CODESRIA Bulletin, Nos 1&2, 2026 Page 41

CODESRIA

Bethwell A. Ogot:
The Colossus of African Historiography
and Intellectual Architect of Indigenous Knowledge

This is an expanded version first published at KenyaStockholm.Com in February 2026

He shared intellectual kinship

he passing of Professor
Bethwell Allan Ogot on

with Cheikh Anta Diop, Joseph

30 January 2025 marked Okoth Osewe* Ki-Zerbo and Kenneth Dike, yet
the end of a towering intellectual Stockholm County, his contribution was distinctive
era that reshaped the contours of Sweden in its systematic methodological

African historiography. His con-

rigour and institutional dimen-

tributions to academia, nation-
building and historical methodol-
ogy transcended mere scholarship, engraving his name
in the pantheon of intellectual revolutionaries. As a his-
torian, educator and institution-builder, Ogot not only
documented African history but actively participated in
its reconstruction, ensuring that the voices of the conti-
nent’s people resounded in the global discourse. At the
age of 95, Ogot departed this world having witnessed
the transformation he himself had catalysed—from an
era when African history was dismissed as non-existent
to one where African scholars command authority over
their own narratives. His life’s work represents nothing
less than an epistemological revolution, a systematic
dismantling of colonial knowledge systems, and the con-
struction of new intellectual architectures grounded in
African agency and Indigenous epistemologies.

Intellectual Genealogy: Situating Ogot in
the Arc of African Thought

To comprehend the magnitude of Ogot’s contributions,
one must situate him within the broader intellectual cur-
rents thatshaped twentieth-century Africanscholarship.
Ogot emerged during the postcolonial moment when
African nations were simultaneously achieving political
independence and confronting the intellectual colonisa-
tion that had accompanied territorial conquest—what
Mahmood Mamdani would later term the ‘decolonisa-
tion of the university’.

Ogot belonged to a generation of African intellectuals
who understood that political independence without in-
tellectual sovereignty remained incomplete liberation.

sion. Where others wrote against
colonial historiography, Ogot
built the institutional infrastructure necessary to sustain
African-centred historical inquiry across generations.

His intellectual formation at Makerere University and
the University of London equipped him to engage with
European scholarship on its own terms while simultane-
ously subverting its foundational assumptions. He mas-
tered Western historiography not to replicate it uncriti-
cally but to demonstrate that African history could meet
and exceed the evidentiary standards demanded by the
discipline. This strategic engagement with European
academic traditions while maintaining epistemological
independence became a hallmark of Ogot’s scholarly
approach.

Epistemology as Liberation: The Politics of
Historical Knowledge

Central to understanding Ogot’s revolutionary impact
is recognising his profound insight that historiography
is inherently political. The writing of history is never a
neutral act; itis always an exercise in power, determining
whose experiences are deemed worthy of documenta-
tion and whose narratives shape collective memory. Ogot
understood that the colonial denial of African history was
not an innocent scholarly error but a deliberate political
strategy to justify the ‘civilising mission’ and naturalise
European domination.

Ogot’s epistemological philosophy rested on several
interconnected propositions. First, he argued that all so-
cieties produce historical knowledge, though they may
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employ different methodological frameworks. The Eu-
ropean privileging of written documents as the sole le-
gitimate historical source was itself a culturally specific
bias, not a universal standard.

Second, he contended that oral traditions, when sub-
jected to rigorous critical analysis, could yield historical
knowledge asreliable as written sources. Third, and most
radically, Ogot insisted that African scholars must be the
primary narrators of African history—not out of ethnic
exclusivity but in recognition that those who understand
African languages and social systems from within pos-
sess interpretive advantages external observers cannot
easily replicate.

This epistemological stance had profound methodologi-
cal implications. Ogot championed ‘methodological
pluralism’—the integration of oral traditions, archae-
ology, linguistics, anthropology and written sources in
historical reconstruction. His approach anticipated in-
terdisciplinarity, though for Ogot it was less a fashion-
able academic trend than a practical necessity imposed
by the nature of African historical sources.

The political dimensions of Ogot’s epistemological
commitments extended beyond academic debates. He
recognised that the recovery of African history was es-
sential to postcolonial nation-building. How could
newly independent African nations construct coherent
national identities if their pasts were dismissed as non-
existent? Ogot’s historiographical project was thus in-
separable from the broader political project of decolo-
nisation. By demonstrating that African societies had
complex political systems, sophisticated economic ar-
rangements and rich cultural traditions long before Eu-
ropean contact, he provided the historical foundation for
African self-determination.

Pioneering Methodological Innovation: Recon-
structing the African Past

Ogot’s scholarship emerged when colonial narratives
painted Africa as a continent devoid of history. This
Eurocentric fallacy was intellectually eviscerated by
Ogot, who championed oral traditions, archaeology
and interdisciplinary approaches to reconstruct Afti-
ca’s past. His seminal work, History of the Southern
Luo (1967), remains a touchstone in African historiog-
raphy, demonstrating that stateless societies had com-
plex political, economic and social systems worthy of
scholarly rigour.

The methodological innovations in History of the South-
ern Luo represent a watershed moment. Ogot’s study
focused on Luo-speaking peoples, who were dismissed

by colonial scholars as lacking political organisation
because they did not conform to European models of
centralised statechood. Through painstaking collection
and analysis of oral traditions, Ogot reconstructed sev-
eral centuries of Luo migration, settlement and social or-
ganisation, demonstrating that decentralised structures
reflected alternative forms of social organisation based
on kinship networks, age-set systems and decentralised
decision-making.

Ogot conducted extensive fieldwork, interviewing elders
across multiple Luo communities. He systematically
cross-referenced narratives from different lineages, iden-
tifying convergence and divergence. Where oral tradi-
tions aligned across independent sources, he treated
them as historically reliable. This rigorous comparative
method demonstrated that oral traditions, properly ana-
lysed, could yield a historical knowledge that met aca-
demic historiography’s evidentiary standards.

Furthermore, Ogot integrated oral traditions with lin-
guistic analysis, archaeological findings and early Eu-
ropean travellers’ accounts (read critically). This meth-
odological pluralism became a model for subsequent
African historical scholarship.

His role in co-editing Zamani: A Survey of East Af-
rican History (1968) was transformative, providing
an authoritative counterpoint to Eurocentric histories.
Zamani represented a collaborative effort to synthe-
sise East African history while foregrounding African
agency. It demonstrated that African historians could
produce comprehensive, rigorous syntheses compa-
rable to those about European or Asian societies and
provided African students with textbooks that reflect-
ed their own histories rather than relegating them to
footnotes in European narratives.

An Architect of Academic Institutions: Building the
Infrastructure of Knowledge

Beyond personal scholarship, Ogot’s legacy is deeply
intertwined with the institutionalisation of African
history as a discipline. As founding chair of the His-
tory Department at the University of Nairobi (1967),
he nurtured a generation of historians who carried
forward Indigenous knowledge production. This rep-
resented a landmark moment—the first African uni-
versity department dedicated specifically to African
history, staffed primarily by African scholars, and
committed to African-centred methodologies.

Under Ogot’s leadership, the department became a hub
of intellectual innovation. He recruited talented scho-
lars, provided research support and mentorship, and
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created an institutional culture that valued rigorous
scholarship combined with political engagement. The
department’s seminars became forums for intense de-
bate where established scholars and graduate students
engaged critically about methodological approaches
and the political implications of historical research.

His commitment to decolonising African academia ex-
tended to his editorial stewardship of UNESCQO’s Gener-
al History of Africa, where he ensured that A frican schol-
ars dictated their own historical narratives. The project,
launched in 1964, represented an unprecedented effort to
produce comprehensive African history written primar-
ily by African scholars. Ogot served on the International
Scientific Committee, shaping the project’s method-
ological approach. The resulting eight-volume series
(1981-1993) became a foundational reference work,
translated into multiple languages and used worldwide,
demonstrating conclusively that African scholars pos-
sessed the expertise and intellectual authority to narrate
their own histories.

As Chancellor of Moi University (1990-2002), Ogot
expanded access to higher education and promoted
Indigenous knowledge systems as legitimate academic
fields. He championed the inclusion of African languag-
es, oral literature and Indigenous knowledge in universi-
ty curricula, arguing that African universities should de-
velop distinctive intellectual traditions rooted in African
cultural contexts.

Hisroles at Makerere, Kenyatta and Maseno universities
further cemented his legacy as a builder of knowledge
institutions. At each, Ogot strengthened academic stan-
dards while challenging Eurocentric biases embedded
in conventional academic practices.

The Reproduction of Excellence: Mentorship and
Intellectual Networks

Ogot’s most enduring legacy lies in the generations
of scholars he mentored and the intellectual networks
he fostered. As a demanding but supportive teacher, he
pushed students towards scholarly excellence while
providing necessary guidance. Many of East Aftrica’s
most prominent historians were trained under his super-
vision or influenced by his work, carrying forward his
methodological commitments and vision of African-
centred historical inquiry.

Ogot’s mentorship extended beyond formal supervision.
He created platforms for scholarly exchange through
conferences, workshops and publications. He founded
and edited Hadith, which became a premier venue for

East African historical scholarship. The journal’s title
signalled its commitment to diverse forms of historical
knowledge, including oral traditions, providing emerg-
ing scholars with opportunities to publish and engage in
scholarly debates.

He also led the Historical Association of Kenya, trans-
forming it into a vibrant intellectual community that
brought together historians, teachers, archivists and
others interested in Kenyan history. Through these ac-
tivities, Ogot created an institutional ecosystem which
sustained historical scholarship beyond individual
scholars or single institutions.

Ogot’s approach reflected his understanding of
knowledge production as collective enterprise. He rec-
ognised that the decolonisation of African historiogra-
phy required intellectual communities, institutional in-
frastructures and scholarly networks—structures which
ensured that his influence would extend far beyond his
lifetime.

A Nation-Builder and Political Strategist: Scholar-
ship in the Service of the Public Good

Ogot’s intellectual contributions extended beyond
academia into political and administrative spheres.
He played an integral role in Kenya’s independence
negotiations, working alongside Jaramogi Oginga
Odinga and Tom Mboya during the Lancaster House
talks in the 1960s. His historical insights were crucial
in framing postindependence governance policies,
as he persistently argued that understanding Kenya’s
precolonial past was essential to constructing cohesive
national identity.

At Lancaster House, Ogot provided historical context
for discussions about land rights, ethnic relations and
governance structures. His research on precolonial
political systems informed debates about structuring
Kenya’s postindependence government. His historical
expertise helped negotiators understand that Kenya’s
ethnic diversity was not an obstacle to national unity
but a resource that could be harnessed through appro-
priate institutional arrangements.

His tenure as Chairman of the Kenya Post and Tele-
communications Corporation and his contributions to
the East African Community Legislative Assembly illus-
trated his belief that intellectuals should actively shape
public policy. Unlike scholars confined to academic
silos, Ogot seamlessly merged intellectual inquiry with
pragmatic governance, bringing scholarly rigour to ad-
ministrative decision-making.
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Ogot’s philosophy reflected his understanding that
scholarship and public service were mutually rein-
forcing activities. This integration of scholarship and
statecraft distinguished him from scholars who viewed
academic work as separate from political engagement.
He rejected the notion that universities should be ivory
towers, arguing instead that universities in postcolonial
Africa had a responsibility to contribute to national de-
velopment and produce knowledge relevant to African
challenges.

Intellectual Courage and Controversy: The Scholar
Who Refused Orthodoxy

Ogot’s scholarship was not without controversy. His es-
say, ‘Revolt of the Elders’ (1972), critically reassessing
the Mau Mau’s role in Kenya’s independence struggle,
sparked intense debate. Whereas the dominant nationa-
list narrative lauded the Mau Mau as liberation’s van-
guard, Ogot introduced a nuanced perspective, arguing
that the movement was not monolithic and that other
actors played equally pivotal roles. This underscored his
commitment to evidence-based history rather than ideo-
logical conformity.

In the essay, Ogot argued that the Mau Mau uprising re-
flected not simply nationalist liberation but also genera-
tional tensions within Kikuyu society—conflicts between
younger militants and established elders over authority
and resources. This interpretation challenged the heroic
narrative central to Kenyan nationalism. Many viewed
Ogot’s argument as diminishing the Mau Mau’s contri-
bution, even betraying the liberation struggle. Yet Ogot
insisted that historical accuracy required acknowledging
complexity, even when it complicated politically conve-
nient narratives. True respect for the liberation struggle, he
contended, required honest historical analysis, not hagi-

ography.

The controversy illustrated a recurring tension in post-
colonial African historiography: balancing nationalist
commitments with scholarly objectivity. Ogot navi-
gated this by insisting that the best service historians
could provide was rigorous, evidence-based scholar-
ship, even when it challenged popular beliefs.

His later critiques of the World Bank’s influence on
African development positioned him as a defender of
Indigenous economic models. He argued that Africa’s
development trajectory should be informed by its own
historical experiences rather than externally imposed
neoliberal policies. Ogot’s critiques reflected his un-
derstanding that economic policy, like historiography,
was a site of epistemological struggle. The World Bank’s

insistence that African economies adopt Western-style
market reforms ignored the historical specificities of
African economic systems.

Ogotargued that precolonial African economies had de-
veloped sophisticated mechanisms for resource distri-
bution, risk management and social welfare—systems
well adapted to African environmental and social con-
ditions. He advocated for development approaches that
drew on African historical experiences, recognising the
value of Indigenous economic practices and allowing
African societies to chart their own development paths.

These critiques sometimes isolated Ogot from inter-
national development institutions and African govern-
ments that embraced neoliberal policies. Yet he remai-
ned undeterred, insisting that intellectual integrity
required speaking truth even when unpopular. This will-
ingness to stand alone against dominant orthodoxies—
whether nationalist myths or neoliberal dogmas—
exemplified Ogot’s intellectual courage.

Partnership and Intellectual Dynamism: Ogot and
Grace Ogot

Ogot’s partnership with Grace Ogot, a distinguished
writer and politician, symbolised a union of literary and
historical excellence. Grace Ogot (1930-2015) was one
of East Africa’s most celebrated writers, the author of
novels and short stories exploring Luo culture, gender
relations and tensions between tradition and modernity.
She also served in Kenya’s Parliament and held various
public positions.

The partnership between Bethwell and Grace repre-
sented a remarkable convergence of intellectual talents.
While Bethwell reconstructed African history through
scholarly research, Grace explored African experiences
through literary imagination. Their work was comple-
mentary: historical scholarship provided factual founda-
tion for understanding African societies, while literature
captured the emotional textures and human dimensions
of African life. Together, they demonstrated that recover-
ing African agency required both empirical research and
creative expression.

Their partnership also modelled an intellectual collabo-
ration that transcended conventional gender divisions.
Inan erawhen African women’s intellectual contributions
were often marginalised, Grace Ogot achieved interna-
tional recognition. Bethwell consistently supported her
work, recognising her literary achievements as of equal
value to his historical scholarship. Their mutual respect
represented a progressive model of gender relations,
which acknowledged women’s intellectual authority.
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The Ogots’ home became a gathering place for Kenya’s
intellectual and cultural elite, fostering the vibrant intel-
lectual life that characterised Kenya following indepen-
dence. Grace Ogot’s death in 2015 ended a partnership
of more than six decades. Yet their joint legacy endures
in the institutions they helped build, the scholarship and
literature they produced, and the model of intellectual
partnership they exemplified.

Continental and Global Recognition: Reposition-
ing African Historiography

Ogot’s influence extended far beyond East Africa, shap-
ing African historiography across continents and repo-
sitioning African history within global academic dis-
course. His work with UNESCO’s General History of
Africa represented a continental effort to assert African
scholarly authority, bringing together historians from
across Africa and the diaspora, creating unprecedented
opportunities for collaboration.

The General History of Africa had significant global im-
pact. Its publication in multiple languages made African
history accessible worldwide. Universities globally in-
corporated the volumes into curricula, exposing students
to African-centred historical narratives. The project dem-
onstrated that African history was not amarginal special-
ty butacentral component of world history.

Ogot’s international recognition was reflected in nu-
merous honours—honorary doctorates, election to
prestigious academic societies, invitations to lecture
worldwide. These honours acknowledged not merely
individual achievements but the broader legitimacy of
African historical scholarship.

Yet Ogot remained grounded in African contexts. He
resisted relocating to better-funded institutions in Eu-
rope or North America, choosing instead to build Af-
rican universities and mentor African students. This
commitment reflected his understanding that decolo-
nising knowledge required building institutional ca-
pacity on the continent itself.

Ogot’s global impact also manifested in his influence
on how African history is taught worldwide. His meth-
odological innovations—particularly demonstrating
that oral traditions could yield reliable historical knowl-
edge—influenced historians working in other regions
where written sources were limited. His emphasis on Af-
rican agency contributed to broader movements within
global historiography towards more inclusive, multicul-
tural approaches.

Enduring Legacy and Institutional Immortality

Ogot’s legacy is etched in multiple dimensions of African
intellectual history. The Bethwell A. Ogot Book Prize
(established 2012), recognising outstanding scholarship
in East African studies, honours work that exemplify
the scholarly rigour and commitment to African-centred
perspectives that characterise Ogot’s work.

His leadership in the Historical Association of Kenya
and of books such as Hadith fostered a vibrant intellec-
tual community dedicated to African-centred historical
inquiry. These institutions continue decades after he
founded them, providing platforms for new generations
of historians. The History Department at the University
of Nairobi remains one of Africa’s premier centres for
historical scholarship, demonstrating that Ogot’s legacy
is actively productive, generating new knowledge and
training new scholars.

Beyond formal institutions, Ogot’s legacy lives in the
transformed landscape of African historiography itself.
The methodological pluralism he championed has be-
come standard practice. The use of oral traditions as le-
gitimate historical sources is now widely accepted. The
insistence that A frican scholars must be the primary nar-
rators of African history is no longer controversial but
axiomatic. These transformations represent his most
profound legacy—he changed not merely what we
know about African history buthow we produce histori-
cal knowledge, who is authorised to produce it, and what
purposes it serves.

The Scholar Who Made History Speak: Intellectual
Immortality

Professor Ogot’s death at 95 was not merely the passing
of an individual; it was the culmination of a historical
epoch. Yet his ideas remain immortal. By championing
African voices in historiography, fostering institutions
that continue shaping intellectual discourse, and fear-
lessly confronting dominant paradigms, he ensured that
Africa’s past is neither marginal nor mythologised but
central to the human story.

His life exemplified the transformative power of schol-
arship. Through academia’s corridors, in policy-making
chambers and within intellectual history’s annals, Ogot’s
voice will continue to resonate, challenging, inspiring
and guiding future generations. His scholarship dis-
mantled colonial epistemologies, legitimised Indige-
nous knowledge and institutionalised African historical
methodologies—an intellectual bequest that will endure
long after his physical departure.
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The magnitude of Ogot’s achievement becomes clear
when we consider the intellectual landscape he inher-
ited and the one he bequeathed. He began his career
when African history was dismissed as non-existent,
when African scholars were marginalised in their own
universities, and when Eurocentric narratives domina-
ted academic discourse. He leaves behind a transformed
intellectual world where African history is recognised as
legitimate and vital, where African scholars command au-
thority over their own narratives, and where methodolo-
gical pluralism and Indigenous knowledge systems are
valued components of historical inquiry.

This transformation was not inevitable. It required
decades of rigorous scholarship, institutional build-
ing, mentorship and intellectual courage—chal-
lenging entrenched power structures, confronting
comfortable orthodoxies and persisting despite resis-
tance. Ogot’s willingness to undertake this difficult
work represents an intellectual heroism that deserves
recognition and emulation.

As we reflect on Ogot’s legacy, we must also consider
the unfinished dimensions of his project. The decoloni-
sation of African knowledge remains incomplete. Euro-
centric biases persist in academic institutions, curricula
and scholarly practices. African universities continue
to struggle with limited resources, brain drain and pres-
sures to conform to Western academic models.

Yet Ogot’s work provides both inspiration and guidance
for continuing these struggles. He demonstrated that
intellectual transformation is possible, that determined

scholars can challenge and change dominant paradigms,
and that constructing alternative knowledge systems
requires both critical scholarship and institutional buil-
ding. His legacy calls on subsequent generations to con-
tinue the work he began, to push further the boundaries of
African-centred scholarship, and to ensure that African
voices remain central to global intellectual discourse.

In the annals of African history, Professor Bethwell Al-
lan Ogot will not merely be remembered. He will be re-
vered as a founding figure of African historiography, as
an intellectual revolutionary who transformed how we
understand Africa’s past, and as a builder of institutions
that continue to shape African scholarship. His ideas,
his methodologies and his vision of African intellectual
sovereignty will guide scholars for generations to come.
Though he has departed, his voice continues to speak
through the institutions he built, the scholars he mentored
and the transformed intellectual landscape he helped cre-
ate. In this sense, Ogot has achieved a form of immortal-
ity granted only to those whose ideas transcend their in-
dividual lives to become permanent features of human
knowledge. He made history speak—and in doing so,
ensured that his own voice will echo through the ages.
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