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Rethinking Africa’s transcontinental continuities |
pre- and protohistory

An international conference to mark the retiren@nt/im van Binsbergen, and one of
the activities in the context of the'6&nniversary of the African Studies Centre, Leiden
(the Netherlands)

Leiden, the Netherlands, ca. 12-13 April 2012 (¢xaoue and dates to be announced)

CALL FOR PAPERS

this conference is open to Africanists, archaedtsgilinguists, geneticists, com-
parative mythologists, comparative anthropologistsethnologists, palaeo-

anthropologists, historians, classicists, Egyptadtgy Assyriologists, Mediterra-

neanists, Afrocentrists, and to any scholars whappse to make an original and
path-breaking contribution to the topic

As recent African and Africa-orientated scholarshigs stressed (Valentin Mudimbe,
Emmanuel Eze, Heinz Kimmerle; also cf. tBeck Athenadebate initiated by Martin
Bernal), European / North Atlantic thought, fromleast Early Modern times on, has
conceived of Africa in terms of oppositions andtapositions. It has usee.§.in the
works of Immanuel Kant and Georg W.F. Hegel) thecept of Africa in order to con-
trastively construct the European / White / Westdemtity as different from, discontinu-
ousvis-a-vis and superior to, African somatic, socio-cultugpductive, political and
religious forms. The subsequent consolidation aicahist anthropology in imperialist,
colonialist and racialist times initially largelyhpugh usually implicitly) followed the
same orientation. Lacking a sophisticated theorgulifure, cultural integration and cul-
ture change, the diffusionist and evolutionist pecdives that dominated scholarship un-
til well into the 2" century CE sought to explain the details of Aficsocieties as en-
countered in historical times, by invoking a lowééof socio-cultural evolution, claimed
to have been enriched (under the now notorious Hamypothesis) by the influx of su-
perior genes, minds, language forms, productiomnelogies and forms of socio-
political organisation fronoutsideAfrica, notably from the Mediterranean and the Mid
dle East. It was only towards the middle of th& 2éntury CE that African Studies, in
turn, began to function as a corrective of the gananti-African orientation of North
Atlantic thought. African Studies used the concegft€ulture (Edward Burnett Tylor,
Franz Boas, etc.) and of cultural relativism (MiévHerskovits), the critique of ‘scien-
tific’ racialism, the increasingly vocal discoursEhuman rights, and the specific critique
of the colonial situation, in order to vindicategeeMax Gluckman) African cultures’
specificity and dignity, claiming for them majorrdabutions in their own right to the



global heritage of humankind. However, in a wayt thantinued to reflect f8century
geopolitics, the prehistoric emergence of compeaeatiadvanced forms of human culture
(with microliths, symbolic thought, articulate larage, art, bodily adornment) was until
quite recently considered to have taken place moggiand West Asia. The very idea that
the African continent could have made a significanen decisive, initial contribution to
global cultural history only became widely thinkalaind acceptable, several decades af-
ter the actual decolonisation of that continenthie second half of the twentieth century
CE.

Recent decades have seen breath-taking genetiojdiit and archaeological advances:
the Out-of-Africahypothesis (Rebecca Cagnhal); the Back-into-Africahypothesis (Mi-
chael F. Hammeet al, Fulvio Crucianiet al, Valentina Coieet al); the Nostratic hy-
pothesis (Vladislav lllich-Svitych, Aron Dolgopolgkand theBoreanhypothesis (Harold
Fleming, Sergei Starostin); the retrieval, from iédéin soil, of the oldest traces left by
Anatomically Modern Humans (Christopher Henshilwadal); and the development,
within comparative mythology, of new methods to ma#kat field open up new vistas on
the conceptual systems of humankind in the veryadigast, and on their transcontinen-
tal ramifications (Michael Witzel, Yuri Berezkin, it van Binsbergen).

Still, such a revision of remote prehistory as wesught about by these developments,
did not immediately lead to the revision of thegalattributed to Africa in regard of more
recent centuries and millennia.

Taking their distance from the conceptual violetiza they felt the earlier, Eurocentric
and racialist scientific orientations had donehe global image of Africa, Africanists
(both from the North Atlantic region, from Africand world-wide), from the 1960s on-
ward, came to insist on a strict ‘Africa for therislns’ form of political correctness.
Under that facile orthodoxy, African phenomenal stik to be explained by almost ex-
clusive reference to the specificity of African daions; and any transcontinental argu-
ment, in the genetic, linguistic, archaeologicalytmological, or comparative ethno-
graphic field, has to be distrusted and dismissealnaassault on the integrity and the dig-
nity of Africans — even as, allegedly, an attengptiéprive Africans of a uniquely local
past that (as seems to be the tacit underlyingngsison of this orthodoxy) would seem
to constitute their only source of solace and tbaiy justified ground for pride anyway.
This orientation is not only to be found among pssional Africanists; it has also been
incorporated in the Afrocentrist movement (startinghe 19' century but gaining mo-
mentum after the mid-Z0century: William E.B. Du Bois, Cheikh Anta Diop, Klolefi
Asante, Clyde Winters, etc.) — which in its mostitamt variants tends to see Africa as
the fons et origoof human culture, not only in Lower and Middle Redbthic times
(where this view is most probably correct), bubals more recent millennia, — scarcely
tolerating the thought that major transcontineetaments of culture, genes and / or lan-
guage may have contributed to the shaping of tdtgr African societies and cultures
from the outside.

Meanwhile, the wave of globalisation studies sitiee 1980s has played havoc with the
very idea of continental boundedness and spegificit least, when it comes to modern



phenomena such as the adoption and appropriatioewfweaponry; new technologies
of information and communication; new expressiohsoreasingly fragmented but also
increasingly transcontinental identities; new forafisa-historical fundamentalism in the
North Atlantic and in the realms of Islam and Hirsha — forms that implicitly deny what
since Hegel has been a basic orientation in Notlénfic culture: the inherently relativis-
tic and change-orientated idea that a thing’s, raques or a group’s history is its most
important dimension. In the light of globalisatistudies, the idea of an Africa evolving —
from Palaeolithic times on — in splendid isolatioom the other continents (or even, in
the Afrocentrist variant, of an Africa merely gigno, but not at the same time receiving
from, the other continents), has become less asel tknable. Recent studies of proto-
globalisation have projected back into precedindenmmia, today’s typical phenomena of
intense cultural plurality and hybridity, albeitder older technologies of information and
communication — those of the sailing ship, the mpajeon and the chariot or horseback.
Transcontinental arguments continue to both in&rignd offend — in the times of Thor
Heyerdahl (although the accumulated indicationstfans-Pacific contacts in all direc-
tions have turned out to be rather more extendiaa is generally admitted) no more
than today:cf. Stephen Oppenheimer’s Sunda thesis for South anst YA&a; Robert
Dick-Read’s application of a similar idea to sutli&an Africa — where incidentally the
Indian Ocean coast has always been regarded asdawvion Asia; Clyde Winters™ insis-
tence on Mande elements in South and East Asian&iderable library has grown up
around the thesis of the Ancient Hebrew backgroahthe Southern African Lemba
people (Harold von Sicard, Nicolaas J. van WarmeBlmor Parfitt, Magdel Le Roux; but
also for other parts of Africa Ancient Israelitesasiations have been suggested), whilst
Dierk Lange has cogently argued Assyrian-West Africontinuities in state building.
West African-Egyptian continuities have been disedgsextensively (though not always
convincingly) by Gerald Wainwright and Eva L.R. Mggwitz — as part of a large litera-
ture assessing (and ideologising...) the relationslgfween Ancient Egypt and sub-
Saharan Africa. Extensive work now due for publaaton the Mediterranean Bronze
Age brings out striking Mediterranean/sub-Saharatiouities in the linguistic, religious
and cultural field and situates these in a moreegdrOld World pattern (Wim van Bins-
bergen & Fred Woudhuizen), and the same has rgdeeéin done for South Central Af-
rican mythology (Wim van Binsbergen).

Over the last decades, studies of modern Africa fimwen home the fact that one cannot
understanaturrent African conditionsunless from a transcontinental, global perspective
— whether it comes to capital and demographic flodesrelopment, formal education,
statal political organisation, or the dynamics a@irla religions.

This makes it all the more pressing to investighéetranscontinental continuities involv-
ing sub-Saharan Africe pre- and protohistoric times

» To what extent is it true (as is widely assumed} the roots of contemporary Af-
rican predicaments, and their possible solutiaespdimarily in the recent condi-
tions and developments of the"1®1* centuries CE?

» Or, alternatively, to what extent can we disceranscontinental relations, and
dynamics, of a much longer time span, shaping asthaping, in the course of



pre- and proto-history, African cultures, politiessonomies and religions in close
relation with the other continents?

* And, lest we make the mistake of attributing seifience and global applicabil-
ity to the dominant (but rapidly declining), potiafiy hegemonic North Atlantic
perspectivewhat instruments do we need to develop in the #teat, methodo-
logical and epistemological fields, in order to &lohe blinkers of regional self-
interest and ethnocentricity, and to move effebtivewith an ever increasing and
ever more vocal African participation — towards idalreliable and relevant
global knowledge about Africa?

These are the central questions that we will addrethe present conference, drawing on
a critical mass of prominent international conttdya from the various disciplines indi-
cated above. It appears to be premature to dedirthjs stage, specific topics and points
of special emphasis, beyond the introductory expisgve. Wim van Binsbergen (e-
mail: wimvanbinsbergen@gmail.cnwill act as scientific convenor for this confecen
and the book is to be published under his editprshi the Afrika-Studiecentrum Series
of Brill, Leiden; this brings out the fact that, i being linked to the convenor’s retire-
ment, the focus in this conference will be on caitj innovative and cumulative academic
debate concerning a central issue in present-daigaiist and comparative empirical
research, and not on the convenor’'s work or pepsorse The African Studies Centre’s
Conference Officer Mrs Marieke van Winden MA (e-m&8/INDEN@ascleiden.nlhas
been entrusted with the practical organisationhe$ tonference. In pursuit of its pro-
posed research focus on ‘Africa in the world’, thieican Studies Centre, Leiden, has
voted basic funding towards this project (hopefutlybe augmented by subsidies from
other sources including the Royal Netherlands Acadef Sciences).

What we have in mind is a critical mass of somea#8icipants / speakers, with a con-
siderably wider audience of observers and disctis3anachieve the right mix of disci-

plinary, regional and period specialists, this &allpapers is to go out to many more col-
leagues than the envisaged number. Meanwhile, adeve potential participants will be

personally approached in view of their specificerxige on the conference topic.

Prospective participants are hereby invited to sulime title and abstract of their pro-
posed contributioy 15 September 2011. These proposals will be responded to before
15 October 2011, and accepted papers are to batsedbimy 15 March 2012, in order to
be included in the conference website. Dependinguvalable funding (additional appli-
cations are still in progress), acceptance of @&pppoposal is to provide, for a substan-
tial core group of participants only, paid traveleiden v.v. and accommodation there —
with an inevitably somewhat less generous arrangefioe other accepted participants.
The provisional conference dates are 12-13 Apfill2 Leiden; definitive place and
dates will be announced in time. All communicati@ns to be addressed to Marieke van
Winden (e-mailWINDEN@ascleiden.nl

Please feel free to circulate this call for papamong your scholarly network; you will
be doing us a great service



