
This chapter examines a persistent contradiction in Western representations of Africa. The continent
is imagined simultaneously as the place of human and cultural origins and as a region outside history:
a timeless landscape of nature, primitivism and arrested development. Archaeology has been central
to the production of this contradiction. Although archaeological research has demonstrated the
depth, complexity and innovation of Africa’s past, its theories, institutions and representational
practices have often reproduced the colonial assumptions that deny Africa historical agency.

This conception of Africa has a long genealogy. Medieval travel narratives, religious cosmologies and
early maps placed Africa at the margins of the known world, associating it with excessive heat, sexual
disorder, cannibalism, fabulous wealth and monstrous forms of humanity. Exploration and colonial
cartography gradually gave this imagined space geographical precision. The modern map of Africa,
divided by straight borders and colonial territories, became the material expression of European
conquest.

Archaeology developed within this colonial geography. Its collections, intellectual traditions and
scholarly networks followed the linguistic and territorial divisions of empire. Nineteenth-century
evolutionary theory placed European civilisation at the summit of human development and
interpreted contemporary African societies as survivals of earlier stages in Europe’s own past.
Archaeological evidence therefore accompanied colonial expansion, providing material support for
the claim that imperialism brought progress and enlightenment to a continent incapable of generating
civilisation independently.

The independence movements of the mid-twentieth century transformed this field. New African
states required histories capable of sustaining national consciousness and repudiating colonial claims
that Africa possessed no past worthy of the name. Archaeology became part of this project through
universities, national museums and public education. But these postcolonial developments remained
constrained by inherited institutions, economic dependency and limited resources.

The continuing popular representation of Africa as timeless cannot be explained simply as residual
ignorance. It is sustained by archaeology’s own epistemology: its repeated retreat into empirical
description, typology and the apparent self-sufficiency of material evidence. The resolution of this
contradiction requires reflective practice. Archaeologists must acknowledge that interpretations of
the past are inseparable from the historical, political and institutional conditions in which knowledge
is produced.
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