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Growing up in eastern Nigeria, there was a sense, all around me, of our enduring
engagement with our collective history. I vividly recall the words and dance steps
of two children’s play songs— one in the English language, and the other in my
mother tongue, Igbo—that outlined the assassination of Nigeria’s second military
head of state, General Murtala Ramat Muhammed. The English melody was a
clapping song; the Igbo, a clapping, foot and dance song of sorts called oga. Both
lyrics captured in graphic detail the events of the morning of February 13, 1976,
“when the wicked devil Dimka killed our head of state.”1 The oga song and dance2

even reenacted the execution of the coup leader, Lieutenant Colonel Buka Suka
Dimka by fıring squad; the reenactment saw its young players channel all of their
contrived aggression into loud applause, followed by high pitched screaming in
echoed unison: “FIRE nu Dimka! Ticham kpom! kpom! kpom! kpom! kpom!
ticham kpom!”3 At ages six and seven, I doubt that any of us understood the true
meaning of what we were singing, nor the contested history behind the lyrics. For
us, the catchy tunes were simply play songs that had the ability to work us up into
lighthearted, and at the same time, exhilarating frenzies. Memories of those
children’s play and dance songs remain some of the most intense childhood
recollections for me; capturing seamlessly, albeit unintentionally, interactions;
interplays, really, between West African history and everyday children’s realities.

That I would become the founding editor-in-chief of a journal of West African
history almost forty years later is something that I could not have contemplated at
the time. That young child would fırst grow up to become a West Africanist
gender and oral historian. She would publish scholarly work that documented the
lived experience of a people she knew intimately: a reality that she lived. Her
expressed aim was to see herself in that history. Then in 2012, James Pritchett, at
the time director of African Studies at Michigan State University, and present
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president of the African Studies Association, and Gabe Dotto, director of Michi-
gan State University Press, floated the idea of my founding and editing a journal
dedicated to any aspect of African history I deemed important. I jumped at the
opportunity. It was an exciting prospect because I already knew that in the vast sea
of scholarly journals dedicated to African studies, there was a lacuna—no single
journal dedicated to the study of West African history. My intellectual journey
had therefore come full circle; I had found new purpose.

Published semiannually, the Journal of West African History (JWAH) is con-
ceived as an interdisciplinary peer-reviewed research journal that will feature the
highest quality articles on West African history. It is located at the cutting edge of
new scholarship on the social, cultural, economic, and political history of West
Africa, and will fıll a representational gap by providing a forum for serious
scholarship and debate on women and gender, sexuality, slavery, oral history,
popular and public culture, and religion. The editorial board—Hilary Jones,
associate professor of African history, Florida International University, and a
specialist on Senegalese history; John Thabiti Willis, assistant professor of African
history, Carleton College, and a specialist on Nigerian history; and Harry Odamt-
ten, assistant professor of African history, Santa Clara University, and a specialist
on Ghanaian history— encourages authors to explore a wide range of topical,
theoretical, methodological, and empirical perspectives in new and exciting ways.
JWAH is committed to rigorous thinking and analysis, is international in scope,
and offers a critical intervention about knowledge production. Scholarly reviews
of current books in the fıeld will appear in every issue, and the publication will be
in both English and French—abstracts in both languages will be provided.

We at JWAH are moving steadily towards creating a viable and sustainable
academic journal. To this end, we have lined up a distinguished Executive Edito-
rial and Advisory Board of national and internationally acclaimed scholars of
West Africa, including Emmanuel Acheampong, Bolanle Awe, Boubacar Barry,
Cheikh Babou, Robert Baum, Carolyn Brown, Sati Fwatshak, Rudolf Pell Gaudio,
Trevor Getz, Sandra Greene, Walter Hawthorne, Obaro Ikime, Joseph Inikori,
Martin Klein, Benjamin Lawrance, Ghislaine Lydon, Kristin Mann, Takyiwaa
Manuh, Penda Mbow, Stephan Miescher, Obioma Nnaemeka, Ugo Nwokeji,
Steven Pierce, David Robinson, Ibrahima Thioub, and Ato Quayson.

We have also secured quality submissions from senior, well-respected, and
published high-profıle scholars in the various subfıelds of West African history in
order to maintain a regular publication schedule beyond the fırst few issues.
Furthermore, we will maintain a strong catalog of submissions, which will allow
us to project publication schedules for years to come. Our authors include Ifı
Amadiume, Ralph Austen, Cheikh Babou, Robert Baum, Trevor Getz, Jan Jansen,
Sabine Jell-Bahlsen, Erik McDuffıe, Obioma Nnaemeka, Moses Ochonu, Simon
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Ottenberg, Mariano Pavanello, Steven Pierce, Merrick Posnansky, Jonathan
Reynolds, Elisha Renne, Claire Robertson, David Robinson, Mohammed Bashir
Salau, David Skinner, and Pierluigi Valsecchi.

In addition to scholarly articles, JWAH will feature reoccurring segments
dedicated to unraveling and engaging important intellectual questions. For in-
stance, historiographical essays and reflection pieces from the most established
scholars in the fıeld will bring together current thinking with new directions on
scholarship about West Africa’s history in a section called “Retrospective(s).”
“Thinking Digitally” will engage new digital media and technologies as tools for
historical research and documentation of West African realities, especially prob-
ing how historical practice, presentation, and analysis can be translated in digital
terms. In the section, “Conversations,” leading scholars will be invited to engage
in debate— conversations, really—with the past and present of West African
history on topics as signifıcant and varied as LGBTI rights and discrimination;
health, healing, and disease; wealth; and security issues. Finally, “The Teaching
Scholar” will feature articles that throw teaching pedagogies into conversation
with scholarship.

The inaugural issue opens with an important article by Jan Jansen, “In Defense
of Mali’s Gold: The Political and Military Organization of the Northern Upper
Niger, c. 1650 – c. 1850.” In it the author mines a rich assortment of sources— both
old and new—to offer a compelling challenge to the received historiography of
western Sudan, which holds that the Mali Empire collapsed at the end of the
seventeenth century. Then there is the piece, “Finding the Historical Wangrin or
the Banality of Virtue” by Ralph Austen, in which the author revisits the story of
the historical fıgure behind the hero of Amadou Hampâté Bâ’s classic 1973 work,
L’étrange destin de Wangrin ou, Les rouéries d’un interprète africain. In this
fascinating and brilliant article, Austen adds much to what we know about
Wangrin, as well as the corrupt and the banal world of African bureaucrats in
French colonial West Africa. The inaugural issue then segues into two fascinating
explorations of the gendered nature of slavery in West Africa. The fırst, “We Must
Overcome: Genealogy and Evolution of Female Slavery in West Africa,” is by the
award-winning scholar, Claire Robertson, and charts the evolution and genealogy
of scholarly perspectives on female slavery in West Africa. She does this in an
attempt to determine the roots of contemporary slavery, and make connections
between old and new systems of female slavery. Robertson’s overview serves as a
preamble to Trevor Getz and Lindsey Ehrisman’s article, “The Marriages of Abina
Mansah: Escaping the Boundaries of ‘Slavery’ as a Category in Historical Analy-
sis.” Here, award-winning Getz and his co-author, Ehrisman revisit the tale of
Abina and the Important Men. They offer a new and compelling revision of some
of the source materials contained in the book, while at the same time challenging
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the use of a slavery/freedom binary in our understanding of West African worlds.
Then there is a retrospective, “Reflections on Legitimation and Pedagogy in the
‘Islamic revolutions’ of West Africa on the Frontiers of the Islamic World,” in
which one of the foremost historians of Islam in Africa, David Robinson, engages
with pedagogies for teaching, comparing, and understanding fıve important
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Islamic reform movements in western and
central Sudan. The inaugural issue closes with another powerful engagement with
Islam, this time, of the Benue Valley of central Nigeria. Aptly titled, “Caliphate
Expansion, and Sociopolitical Change in the Nineteenth-Century Lower Benue
Hinterlands,” Moses Ochonu offers a searching analysis of the long-drawn pro-
cesses of jihad, migration, and sociopolitical change in the lower Benue hinter-
lands, specifıcally exploring the dynamics of expansion and the impact of com-
mercial and political events on the non-Muslim communities therein.

Looking forward, the second issue of volume 1 (coming September 2015) will
feature an article on women’s rights and freedoms by the award-winning author,
Ifı Amadiume, whose Male Husbands and Female Wives transformed our under-
standing of African gender as a category of analysis. The second issue will also
feature pieces by Simon Ottenberg and Merrick Posnansky, respected pioneers of
their respective fıelds of West African anthropology and archeology, as well as
articles by Mariano Pavanello, Jonathon Reynolds, and Elisha Renne.

Finally, like other scholarly journals, our readers can expect to enjoy book
reviews of the most important and exciting literature published in West African
history. Our book reviews have been written by noted and respected senior
scholars such as Anne Adams, Kwabena Akurang-Parry, Herbert Ekwe-Ekwe,
Madalina Florescu, Hélène Neveu Kringelbach, Obioma Nnaemeka, David Skin-
ner, Hakim Tijani, and Phillip Zachernuk as well as up-and-coming scholars like
Saheed Aderinto, Jeffrey Ahlman, David Donkor, Kwame Essien, Assan Sarr, and
Douglas Thomas.

The Igbo people of eastern Nigeria have a saying that a child who is carried on
the back does not realize that walking is a painful activity. In closing, I would like
to thank those who have made JWAH’s journey an easy one. The Vice President
for Research and Graduate Studies, the Graduate School, International Studies
and Programs, and the Michigan State University Department of History deserve
special mention for their substantial fınancial and moral support of the journal; so
do the College of Social Science and the African Studies Center. My heartfelt
thanks go to Jane Nwakoby for designing JWAH’s beautiful logo—“together we
[shall indeed] move mountains and attain great heights”; and to Erin New,
designer, for translating Nwakoby’s design and my vision into JWAH’s striking
journal covers and interiors. I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the
support of Cenveo Publisher Services, especially project manager Janet Bradley;
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and David Estrin, JWAH managing editor, for his professional editing services.
Last, but certainly not least, I owe a debt of gratitude to Gabe Dotto, director of
MSU Press, for his unwavering confıdence and support; as well as Natalie Eide-
nier, editor, Journals Division, MSU Press, Travis Kimbel, marketing and sales
coordinator, MSU Press, and all the MSU Press staff for “carrying” us through the
publication process.

It is with great pleasure that I now present the inaugural issue of the Journal of
West African History.

NOTES

1. The English play song was called, “In Nigeria, West Africa.”
2. The Igbo oga song was called, “Onwere ofu Nwoke (There was once a Man).”
3. Kpom, kpom, kpom, kpom, are the sounds of the gunshots of the fıring squad.
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