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THEME: CLASS ICS OF THE HUMANIT IES , I I ;
CLASS ICS IN THE HISTORY OF THE AFRICAN

HUMANIT IES

Introduction to Classics in the History
of the African Humanities

Larissa Schulte Nordholt, Wageningen University & Research, Netherlands

Naomi Nkealah, University of the Witwatersrand, South Africa

Rens Bod, University of Amsterdam, Netherlands

ABSTRACT

This theme section brings together introductions to some of the seminal texts by African

authors that have shaped the African humanities from at least the twelfth century

throughout Africa and until today. The section starts from the admittedly somewhat con-

tentious idea that Africa should be treated as a historical unity. We note that this is itself

a context-specific way of regarding the continent and do not negate the incredible diver-

sity hidden behind the name. Rather, we mirror earlier themes published in this journal

in recognizing that “Africa” couldmean different things in the history of the humanities,

based on a variety of demarcations and divisions. We do so because this is in line with

historical practices of collecting classics within the African humanities.We do not intend

for the collection to be exhaustive but rather offer an incentive to engage with the history

of the African humanities. In assembling these essays, we hope to offer some concrete

examples of African scholarship within the humanities in an effort to move beyond purely

theoretical debates on the existence of an African canon.

In memory of Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila (1963–2023)

T
he wish to create collections of texts produced by African intellectuals and

their descendants across the globe has a rich history that is connected to an

emancipatory ideal. In 1901 the African-American intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois

first conceived of the idea to create an Encyclopedia Africana that would bring together

knowledge on Africa and its descendants in an effort to not only refute the idea that
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Black people did not possess culture, knowledge, and science of their own but also to

repair the damage that had been done to these practices as a result of racism and colonial-

ism. The project had itself been inspired by other Black American intellectuals, such as

R. B. Lewis (1836) and James Haley (1895), as part of an “encyclopedic impulse,” as Henry

Louis Gates has phrased it.1 Though these should be placed within a specifically African-

American context, the broader tradition of collection extends beyond the diaspora, as

well as beyond the Anglophone world. As an outgrowth of the journal Présence Africaine,

international conferences were organized, inspired by the Bandung Conference, that were

also meant to be emancipatory broadcasts of cultures and interpretations of cultures by

Africans.2 The first of these meetings was organized by Alioune Diop in 1956 and tran-

scended diasporan and continental interests. Among the speakers were Frantz Fanon,

Aimée Césaire, Cheikh Anta Diop, and Amadou Hampâté Bâ.3

This broader tradition of bringing together knowledge within what could be con-

sidered the humanities is connected and therefore entangled with the Euro-American

negation and suppression of African intellectual traditions. The subsequent need to

define what “Africa” is, locate its place in the world, and assemble a mountain of ev-

idence to support the epistemological worth and importance of these traditions lies

at the root of this mode of knowledge production. The UNESCO General History of

Africa (1964–98) was an Africa-centered project that in many ways could be consid-

ered a continuation of these older projects (see the contribution by Larissa Schulte

Nordholt in this issue). Equally, the Black feminist practice of “naming,” listing those

who came before, stems from the same memory keeping tradition.4 The vision to cre-

ate a repository or encyclopedic account of African knowledges and histories could be

considered an African epistemic tradition.

At the same time, the creation of canons has been subject to extensive criticism. Such

criticism has been directed at the power relations visible in canon formation, where

some authors and texts are considered more representative of a given knowledge tradi-

tion than others, and likewise the male gender has been canonized, with others margin-

alized.5 Sara Ahmed, writing from a feminist point of view, has argued that canons are

connected to the emergence of citational chains. You cite the canon because it is nec-

essary to refer to certain intellectual traditions in order for a piece of scholarship to be

acceptable. In part, classics are classics precisely because they are often cited and have

been fundamental in creating our collective identity within a given discipline or group.

1. Gates, “W.E.B. Du Bois,” 203–19.
2. “Déclaration de Paris,” 129.
3. 1st International Conference of Negro Writers and Artists.
4. Cooper, Beyond Respectability, 151–52.
5. Mulford, “Writing Women in Early American Studies,” 108.
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Canonicity, therefore, may be as much about the fostering of attention and community

as it is a history-making endeavor. But canons tend to carry with them the historically

grown biases of their makers’ predecessors. When a work ascends to canonical status it

may no longer be subjected to the same type of critical analysis as other works.6 Within

historical scholarship, canonicity has grown from a Euro-American tradition, and, fol-

lowing Ahmed’s insistence on fostering collective histories, it makes sense to reevaluate

whether it is applicable to an African context. In this theme section we take a first step

toward such a reevaluation, while simultaneously challenging the historically grown

Eurocentric biases in our current understanding of canonicity within the history of

the humanities.7 In doing so, we pay homage to the tradition of excavating and archiv-

ing African knowledges, in appreciation for the work done by African intellectuals be-

fore us—even if not all of us are Africans ourselves.

Following the 2019 theme, “Classics of theHumanities, I,” this section focuses on clas-

sics within the history of the African humanities.8 The 2019 theme acknowledged the ex-

isting Eurocentric bias in making lists of classics and encouraged the creation of addi-

tional theme sections on classics from other areas of the world and other intellectual

traditions.9 We have taken up this invitation precisely because the African humanities

constitute a besieged tradition as a result of the histories of colonialism and racism, which

themselves have been connected to the European humanities on more than one level.

Histories of the racist description of Africa often start with a footnote by Hume, before

moving on to Hegel’s statements on the absence of historical movements on the African

continent and ending with Hugh Trevor-Roper’s claim that Africa had no history.10 It

could be concluded from this scenario that there exists a tension between European

and African traditions of scholarship within the humanities. The journal History of Hu-

manitiesmay be a good place to address this tension. Like the projects described earlier,

this collection of essays contributes to the establishment of an African canon on equal

footing with a European one and that may even provide a sufficient response to the

canon of colonial denial of African historicity outlined here. Yet, in acknowledging that

the creation of a canon is always an exclusionary practice, we propose to consider the

6. Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 8, 15–16.
7. For instance, Aurell,What is a Classic in History?, is an example of a Eurocentric approach to the

notion of “classic.” Instead, in this theme section we want to explore what canonicity might look like
outside of Eurocentric boundaries.

8. This theme emerged from the “Classics of the Humanities in Africa” roundtable organized by
Rens Bod, Shamil Jeppie, Daniela Merolla, and Larissa Schulte Nordholt at “The Making of the Hu-
manities IX” conference in Barcelona, September 20–22, 2021.

9. Eskildsen and Bod, “Theme: Classics of the Humanities, I,” 226.
10. Immerwahr, “Hume’s Revised Racism,” 481–86; Hegel, Philosophy of History, 99; and Falola,Na-

tionalism and African Intellectuals, 225.
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creation of a list of classics as an open-ended project. Moreover, we explicitly acknowl-

edge the validity of oral knowledge and oral texts as belonging to such a project and rec-

ognize the difficulty or even impossibility of codifying such texts in written form, as is

the case for the Odù Ifá (see the contribution by Emmanuel Ofuasia in this issue).

Since canon formation processes in Africa’s intellectual histories have typically excluded

women,11 we also pay particular attention to the relevance of women’s texts to this proj-

ect, as part of the emancipatory ideal, with a specific orientation toward recentering

African feminist knowledge and women’s studies within the canon (see the contribu-

tions by Beverly Mack, Nadia Bouras, and Naomi Nkealah in this issue).

A REFUSAL OF DENIAL

What, then, makes a certain classic within the history of the humanities particularly Afri-

can? Is there such a thing as African humanities? As already suggested above, the eman-

cipatory and, connected to that, anticolonial mode, could be considered an African tradi-

tion. Asking this very question about “Africanity” is in fact a part of that emancipatory

tradition because it foregrounds the importance of Africa. “Africa” as such, then, is a pro-

ject that has sprung fromboth outside naming and subsequent inside reclaiming. Its sym-

bolic and historic power is itself perhaps enough reason to bring together a connected

collection of texts.12 There is, on the one hand, the history of domination, colonialism,

and racism, beginning in the early fifteenth century, that, in terms of creating images of

Africa, culminated in what Valentin Mudimbe has named the Colonial Library.13 Chinua

Achebe too has laid bare the reductive framing of “the image of Africa” as a “foil to Eu-

rope.”14 Or, put differently elsewhere, “it is a great irony of history and geography that Af-

rica, whose landmass is closer than any other to the mainland of Europe, should come to

occupy in the European psychological disposition, the farthest point of otherness.”15 What

else is there to do in answer to this colonial contortion of Africa than turn to the history of

scholarship in the humanities as a fundamental exercise in rehumanizing not just Africa

but also European scholarship, to paraphrase Ali Mazrui?16 Felwine Sarr makes the point

that doing so can happen only by recentering and acknowledging the diverse modes and

traditions of knowledge production within what could be considered scholarship in the

humanities in Africa.17 The diversity of African traditions is a key point therein.

11. Stratton, “Exclusionary Practices in African Literary Criticism,” 457.
12. Miano, “For What Is Africa the Name,” 65.
13. Mudimbe, Invention of Africa.
14. Achebe, Image of Africa, 2.
15. Achebe, Africa’s Tarnished Name, 17.
16. Mazrui, “Introduction,” 7.
17. Sarr, “Writing about the Humanities,” 261.
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We have chosen to include North Africa in this theme section (see the contributions

by Nadia Bouras, Michiel Leezenberg, Daniela Merolla, and Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila in

this issue).18 We do so partly to dispute the idea of race as central to African identity and

partly also for historical reasons, to emphasize that the Sahara has never been the impen-

etrable expanse that some of the conceptualizations connected to the image of Africa as

described above have made it out to be. The purported boundary between Africa north

of and south of the Sahara has been disputed and discussed extensively within the his-

tory of the African humanities.19 Part of this point should also be to emphasize that

the image of Africa as described above is only one point of reference and one that is en-

tangled with the history of European imperial expansion. There have been many other

images of Africa throughout history. Take, for instance, Herodotus’s accounts of Egypt

and Ethiopia. In the second book of his history, Herodotus describes Egypt as the “gift

of the Nile” and discusses the journey of one Egyptian pharaoh, Sesostris, as he sails

along the Red Sea, encountering the country of “Punt,” corresponding to modern-day

Ethiopia and Djibouti. Much later, in the early sixteenth century, Portuguese sailors

encountered Pate and Kilwa, in modern-day Kenya and Tanzania, and marveled at its

sophistication, echoed a few centuries later in John Milton’s Paradise Lost.20 Within Is-

lamic traditions too, African empires are objects worthy of detailed characterization, as

is the case in Ibn Battuta’s account of Mansa Musa’s Mali. Ibn Battuta was himself en-

gaged in an encyclopedic account of the Islamic world.21 These descriptions, and ensu-

ing historiographical debates, illustrate how the image of Africa was changed drastically

during the period of European colonization, in particular in the nineteenth century.

More important perhaps is the equally present tradition of resistance to this image,

culminating in pan-Africanism and Afrocentricity as new ways to reshape the image

of Africa as a whole. Du Bois’s work should be placed within this pan-African tradition

(see the contribution by Reiland Rabaka in this issue), as is also the case for many of these

other encyclopedic projects. Pan-Africanism in its various iterations has sought to re-

center knowledge creation about Africa on the African continent and has therefore taken

up the assignment of rehumanizing Africa. The multitude of African perspectives has of-

ten been seen as a crucial part of pan-Africanism, both in its continental and diasporan

forms. Scholars such asChielozona Eze andTina Steiner have pointed out the importance

18. We were greatly saddened to hear of the passing of Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila on December 18,
2023. His contribution to this theme was one of the last of many significant contributions he made to
Islamic and Arabic studies.

19. See Merolla, “Beyond ‘Two Africas,’” 215–35; and Zeleza, “Inventions of African Identities,”
14–26.

20. Bod, New History of the Humanities, 179–81.
21. Fauvelle, Golden Rhinoceros, 200–207.
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of understanding African histories, African peoples, and African intellectual traditions in

order to embrace a new humanism that is anchored on convivial and relational matrices

of global citizenship.22 In this way, pan-Africanism is seen not as a parochial Africanist

project but rather as an African humanities project with a wide-reaching imperative to

validate African knowledges within the global knowledge economy.

This open-endedness connected to a pluriversal ideal of knowledge creation is a tra-

dition connected to Africa that stems at least partly from the same reaction to perceived

false ideas of European universalism. NgũgĩwaThiong’o argues thatmoving away from

a European center to a plurality of centers is a necessary intervention for the humanities

to flourish for all humans (see also the contribution by Inge Brinkman in this issue).23

This ideal includes the acceptance of different forms of communicating knowledge and

their interaction, such as between oral tradition and the transcription of such texts. Oral

modes of knowing are of course present on all continents, but in African contexts the

oral mode of knowledge production has come to present a particular Africanity in op-

position to written modes of knowledge production (as Flavia Aiello makes clear in her

essay on Mohamed H. Abdulaziz’s Muyaka in this issue).

Keeping the above in mind, it remains hard to define something explicitly African

that transcends the experience of colonial domination, at least taking into account ret-

rospective perception in opposition to the actors’ category. However, we argue that one

way of doing so is by bringing together histories and reflections on different traditions

in which Africans have given meaning to and interpreted their worlds—following ear-

lier examples named above. The point of this is not only to look for convergence, even

though that might be a worthwhile goal in itself, but also to archive and list texts, in the

broadest sense of their definition, simply in order to make them available for examina-

tion and to remember their existence.

THE SELECTION

In this theme section, we have collected a series of introductions to some classics within

the history of the African humanities.24 Each introduction also includes a list of recom-

mended readings typically accompanied by a selected reading fragment, available open

22. Eze, Race, Decolonization, 170; Steiner, Convivial Worlds, 5.
23. Thiong’o, Moving the Centre, 6, 10–11.
24. Within this theme section we have chosen to adhere to the Gregorian calendar when possible.

We have done so because most of our classics were created from the late nineteenth century on, when
this calendar was already widely in use. Second, in doing so, we have also aimed to create some unity
between the different introductions. In some cases it made sense to refer also to the Islamic calendar,
such as with al-Suyūtị̄’s Bughyat al-wuʿāh. In other cases it was not possible to accurately date a specific
text or tradition, as is the case with the Odù Ifá.
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access on the journal’s website.25 How have we selected our classics? Following the

approach outlined in Rens Bod’s New History of the Humanities,26 we used three criteria:

(1) Be inclusive with respect to historical periods by including texts from the earliest

periods (e.g., Orunmila) to the present (e.g., Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o); (2) be inclusive with

respect to disciplines by showing the wide range of scholarly practices in the humani-

ties; and (3) be diverse with respect to location by including classics from across the con-

tinent. In addition to these criteria, we also aimed at gender diversity by not limiting our-

selves to classics frommale scholars.While there will never be a perfect balance in terms

of period, discipline, location, and gender, striving toward inclusivity and diversity is a

crucial endeavor, especially when dealing with such a delicate issue as canonicity.

We have chosen to select works by Africans and one diasporan, rather than include

works on Africa by outsiders, because we want to acknowledge the specificity of Afri-

can knowledge traditions and cultures mediated through their epistemologies. For that

reason, and in line with the 2019 theme, we compiled a list of classics by African authors

interacting with the African humanities at large, ranging from history (e.g., the contribu-

tions by CassandraMark-Thiesen, Toyin Falola, Larissa Schulte Nordholt, and Catherine

Coquery-Vidrovitch), to musicology (the contribution byMartin Scherzinger), philology

(the contribution by JaakkoHämeen-Anttila), literary studies (the contributions byFlavia

Aiello, Inge Brinkman, Beverly Mack, and Daniela Merolla), and feminism and women’s

studies (the contributions by Nadia Bouras and Naomi Nkealah), as well as classics that

are harder to assign to a particular discipline (the contributions by Teodros Kiros and

Emmanuel Ofuasia). We consider a text a classic as a result of its foundational influence,

both past and present, whichmeans that we include lesser-known texts that were perhaps

less obscure in the past. These are texts that have in someway shaped the practice and idea

of knowledge creation within the humanities in Africa and, in that way, have contributed

to establishing some of its important cultural practices, such as the importance of orality

in the transmission of culture and knowledge.We can therefore look at African classics to

understand African cultural practices, while being mindful of the fact that the difference

between creating cultural practices or texts and interpreting them may at times be artifi-

cial, especially outside of European contexts. We have brought these classics together,

moreover, because by weaving them together we might start to see patterns, continuities,

or discontinuities among certainAfrican traditions.Whilemany of the classics were writ-

ten or transmitted in an African language, this does not count for all of them. Yet, even

when African scholars use European languages, there is often a great attention to the ar-

ticulation of the language underlying the texts. As Chantal Zabus aptly puts it (for the case

26. Bod, New History of the Humanities, 3–12.
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of literature), African languages form a kind of palimpsest of the Europhone expressions

in the texts, creating a complex interplay of linguistic and cultural influences.27 The same

may hold for African languages versus Arabophone expressions.

The focus on the specific geographic unity of Africa may be controversial, but we

argue that it is permissible not only because there is considerable continuity and coher-

ence within the African humanities but also because such a focus aligns with both cur-

rent and historical calls for decolonization. Then there is also the tradition of collection

we have described above. Some of the classics discussed in this section are themselves

part of the history of decolonizing knowledge and, therefore, provide historical input to

current discussions. Many people may be familiar with the phrase “mental decoloniza-

tion” but without having engaged with the classic text by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. For that

reason too, a list of classics may help further education as well as future research by

making specifically African classics more accessible to audiences around the world. If

we want to begin to “provincialize Europe,” a good start would be to make knowledge

about traditions from outside of Europe more accessible.

We assembled this list based on suggestions from scholars working in the African

humanities and the humanities more broadly (and have offered a few suggestions of

our own). We asked these scholars which classics they consider especially important

for their own research and teaching. The classics in this theme section do not follow a

coherent definition of what the African humanities are or could be, and they are not

meant to do so. This is partly because it is hard to define what we mean by African hu-

manities. We wanted to avoid as much as possible Eurocentric definitions of such a

term. As a result, we have chosen to include in our selection amuch broader time frame

than in the previous theme. It would have been limiting to include only those classics

that could be considered part of a humanistic tradition as it developed at universities

in European contexts, although the majority of our classics were still created from the

nineteenth century onward. We believe that this collection will create new questions

and observations, but wemake no claim that the collection—though based on informed

scholarly suggestions from a variety of correspondents—is anything more than that.

Rather, this theme section is an invitation to think critically about what African schol-

arship within the (history of the) humanities looks like and its potential manifestations.

Following African philosophers and authors, it is an open-ended endeavor that explic-

itly invites criticism.

There are thus many things to criticize about our selection, such as, first and fore-

most, the classics it does not include. We could have included more ancient and early

27. Zabus African Palimpsest. See also the discussion in Merolla et al., “Rise and Decline of ‘Colo-
nial Humanities,’ ” 199–208.
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modern classics. We could have included more work by diasporans. We could (should

have?) included more texts by women and other genders. We could also have chosen

to include texts by Indian-African scholars. We could also have chosen to forgo en-

tirely the idea that African texts have to be written by Africans. We invite anyone

who wants to take up this challenge to do so. Yet, we hope to have started a conver-

sation and to have convincingly shown that amid debates over decolonization, there is

merit in collecting different reflections on humanities scholarship from the specific

context of the African continent, not least because it gives us something to talk and

argue about beyond the purely theoretical. Part of the merit of this theme will un-

doubtedly lie in the critique that it will harvest.
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