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A COMMUNIST HISTORIAN'S VIEW OF THE HISTORY OF

AFRICA

Sik, Endre: The History of Black Africa. Vol. I, 1966, pp. 397, published
by Akademiai Kiad6, Budapest.

This is the first volume of a projected three volume work on the
history of Africa south of the Sahara, i.e. that area of Africa generally
known as "Black Africa" or the Africa of the Negro and the Bantu. Up
till now the author has completed the first two volumes of tnis great
work, both of which have appeared in Hungarian and French editions.

The first volume starts with the pre-European period and ends with
the final occupation of Africa by the European powers and it may safely
be said that of all the books on the history of Africa that have appeared
after 1945 -and those interested in Africa have to cope with a veritable
deluge of such books -this work by 'Endre Sik is academically speaking,
the most impressive. It is at the same time the most controversial especially
in the sense that it is in fact a re-interpretation of known factual material
from an ideological point of view which is radically different from that
of the "West", i.e. the non-Communistic group of countries of which the
Republic of South Africa is a supporting member.,

About the author
Endre Sik was born in 1891 in Hungary. During the First World

War he was a prisoner of war in Russia. After the war he lived in the
Soviet Union where he lectured at different universities. He returned t~
Hungary soon after 1945 where he joined the foreign service of his
country first as Counsellor of the Embassy and later as Minister of the
Hungarian People's Republic in Washington. At the beginning of 1949
he returned to Hungary where he was appointed head of the Political
Department at the Foreign Office. From 1953 to 1961 he was Foreign
Secretary after which he retired and has since then devoted himself to
the study of the history of Africa. He is a member of the Central
Committee of the Hungarian Working People's Party.

Pre-History and History
Generally speaking American and English historians regard the parti-

tion of Africa by the Europeans simply as a continuation of an existing
historical development of the areas occupied' by each of the European
powers and the history of the people encompassed in each area is then
reconstructed from legends and other oral traditions. In this way a
"history" for each area is evolved. Endre Sik does not agree with this
approach. He believes that prior to the slave trade period, many of the
peoples of Africa had not yet emerged from their primitive conditions
and he believes, because Qf the overall unreliability of oral traditions, that
the history of these people rightly belongs to the province of ethnography.
At the same time there were also areas in which "classless society had
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instance "for the people of present day Africa, whether still oppressed
and struggling for liberation or already indep~ndent, as well as for the
world proletariate of our time, an objective, scientific study of African
history is a political document, a part of the bill which they will in due
time present to their adversary and debtor, contemporary world imperialism,
successor to the slave dealers, the invaders and butchers of the African
peoples from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries". The study of the
history of Africa the author feels is politically significant because it "can
and must enrich the experience of the African peoples in their present
and future struggles against imperialism".

In view of the above, the author feels that in order that a study of
the history of Africa be fruitful, the different historical epochs should be
starting points and not the different geographical areas. The "essential
character" of each epoch must be determined, because it was the events
themselves that broke up Africa into different regions and within these
historical regions, each of which includes a number of countries and
peoples, the delimitations between the individual countries and peoples as
they actually existed in that epoch must be retained. The history ofAfrica therefore must be divided into the following epochs: I

I. Ancient times to the end of the fifteenth century.
II. The slave trade period which lasted from the sixteenth to the eighteenth

centuries.
III. The epoch of the conquest and partitioning of Black Africa which

can be subdivided into -
i) the period circa 1789-1850;

ii) from 1850 to the late seventies;
iii) the period from the late seventies to 1900. -

IV. Black Africa under imperialism:
a) The period before and during World War I;
b) the period between the wars (1918-1939);
c) World War II and the disintegration of the colonial system.

V. The first steps of the newly independent African countries.
In this the first volume (English edition) of the history of B18ck

Africa, the author deals with the first three "epochs".

The Intruders
The author views the Europeans and Muslim Arabs as intruding into

Africa and subjugating the indigenous populations. The Christian mission-
aries and explorers were the reconnoiterers of "European capital" whose
"function it was to find out the chances and prospects for colonial exploita.
tion of these countries and to prepare their seizure". An explorer like
the well-known Stanley was therefore an instrument of "European capital"
and the author refers to him as "another scoundrel of great caliber and
high abilities".

Religion was the vehicle or instrument used by the Europeans and
Muslims to blunt the spirit of resistance of the indigenous peoples. For
instance a characteristic of the Portuguese colonization in the sixt~nth and
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eighteenth centuries was the utilization of the "superstitiousness of primi-
tive African peoples by stupefying them with Christian religion as preached
by their missionaries", while the American slaveholders kept their slaves
in subjection by teaching them "the religious spirit". In the central Sudan
the Camergu tribes safeguarded their independence, but "those of them
living near the caravan routes adopted Mohammedanism".

The moving principle behind the slave trade was according to the
author, capitalism, but it was nationalistically orientated. The result was
that "during the three hunderd years of the slave trade the capitalist
robbers had endless conflicts and skirmishes with one another around the
spoil" and as the author so poignantly states, the result of the slave trade
was "to some extermination; to others expulsion from their territories;
again to others -loss of their sons and daughters; and to the rest of
them destruction of their economies, retardation of the development of
productive forces". The abolition of the slave trade was simply an "act
of hypocracy" which inter alia led to the expansion of British interests.
The industrial revolution in Europe was the motive behind the abolition
of slavery because "with the consolidation of industrial capitalism in the
most advanced countries of Europe, mainly in Great Britain, the colonial
policy of the European powers in Africa changed. These powers began
striving to create conditions for the exploitation of large masses of the
African population on the spot, for the extraction of the products and
raw materials most needed by industrial capital". It is the point of view
of the author that the resultant wars of conquest were waged under false
slogans, like the "fight" against the slave trade, etc. -To carry out their
plans of conquest, the imperialist governments simply resorted to pro-
vocation by either setting one tribe against the other or by "~sulting the
Africans in order to prompt them to revolt and attack the Europeans, thus
creating a convenient pretext of intervention. .."

The Reaction of the Indigenous Peoples

As the European conquest of the vast African continent gradually
began to unfold from the late eighteenth century and gained momentum
during the nineteenth century, the peoples of Africa "resisted bitterly".
On the one hand this conquest led to "liberation struggles" by the African
peoples and on the other hand it resulted in conflicts between the European
powers. By correlating in time the various campaigns of the European
powers in Africa, the author points out that it is according to his view
no exaggeration "to say that during the last two decades of the nineteenth
century the whole of black Africa constituted one compact nucleus of the
African people's defensive wars and emancipatory uprisings". The struggle
of the Mrican peoples was cof no avail, imperialism was triumphant and
led to the final subjugation of the peoples of Africa.

The outward forms these struggles took were either active fights or
passive resistance. In some instances those actively fighting against the
imperi&lists created tribal alliances ~nd confederations. Other tribes
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hid themselves and changed their residence frequently. In describing
these wars, the author more often than not makes use of emotionally laden
words like "herioc resistance", "defensive struggle", "brilliant struggle",
"victoriously marched. ..", "wars of liberation", "oppressors", etc.
"These defensive wars" and "insurrections" in the early period took place
under the cover and slogan of the "struggle against the whites" and the
net result of these wars was to "prepare and train the popular masses of
Africa for the national liberation and class struggles to come".

South Africa
On the whole the author is surprisingly sympathic towards the

Afrikaans-speaking population in his treatment of South African history
especially because of their "struggle against British Imperialism". The
Boers fought righteous "anti-imperialistic wars" against Britain in the
same way as the Ethiopians fought against Italy and the Malagasy again~,t
France. The Boers' treatment of and attitude towards the Bantu and other
indigenous people are however, decried. He points out that the purchase
of the Cape Colony by the Dutch East India Co. in exchange for goods
worth approximately nineteen rand, is a typical example of how the early
European conquerors tried by "peace treaties" to take possession of African
territories. The colonizers, because they "entertained vain hopes fo].", their
subjugation, decided to exterminate" the Bushmen totally.

In dealing with the Patriot movement of 1779-1795, the author
describes their petition to the Company as "a peculiar medley of pro-
gressive and reactionary aspirations", and the revolt of Graaff-Reinet and
Swellendam in 1795 "took a completely unexpected turn: in the revoij
of the colonists Britain found a pretext for intervention".

The emancipation of the slaves is seen as the major cause of the
Great Trek. "Having lost the basis of their well-being, the affluent owners
of land and slaves became poor peasants (Boers) who had to live by
their own labour. This was the main cause of the trek". In the interior
where they, the Boers, established their republics, they had to do with
the "troops" of Dingaan and accepting Moffat's characterization of Umsili-
kazi, the author believes that it is a "historical slander" to describe this
chief of the Ndebeles as a "bloodthirsty tyrant". On the contrary Umsilikazi
was "an exceptionally fair, gentle and peace-loving man".

He describes the Boer farmers as follows: "The ordinary Boer farmer's
patriarchal views (love of freedom and independence, craving after total
democracy for 'his people', religious and racial prejudices, hostility towards
the Africans, and suspecting everything 'alien') were combined in him with
the ardent patriotism characteristic of the most progressive elements of
the Boer people with their conscious hatred for the English, and with a
practical mind and great diplomatic abilities".

After gold was discovered on the Witwatersrand in 1886 the Uitlanders
"pursued subversive activities in the Boer republics and in 1895 organized
the Jameson raid", while Cecil John Rhodes "resorted to a policy of
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provocation". The ensueing war was lost by the Boers despite their
heroism, inter alia, because of their "religious prejudices which compelled
them to treat the enemy as becomes Christians".

The author makes a clear distinction between the Boers and their
"struggles against the British" and the Europeans in general. In the
latter instance the Europeans (Boers and British) were colonizers whose
colonizing activities led to the "peculiarity of the relations between colonizers
and Africans (Italics by the author) .In this respect South Africa showed
many symptoms that existed nowhere else in African colonies in that
period: the systematic extermination of the aborigines, the dispossession
of entire tribes of their territories, the transformation of large numbers
of Africans into 'labourers' (half.slaves or serfs) ". The author feels it is
a pity that the Boers in their fight against British imperialism were unable
to turn to their natural allies, the African people, to help them in this

"righteous struggle']..

Conclusion

In the field of historical .methodology two schools of thought have
cristalized during the past fifty years. Firstly there are those historians
who might be described as belonging to the "objective scientific" school
who believe that historical facts are reflections of past'actuality and that
it is possible to reconstruct the past through the facts. They accept the
proposition that a certain amount of subjectivity would inevitably be
reflected in this reconstruction procedure, but this subjective aspect is
something inevitable that by and large should be overcome as far as
possible. Secondly there is the school of thought which ac~pts the fact
that we are the result of the past (the historicists) and it is this selfsame
subjective element in our lives which is the result of history and which
gives meaning to our lives. Subjectivism is therefore historically derived
and is an historical objective reality in terms of which the past can and
must be interpreted. Historical facts are dead facts and can only be
given meaning if interpreted in terms of the subjective reality of the
historian's world and time. According to this school of thought, the
historian lives in a fool's paradise who believes that the aim of the historian
is to reconstruct past actuality -wie es eigentlich gewesen ist. We do
not study the past for its own sake but only that section of the past which
gives meaning to the present. Logically it boils down to the fact that
only the present can give meaning to the past. The problem naturally
is what we understand by the term "present".

Obviously Endre Sik belongs tr the latter school of thought. The
terms of reference -in his case based on Marx, Lenin, Engels, Feuerbach
and Stalin -which give meaning to the historical world he lives in, are
also meaningful terms or tools by means of which the "dead" past can
be iQterpreted or re-interpreted. Thus terms like capitalism, popular masses,
subversion, defensive wars, wars of liberation, etc. although modern in
their derivation, are for the author, key words in the process of giving



meaning to the multitude of factual material which otherwise would have
become mere facts in time.

The final question we may ask is: when is history "history" and
when does it become propaganda for a way of life?

T. S. van Rooyen


