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THE RACE IS NOT ALWAYS TO THE SWIFT
Thoughts on the Use of Written Sources for the Study of Early African
History*

DAVID HENIGE

Books are not made to be believed, but to be
subjected to inquiry. When we consider a book,
we mustn’t ask ourselves what it says, but
what it means. (Eco 1983: 316)

While Africanist historians of recent vintage have not entirely ignored written sources in
their anxiety to legitimize the ‘new’ genre of oral historiography, there is no denying that
they have not generally devoted to such materials the same zeal, imagination, and sense of
purpose that have characterized their work with oral sources. If anything, one great similarity
between the two areas of study is the inclination in each to accept both forms of evidence at
face value rather too hastily. Even in such intensively studied fields as the history of the
slave trade, the use of written sources has not always entailed a concomitant critique and
understanding.

Since it can neither be granted that written sources are less important than other forms of
evidence, nor that Africanists have displayed an instinctive mastery in dealing with them, it
should occasion some surprise, and perhaps a sense of mortification, that the Bad Homburg
symposium was the first in more than twenty-five years of serious study of the African past
to be dedicated entirely to written sources qua sources. Without doubt the result of the studies
presented there will be both to draw attention to sources that have not been sufficiently un-
derstood or exploited and to instil a sense of caution in the use of written sources in general.

This paper is devoted to the second of these ends. I have not attempted to discuss the full
range of issues here; to do so would only result in too little being said about too much. In-
stead I concentrate on four particular matters: i) the imperative need routinely, even refle-
xively, to seek out and use genuinely primary sources; ii) the special problem within that
context of using translations; iii) the matter of the ever so slightly notorious argument from
silence; iv) the question of the extent to which quantitative data can be credibly deployed in
numerical exercises. As it is, much more could — and should — be said about each of these
issues. What I offer here can be regarded only as points of departure.

* This is a subtantially revised version of a paper presented at the symposium. Much of the re\{ision is
owing to comments by other members of the symposium, for all of which I am grateful. In this paper
(as in the symposium itself) the term “written” encompasses materials that were both published and

unpublished.
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II

They seek him here, they seek him there.

Those Frenchies seek him everywhere.

Is he in heaven, or is he in hell?

That damned infernal Pimpernel. (Orczy 1905: 39)

Seeking the elusive pimpernel: what is a primary source?

Such past events as are known to us can be known only through one or more “‘primary”’
sources, and it has long been a cardinal rule of historical inquiry that, at least ultimately, re-
course should always be to whatever are construed to be the primary source(s) in any parti-
cular instance. For a number of reasons this problem is far from a simple one. In the first
place very few historians can enjoy the luxury of being certain that they are invariably working
with sources which will not suddenly metamorphose into secondary sources or indeed into
fiction. Then too, the primary source, like the Scarlet Pimpernel, is a master of disguise. Fit-
tingly then, any discussion must begin with the very definition of “primary”.

This is a concept about which historians are much given to disagreement: is the most ap-
propriate and defensible definition one that is unabashedly relative or one that tends to be
absolute? ! For example, classicists and medievalists (e.g., Lewis 1855, 1: 16; Finley 1985:
7—-26) prefer to adopt an extremely austere and rigorous definition, counting only first-hand
sources as primary and all others as secondary or worse. Here, though, I think we have no
practical choice but to dispense with this view of matters, not at all because it is incorrect,
but because it is mischievously impossible to attain regularly, particularly for early African
history. Instead the term “primary source” (I will dispense with the quotation marks, though
readers should not lose sight of them) will here carry a meaning relative to other sources
rather than to the event(s) to which it refers. That is, it describes those pieces of information
which stand in the most intimate relationship to an event or process in the present state of
our knowledge.

In fact in most cases the very nature of a primary source tells historians that it is actually
in some way derivative. A particular inscription might summarize and supplement earlier
ones. A letter from one historical personage to another might be based in part on information
and opinions which the writer heard from others and in part on his own knowledge, the two
assimilated and then reported in some combination to his correspondent. But as long as the
earlier inscription(s) or the information which provided the basis for our hypothetical letter
are not known to exist, it is proper for historians to regard such sources as primary since
they are, faute de mieux, as near to truly original sources as they can now secure.

11In fact the relativist definition of “primary” I advocate here engendered some discussion — and some
disagreement — among the members of the symposium, some of whom felt that the concept would be
stretched beyond any pragmatic meaning when used to describe a source that may be several hundred
years or more removed from that which it purports to describe. In the end, I suppose, terminology is
less important (why not simply call them blue, red, or yellow sources?) than the belicf that all source
spores should be traced back as far as possible. No more can be done.
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As time passes, more and more past events come to the attention of posterity and further,
and sometimes better, sources are uncovered.> As often as not, such discoveries relegate to
secondary status (or fiction) sources previously regarded as primary. But, regardless of any
proliferation of new primary and secondary sources, historians continue to recognize the
principle of treating primary sources as their unmistakable starting point. However much
they may see fit to interpret them by using other materials, primary sources remain the sine
qua non of historical investigation.?

Historians of tropical Africa are favored neither with an abundance of good primary sources,
nor with reasonable expectations of uncovering many more, at least for the period with which
we are concerned.* Moreover, they are encumbered by a recent historiographical past which
largely has not adopted a policy of finding primary sources before using them. A shockingly
high proportion of work done on early African history between, say, 1955 and 1975, can
now only be termed quaternary in that it was content to rely on secondary and tertiary ac-
counts, because few recognized the need to seek out primary sources at whatever cost and
base their work on them. As a result historians of the future may feel compelled to disregard
much of this wark, even though they may be unable to improve on it.

This insouciant point of view is encapsulated in the large number of “‘primary sources”
(the quotation marks are unavoidable here) that were re-issued during this pubescent stage of
modern Africa historiography. With a few honorable exceptions (one of which is discussed
below) these are testimonials less to the accepted canons of historiography than to publishers’
cupidity. These are not editions at all, but reprints, occasionally adorned with exiguous in-
troductions and scattered footnotes, but virtually bereft of the exegetical introduction, the
excursive footnote, or the specialized appendices that usually, and necessarily, accompany
modern editions of early historical sources.®

Paradoxically, the inadequacy of this approach is starkly exemplified by the reprint of
Willem Bosman’s A New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea (Bosman 1705/
1967), which first appeared in 1705 and which, since its republication in 1967, has become a
staple for many historians interested in affairs on the Gold and Slave Coasts at the end of the
seventeenth century. Exceptionally for such reprints, the Description was accompanied by
nearly seventy pages of explanatory notes by two recognized scholars in the field, and these
remain a boon. There was also an introduction by the general editor of the series to which the
volume was consigned, a historian with no particular interest in, or detailed knowledge of,

2By the same token sources — even written sources — become lost or otherwise disappear from sight. Or
simply never come into existence because, for instance, the advent of the telephone and now various
modes of electronic mail bypass the traditional means of communicating and preserving data from onc
generation to the next. Nevertheless, therc is clearly a growing net gain in written materials that arc
being generated.

3 That this view of the primacy of the original source is still alive is indicated by the recent and tem-
pestuous debate over the way in which David Abraham (Abraham 1981) used (or abused) certain archi-
val materials on the collapse of the Third Reich. Stripped of its unfortunately highly personalized
nastiness, the debate (see especially Central European History, 17 [1984], 159-293) resonatcs the clas-
sic view of role of the primary source in historical inquiry quite effcctively.

4 Parts of this sentence nced glossing. By “good” primary sources I mean thosc which appear to be within
at least striking distance of that which they describe or discuss. Admittedly my feeling that little new
will come forth spring sin too great extent from ignorance as to what trcasurcs still rcmain in known or
unknown archival collections, particularly thosc of the many missionary socictics, though pcrhaps thesc
are less “new” than “ignored”.

5 For a context to this discussion see Henige 1986 d.
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the time and area about which Bosman wrote. So it is no surprise that this did not prove to
be the contribution to knowledge it might have been. One can only speculate as to the con-
straining role of the publisher in limiting the explanatory notes to some seventy pages of
large-print/large-margin text and asking an unsuitable scholar to provide the introduction.

In fact, though, it transpires that all this is oddly by the way since Bosman’s Description
turns out to be not a primary source at all, but a secondary one, no more than a translation
of the Dutch edition published shortly before. Since its publication in English, Bosman’s ac-
count enjoyed a certain vogue as a purportedly faithful rendition of the original Dutch ver-
sion, but it has lately become clear that this accolade was largely undeserved (or had only re-
lative value). This unpalatable fact was demonstrated in an extended — necessarily extended —
exposé (Van Dantzig 1974; Van Dantzig 1975—82) which showed beyond doubt (and for
some, I imagine, beyond believing) that the differences between the two editions were many,
were significant, and were sometimes calculated. In fact Van Dantzig required more than
half the words of Bosman to deal with the more than 1,000 errors he itemized. In doing so
he illustrated how linguistic ineptitude, outright carelessness, and national pride conspired to
present to the British reading public of the time — and eventually to Africanists of our time —
a version which departed significantly, even diametrically, from that which Bosman had
actually written.

Of what value then is this modern reprint? On balance it might well have negative value
only. To be sure, along with its inaccuracies it offers a variety of apparently accurate data
which could be of use to those fortunate readers able to distinguish them. For the majority
who might not, or who are not even aware of the need to, it serves up a potpourri of fact
and fancy in the same guise. Worst of all, perhaps, it pre-empts the market for a full scholar-
ly edition, publishing being what it is. And this inevitably raises the next question. Should
not some attention be given to preparing a scholarly edition of Bosman’s original Dutch vo-
lume, the undisputed primary source in this case (though see below)? To what extent does
the existence of an unsatisfactory English translation (or even a satisfactory one, for that
matter) deflect historians from using the Dutch edition?

While historians cannot be (and should not be) certain that what Bosman wrote (in Dutch)
was entirely accurate, they have the reassurance of knowing that he generally wrote about
matters that occurred during his sojourn in west Africa and that (so he tells us) he witnessed
many of them.® In this respect his work is rather an anomaly in the literature on Africa pu-
blished in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the apogee of the compiled travel ac-
count — part borrowing, part speculation, part imagination, part truth (the order is intentional
if not completely justifiable).” The work of several historians (pre-eminently Paul Hair and

6 For one cxample that might lead us to question Bosman’s objectivity or his memory (or both) see Heni-
ge 1977: 16—17. A possible test on Bosman are the materials in Rawlinson C. 745—47 in the Bodleian
Library, Oxford, which consist of letters from the various outforts to Cape Coast Castle between 1681
and 1699. That is, they rcpresent the English version of affairs which at the time were frequently ad-
versarial.

7 Travel literature, notably the significant category of imaginary voyages, deserves more extended atten-
tion and apprcciation by Africanist historians (see Johnson 1974). This should begin with a reading of
Adams 1962; Adams 1983; Colc 1972; and M6rner 1982. It was widely believed as late as the eighteenth
century, for cxample, that giants still existed (Schnapper 1986) and could (and would) be found “out
therc” in placcs such as Africa.
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now Adam Jones) has begun to illustrate for west Africa the magnitude, reflexivity, and
complexity of the interborrowing which was so quintessentially a characteristic of this genre.
Complicated schemata are frequently required (and often need to be modified) to depict the
course of this interdependence, and even then much of it defies solution, as one or more
crucial pieces are found to be among the missing. If the pursuit of truth (or rather of unex-
ceptionable argument) is held to be the goal of historiography, then the need to untangle
this incredibly complicated mosaic of early published (and unpublished) accounts of Africa
deserves first priority, lest we continue to be deluded by lies, anachronisms, illusions, and
repetitions.

But here at least, the problem, if not the solution, is fairly well-defined, since it is now
apparent to nearly everyone that the work of Dapper, Prévost, and others of their ilk never
constituted primary sources at all, even in the “soft” sense adopted earlier in this paper. Once
accepted, this permits the search to determine just how and how far they are removed from
this status.

The matter is considerably less clear for sources which, from all appearances, are primary,
even eyewitness. For west Africa Jean Barbot’s various writings (eventually to be partly em-
bedded in a single posthumous publication) illustrates the problem rather well (Law 1982).
Even so, I would prefer to draw my illustration from a non-African example. I do this with
a few reservations but without apology, for the case I have in mind is an extraordinarily ap-
posite one with implications beyond itself. Then too, it is well to remind ourselves from time
to time that the aphorism “Semper ex africa aliquid novi” is usually far less true than we
might like to believe. .

I want to discuss the group of early accounts of Hernando de Soto’s peregrinations around
the southeastern United States from 1539 to 1543. Four purportedly first-hand accounts of
this momentous event (momentous at least for modern historiography, which never seems to
tire of it) are known to exist. The two earliest of these were compiled by Rodrigo Ranjel and
Luis Hernindez de Biedma. As secretary and factor of the expedition respectively, each was
in an excellent position, not only to observe events and record them promptly, but to record
motives and effects.’

The version of Ranjel runs to some 25,000 words and has roughly the form of an elaborated
diary, being especially punctilious about dates, distances, and directions, but not lacking en-
tirely an anecdotal flavor. Ranjel’s official status and these characteristics lend his account a
particularly authoritative note, reinforced by the scholarly belief that Ranjel recapitulated
his work periodically. This is naturally appealing to those who rely on Ranjel’s account, but
the balm is not without its fly. As we have it, the account is included as several chapters of
Oviedo’s monumental Historia general y natural de las Indias (Oviedo 1851--55, 1: 544.-77).°
At the time he collected Ranijel’s story in the mid-1540s Oviedo was the semi-official historian
of the Indies for the Spanish court and was residing in Hispaniola. It is Oviedo who assured
his readers that Ranjel worked “day by day” (Oviedo 185155, 1: 560), but we have no idea
what Oviedo did, if anything, with the account as he received it (orally? in written form?).
As it exists in the Historia, it does not read quite as much like a log as the expression “day

80On the other hand of course, their official status may have inhibited both their desire and their ability
to criticize this fiasco, both during its course and retrospectively. We have no way of knowing.

9 Thus, although the first to be written (apparently), Ranjel’s was the last account to appear in print. It
seems that Oviedo wrote (or rewrote) two more chapters devoted to Ranjel’s account, but these were
lost between ca. 1550 and the nineteenth century. Oviedo 185155, 1: 577 n.
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by day” would suggest; indeed, it seems possible that Ranjel wrote it down only at Oviedo’s
suggestion (Oviedo, 1851--55, 1: 560). We do know that the account as we now have it is
punctuated by Oviedo’s interpolations, usually (or at least more apparently ) as sanctimonious
obiter dicta, and that it ceases abruptly nearly two years before the end of the expedition.

Biedma’s account (Biedma 1971) is much shorter, no more than about 8,000 words. More-
over, since it covered all four years, it is naturally much less detailed than that of Ranjel. On
the other hand, it has survived in the original holograph manuscript, clearly an advantage.
But it was apparently written from memory and perhaps through consultation with other
survivors after they arrived in Mexico City in 1543 (it is known to have existed as early as
1544). Like Ranjel’s account, Biedma’s version remained long unpublished (though not ne-
cessarily unavailable), appearing in print only in 1841, and then in a French translation.®

The third surviving account (Elvas 1557/1932) is roughly 30,000 words in length and was
the first to enter the public domain, being published in 1557. It is written in Portuguese, but
its author is unknown. He coyly referred to himself only as “un fidalgo de Elvas” on the title
page and he was probably one of the several Portuguese soldiers in the expedition. Beyond
that no clues in the text support further speculation, either about the author’s identity, how
soon after the expedition he began to compile his account, or whether it depended on me-
mory or on notes.

The last account to be written (and the second to be published, in 1605) is in many ways
the most intriguing. It (Garcilaso Inca de la Vega 1605/1982) purports to be one of the
earliest extended examples of oral historiography of modern times. Its author of record,
Garcilaso Inca de la Vega, claimed that he was merely recording reminiscences of an unnamed
veteran, who happened to have a prodigious memory. Despite the second-hand nature of the
report and the fact that any recording of it would have taken place as much as forty years or
more after the events themselves, La Florida del Ynca is much the most elaborate of the four
relations, exceeding 150,000 words in length. As such, it has exercised an apparently irresi-
stible appeal to historians ever since the eighteenth century.

The first question to be asked of this intriguing quartet is naturally: to what extent are
they independent of each other? Until that question can be answered satisfactorily, using
them is bound to be vexed and problematical. Most historians have judged them to be “four
independent narratives™ and thereby to constitute “primary sources” each and every one
(U. S. House of Representatives 1939: 11). At the same time students of Hernando de Soto’s
activities have been gratified to observe that the accounts “support each other very complete-
ly” (U. S. House of Representatives 1939: 10). If the first premise is true, then the second
would be immensely comforting. At any rate, historians and ethnographers have used the
four sources symbiotically many times for historical reconstruction, most frequently in their
incessant efforts to trace Soto’s route and to speculate about the political and economic na-
ture of the Indian polities in the area.'’

The questions this strategy begs are numerous. For instance, should La Florida really be
treated on a par with the others? Or even given the starring role that at least one recent study

10 The edition of Biedma I have used is a facsimile of a transcription made in the archives early in the
nineteenth century and which served as the basis for later printed editions. That is, it is a transitional
form, neither archival nor printed.

11 To date there have been more than fifty such attempts, each different from the others in some way
and most displaying a certain “De Soto slept here (and not there)” syndrome.
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(Dobyns 1983) has accorded it? By inadvertently catering to historians’ hunger for detail,

La Florida has acquired for itself a credibility that is only belied by its content and Garcila-

s0’s attempts to explain how he came to compose the work.> To the critical observer the

salient features of La Florida are its relentless hyperbole in all things; its complement of

orotund speechifying by all hands, quoted verbatim and at length (Thucydides was an im-

portant role model for humanist historians); and its patently derivative character, not from

Garcilaso’s unnamed source but from the other three accounts. For, even though Garcilaso

assiduously disclaimed any knowledge of any earlier versions, every indication — beginning

with the disclaimer itself — suggests otherwise. Virtually all the major events portrayed by

Garcilaso appear in one or more of these versions. More suggestively, the periods of time (all

the winters) which they ignored, Garcilaso passed over as well. Garcilaso distinguished his

own version by his rococo proliferation of implausible and unverifiable detail, and by the
heroic role assumed by one Gonzalo Silvestre in events, on which grounds he is widely pre-
sumed to have been Garcilaso’s anonymous informant.

We can dismiss La Florida then as being in any legitimate sense (whether relative or ab-
solute) primary, except insofar as it might provide useful insights into the budding authorial
career of a transcultural humanist. But what is to be said about the other three accounts, each
of which offers a plausible case for being regarded as primary? Internal criticism is of little
help, since the many differences among them are lessimportant than the differences between
any one of them and La Florida, and could plausibly be accounted for in any number of
ways. That is, while they cannot all be equally reliable, they may still all be primary, even in
toto. But how can we ever know? Among the imponderables that might intrude into any
optimistic assessment of our changes of finding out would be:

i) To what extent did Oviedo tamper with Ranjel’s account, either by omitting or by adding
material, beyond the evident interpolations already mentioned?

ii) Did Biedma and Elvas rely on each other or on Ranjel? And did they have access to the
latter in a ‘truer’ form than it eventually appeared in Oviedo? On whom might Ranjel
have relied — Biedma, Elvas, commonly-held opinions and memories of the survivors?

iii) What kinds of recapitulative writing occurred when the survivors congregated in Mexico
City? Could any of these have been entirely independent of the others?

iv) Why did “the Gentleman of Elvas” prefer to remain anonymous? Why did Garcilaso guard
so zealously the identity of his own (alleged) informant?

v) Is the fact that none of the authors cited any of the others merely testament to the historio-
graphical mores of the age, which confined such citations almost entirely to classical
sources for the purpose of demonstrating erudition?

Much of the vast amount of writing on Hernando de Soto’s activities and their putative
effects might suggest that the answers to such questions as these are neither particularly
complex nor very important. In fact, rather extraordinarily given the length of time the matter
has been adumbrated, no one has attempted very seriously to grapple with these issues. No
one, for instance (to my knowledge), has attempted the dreary exegesis necessary to deter-
mine whether parts of any of these sources have been borrowed undigested from any of the
others. The fact that each treats the same restricted set of events would of course render this
exercise more difficult than usual, but this is surely no reason to shrink from it.

12 For a critique of La Florida sce Henige 1986 a.
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What has happened instead is that proponents of one route or another choose those parts
from those sources which best support their own predisposition (and there are usually large
leavens of local pride involved), not only decontextualizing them, but passing lightly over
the knotty matter of reliability. “Fit” is what matters most. This is scarcely good enough;
not only must the primary sources be identified as such and quarried very gingerly, they must
(when there is more than one) be triangulated with one another to the extent possible, both
to expose contradictions and to posit dependent relationships.

I cannot conclude this discussion without mentioning two further ramifications of dealing
effectively with primary sources. The first is the common but perplexing situation where a
source is found on investigation to be a congeries of versions, largely but never fully con-
gruent. To remain a moment with the chronicles of the Indies, the work of Bernal Diaz del
Castillo and Alvar Ninez Cabeza de Vaca illustrate the problem. Diaz del Castillo’s account
of the conquest of central Mexico, long accorded primacy by historians but written even
longer after the events it describes than La Florida and from avowedly personal motives (to
dispute another, published, version) has, it transpires, a specifically textual crux. Three
manuscript versions of the work have survived, which helpfully chart the course of Diaz del
Castillo’s thoughts and afterthoughts, but which also force historians to ask which of the
versions is to preferred, if any.”® Can any one of them be? If so, by what set of criteria?
Which are to be preferred — first thoughts or last thoughts, spontaneity or rumination, suc-
cinctness or elaboration? '

Cabeza de Vaca’s accounts of his wanderings across the southwestern United States survive
in no fewer than four versions. Oddly, even though all of them were published within twenty
years of the end of his travels, the differences among them are far greater than among the
three versions of Dfaz del Castillo’s Historia verdadera. The earliest known is very spare, the
remaining ones increasingly full of detail. What are we to make of this? How often does an
episode need to recur in the literature before the historian accepts it as likely? And how
congruent must the accounts be? All things considered (as of course they must be), is such
progressive elaboration a reasonable course to expect and one likely to compel the historian’s
belief? What we cannot do in cases like these is to decide that one particular text is, integral-
ly, the primary source without considering the claims of parts of other texts.'s

To return to Africa at long last, it is not hard to think of similar examples where the dif-
ficulties in determining which texts are to be treated as authoritative, that is, as primary, are
sometimes more difficult than expected, sometimes simply ignored. The problem of multiple
versions of substantially the same work manifests itself frequently and displays to good ad-

13 See, among others, Cascardi 1982; Cerwin 1963: 199—211; Guyler 1969; Sdenz de Santa Maria 1966;
Wagner 1945, for discussions of the problems involved with Diaz del Castillo.

14 In this historians should not entirely neglect the current focus in literary theory on “authorial intent”,
though they may well be bemused by the triviality of some of its argumentative cruxes. A particularly
apt cxample, the five “first” editions of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, is discussed in Stuber 1985. Nor
should they be put off by the fact that the sources for earlier African history do not promise especial-
ly fruitful grounds for gaining access to the minds in motion of their authors — little correspondence,
fcw markcd-up drafts, only a few “discrepant” editions (but see below, and other papers in this vo-
lume, for the raw materials available for several nineteenth-century sources).

15 Then there is the disturbing fact that several studies have recently begun to question the historicity of
much, or cven all, of Cabeza de Vaca’s various accounts, seeing in them several motifs straight out of
the fiction of the period. For a discussion of the fact/fiction issue generally in American literature see
Parker 1984, as well as Tanselle 1986: 27-36.



The Race is not Always to the Swift 61

vantage some of the variations on the theme. Here our friend Willem Bosman re-enters the
discussion. Although I asserted earlier that the 1704 Dutch edition should be considered the
primary source, at this point I must disagree with myself to the extent of pointing out that
in later Dutch editions interesting ‘new’ material was added, we know not at whose instance
(Van Dantzig 1975—82: passim). In these circumstances it behooves us at least to ponder
whether such additions to later, even posthumous, works have any claim to being considered
primary. To judge in this instance from the fact that Van Dantzig included many of them in
his exegesis of the English translation, the answer appears to be that they must. The lesson is
that problems often beget problems; in these cases it is not enough to regard the earliest
editions as primary solely on the grounds that they appeared first.

Needless to say, the question of largely (or even apparently) identical versions has a longer
and broader history than Bosman’s work. Reasons for variations among successive editions
may be many. Most obviously it suggests that the author simply revised his opinion about a
fact or added newly-acquired knowledge or simply preferred to make stylistic changes. Do
not most of us look at our older work and yearn for the chance to improve on it? Other
changes may not derive from the author. A common practice was for passages regarded as
morally offensive by a later generation to be bowdlerized or omitted. Or it may have been
that one generation’s enemies became another generation’s friends, requiring appropriate
textual alterations. The permutations are numerous, but seldom laid out explicitly for the
edification of later students. Rather they must be sought in context.

For earlier works dealing with what we now term the Third World there is the additional
and rather permeative problem relating to the requirements of that particular béte noire of
historians, nationalism. The case of C. C. Reindorf’s work, investigated by Ray Jenkins (Jen-
kins 1977/78) exemplifies this question. First published in 1895, Reindorf’s study of the Ga
in the southern Gold Coast was re-issued in 1951, at the very dawn of the colony’s indepen-
dence. For whatever reasons, it was deemed expedient to change certain passages. Historians
of Ghana were a bit slow to catch on either to the deed itself or to its implications and con-
tinued to regard (and may still) the 1951 edition as a primary source, when of course it is
nothing of the kind.

It is possible to take Reindorf a bit farther by discussing his published work in the context
of the last issue I wish to raise here, the matter of comparing published versions with their
own sources, to the extent these latter have survived. Other papers in the volume discuss in
some detail the process by which several nineteenth-century travelers’ accounts were trans-
formed (although this is not always the word to use) from raw data to published form. From
this it is clear that, for any number of reasons, innumerable changes were made. Realizing
this, historians have no choice but to reach back to the rawest available materials to support
their arguments.

Three examples come immediately to mind. Back to Reindorf, we find that in the archives
of the Basel Mission Society there are two handwritten manuscripts of Reindorf’s work in
G, his mother tongue. One of these is described (Jenkins 1985: 60) as “a translation(?)”;
the other, with identical pagination, is not described at all. Unquestionably historians of the
Ga must consult these in order to determine, if they can, whether either of them should be
accorded priority over the 1895 English edition.®

16 For further details see Jenkins et al. 1985, which should be required reading for historians of Ghana
and Togo.
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A second example, also drawn from the Basel Mission archives, relates to the work of
Franz Ramseyer, a major source for Asante affairs in the 1870s. The file in question is de-
scribed as:

A German version of the Ramseyer material in “Four Years in Ashantee” which is, however, rather
fuller than what is printed in the original German edition of that book, the latter being in turn fuller
than the English edition. Since this MS is in German, and Ramseyer’s mother tongue was French, it
seems likely that this MS represents a stage in the editing of the Diary, rather than a copy of an
original. (Jenkins 1985: 48)

In every way this sounds quite promising and the manuscript is probably to be preferred to
the published German version as well as, of course, to the handy English translation that ap-
peared almost simultaneously. It can hardly be ignored, it would seem, by historians of late
nineteenth-century Asante, yet many of them (e. g., Lewin 1978; Maier 1983; Tordoff 1966;
Wilks 1975) seem to have done just that. Perhaps they did consult this manuscript but found
it wanting. Perhaps they did not.

Finally there is the holograph journal of James Grant.!” In his paper Roy Bridges (this
volume) has noted that this journal does not differ significantly from Grant’s published ac-
count of his and Speke’s visit to Buganda (Grant 1862). This is good to know, but is should
not deter historians of the area from consulting the journal. I myself was able to draw from
it a welcome datum that was more explicit than the corresponding statement in the published
version to the extent that it allowed me to pursue an argument that I might otherwise not
have been able to make, or could have made only feebly (Henige 1980 a: 260). -

Even this brief discussion suggests the many and wonderful variations on the theme of first
ascertaining and then consulting the most “primary” source available. It also underscores the
complexity of defining “primary” in an authoritative fashion. For example, while Ramseyer’s
unpublished diary might be regarded as the primary Ramseyer source, it is far from being
our only primary source for Asante in the early 1870s. There are many others, but (an im-
portant “but”) it may be that these are less primary than we might believe for one reason or
another (borrowing, secondary unto themselves, fictitious in some regard, and the like). All
in all, it is hardly unfair to compare the primary source to the Scarlet Pimpernel, who, we
should remember, always managed to elude identification and capture.

111

Ay, but you know we must return good for evil / /
That may be a mistake in the translation (Vanbrugh 1697, 1/i)

Translations as sources: where do they fit?

The art of translation has recently been described (Venuti 1986: 196) as “a very compli-
cated labor of transformation.” Yet, ever since the unseemly cacophony at Babel, scholars in
all fields have been obliged to deal with translations in their work. For many historians a
translation represents the first acquaintance with a particular source — and frequently the
last as well. But, not unlike transcriptions, rubbings. and photographs. a translation can be re-

17 Grant’s journal is now in the National Library of Scotland, Ms. 17915 and a microfilm of it is avail-
able from the Center for Research Libraries in Chicago.
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garded as a primary source only when that source is no longer available in its original language
or state. For instance, many ancient Greek works are known today only through Latin or
Arabic translations and many monumental brasses from English churches survive only as
indents or in the form of rubbings taken before the brasses themselves disappeared. At some
point in an investigation it becomes necessary to resist the siren song by abandoning the
translation in favor of the extant original. The point at which this will occur varies, but it
would never be later than the first occasion that the historian feels bound to tie a particular
argument to the testimony of a particular source.

The critical literature on translating and translations is immense, but it deals almost ex-
clusively with literary texts.'® While there is much to be learned from this, it remains the case
that historical texts differ from literary ones in major ways. On the one hand, historical prose
tends to present fewer problems in that it typically uses less allusive language and offers fewer
tenses and cases and more proper names. With literary texts it shares the problems of de-
ciphering anachronistic, obsolete, and dialectal usages. But there may also be a greater problem
with hidden ideological agendas, for it would be exceedingly ingenuous to judge that trans-
lation is a procedure never imbued with ideological concerns. After all, many translators of
historical texts have held definite views about the past, views which in some cases prompted,
as well as debased, the translation exercise.'®

Beatrix Heintze (Heintze 1984) has illustrated the peculiarities and vagaries in the trans-
lations of several sources for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Angola. Unfortunately, her
lead has not yet been followed for other areas of Africa, and one instance, no matter how
damning, is hardly enough to convince sceptics that the easiest road is not always at the same
time the highest road.?

A second fundamental problem in dealing with translations is that many of them are pro-
duced by persons more comfortable with the purely literary/linguistic aspects of a text than
with the circumstances in which the text was created. This can lead to its own set of diffi-
culties: anachronistic or ethnocentric renderings of words and concepts; failure to under-
stand localized terminology ; inadequate glossing of proper names; geographical or doctrinal
misconceptions. It also embraces a rather more serious problem — the omission of words,
phrases, sentences, even long passages, for reasons which can seldom any longer be gleaned.
It might be that certain passages defied the translator’s best efforts or outraged his or her
sensibilities and he or she chose the craven solution. Or possibly the translator made an inter-
pretative decision that the passage in question was unimportant, repetitive, or interpolative.?'

18 Some recent studies that have helped shape my own views arc: Bentley 1983; Casson 1984; Daffina
1982; Frame 1983; Furst 1983; Gold 1982; Hoberman 1985; Lefevere 1982; Ledn 1971 ; Ledn-Portil-
la 1983; Lewis 1980; Rossi 1983; and Venuti 1986.

19 This truth is demonstrated for one famous translator by Diffic 1936 and Diffie and Bernstein 1937.

20 As it now happens, a piece on translating Paul E. Isert’s work (1788), by Sclena Winsnes, is to appear
in History in Africa in 1987. On a minor scale I have discusscd a few cxamples of mistranslation with
clearly ideological overtones in Henige 1986 c.

21 An interesting example of several of thesc is discussed in Vanderauwera 1985, which deals with Dck-
ker 1860.
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It may also have emanated from an ideological judgment.?? Or, more subtly but certainly no
less importantly, such problems may spring from the fact that the translator subscribed to a
different system of intellectual norms than either the author of the source or later users.>

Virtually any fairly long text in translation will manifest some of these characteristics.
The likelihood, even the merest possibility, of this sort of contretemps should put the fear of
error firmly in the hearts of historians, to the degree that they take pains to compare any
translation with which they might be working to the original. The difficulty with this rather
insouciant counsel of perfection is that we are not all polyglots. And there is no doubt that
more than a scintilla of linguistic talent is required to cope with the panoply of written
sources available for many parts of Africa. What is the dedicated historian to do? Make
friends of many tongues is an obvious expedient. Pay competent native speakers a pro rata
fee is another. And no doubt there are other expedients as well.

The point is not made in jest. It is the foolhardy historian who would blithely choose t6
run the risk of having his work crippled by relying on possibly defective translations. Nor is
it particularly onerous for critics to do just this. Once provided with the opportunity, they
need only see a series of crucial arguments based on translated sources to hone in with high
expectations of success.”® And if it is expected that any interpretation can be better than its
handling of sources by dumb luck, such criticism is both effective and a perfectly legitimate
means to destroy a carefully constructed argument. Worse yet, in the process of destroying,
it often embarrasses — and often should. In short, historians must do their utmost to deprive
potential critics of such an all-purpose tool.

Is there a single best strategy for effectively combining the use of translations with original
sources, so that work progresses but the original text unremittingly remains the text of last
resort? Perhaps not really, but a few passing points can be made. It is likely that in most in-
stances a historian will be especially interested in only certain key passages of a text, and
these of course must be compared carefully with the original, which itself should be re-
translated by the historian or his agent, if only for purposes of comparison. In this process
context should be carefully noted, as should ellipses. It might be that the historian will come
to discover certain patterns, which enable him to recognize more clearly those ways in which
the translation is also an interpretation. For, after all, in one way or another all translations
are a species of low-grade interpretation.

These are fairly mechanical, albeit time-consuming, processes. More difficult, but certain-
ly no less crucial, is the need to search systematically for large-scale omissions (or conceivab-
ly additions) in a translation, which may fall outside the area of immediate concern. This re-

22 It strikes me that choices in the intensification level of adjectives might betray bias. To make this a home
truth lct me mention that I decided that the Spanish term “espantados” in one of Cabeza de Vaca’s
narratives could best be translated as “amazed”, even though I also had available “surprised” or even
“alarmed” (which did not really seem to fit). I am sure that I did so because “astounded” is more em-
phatic than its alternatives and this helped better to sustain the argument I was pursuing. I take refuge
in realizing that no choice I would make could possibly have been based on any adequate knowledge
of Cabeza de Vaca’s intentions, lecaving the field wide open. See Henige 1986 e. I can hardly resist
mentioning that Cabeza de Vaca employed the term “‘espantados” in only two of the four narratives
credited to him. In one of the others the entire incident was omitted and, while it was included in the
fourth version, Cabeza de Vaca apparently forgot that he and his companions had been “espantados™.

23 Which in a scnsc renders pointless any discussion of translation which hints that there might be an
ascertainably right way, although it is usually clear enough that there are wrong ways.

24 Just how casily is indicated in Henige 1986 b and Henige 1986 e.
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quires a tedious line-by-line scanning — unwelcome travail no doubt — but, like any prophy-
lactic, it could well serve to preclude such undesirable eventualities as public obloquy.

Contrary to appearances, this is not to suggest that well-crafted translations of primary
sources should not be undertaken. The impending translation cum edition of Pieter de
Marees’ seminal work (De Marees 1987) is a case in point. Twenty years or so in the making,
it has the happy circumstance of being a joint effort, in which each of the partners worked
on both the translation and the annotation, a rare but exemplary procedure. Inevitably, I
imagine, a useful dialectic evolved and, while this may have contributed to delaying the
finished product, it warrants the more surely that the product is indeed finished to the fullest
extent possible. In the careful choice of collaborators and in the style of collaboration, the
De Marees translation (as well as that of Barbot’s original writings, another team effort now
in progress) will establish an enviable standard, not only for other primary sources for Africa,
but also for other early written historical sources, most needfully, the many chronicles of
the New World.

But, but . . . the most carefully prepared, erudite, and sensitive translation can never be
permitted to stand permanent surrogate for an extant original. A paradox is that most
historians consulting an original will not be able to interpret it as well as a careful translator,
and I would not care to suggest the converse — that the original stand surrogate for the
translation, without symbiosis. When both exist, both should be consulted and understood
reciprocally. But when doubt exists, whether about the meaning of single words or the sense
of many, and when that doubt is crucial, the historian must stand ready to spend the time and
intellectual energy needed to confront and resolve that doubt by recourse to the original text.?

v

My odd experience has been that the
key pieces always survive, however
little else does. (Binion 1978: 314)

Conspicuous by their absence: the argument from silence

It is very much in the nature of the beast that far more of the past has been ignored than
recorded, forgotten than remembered. Once stated, this seems a commonplace, but as the
above quote suggests, historians do not always proceed as if they believe it to be quite true.
As a result we are in danger of failing to consider what the role of the majority voice from
the past — dead silence — should be in our efforts to understand the course and significance
of the surviving historical record. Historians can do two things with or to that record — add
to it or subtract from it.?6 Most have been taught that it is their business to perform the first
service and most have learned as well that it is more satisfying to do this. But the more satis-

25 A salutary, if depressing, study of a single, crucially important but poorly understood, primary source
is Fuson 1985. In this discussion of translation I have not felt it possible to deal with the fact that we
all instantly translate into our mother tongue on seeing a text in another language, quite aside from
the more formal process of consulting dictionaries, handbooks of idiom, friends, and the like.

26 This is not to denigrate the role of explanation in historians’ work, but this is generally a by-product
of adding to, subtracting from, or accepting as real that which the historical record contains.
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fying the first, the more necessary the second, since there are sound reasons for believing
that many students of the past have satisfied themselves all too often.

Necessary or not, the argument from silence does not enjoy a good reputation among
historians, who tend to regard it as an interpretative sow’s ear that can never quite be trans-
formed into a silk purse.?’ If nothing else, its application requires an enormous outlay of
effort even to be temporarily successful, scouring sources for lack of evidence where such
evidence might be expected to occur and then explaining why it does not. Compared with
the reasonably straightforward task of citing one or more convenient sources for an event,
the argument from silence requires a thorough scrutiny of all relevant, apparently relevant,
and apparently irrelevant sources in order to develop a viable case. Even then the chance that
at some point some other, overlooked, source will rear up and mention the unmentionable
seems to be enough to discourage all but the hardiest souls.

Nor can the argument from silence ever be conclusive; it is never probative. Even at its
most persuasive it stands always at the risk of being subverted. And when this occurs, it does
so with a force more devastating than almost any other form of historical argument can be.?®

Beyond the operational disadvantages of the argument from silence stands it psychological
handicaps alluded to at the beginning of this discussion. Ultimately the most disabling aspect
of the argument from silence may be that its only function is to dismantle some part of the
historical record by removing from it sundry people, places, and events that have crept into
it. Such activity clashes with the apparently widespread instinct of historians to imagine the
past — that is, each historian’s past; there are no others — as a place filled only with real
activities, real people, and real places of all kinds. The more densely the past is allowed to
become populated in this way, the more successful the work of historians is deemed to be.
After all, is it not their professional obligation to attempt to recover, reconstruct, and ex-
plain as much of the past as they possibly can??®

Fair enough, to the extent (and not a millimeter beyond) that they are able to demonstrate
that such denizens of the past were real. When this stops mattering, historians cease being
scholars and regress to becoming dilettantes or ideologues. Knowing when that point is
reached in any particular instance is in part measured by the strength (or weakness) of the
applicable argument from silence. If the argument is not applied at all and if data in the
historical record are taken to be indisputably real simply because, for instance, they happen
to be mentioned in a single source, in several sources which are not demonstrably independent
of one another, or in sources of doubtful authenticity or reliability, then the strength of the
belief in their historical reality is weakened commensurately because they have not been
tested.

27 That this is true is indicated by the fact that (so far as I am aware) there has been only a single ex-
tended and generalized discussion (Lange 1966) of the role of arguing from silence in the course of
historical inquiry.

28 The annihilative force of destroying an ill-conceived argument from silence is amply (and aptly)

* illustrated in Mills and Mills 1981. By showing that Alex Haley’s putative ancestor “Kunta Kinte”
a/k/a “Toby” appeared several times in archival records before Haley had him arriving from the Sene-
gambia, the Millses destroy without hope of resurrection (nor has Haley been disposed to try) Haley’s
vaunted success at tracing his ancestors back to a particular locale in Africa. It is not surprising, though
no doubt a bit disillusioning, that this discovery had been ignored so studiously by those who rushed
to hail Roots as some kind of breakthrough in historical method.

29 Not always, though; historians in thrall to a favored theory or ideology seldom allow" details in the
historical record to deflect them in their attempts to construct a paradigm of a particular past which
suits their particular present.
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Despite all these arguments, this is not at all to suggest that exercises of the argument from
silence should not be undertaken.®® On the contrary, it is precisely to suggest that, despite
their undoubted handicaps, such arguments are as important to successful historical reasoning
as any other form of textual criticism. After all, the reality of an event can never be con-
tingent only on the extent to which that reality is believed. Looked at another way, arguments
from silence are the very form of textual criticism that demands its users to become more
familiar with their sources than any other exegetical mode. This is true even for historians of
Africa, where in most cases the evidence is exiguous enough to hamper, if not cripple, argu-
ments from silence, which after all require both that the silence be extensive in context and
that it can be shown to be contrary to every expectation.

Recently Humphrey Fisher has doubly demonstrated the efficacy of the strategy in ar-
guing (Fisher 1978) that there was no Songhay conquest of Hausaland in the sixteenth cen-
tury and (Fisher and Conrad 1982) no Almoravid overthrow of “Ghana” in the eleventh cen-
tury. In each case Fisher developed his arguments by examining the available sources which
might reasonably be expected to mention these events, and found suggestive patterns of
silence. The conquest of Hausaland was mentioned only by Leo Africanus, neither a resident
of the area nor an eyewitness to the alleged conquest, whose account is available only in
translated form, which may or may not have been carried out with Leo’s cooperation. All
things considered, Fisher found it easy to conclude that the words and thoughts on the con-
quest that have come down to us are: i) not Leo’s but his editor’s or translator’s; ii) Leo’s,
but a garbled account of other events that he misunderstood, misdated, and/or misplaced;
iii) Leo’s account, not of actual events, but fabricated for some purpose now unknowable.
None of these alternatives may be correct, of course, but in view of the pregnant silence of
numerous other, better informed and more directly relevant, sources, Fisher’s conclusions
are desirable on the one hand, ineluctable on the other.

In like fashion, by canvassing several Arabic accounts of the medieval history of the western
Sudan, Fisher (Fisher and Conrad 1982) has been able to show that accounts of an Almoravid
conquest of “Ghana” in 1076 (or any other time, for that matter) are an unaccountably late
development in that literature, as if some kind of afterthought, appearing only in the four-
teenth century and missing from any earlier extant text. Such a pattern is best explained if
we hypothesize with Fisher that it was a misinterpretation or later invention. Displaying an
understanding of this in its context renders untenable any belief in such a conquest.

Now that Fisher has developed these arguments, perhaps the surprise is that no one anti-
cipated him in them. But then again, carrying them off successfully involved a close exegesis
of a large number of Arabiclanguage texts, whereas accepting the two conquests involved
little more than tracking down references to them in one source or another (all secondary,
very secondary), citing them, and pressing on from there. Not only was this the express lane,
but the idea of such conquests mirrored more closely the perceptions of many Africanist
historians about the way things tended to happen in precolonial Africa — all waves of con-
quest, divine kingship replicating itself, and ubiquitous internecine warfare.

On a more modest scale I have drawn on the argument from silence myself. In the first
instance (Henige 1974) I argued that, despite oral tradition and some modern historiography
to the contrary, centralized kingship did not develop in Elmina until about the middle of the

30 A recent study of possible interest is Ridley 1986.
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eighteenth century. I did so on the grounds that it is barely conceivable that the massive do-
cumentation from the Dutch fort there would have failed time and time again to mention
any paramount ruler for more than a century, had such an office existed. It is too much to
expect that one day a Dutch record will surface which relates in delightful detail how the
new office of omanhen had been instituted at a specific time and for a particular set of
reasons.”’ It seems at least as unlikely that a record from before ca. 1750 will emerge which
unambiguously mentions such an office. In terms of outright proof the matter is a standofTf;
in terms of probabilities, the historian’s bread and butter, the issue is much in favour of the
office of omanhen being an eighteenth-century development.

With somewhat more trepidation I have also argued (Henige 1986 f) against the increasingly
popular view that smallpox first reached the New World in or about 1507. To all appearances
such a belief is distinctly latter-day, only about a century old, and it is impeached by the
wholly unlikely silence of all the extant early sources for the period and place. The belief in
such an early introduction of smallpox is enjoying a renewed cachet because it is seen to
reinforce the current vogue among some historical demographers for a massive depopulation
in the New World on (and as a result of) the arrival of Europeans, who, the explanation goes
(sensibly), introduced a number of disease to which the Amerindians had no immunity what-
ever. But the theory goes on to postulate that large numbers are more and more possible to
the extent that disease would have been an efficacious way to reduce them. By this strange
argument, the earlier the diseases were imported, the larger the number of Amerindians must
have been. A later introduction of smallpox does not in itself undermine the premises for
this belief (although a good deal of other evidence does), but tracing the argument through
the records does help to show the exiguity of the case.

Often appearing belatedly and in response to the flaccidity of other modes of thinking,
the argument from silence is essentially an instrumental form of devil’s advocacy. Most
devil’s advocates see their role as quite different from seeking to impress their views on a re-
fractory body of evidence, and I feel certain that neither Fisher nor I (slightly more certain
about the latter) would agonize very long or very deeply if our arguments based on the silence
of the record should happen to impel other historians to seek out and actually find the evi-
dence that escaped us. Actuating advances in true knowledge can be an innate and satisfying
by-product of the argument from silence.

Let me close this discussion by making two further points that relate to, if scarcely ex-
haust, the manifold qualities of the argument from silence. Perhaps without realizing it,
historians who rely on the work of archeologists are in mischievous thrall to the strengths
and weaknesses (but here mostly the latter) of the argument, since archeology is virtually the
science of silence in its explanatory modes. The effects of this thraldom are inexorably evi-
dent in the tortuous (if not torturous) course that interpretations of the Bantu expansion
(ex-Bantu conquest, ex-Bantu migration) have taken during the past thirty years or so. It is
no exaggeration to suggest that the results of each new excavation in Bantu Africa force some
major or minor realignmnt in the various schemata which vie for the hearts of Bantuists by
appearing to triangulate the course of the expansion over space and time, often in majestic
disregard of the dearth of reliable evidence. Arrows change position dramatically; postulated
dates are transformed by centuries, even millennia; the role of pre-Bantu speakers is rede-

31 If for no other reason than that the office certainly evolved slowly and fitfully over a long period.
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fined almost yearly. As a result, today’s interpretations of the millennia-long expansion are
generally radically different from earlier ones — not to mention future ones.>

Those who have been perplexed or chagrined by this course of events need only ponder
how ineffable the silences were (and still are and evermore shall be) on which the arrows and
lines were predicated to recognize the inevitability of change, if not of particular changes.
No discipline, certainly not one that aspires to be, however vainly, a science, operates so
exiguously at the very fringes of the vast (how vast, how deep, how saline, no one knows)
sea of unknowns and imponderables as does the archeology of early tropical Africa.

If the varying interpretations of the Bantu expansion epitomize the hasty and unduly in-
explicit application of the argument from silence, these also exemplify how cosily silences in
the historical record can accommodate predilections and be mobilized well beyond the call
of duty. Often the logic is: if X is not mentioned in the historical record as we have it, it can
only be because X did not exist. Reversed, the logic would be virtually impeccable . .. Asit
is, it merely betokens impoverished thinking. For instance, Walter Rodney (Rodney 1966;
Rodney 1970) relied heavily on the lack of explicit references to slavery (or should it be
‘slavery’ or even “‘slavery”?) in early European accounts of the Guinea coast to argue against
its prior existence there. Nothing daunted, he proceeded well beyond that to assert the im-
possibility of its existence because of the innate benignity of the socio-cultural norms of the
area.

In his haste Rodney forgot to ask himself why we should have the right to expect anything
but silence from these records. Can we apply the acid test of the argument from silence in
this instance? Hardly; the limited opportunities for serious observation on the part of the
Portuguese, their lack of interest in the non-exotic aspects of the cultures they encountered,
and the fact that the sources which survive, though far more numerous than Rodney availed
himself of, are but an unknowable fraction of the whole, all undermine his attempt to impose
the argument from silence in this instance. It is no more than a case of no news being ...
no news.

A%

It is the easiest thing possible to pile figures on figures,
but unless deduced from correct data, they serve only
to mislead; and they do this the more easily, that they
have a scientific air about them, and that most people
shrink from the irksome task of examining whether
tabular statements be correct or not. There is nothing
in fact of which one should be so sceptical, as the
greater number of statistical facts and details, or with
respect to which a sound and searching criticism is so
necessary. (Russell 1839: 3)

Can numbers speak louder than words?

Numbers have always fascinated historians — and beguiled them. But until recently dealing
with numbers in large quantities has been considered unmanageable. Modern technology has

32 For historiographical examinations of both early and more recent views of the Bantu problem see
Flight 1980; Flight 1981: Vansina 1979; and Vansina 1980.
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reshaped modern taste in this respect, however. Whereas it was once usual to express small-
scale quantitative conclusions with appropriate wording, it has now become the fashion to
essay much more far-reaching exercises, in which the numbers themselves, and operations
on and with them, take center stage. In this there is the continuing danger, foreseen so long
ago by Russell (and others before and since), that historians will come to regard the numbers
they use in much the same way as mathematicians see their numbers — as abstract, as unex-
ceptionable, as extrapolable.

One of the most endearing qualities of a numerical datum in the historical record is that
it is held to be — and no doubt frequently is — evidence in spite of itself, recorded solely to
transmit certain information, with little or no regard for the world beyond its particular
aborning. Historians see such lack of concern for posterity’s judgment as a warrant of re-
liability, yet there are inevitably problems with numbers, even before historians transform
them into arguments of their own — arguments which are very clearly designed for posteri-
ty’s eyes.

The most obvious (although perhaps not entirely obvious) difficulty with recorded num-
bers is simply that they may be wrong — whether because of ignorance, carelessness, cupidi-
ty, awe, or observer bias. We incline to forget that our ancestors were seldom as numerate,
even in an arithmetical sense, as many of us have managed to become. Nor did they as
commonly consider computational accuracy to be quite so reflexively necessary, or inac-
curacy as quite so mortal a malfeasance. An apprentice merchant, decrying his lack of training
in 1659, expressed a problem which was more widespread than latter-day users of numbers
from earlier times would like to believe:

I never learned but very little Arithmeticke, for I never did learne any for wayte nor for measure which
ought to bee taught Rule by Rule with the other which is money. I never learned but five Rules; it is
true that I had begunne the 6th which is called ye rule of 3, but I was never perfect in it. (Verney
1892-99, 3: 368).3

Two sources of numerical data in history, one casually observational, the other more de-
liberately gathered,can illustrate the argument. So-called warrior counts — visual estimates of
the size of armies — have become rather popular with historical demographers, eager to latch
on to even the slightest indication of population levels. Yet it can readily be shown that, from
the very beginning of recorded history, the inexorable tendency has been to overestimate,
often wildly, the size of opposing armies.>* The extent and degree of this aberration is so
great as almost to permit historians to distrust any such estimates prima facie, to hypothesize
that they are exaggerated (without being able to judge how much), and to accept them as
reasonably accurate only when confronted with unusually rigorous corroborating evidence.

Undoubtedly the most favored type of source for historical demographers is the census.
Yet it is hard to imagine any set of numbers more purposefully motivated, generated, and
mobilized than census data. Censuses are not devised and implemented by mathematicians;
they are political activities of ruling groups intended to secure information thought to be
useful to their own purposes, to the extent that these ends not only justify but often deter-
mine the results.

To complicate matters, these purposes are frequently understood and duly resented by
those to be counted, often with effects that necessarily deform the evidence as it comes down

33 Cf. Pepys 1970-76, 3: 131.

34 T have in mind a paper citing enough instances of this phenomenon to warrant my use of the term
“inexorable”.
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to historians (Cohen 1982: 175—-204, 222—24; Furst 1983; Pérez 1984; Sharpless and Short-
ridge 1975; Thernstrom 1971; Wells 1975: 20—35, 186—88). In colonial Africa, for instance,
censuses had a principal aim of effecting a maximal collection of taxes, but tax evasion is as
ancient an art as tax collecting. Censuses also determine the configuration of representative
political bodies, which gives rise to the temptation to manipulate or fabricate the data (Co-
hen 1982: 222-24; Deutsch 1944; Wilcox 1954). All in all, the notorious examples of cen-
sus nationalism in contemporary Africa are distinctive only in their lack of subtlety.*

But many historians have trouble recognizing this. If they actually have good reasons for
accepting various kinds of counts, they frequently fail to note what these good reasons are.
And if they realize the problematical nature of the genre, they skilfully disguise any ap-
prehension that this might raise. Worse yet, they have little compunction about using such
figures as a basis for wild flights of demographic fancy (Henige 1986 c), thereby providing
other sets of numbers, which themselves can have no legitimacy until their own basis is ac-
credited and until each step involved in deriving them is firmly grounded in a satisfactory
body of evidence. All historians extrapolate, of course. For better or worse, much of history
would be bereft of its content and explication if they did not. We must wonder, though, to
what extent the numerical data in our sources are themselves extrapolations. It would be
unwise to presume that they are not.

Perhaps the numbers that have managed to gain the greatest credit among economic his-
torians are those which result from commercial transactions of various kinds. Commerce is
essentially a system of credits and debits, into which (we tend to imagine) each transaction
must fit exactly (“balance™) within its own context if it was able to survive scrutiny — not
that of posterity but of its own time and circumstance. This appearing to be so, it is natural
to assume that such records are accurate. This assumption is probably as reasonable as any
we can make in African quantitative history, but there remain numerous details about which
we know little. For instance, how were inventories calculated? Were physical counts taken
periodically, or were receipts and sales simply added to or deducted from a base figure which
became more and more obsolete? To what extent did the descriptions of specific products
change from time to time, place to place, individual to individual? In short, to what degree
are particular series of numbers as much disparate as they are alike?

In many cases, today and in the past, statistics are consciously tailored on the spot to fit
particularly ambiant norms, sometimes cultural, sometimes political, sometimes economic.
It seems that the Portuguese slavers in Angola were often more concerned to see that their
fiscal records conformed to well-known regulations than they were to record the actual num-
ber of slaves involved in various transactions (Miller 1985). That this was peculiarly the case
is seldom evident from the numbers themselves — they do not after all speak as loudly as
words — but must be sought in other testimony. Recognizing the qualitative, imprecise, and
situationspecific norms that governed particular transactions is necessary to decode (yes, de-
code) the quantitative aspects of the transactions. The advent of the computer does not make
any of these issues easier to grapple with — may in fact make it all the more difficult because
its undoubted superhuman capacity to mobilize numbers can so easily lead to the greater use

35 In both the United Statesand elsewhere it is becoming de rigueur for historical demographers to ignore
the printed censuses and seek out the manuscript materials (Fiirstenberg, Strong, and Crawford 1979;
Sharpless and Shortridge 1975) in order to minimize errors of transcription and intermediate interpre-
tation, whether intentional or not. To what extent it would be possible to do this for Africa, I have no
idea.
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and perceived value of such numbers. As Russell might have phrased it if he were commenting
today: garbage in, garbage out.

Historians naturally yearn for numerical data which extend over long periods of time in
hopes of using them to discern or posit patterns and trends. Careful attention must be given
to the actual comparability of apparently like data, lest we fail to realize that similar numbers
produced by dissimilar sets of circumstances have differing meanings if not values. Perhaps it
will not seem too exotic if I exemplify the point by referring briefly to recent trends in the
study of baseball history. Of all sports baseball is the most statistics-ridden since its essential-
ly individual framework allows an almost infinite body of numerical data to be derived and
then applied in making comparisons and judgments. To be meaningful, historical statistics
must be both comparative and somehow comparable. Realizing this, baseball historians have
lately been doing two innovative things.

In the first place they have been compiling retroactive statistics by extrapolating more re-
cently-developed measures of productivity and performance back to the beginnings of base-
ball to the extent that the surviving sources allow. At the same time they have begun to
realize that the records, as they now stand, lack true comparability even though expressed
in numbers, because the numbers per se fail to account for a spectrum of ambiant factors
(e.g., differing ground rules from time to time and place to place; the predominance of night
baseball during the past thirty years; the differing quality of the ball and other equipment;
new ballparks and playing surfaces) that have been instrumental in determining both the
effectiveness of baseball players and how that effectiveness has been measured.*

Heretofore comparable records (batting averages, earned run averages, strikeouts, and the
like) has been treated as yielding comparable conclusions, no matter when or under what
conditions they were compiled. The bare numbers alone were seen to provide all that was
necessary to make judgments. But by invoking new premises, the “revisionist™ baseball
historians have emphasized the exiguity of unadorned statistical data and, as a result, have
introduced a degree of uneasiness into what had been a conservative vocation (mobilizing
numbers was once thought to be a conservative occupation). Even so, while their specific
conclusions about determining comparability may be questioned, their basic argument that
different circumstances require different means of measurement and evaluation is unchallenge-
able.

We need not search far to find cases in African history where “‘comparable” needs to be
more carefully defined. Take the colonial censuses, in which migrant workers were sometimes
counted in their home areas and sometimes in their place of work. Or where territorial
boundaries changed from one census to the next. Likewise, measuring slave mortality at sea
requires establishing very specific ground rules, which yet must be flexibly applied, if we
are to understand to what extent mortality varied and what caused the variations (Miller
1981; Cohn and Jensen 1982; Miller 1982). Nor can changing prices of various commodities
be treated intelligibly without understanding their relation to a host of attendant factors:
cost of production and transportation; marketplace conditions; the value of particular media
of exchange; etc.

For African history, though, the most severe defect of numerical data is their disjunction
both from the narrative written sources and from each other. The statistical matter that

36 The currcent statc of historical bascball statistical thinking is discussed in Cramer 1980; James 1986;
Pankin 1978; Thorn and Palmer 1984: 9-61, 102—-49, 192-200.
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Africanists vaunt as being abundant is almost always far less extensive than for most other
areas of the world at the same times. The temptation is to consider these data as somehow —
and necessarily — representative of a supposedly much larger body of information which, if
only it were available, would tend to confirm them. An unanswerable argument perhaps, but
not an indisputable one.

Perhaps the single strongest argument at the moment for occasionally granting this argu-
ment is the fact that the figures that Curtin (Curtin 1968) suggested for the entire Atlantic
slave trade on the basis of partial figures have not been convincingly impugned in aggregate
— and not for want of trying. But when historians have attempted to extend Curtin’s figures
beyond the domain of the extant evidence in order to make them represent something quite
different — for instance the putative demographic effects of the trade on African societies —
things have gone badly awry, since any relationship between the known figures for the slave
trade and any kind of larger figure is wholly imponderable, governed (when governed at all)
only by each historian’s ideological commitment and sense of commensurability. The latter
is sometimes a useful procedure, but invariably a subjective one; the former is only subjective.

The various attempts to extrapolate from the body of numerical evidence for the slave
trade — some of them plausible, more of them phantasmagoric, all of them conjectural —
demonstrate the danger in asking any set of numerical data, however accurate it might be,
to serve as surrogate for a larger and quite unknown set. The idea that specificity is the same
as accuracy and that, merely by quantifying, it is possible to transcend the debilities of un-
warranted assumption is, as Russell noted, probably the greatest danger in using quantitative
data. Above all, historians must recognize the crucial distinction between numbers, em-
bedded independently in the historical record, and those numbers (or calculations) which
they themselves make and which are less evidence than interpretation. Otherwise the cultural
tendency to equate numbers with truth will overcome us.

No doubt the points I have made here seem incredibly banal, but perhaps they can serve
to remind us that the precision of numbers seduces and makes it the more difficult to com-
promise that precision by introducing variables which cannot be so precise. Nonetheless, it is
hard to disagree that an integer in the record is little more than the recorder’s interpretation
of a circumstance or set of circumstances — an interpretation based on factors about which
we may or may not know as much as we need to. At the very least it is our obligation to
explore the implications of such circumstances to the extent that the evidence — and our dis-
position to use it — permit.>’

37 Or we can adopt the strategy of John C. Calhoun, who, when confronted with irrefutable evidence
that much of the data in the 1840 census was not only incorrect but was incorrect precisely in ways
which would abet the arguments of the pro-slavery advocates, was said by John Quincy Adams to have
“writhed like a trodden rattlesnake on the exposure ... and finally said that where therc were so
many errors, they balanced one another, and led to the same conclusion as if they were all correct”
(Adams 1969, 12: 29).
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VI

Nothing in life is more wonderful than faith —
the one great moving force which we can neither
weigh in the balance nor test in the crucible.
(Osler in Cushing 1926, 2: 222)

When faith is not enough

Philosophers of science sometimes argue that the true test of any hypothesis is the extent
to which it can be verified or falsified. By this line of reasoning, if a hypothesis cannot be
tested, it should not be accepted, even provisionally. Whether we care to accept this premise
or not, it is in danger of becoming impracticable owing to the alarming proliferation of work
in history and its allied fields. The mere profusion of hypotheses (for want of a better word)
has made it all but impossible to test them for want of any data beyond the hypotheses
themselves. Elsewhere (Henige 1980b) I have discussed the impending demise of much oral
historiography because of the impossibility of testing its conclusions, and it seems that the
dearth of detailed site reports is causing some concern among archeologists (e. g., Renfrew
1983) about the epistemological status of their discipline. It is extraordinary (or worse, a
foretaste of the ordinary) that the course of three of the most significant recent discoveries
in Near East archeology — the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Nag Hammadi codices, and the Ebla
tablets -- has been marked by the unseemly reluctance of the major discoverers to lay their
finds open to the scrutiny of the colleagues unreservedly (Allegro 1984; Archi 1979; Archi
1981; Robinson 1977; Sollberger 1980). This coy reticence has allowed, in fact has forested,
the advancing of the most sensational claims, especially in the case of Ebla, claims which in
almost every case have proven to be inconsonant with the evidence.

That these materials from the Near East are in written form has not by itself served to en-
hance access to them, although, in contrast to oral sources, the mere passing of time is likely
to palliate rather than aggravate the problem. This reminds us that it is as important for users
of written sources asit is for the students of oral materials to take the trouble of putting their
texts into the public domain — whether as they found them or as they improved them by
providing an apparatus criticus; or at the least to present an explicit discussion of their cha-
racter, value, and location.

The last of these alternatives might take the form of an archival report, a summary of the
principal contents of a major source or perhaps a historiographical essay which contextualizes
new and older sources. Although historians need not (usually) feel obliged to perform more
than this last and least service, we can be grateful that some prefer to adopt one of the first
alternatives. For instance Paul Hair (Hair, this volume) has begun to produce, annotate ex-
tensively, and disseminate in limited numbers copies of important primary texts for the up-
per Guinea area. His purpose is simply to put these texts into the hands of interested parties
in an economical and timely fashion. We can only say “Bravo” for the spirit in which Hair
has acted and hope that the impulse is viral and extremely contagious.*®

38 In singling out Hair I certainly do not care to suggest that he is alone in his desire to provide suitable
editions of such works. Recent work by Adam Jones (Jones 1983 and 1985) and Beatrix Heintze
(Heintze 1985), among others, illustrates how misconceived a notion that would be. A slightly different
expedient has been adopted by Richard Price. His monograph on Saramakan history (Price 1983 a)
was published by an academic press in the usual fashion, but Price also prepared and had published in
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But, whatever the particular mode adopted, it is of fundamental importance that Africanist
historians come to view their work as routinely encompassing both the analysis and interpre-
tation of their sources on the one hand and facilitating their wider use on the other, as if to
challenge potential critics to improve on their work by providing them with some of the very
means to do so. The standing of African historiography in the profession must to some extent
depend on its willingness to deal openly with all its sources, and this includes publishing
them integrally or in summary. In turn this requires a concomitant expansion of the incen-
tives to do this, whether on the level Hair has adopted or on a slightly more exalted plane
(though to waste money on the finest typography, cartography, or the other book arts seems
foolish). And of course (a point made frequently at the symposium and in the papers in this
volume) preparing and publishing primary sources must come to be recognized as an intel-
lectual act on a par with others now thought to be superior — for instance, the adventitious
fitting of selected evidence into a predesigned bed of Procrustes or the fashioning of counter-
factual arguments which defy testing. It is a pity that it is no longer “sometimes said that
textual criticism is the crown and summit of all scholarship” (Housman 1921: 69), least of
all by those who happen to enjoy the intellectual stimulus of editing historical texts! When it
is, and when these other things happen, African historical studies will have taken a large step
forward.

VII

A textual critic engaged upon his business is not
at all like Newton investigating the motions of
the planets; he is much more like a dog hunting
for fleas. If a dog hunted for fleas on mathema-
tical principles, . . . he would never catch a flea ex-
cept by accident. They require to be treated as in-
dividuals; and every problem which presents
itself to the textual critic must be regarded as
possibly unique. (Housman 1921: 68—69)

Housman went on to say that the textual critic is born, not made, and that the principles
of textual criticism “cannot really be taught at all” (Housman 1921: 69). Even among other
textual critics of his time Housman was regarded as somewhat perverse, but I think he was
more right than wrong in this observation. However, it would be a loss to African historio-
graphy if the criticism of important historical texts were to be left entirely to a small cadre
of dedicated enthusiasts. As Adam Jones (this volume) points out, the task of editing a text
forces its user to come to grips with it in a way that no other kind of use can. It also helps to
instill a sense of caution since the more closely a text is studied, the more it becomes obvious
that first appearances are almost alwaysillusive. In some ways it can be argued that the study
of agiven text will always yield new insights, no matter how often it has been studied before.

Still, there are (obviously, given the track record) impediments to pursuing textual criti-
cism, and these seem to relate to the issue of how to divorce the critical use of sources (or

a more modest way (Price 1983 b) materials from the Dutch archives relating to, and supporting, the
arguments in his monograph, and intended to be used in conjunction with that study, cven though he
was unable to have the two works published integrally.
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indeed of all evidence, whether or not historical) from the demands and caprices of human
nature. Is it sensible to expect historians to accommodate themselves to such procedures as
the systematic application of the argument from silence when this entails working, and
working hard, against what they regard as their best judgment simply to determine whether
it really is, after all? It is reasonable to ask historians to sacrifice valuable time and resources
to hunt down the most primary of sources? Is it not among the most natural of impulses to
believe data that say, or appear to say, precisely that which we want them to?

Although it is probably quixotic to urge it seriously, I would suggest that a requisite of
the historical mind should be a measured but innate sense of disbelief in the historical record
as well as in our capacity to make sense of it. This would embody a working belief that ac-
cepts that part of the work of historians will ultimately prove unproductive, that many of
the stones so laboriously turned over will not only expose barren ground but will eventually
fall and crush apparently thriving vegetation around them. It will not be easy to accept with
equanimity (I had intended to use “‘complacency’ here but decided that complacency was
no part of the historian’s persona) such a sisyphean conception of a historian’s working life.
But one effect of such a state of mind would be that we would come to ‘know’ less about
our pasts while yet knowing more. In this the constant and critical evaluation of written
sources is a sine qua non.
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