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Overview

Forms of reflecting on the past have long been practised in African societies. When

universities were founded in African countries, history departments were among the first

departments established. In most cases, the first universities were established in the

decades leading up to independence, and as such they played important roles in the

decolonisation process. Initially, academic historical research played an important role for

political legitimation of independent governments, for decolonisation, as well as for the

training of much-needed bureaucrats. Historical research thus played an important role for

postcolonial nation building. It also contributed to ethnic mobilisation, which in some cases

strengthened the independent state, and in others undermined it. In recent decades,

academic history appears to have lost its one-time prominence to subjects in the sciences

(including the social sciences), health and law. History has nevertheless remained

important for African societies, as is evidenced by the large production and consumption of

historical texts by non-academic or amateur historians. As the urgent questions of African

societies have changed, from decolonisation and nation state building to issues including

crime, corruption, violence, health, food security and the effects of climate change, the role

of historical research has to change too. In this panel, we will explore what the role of

historical research is for African societies today? What are the important themes and new

questions that historical research should focus on now? What are examples of historical

studies that are making an impact in today’s societies?
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