
Seven Myths of Africa in World History:
Unraveling the Fabric of Untruths
**

The tapestry of world history is often woven with threads of both truth and
myth. When it comes to Africa, a continent rich in cultural heritage and
historical significance, the distortions of history have been particularly
pervasive. In his thought-provoking work, "Seven Myths of Africa in World
History," renowned historian John Thornton sets out to unravel the fabric of
these misconceptions, revealing the true face of Africa's past and its
profound impact on the global narrative.

Myth 1: Africa Is a Dark Continent
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This enduring myth portrays Africa as a continent shrouded in darkness
and ignorance, devoid of civilization or technological advancements.
Thornton debunks this notion by highlighting the rich cultural traditions,
thriving trade networks, and technological innovations that flourished
throughout Africa's precolonial history. From the architectural marvels of
Aksum to the advanced metallurgical techniques of the Yoruba people,
Africa has been a vibrant hub of human progress and creativity.

Myth 2: Africans Had No Written Language

Another common misconception is that African societies lacked written
languages. Thornton provides ample evidence to the contrary, showcasing
the existence of scripts such as the Ge'ez script of Ethiopia and the Adinkra
script of Ghana. These written languages served as vehicles for
communication, knowledge transmission, and cultural expression. The
myth of an unwritten Africa perpetuates the false narrative of intellectual
inferiority.

Myth 3: Africa Was Isolated from the World

Historically, Africa has been depicted as a continent isolated from global
interactions. However, Thornton demonstrates the extensive trade
connections and cultural exchanges that linked Africa to the rest of the
world. The trans-Saharan trade routes, the Swahili coast, and the Indian
Ocean trade networks facilitated the exchange of goods, ideas, and
technologies between Africa and Eurasia.

Myth 4: Africans Are Naturally Inferior



The myth of African inferiority has been used to justify centuries of
colonialism and oppression. Thornton exposes the fallacy of this belief by
examining the rich artistic traditions, complex political systems, and
sophisticated philosophies that have emerged from African societies. From
the intricate sculptures of the Nok culture to the sophisticated political
institutions of the Sokoto Caliphate, Africa's cultural heritage is a testament
to the intellectual and creative capacity of its people.

Myth 5: Africa Has No History Before European Colonization

The idea that Africa has no history worth studying before European
colonization is a blatant distortion of the truth. Thornton meticulously
documents the rich historical tapestry of Africa before the arrival of
Europeans. From the rise and fall of powerful empires to the emergence of
complex societies, Africa's past is a vibrant and captivating story in its own
right.

Myth 6: Africa Is a Single Unit

The notion that Africa is a monolithic entity with a uniform culture and
history is a gross oversimplification. Thornton emphasizes the immense
diversity of African societies, each with its own unique customs, traditions,
and languages. From the bustling markets of Cairo to the vast savannas of
the Sahel, Africa is a continent of captivating contrasts and rich cultural
mosaics.

Myth 7: Africa Is a Victim of History

The portrayal of Africa as a passive victim of history is misleading. Thornton
challenges this view by highlighting the agency and resilience of African



peoples throughout history. From resisting European colonization to
building new nations after independence, Africans have played an active
role in shaping their own destiny.

"Seven Myths of Africa in World History" is a powerful and thought-
provoking work that shatters the misconceptions that have long obscured
the true nature of Africa's past. By dispelling these myths, Thornton invites
us to re-examine our understanding of world history and appreciate the rich
contributions that Africa has made to human civilization. This book is a
must-read for anyone seeking to gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of African history and its profound global impact.
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