks to thinkers from elsewhere. And it will try to demolish a couple of destructive misconceptions about African history that stubbornly endure and affect how we see it.

This book expects the reader to have at least some passing familiarity with the eras of the Atlantic slave trade and European colonialism. In 2020, as the police murder of George Floyd sparked a tidal wave of Black Lives Matter protests around the world and the statue of merchant and slave trader Edward Colston was pulled down in Bristol and dumped in the harbor, a few pundits reminded everyone that European colonialism was barely taught in British schools. The conclusion is inescapable. How can you have an intelligent conversation on African history if you don’t even know, let alone acknowledge, this legacy? To write at length on this background, however, would mean practically doubling the length of this work, and there are good books already available for that. Colonialism is part of Africa’s story, yes, but far too often, it becomes a narrative about Europeans in Africa (Trevor-Roper’s smug vision) rather than about the Africans themselves. And so I touch on colonialism when it’s necessary to give the discussion context or to shed light on our misguided perceptions.

We start with northern Africa because this was the first and most natural point for its cultures to have contact with the outside ancient world. But as we’ll see, it wasn’t only the north that developed mutually beneficial cultural and trade exchanges with Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. It’s then unavoidable to follow the chronological early path of European invasion and African resistance (but there are surprises here, too, that defy our assumptions). As the African diaspora grows, our narrative quickly becomes less about “what Africa first gave the world” and more about the multiple traffic lanes of ideas back and forth between the continent and Britain, the United States and continental Europe, and the rest of the globe.

Take the example of Edward Wilmot Blyden. He was born in the Caribbean, but as we’ll see, he made his mark in Liberia, worked in Liberia, and represented Liberia as its diplomat in Europe. His ideas had a great impact not only on Africans but also on another son of the West Indies, Marcus Garvey, who further inspired Caribbean and African thinkers and activists, and on it goes.

If we look for them, we can find certain themes echoing down through the centuries, from a Roman African penning a rollicking adventure tale of magical metamorphosis to an activist of Nigerian Igbo descent, trying to assert his humanity and identity in Georgian England. In the 1700s, the British vexed and complained about the “Black Poor”—free and recently manumitted Africans in the slum districts of London. Close to three centuries later, Europeans wonder what should be done about waves of African refugees desperate for asylum within their territory. Both then and now, prominent African expatriates took strong positions on the crisis and have influenced our thinking. Today, as we’ll see, Africans have changed our minds about economics, environmentalism, science, and even our comfortable notions of how justice should be dispensed. We’ll meet a few of them.

Since the 1990s, we’ve had several popular history books that did cheerleading for authors’ chosen peoples, the most successful examples being How the Irish Saved Civilization and The Basque History of the World. I always found it interesting that there were so few books that advanced similar cases for Africa.

Unfortunately, the few ones available tend to be older works—still popular in cheap reprint editions—that are often shallow polemics, so poorly researched as to be worthless. In From Babylon to Timbuktu, a book that came out first in 1969 and still ranks high on Amazon’s online bestseller list, Rudolph R. Windsor treats the Bible’s genealogy as historical fact. In a book that passes itself off as reliable history, this claim appears in an early citation of its endnotes: “There were two Ethiopian nations; one in eastern Africa as we know of it today, and the other Ethiopia was situated near the Persian Gulf in the Garden of Eden.”12 Another work from the late 1980s finding new popularity in e-book form indulges in blatant slurs of Arabs, makes sweeping generalizations about African monotheism, and is riddled with factual errors.

One of the best, indeed brilliant, introductions to African history and with due attention to precolonial cultures is Kevin Shillington’s History of Africa, which through the years has been regularly updated and revised. But it’s a textbook, a highly readable one at that, but not meant for the general reader and with a textbook’s expected price.

All this means that there’s little out there for those who want to learn about Africa’s intellectual legacy. You can find efforts online to redress the balance, but internet articles are invariably short, made for quick reads, and can’t offer much depth—nor do you usually get sources you can check and verify. And we keep getting served African intellectual achievements as a parade of honorable mentions and novelties. They’re not provided with any context in terms of their own cultures and countries and tell us nothing in the end about Africa. In sharp contrast, when we read, say, Tamim Ansary’s Destiny Disrupted, with its brilliant sweep and fresh eyes on the spread of Islam, or Jenny Uglow’s The Lunar Men, about Enlightenment thinkers in the English Midlands, we get the sense of acquired knowledge having a cultural momentum. Portraits add up to a tableau.

The use of the word “Enlightenment” is in vogue lately for the titles of cultural histories. Frederick Starr has given us The Lost Enlightenment. Christopher de Bellaigue gave us The Islamic Enlightenment. But it would be highly misleading to use the word on my cover. For one thing, across a vast continent in which the United States could fit three times, there was never a single oppressive force like Christianity that held back all of Africa’s numerous and diverse peoples in the same exact era for an extended period the way Europe was kept in check. How could there be?

And while it might be tempting to focus on a single era rich in advancement and/or a renaissance in culture, we would soon return to the familiar counterfeit image projected onto the continent: the implication is that if there was glory, it was “the glory that was,” allowing readers to shake their heads over the modern upheavals and crises routinely reported on Western television of disease, civil war, and political instability.

And which region, people, and era do we single out anyway for our crowning label of Enlightenment? Do we stick with the Maghreb, which gave us classical writers and a Roman emperor? Do we concentrate on the boom in scholarship during the Middle Ages in Morocco and Mali, especially Timbuktu? Or do we limit coverage simply to the postwar explosion of pan-African writers, activists, and scientists who are more readily familiar? Why restrict the conversation to one era at all?

Jacob Bronowski, famous for his documentary series The Ascent of Man and its companion volume, teamed up with Bruce Mazlish to work on a wonderful book published in 1960, The Western Intellectual Tradition. Sadly, it’s almost completely forgotten today. “Ideas are not dead thoughts, even when they are no longer contemporary,” wrote Bronowski and Mazlish, “for they remain steps in the evolution of contemporary ideas.” They considered their work “a history of the life of ideas: active, mobile, and changing.” In this same spirit, I’ve tried to cover the whole expanse of Africa’s life story up until now, concentrating on its intellectual development and how it contributed to the world, to try to offer a tapestry of gradually acquired knowledge that built a cultural momentum—hence the title The Gifts of Africa and why my subtitle is How a Continent and Its People Changed the World.

Here is what this book is not. Anyone expecting a compilation of dust-dry, esoteric philosophy won’t find it here. Nor is this book a mere compilation of biographical portraits; sometimes there is no single architect for a key idea or issue that needs examination (for instance, discussion of the Benin Bronzes in chapter 6). And such a parade would leave the reader without any context for how these great minds arrived at their conclusions. It is also not intended to be a mere hagiographical exercise. It’s important to consider these thinkers critically and evaluate what worked for them and what didn’t and to examine ideas that had an impact in the same way.

This book isn’t intended as a mere cheerleading exercise either because Africa doesn’t need one. Go online, and you can find an article in which a highly impressionable writer rattles off how the Dogon people of Mali knew about Jupiter’s moons and Saturn’s rings and more. Impressive—except it’s ridiculous. Simple common sense reminds us that none of these astronomical phenomena can be seen anywhere on Earth with the naked eye, and unless the Dogon were secret masters of grinding telescope lenses, they gained these tidbits of knowledge from outside contact with travelers.

As we’ll see, there are many African accomplishments in science, democracy, and wondrous architecture that can be celebrated—and verified. For example, when Michael Palin ventured to remote Chinguetti in Mauritania for his miniseries Sahara, he visited a library of 1,400 invaluable manuscripts. As Palin puts it in his companion volume to the show, “They have a book on astronomy dating from the fourteenth century, clearly showing the planets of our solar system circling the sun, proving that Arab scholars knew something that the authorities in Europe refused to acknowledge for a further 200 years.”13

Chinua Achebe once argued, “I do not see that it is necessary for any people to prove to another that they build cathedrals or pyramids before they can be entitled to peace and safety. Flowing from that, I do not believe that black people should invent a great fictitious past in order to justify their human existence and dignity today.”14 These lines, however, should be seen in context. Achebe was fully aware that Africans had built cathedrals and pyramids; on the same page, in fact, he cites the example of the spectacular Benin City. His argument was that the accomplishments were already there.

I have needed to be arbitrarily selective in what’s covered and in weighing emphasis. There’s no agenda in this, certainly not a conscious one, only a sincere desire not to publish an unwieldy tome. For instance, we could spend far more time on the debt the world owes to the ancient Egyptians or pause to consider the impact of Gamal Nasser. But there are literally thousands of books available to readers on Egypt, both ancient and modern. Not so for the rest of the continent. Readers would be hard pressed to walk into a bookshop in New York or London and find more than two books—if you can find one stocked at all—about ancient Somalia or modern Ghana. Yes, there are whole cultures and peoples that are left out. And a fair criticism might be that say, Kenyans, Nigerians, or Ethiopians are overrepresented, but the impact made by individuals was a more vital factor for their inclusion than their nationality.

Of course, this book can’t possibly be exhaustive over its subject and will obviously be forever incomplete. There will be some great minds overlooked or not given as much space as they deserve. I have deliberately avoided and left out many famous political leaders, so the reader may well ask, Where’s the discussion of the ideas of Julius Nyerere? Where are your profiles of Kofi Annan and Thabo Mbeki? But they would lure us too far off our path. To examine them all means that we need an evaluation of each of their political careers, which can’t be separated from the development of their nations, and then we’d wind up with yet another conventional history of the continent.

Yes, figures such as Jomo Kenyatta and Léopold Sédar Senghor later entered the political ring, but I cover them in depth only in terms of their intellectual contributions, such as Senghor’s role in the Négritude movement. I’ve also chosen to steer clear of literary giants such as Chinua Achebe or Wole Soyinka, mentioning them only in passing in certain contexts, because there is so much already written about them that can be found elsewhere, and the reader can—and should—turn to their great contributions to world literature.

You’ll find discussion in these pages of African art and its impact on modern painting. But you’ll find little about music. No one can deny that African music is the mother of jazz and blues and continues to spread its influence throughout the world today. But our focus here is on ideas, and I wouldn’t even know how to start to trace a lineage of ideas through music; let’s just leave it at the fact that I’m hopelessly unqualified. With a couple of notable exceptions, I’ve also ignored the world of film, another specialized realm of mood and feeling, as again it would lead us into an avenue of artistic criticism that takes us far away from our main exploration.

You might ask, But why have the visual arts but not cinema or music? The answer is that African sculpture and painting stood for certain concepts in specific eras and, as we saw with Frobenius, sometimes prejudices. These works of art have been interpreted and reinterpreted down through the ages for a variety of arguments. They are inextricably linked to the evolution of the continent’s intellectual legacy.

The Gifts of Africa are still being developed, and more great thinkers and champions of human rights, technology, and literature are still to come. This book can (hopefully) be a door but never the whole mansion.

I firmly believe, as I’ve written elsewhere, that no work of history should be read without considering the context of the times in which it was written.

Today, we live in an intellectual climate of perverse fear. There has been a chilling wave of far-right racist nationalism around the world. Besides the spectacle of open and unashamed bigotry, it sometimes expresses itself in toxic efforts to nullify the genuine historical record. A handy and current example is the increasing circulation of the idea that “Irish slaves” preceded Africans taken by ship to America, and it’s implied that they merit the same sympathy, that the destruction of culture and historical impacts on society were on the same scale. Its exponents are pushing it on—where else—various social media. The truth is that during the time of Oliver Cromwell, some Irish were cruelly sent into forced labor and indentured servitude in the Caribbean and America, but their lot was a far cry from the horrors perpetrated on captured Africans, and to try to equate the two is grotesque propaganda.

The Gifts of Africa was written to counter such backsliding to a dangerous mind-set from the previous century. Those who want to deny the holocaust of slavery don’t have to step far to revive the equally outrageous claims that colonialism was a noble endeavor or that Africans owed everything to Western civilization.

Not everyone, of course, has a racist agenda, and we shouldn’t always believe that there are sinister motives behind what amounts to a defensive posture for frustrated centrist liberalism. The defenders will concede, when pushed, that brutality occurred, horrible crimes of theft and massacre; at the same time, you get this kind of logic: “Do you genuinely believe the legacy of colonialism was only negative?” replied the premier of South Africa’s Western Cape, Helen Zille, in a Twitter debate in 2018. “Then let’s scrap the constitution including concepts such as the separation of powers. Let’s scrap formal education institutions, the English language etc, etc.” To be fair, Zille later apologized if her remarks offended anyone. But her rationale was similar to the one that Africans should forgive the British, Italians, French, and others because they made good roads—as if Africans wouldn’t have chosen to build their own (which they often did).

In his illuminating biography of Henry Stanley (of “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?” fame), Tim Jeal proves the man was more complex than the imperialist image we have of him, but he grumbles in his introduction, “It appears to be widely imagined today that Africa was a paradise before Stanley and other explorers entered it,” and then blames Arabs for their slave trading on the continent before Europeans arrived. But a wrong conception of an African “paradise” is beside the point. As a rule, we don’t find historians nostalgically wishing the Mongols succeeded in invading Europe because of the widespread scientific ignorance, plague, and political infighting of the thirteenth century. Jeal goes on to write, “Would Stanley number among the genuine idealists, or the exploitative money makers who urged on the earliest Empire builders in Africa?”15

In terms of a biography, this is a perfectly valid question. But within the wider context of Africa’s colonial history, it’s irrelevant. As we discuss later in this book, one of the arguments made by pan-African thinkers in the 1930s was that imperialists shouldn’t be given credit for their supposed benign intentions; colonialism doesn’t ever have a benevolent face. The “colonialism wasn’t all bad” argument is also a disingenuous one because its goal is not to weigh the merits of historical legacy but to gain a tacit acceptance that genocide and oppression are the cost of civilization. If you want schools, sorry, you must have the massacre first. Those nicely paved roads can come only from a subjugation of a people rather than foreign investment and cooperative development.

To fight this kind of propaganda (for that is what it is), we don’t require a litany of African “firsts” or an autopsy of ideas that may have been stolen or borrowed without due credit to African thinkers. What a narrow vision that would be! Instead, this book tries to piece together a rich mosaic that deserves to be celebrated. It should be obvious then that I did not write this book only for Africans, though it’s my hope that they will enjoy it as well and that Ethiopians, South Africans, those from Cameroon, Niger, Sudan, or Botswana can enjoy the anecdotes and thrill at the private battles of the individuals portrayed in these chapters. This book was written for anyone who is curious about Africa. It treats African ideas as world heritage that needs to be preserved.

About 140 years ago, Edward Wilmot Blyden, wrote, “Africa is no vast island, separated by an immense ocean from other portions of the globe and cut off through the ages from the men who have made and influenced the destinies of mankind. She has been closely connected, both as source and nourisher, with some of the most potent influences which have affected for good the history of the world.”16

This fact should be obvious, yet it seems the lesson needs to be learned by each new generation. My hope is that as we navigate through an era of bitter and violent political extremes, the reader gains a new appreciation of the truth of Blyden’s words in these pages and realizes that the African intellectual tradition is a rich legacy not just for Africans and the black diaspora but for every human being. The West will begin to understand Africa when it realizes it’s not talking to a child—it’s talking to its mother.




Comparative Chronology

BCE: Before Common Era; CE: Common Era

Note: To avoid punishing the reader, I have left out a tedious list of colonial benchmarks as well as the parade of dates for when countries in Africa became independent. Certain events are part of the book’s narrative, but other events have been included here that are not covered but may still help give the reader a fix on the flow of history.

The chronology emphasizes accomplishments, and yes, some were obviously made in the United States and Europe, but it often makes more sense on a case-by-case basis for our purposes here to put them under the “In Africa” side of the ledger.






	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	4.4 million years ago

First hominins in Ethiopia

2 million to 200,000 years ago

Humans migrate and spread from Africa to rest of the world

	



	
	4100–2000 BCE

Sumerian civilization




	4000 BCE

Rise of ancient Egypt

	



	3500 BCE

Egypt: philosophy, writing, invention of paper, the nilometer, early surgery

	



	2500–1500 BCE

Kingdom of Kerma

	



	
	2000 BCE

Old Assyrian Empire




	1000 BCE–350 CE

Kingdom of Kush

	



	
	1500 BCE

Iron Age in eastern Europe, Asia




	800 BCE

Iron Age in parts of Nigeria

	



	
	753 BCE

Foundation of Rome




	590 BCE

Kingdom of Meroe

	



	
	550 BCE

Persian Empire, Cyrus the Great

circa 400 BCE

Plato active in Greece

330s BCE

Alexander the Great defeats Persian Empire









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	30 BCE

Egypt becomes Roman province

	



	
	27 BCE

Roman Republic falls




	circa 100 CE–circa 960 CE

Rise and fall of Kingdom of Aksum

	



	160 CE

Apuleius writes The Golden Ass in Numidia

	circa 160 CE

Buddhism spreads to China




	circa 320 CE

King Ezana of Aksum adopts Christianity

	



	397–400 CE

Augustine of Hippo writes Confessions

	



	
	476 CE

Roman Empire falls




	
	610 CE

Birth of Islam




	615 CE

King Armah of Aksum shelters Othman and other Muslim refugees

	circa 600s CE

Byzantine Empire

Tang dynasty in China




	700s–early 1200s CE

Rise and fall of Kingdom of Ghana

	711–788 CE

Al-Andalus, “Islamic Spain,” begins with Umayyad Caliphate conquest of Hispania




	
	800 CE

Reign of Charlemagne

Vikings sack Europe




	859 CE

Founding of Qarawiyyin in Tunisia, oldest university in the world

	



	circa 860 CE

Somalia trades with China

	



	
	871 CE

Alfred the Great reigns in England









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	
	1160

Work begins on Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris




	1187

Work begins on construction of great churches in Lalibela, Ethiopia

	



	1200–1450

Great Zimbabwe

	1202–1204

Fourth Crusade




	1300s–1600s

Ajuran Sultanate in Somalia region

	1300s

Avignon papacy




	1306

Ethiopia reportedly sends first diplomats to Europe

	



	1324

Mali’s Mansa Musa makes pilgrimage to Mecca, promotes Timbuktu as center of scholarship

	



	
	circa 1350

Black Death in Europe




	1378

Ibn Khaldun writes Muqqadima

	



	
	1389

Battle of Kosovo




	circa 1400

Golden age of the Kingdom of Benin

	Renaissance in Western Europe




	1415

Portuguese capture Ceuta, northern Africa

	1415

Battle of Agincourt, France




	1463

Sonni Ali Ber of Gao ruler of Songhay

	



	1468

He captures Timbuktu

	



	
	1455–1487

War of the Roses in England









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1493–1529

Reign of Askia Muhammad I

University of Sankoré, Timbuktu

	circa 1500

Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo




	
	1526

Leo Africanus finishes Description of Africa in Rome




	circa 1600–1650

Inoculation against smallpox in use across East Africa and possibly sub-Saharan Africa

Use of public streetlamps reported in Benin City

	1558–1603

Elizabethan Age in England

William Shakespeare




	
	1619

First African slaves transported to American colony of Virginia




	
	1620

Mayflower sails for New England colony




	1620s

Ethiopia’s Walatta Petros active, preaching rebellion against Emperor Susenyos after he adopts Catholicism

	



	1628

Queen Njinga of Ndongo in Angola starts her long fight against the slave-trading Portuguese

	



	1632

After Battle of Lasta, Emperor Susenyos reverses policy on Catholicism, allows religious tolerance

	1630s

Thirty Years’ War over religion convulses Europe (ends 1648)




	
	1633

Galileo faces Inquisition




	
	1641

Irish Rebellion




	1656

Queen Njinga negotiates peace with Portugal on her terms

	








	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	
	1666

Great Fire of London




	1667

Ethiopia’s Zera Yacob finishes his Hatata, his “Inquiry”

	



	1670

Osei Tutu founds the Asante Empire

	



	
	1706

Jenner tests his smallpox vaccine




	1783

Olaudah Equiano reads about the Zong, encourages antislavery legal action

	



	1789

Olaudah Equiano writes his Interesting Narrative

	1789

George Washington inaugurated as first U.S. president

French Revolution




	
	1791

Haitian Revolution




	1792

Founding of Freetown, Sierra Leone

	



	
	1807

Slave Trade Act becomes British law




	
	1815

Napoleon defeated at Waterloo




	circa 1832

Vai written script of Liberia developed

	



	1840s–1870s

African “Spartacus” Bilali runs sanctuary for escaped slaves and leads rebellions against native kings in Sierra Leone

	1840s

Opium Wars in China

“Great Game” in Afghanistan




	1861

Edward Wilmot Blyden tries to draw African American immigrants to Liberia

	



	
	1861–1865

American Civil War









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	
	1865

Reconstruction begins in U.S.




	1868

Sierra Leone’s James Africanus Horton, West African Countries and Peoples

	



	
	1883

France colonizes Indochina




	1887

Ethiopians defeat invading Italians at the Battle of Dogali near Massawa, Eritrea

Edward Wilmot Blyden brings out Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race

	



	1896

Ethiopia hands Italy’s invasion force a crushing defeat at the Battle of Adwa

	1896

U.S. Supreme Court upholds racial segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson




	1897

British invade the Kingdom of Benin; looting of the Benin Bronzes

	1897

William McKinley U.S. president Klondike gold rush

Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria




	1900

Yaa Asantewaa sparks Asante “War of the Golden Stool” against the British

	1900

Boxer Rebellion in China

First Pan-African Conference in Londo




	1912

Forerunner of African National Congress founded

	1912

Titanic hits iceberg and sinks

U.S. Marines invade Nicaragua




	circa 1912

Gebrehiwot Baykedagn, State and Economy of Early 20th Century Ethiopia

	1912–1913

First Balkan War




	1914

Somalis from Aysha sail to New York via France to appear in human zoos

	1914

Senegal’s Blaise Diagne elected to France’s Chamber of Deputies




	1914–1918 World War I








	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1915

John Chilembwe’s antiwar uprising Nyasaland (Malawi)

	1914—1918

Antiwar activism in U.K., Italy, U.S.




	
	1916

Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon first exhibited in Paris




	1918–1920 Global Spanish flu pandemic



	1920s

African art popular in Europe

	1920s

Jazz grows in popularity

Marcus Garvey, Back to Africa movement in U.S.




	
	1922

Mussolini’s March on Rome




	1923

Ethiopia becomes member of League of Nations

	



	
	1925

The New Negro, edited by Alain Locke

La Revue Nègre and Josephine Baker in Paris




	1926

Liberia signs extortionist deal with Firestone Tire and Rubber

	



	1929

Igbo “Women’s War” protests in Nigeria

	1929

Wall Street crash in New York




	1930s

Pan-African activists studying and developing ideas at U.S. colleges and in London and Paris

	1930s

Négritude movement in Paris

Depression across North America and Europe




	
	1933

Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany




	1934

Mussolini orchestrates the Walwal Incident that sparks the “Ethiopia Crisis”

	








	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1935

Fascist Italy invades Ethiopia

	1935

Hitler rearms Germany, Nuremberg Laws go into effect




	1936

Documentary on South Africa, My Song Goes Forth, features Paul Robeson

	1936

Spanish Civil War begins




	1937

Graziani massacre: Italian Fascists murder 20,000 Ethiopians; 6,500 sent to concentration camps

	1937

Bombing of Guernica




	1938

Jomo Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya

	1938

Kristallnacht in Germany




	1939–1945 World War II



	African and Caribbean colonial soldiers fight for the Allies

	War in Europe, Africa, Asia




	1940

Gerard Sekoto’s Yellow Houses—Sophiatown exhibited in Johannesburg Art Gallery

	1940

Nazis sweep across Western Europe

Churchill becomes British prime minister

British escape from Dunkirk




	May 5, 1941

With a coalition of British, colonial African, and Indian forces, Ethiopia becomes the first occupied nation to be liberated in World War II

	December 7, 1941

Attack on Pearl Harbor




	1943

End of World War II in Africa Somali Youth League founded

	1943

Soviets win Battle of Stalingrad

Warsaw Ghetto Uprising




	1944

Dini ya Msambwa revolt in Kenya

Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery

	1944

Liberation of Paris

Battle of the Bulge




	1945

Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy

Fatima Massaquoi wins her lawsuit against Fisk University

	1945

World War II ends in Europe and the Pacific









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	
	1948

Windrush brings 800 West Indian migrants to Britain

Marshall Plan in Europe




	1950

UN Four Power Commission gives Italy trusteeship of Somaliland

	



	1950s

Artist Ben Enwonwu becomes international star

	1950s

Korean War, Cuban Revolution, McCarthyism in America




	1952

Mau Mau Uprising

Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks

	1952

Elizabeth II becomes Queen of U.K.

Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl




	1954–1962

Algerian War for Independence

	



	1956

Suez Crisis in Egypt

Conference of “Negro-African Writers and Artists” in Paris

	1956

Revolt in Hungary




	1957

Ben Enwonwu’s sculpture of Queen Elizabeth II unveiled at exhibition in London

	



	1958

Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart

	1958

Kenneth Galbraith’s The Affluent Society




	1959

Tom Mboya organizes airlift to U.S. for 81 Kenyan students

	1959

Hawaii becomes 50th state of U.S.

U.K. grants independence to Cyprus




	1961

Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth

Patrice Lumumba assassinated

	1961

Catch-22

Freedom Riders in U.S.

Bay of Pigs in Cuba




	1963

Haile Selassie makes “Until the philosophy” speech to United Nations

Organization of African Unity formed

	1963

Kennedy assassination

U.S. involvement in Vietnam War









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1964

Nelson Mandela sentenced to life in prison and sent to South Africa’s Robben Island

	1964

Civil Rights Act becomes U.S. law




	1967–1970

Student protests in various African capitals

Nigerian Civil War

Somalia’s Aden Osman becomes first African president to voluntarily give up power after election

	1967–1970

Student protests across U.S., Europe




	1968

Steve Biko leads “Black Consciousness” movement in South Africa

	1968

Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated

Prague Spring

My Lai massacre in Vietnam




	1969

John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy

	1969

Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings




	1970

Aswan High Dam begins operation

	1970

Kent State shootings in U.S.

October Crisis in Canada; the equivalent of martial law briefly imposed




	1974

English translation published of Cheikh Anta Diop’s The African Origin of Civilization

Dinknesh (“Lucy”) skeleton found in Ethiopia

	1974

Watergate scandal ends, Richard Nixon resigns as U.S. president




	1975

Angolan Civil War begins

Haile Selassie assassinated

	1975

Vietnam War ends




	1976

Soweto uprising

	1976

Alex Haley’s Roots best seller




	1977

Steve Biko murdered in police custody in South Africa

	1977

Jimmy Carter becomes U.S. president

New York blackout









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1979

Ali Mazrui outlines his Pax Africana in BBC Reith Lecture

	1979

Roots airs on U.S. television

Margaret Thatcher becomes British prime minister




	1980s

Wangari Maathai leads Green Belt movement in Kenya

	1980s

Reagan era in U.S., Thatcher era in U.K.




	1984

Desmond Tutu wins Nobel Peace Prize

Famine in Ethiopia

	1984

CIA mines Nicaragua’s harbors




	1985

Marxist Derg regime squanders relief funds

George Ayittey’s “A Double Standard in Black and White,” runs in the Wall Street Journal

Ken Saro-Wiwa’s Sozaboy

	1985

Live Aid concerts for famine relief




	1986

Ali Mazrui’s The Africans: A Triple Heritage airs on PBS in the U.S.

Wole Soyinka wins Nobel Prize for Literature

	1986

Challenger space shuttle explodes

Chernobyl nuclear disaster




	
	1989

Berlin Wall falls, Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing




	1990

Nelson Mandela freed after 27 years of imprisonment; ban lifted on African National Congress

	1990

Poland withdraws from Warsaw Pact

Poll tax riots in Britain




	1990s

Ken Saro-Wiwa lobbies for human rights causes, for the Ogoni people, and against Royal Dutch Shell in Nigeria

	1990s

O.J. Simpson case

Monica Lewinsky scandal




	1992

George Ayittey’s Africa Betrayed

	1992

Margaret Busby’s Daughters of Africa









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	1993

South Africa’s Nelson Mandela and Frederik Willem de Klerk jointly win Nobel Peace Prize on ending apartheid

	



	1994

Nelson Mandela elected first black president of South Africa

Rwandan genocide

	1992–1995

Bosnian War




	1995

Ken Saro-Wiwa hanged at army base in Port Harcourt, Nigeria

	1995

Bosnian genocide




	1996

Televised Truth and Reconciliation

Commission hearings in South Africa

	1996

First Chechen War (ends 1996)




	2001

    Ghana’s Kofi Annan wins Nobel Peace Prize

	2001

World Trade Center attacks in U.S.

Invasion of Afghanistan




	2002

Angolan Civil War ends

	



	2004

Kenya’s Wangari Maathai wins Nobel Peace Prize

	2004

Mark Zuckerberg creates Facebook




	
	2005

7/7 London Bombings in U.K.

Hurricane Katrina




	2006

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia elected first female head of state in Africa

	2006

Saddam Hussein executed by hanging




	December 2010–2011

Protests in Tunisia start Arab Spring

	



	2011

South Sudan becomes independent after referendum

	2011

U.S. military raid kills Osama bin Laden









	In Africa
	Europe, Near East, Asia, U.S.





	2012

Librarians in Timbuktu rescue more than 377,000 precious manuscripts as al-Qaida militants capture and terrorize most of Mali

	



	
	2014–2015

ISIS destroys priceless works of cultural heritage in Iraq and Syria, including ancient Assyrian artifacts in Mosul and structures and sculptures at the World Heritage site of Palmyra




	2018

African migration crisis worsens

Asfa-Wossen Asserate’s African Exodus

44 members of African Union sign African Continental Free Trade Area agreement

	2018

Trump administration scandal over migrant children in cages




	2019

Debate over return of African artifacts

Ethiopia’s Abiy Ahmed wins Nobel Peace Prize

	2019

U.K. Brexit woes continue

Donald Trump’s first impeachment




	
	2020

George Floyd police murder

Black Lives Matter protests

Slave-trader and Confederate statues pulled down in U.K. and U.S.




	2020–2022 Global COVID-19 pandemic



	2021

African Continental Free Trade Area Agreement comes into effect

Former Nigerian finance minister Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala becomes the first woman and first African director general of the World Trade Organization

	2021

Joe Biden elected U.S. president

Donald Trump incites insurrection and attack on U.S. Capitol building; impeached a second time









Part I CONTOURS
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A map of Africa made in 1635 from the printing operation of Dutch cartographer Willem Blaeu. This map is clearly intended to be more decorative than functional. For all its exquisite attention to detail, we can see that much of its “information” is fanciful and inaccurate.






1 Building Blocks

Humanity started in Africa. We have the bones to prove it, the skeletal remains of our early ancestors in Ethiopia from millennia ago. Everything that followed came from these ancestors on this continent who learned how to walk upright, who first learned how to hunt and live in communal groups. Whoever you are reading this book—whether your roots are Croat or Brazilian, Scottish or Chinese, whether you’re brown, white, Asian, one of the aboriginal peoples of the Americas or Australia or New Zealand—you carry this heritage of ancient Africans within you. Africans were the first wanderers, the first explorers, the first human beings who looked up at the night sky and shuddered in terror at its vast dark canvas—and then held the original, orphaned, brave speculations of curiosity.

They wandered, spreading the family of mankind, but by 8000 BCE, when the Sahara experienced a very different climate, Africans were already fishing, farming, and making pottery across a long swath of the continent above what is now The Gambia all the way east across to the Ethiopian Highlands. From at least 4000 BCE, cattle herders were tending their animals in the central Sahara, but climate change likely drove them west toward the Nile Valley of Upper Egypt. When we say, “Upper” or “Lower Egypt,” by the way, we mean upstream and downstream on the Nile, and these terms are carryovers from early translations. For instance, one of the titles of the pharaohs was translated into English as “King of Upper and Lower Egypt,” but the original form of these terms were emblems: the sedge for “Upper” and the bee for “Lower.”

While those cattle herders were moving into the valley, at the same time, what the experts call the Afroasiatic people who roamed over northeast Africa, the Badarians (named after the town of el-Badari, where their culture was first discovered), put down roots in a countryside of rich, arable soil. And to the south, the people who would come to be known as the Nubians also grew cereal crops and tended herds, but they had less arable land and so became highly skilled at hunting and fishing.

With its advantages of geography, Egypt rose to become the first superpower. As has been pointed out many times before, it lasted for 3,000 years mostly because of a system of monarchical despotism; we usually don’t dwell on this when we’re slack-jawed tourists on holiday staring up at the grandeur of the pyramids and the Sphinx. And because there’s so much focus on interactions with the Middle East and Greece, we lose track of the reality that this was a formidable nation-state within Africa. It made its presence felt on its neighbors, who in turn had some influence on its culture and power structures.

Down through the centuries, Egypt kept its eye on the south, where the Nubians developed their own powerful kingdom of Kush while selling the Egyptians gold, ivory, and other products. The Nubians’ first capital was Kerma, south of the Nile’s Third Cataract, a fortified city of mud-brick temples, houses of stone, and impressive palaces. Friction grew between the two powers, and during the First Dynasty of about 3000 BCE, the Egyptians built a fortress and customs post on the island of Abu—it amounted to a billboard that said, “This is as far as you go.”1 But as the centuries rolled on, Egypt was hungry for more territory, not to mention the gold and other goods available, and they pushed the Nubians farther south and then took them over completely as a client state some time close to 1500 BCE. The Nubians earned fame as brilliant archers, and the Egyptians often referred to Nubian territory as “Ta-Sety,” which meant “The Land of the Bow.”

Meanwhile, in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BCE, the tribes in what we now call Libya made steady incursions on Egyptian territory. The Egyptians fought back, stealing cattle and forcing their prisoners to be army conscripts. Our very word for Libya, in fact, comes from the name of a specific tribe, the Libu, which is recorded in ancient Egyptian inscriptions. The Libyans were known for being skilled charioteers and for wearing headdresses with feathers.2 The Egyptians first fortified their borders against the Libyans, then integrated them into their warrior ranks and eventually high offices, and after the death of the pharaoh Ramesses XI around 1078 BCE, it was the Libyans who ran Egypt for four centuries.

While experts today debate to what extent these new leaders were “Egyptianized,” their own culture had an impact. Those in charge wore their feathers with pride; they governed in a style that reflected their nomadic, tribal roots, and they scorned the more grandiose tombs and burial practices of their predecessors.3 These Libyan overlords felt “an indifference to elaborate long-term preparations for death,” an attitude that reflected “the customs of a (semi-) nomadic people who habitually buried their dead where they fell, without ostentation or prior concern.”4

Four hundred years later, however, Egypt didn’t have the clout it used to, and the Nubians established a new capital, Napata, on the west bank of the Nile not far from the Fourth Cataract. Today, it’s the town in northern Sudan called Karima, about 400 kilometers from Khartoum. Their kings managed to rule in Egypt for sixty years, but in 670 BCE, they had to contend with another player—Assyria, the fabulous empire that was once based near Mosul in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. Creators of their own magnificent palaces. Builders of iconic winged bulls and lions and writers of a cuneiform language all their own.

The Assyrians managed to drive the Egyptians out of Palestine and what is today Jordan, and they forced the Kushites to abandon Egypt itself. While the Kushites put up a bitter fight to take Egypt back, their efforts failed, and they were left with only their original domain. Only a few decades passed before the Kushites felt the need to retreat farther south and move their capital from Napata to Meroe (near the modern Sudanese town of Shendi). The reason this time wasn’t the Assyrians—it was the Persians who were now moving into Egypt. In 525 BCE, Cambyses, son of Cyrus the Great, launched his invasion, soon prompting the Libyans and Greeks of the towns of Cyrene and Barca to surrender and send gifts in tribute.5 But the Nubians were defiant.

Cambyses sent spies as ambassadors to the royal court in Meroe, where, given the dates, the ruler must have been Amaninatakilebte at the time. He immediately figured out what these “ambassadors” were up to and handed one of them a large Nubian bow. He then told them words to the effect, “When you Persians can bend a bow as easily as I can, come march against us.”6

Cambyses accepted that challenge—and failed. It’s unclear how because many historians don’t trust a leading source for events. This was Herodotus, the Greek “Father of History,” who held a clear bias against the Persians. In his account, the Persians never ended up fighting the warriors of Kush at all. Cambyses was apparently so enraged over how the Nubian king bested his envoys that he sent his advance force “without ordering any provision for food, nor giving any rational consideration to the fact that he was about to lead his army to the edges of the earth.”7 His men soon ran out of supplies. First, they ate their pack animals. Then they tried to forage off the land. But when they hit the desert, they allegedly wound up resorting to cannibalism. When the story got back to Cambyses in Thebes, he chose to break off his invasion of Kush. Or so the story goes.

The point of this whirlwind summary of events, the almost dizzying list of empires and kingdoms, is that we have to start with the question the Egyptologists and historians will patiently ask you: which ancient Egypt do you want to talk about? And we’d still have a lot of ground to cover before Alexander the Great and the Romans show up. Then there’s the matter of the geography. We should consider Egypt—and Kush—in the context of a wider world. Just think of Assyrian cavalry and warriors hurling javelins and slinging rocks against Nubian archers. Imagine Persians marching proudly within sight of the Nile toward Sudan and ending up humiliated by the geography. All of it happened long before Sparta’s King Leonidas defended the Hot Gates of Thermopylae. It was before Plato started his academy and before Alexander the Great rode out of Macedon.

Africa was the power of the ancient world, and even when Egypt was no longer on top, Egypt and Nubia were arenas where great empires tested their limits.

That great old sage of the twentieth century, Bertrand Russell, started his magisterial History of Western Philosophy with the Greeks. While he acknowledged the Greeks owed a few things to the ancient Egyptians, he didn’t have much use for the civilization on the Nile. “The Egyptians were preoccupied with death,” he wrote, insisting that religious conservatism after the third millennium BCE “made progress impossible.” He soon moved on in his book to early Babylonian influences on civilization, transfers of culture between Egypt and Crete, and then we’re off to discussing the rise of Greece. But he offered this extraordinary footnote on his very first page. “Arithmetic and some geometry existed among the Egyptians and Babylonians, but mainly in the forms of rule of thumb. Deductive reasoning from general premises was a Greek innovation.”8

Well, no, it wasn’t, and this is a rather bizarre and sweeping statement to come from one of the world’s greatest modern philosophers. No single culture holds the patent on logic, and the notion is absurd on its face. We know, for instance, that the Egyptians were considered leaders in medicine in the ancient world, and they couldn’t have practiced surgery without some level of deductive reasoning to go with their empirical discoveries. But Russell wrote his book in 1945. It was a best seller (and is still in print and widely read today), and it won him the Nobel Prize for Literature. To be fair, he could work only with the sources he had available, and scholarship in Egyptology has made huge leaps and bounds since then, and, being one of the most liberally progressive and open-minded thinkers of our modern age, he probably would have changed his mind, given the new information. But ... he could have looked further.

The way ancient Egypt used to be taught in schools—perhaps it still is in some places—would have you believe it was a dreary place. “What survives of Cretan art gives an impression of cheerfulness and almost decadent luxury,” wrote Russell, “very different from the terrifying gloom of Egyptian temples.” And there in one line is the problem. Ancient Egypt to most of us has meant tombs, death, mummies. A static, sterile culture that couldn’t get past a morbid fascination with the afterlife, so it was up to others to borrow its few accomplishments and build on them.

We are long overdue to toss out the narrow-minded notion that ancient Egypt—well, really, ancient northeast Africa—has little relevance to us. A dead culture. That certainly isn’t true for modern Egyptians. Complex innovations of music and harmony were first developed for war marches, harvests, and religious celebrations and naturally to give joy to the ancient Egyptians the way music does for us today. Cairo-born scholar Sherif Abouelhadid notes that “Sufi chanters still adopt the same posture as ‘Iti, a singer depicted more than 4,000 years ago on a tomb wall at Saqqara. Clapping to adjust rhythm and tempo is inherited in a form of singing in Upper Egypt known as ‘Al Kaf,’ which means ‘palm’ (it stands for clapping). Singing while feeding a child can be seen in every street in modern Egypt. Last but not least, one word used to describe the act of singing (hst) in the ancient Egyptian language is still used in modern Egypt to ask someone ‘to describe sounds, Hs.’”9

The Western view of Africa has long ignored examples of Egypt’s innovative technology. Yes, the exception to the rule has always been the pyramids, these great feats of engineering. But let’s consider a marvel that resonates into our modern era. The Nile River was life to these ancient Africans. Every year, the river flooded the Nile Valley, dumping its stores of rich, black, fertile silt and carrying a promise of agricultural production. If you could figure out how much the farmlands would flood, you could predict crop yields. You could rearrange public events and religious festivals, and while you were at it, you could figure out how severe or light you wanted to tax the subjects of your realm.

Some clever soul came up with the nilometer—which is exactly what we call it in English. In its most basic form, it was a vertical column structure sunk into the waters of the Nile, with markings calibrated in Egyptian cubits to indicate the depth of the water. If that doesn’t impress you, consider that this technology, with only a few improvements in design, was in use for centuries all the way through the Roman era and the Middle Ages to well into the twentieth century. The most celebrated example of a nilometer is one that was built during the eighth century CE on the southern tip of Egypt’s Roda Island. Beautifully decorated, it boasted both a circular well and a marble column and was able to measure floods up to about nine and a half meters, or a little over thirty-one feet. Such ingenious structures didn’t become obsolete until work was finished on the Aswan High Dam in 1970.10

This very book in your hands, whether in physical pages or on a digital screen, is testimony to the greatest African achievement of all time. Because the Egyptians helped to give us writing. Hieroglyphics. True, the consensus has been for many years that writing first developed in Mesopotamia, with the supportive evidence of cuneiform found in ancient cities such as Uruk. But in 1989, a team led by German archaeologist Gunther Dreyer worked in a spot called Abydos close to the Nile and about six miles from the modern town of El Araba El Madfuna. Here, they discovered small labels of hieroglyphs carved in ivory and bone, likely used as tags “attached to bolts of linen and containers” in royal tombs and dating perhaps as far back as at least 3300 BCE.

“A rougher set of similar inscriptions was found on nearby vessels,” noted Science magazine. “About fifty signs seem to represent humans, animals, and a palace facade. Later findings nearby included pot marks dating to about 3500 BCE.”11 Even if we confirm one day that Mesopotamia was first for giving the world written script, we know that Africa should get a lot of credit for helping the process develop.

According to Professor Konrad Tuchscherer, various forms of “proto-writing,” such as knotted cords, rock art, and pottery designs, likely helped spur the development of hieroglyphics. “The Egyptian system drew from many highly codified African graphic systems, which, even if not phonetic, were highly systematized and recorded as well as communicated information. Such systems—which included rock art, geometric pottery motifs, cattle brands, weaving designs, scarification, etc.—existed not only in Upper Egypt ... but far to the south, which by the fourth millennium [BCE] was engaging in robust exchanges with Egypt.”12

Now if you’re a regular person, you can’t name an ancient Egyptian writer off the top of your head. We’re not familiar with their great philosophers or literary geniuses the way we know Aristotle and Sophocles, and Egyptologist Toby Wilkinson explained why in the introduction to his translation of ancient Egyptian writings: “First is the strangeness and apparent impenetrability of the script,” and, second, with the exceptions of a few revered thinkers and administrators, “pharaonic culture valued perfection within an established tradition over individual creativity.”13

But another innovation the Egyptians gave us would unlock the creative potential of individuals.

First, think of all those inscriptions bragging about the acts and conquests of the mighty pharaohs on their stone monuments. Most common people would have been illiterate, and even for those who could read, if I as a pharaoh have my name and life story carved in stone, 
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