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HIST 2JO3 
AFRICA TO 1900 

Department of History, McMaster University 
Fall 2008 

 
Instructor:  Dr. B. Ibhawoh      Class Time :  Thurs: 9:30 - 11:20  
Office:   CNH 604 [History] /TSH 724 [Peace Studies]    MDCL/1102 
Office Hours:  W.1:30-2:30 [PS]  / Th12:00-1:30 [H]   TA:  -------------------------------- 
  or by appointment    TA Office/hrs: -------------------------------- 
E-mail:  ibhawoh@mcmaster.ca    TA e-mail:         --------------------------------   
 
Course Overview 
This course explores the history of Africa from the earliest civilizations and empires up to the eve 
of European colonialism. It examines the evolution and development of African states and 
societies, the cultural systems, the social and political structures, the development of technology 
and agriculture as well as broad changes and continuities in Africa’s historical development. The 
course touches on major themes such as the central place of Africa in the evolution of humankind, 
the ancient civilizations of Africa and their links with the outside world, the contacts and 
interactions among African peoples, Africa’s contact with the Arabs and Europeans, the 
introduction and impact of Islam and Christianity, the slave trade and the prelude to European 
colonialism.  

The objective of this course is to inculcate in students the values of critical, objective and 
balanced examination of facts particularly in matters relating to the African past. It aims to analyze 
the challenges and achievements of African peoples and institutions in the period up to the late 
nineteenth century. The course is also intended to provide students with an understanding of 
African historiography and the ability to conduct independent research in history. Particular 
attention will be paid to understanding the sources and methods of African history. This course is 
based on a combination of lectures, seminar readings and discussions. It will also draw on literary 
works and films about Africa.  
  
Required Texts  
- Erik Gilbert and Jonathan Reynolds, Africa and the World: From Prehistory to the Present   
  (2nd ed., Pearson, 2008). 
- D. T. Niane, Sundiata an Epic of Old Mali (Longman, Reprinted 2007) 
- Courseware package 
 
Recommended Texts  
- Kevin Shillington, History of Africa.  
- John Illife, Africans: The History of a Continent.  
- Roland Oliver & Anthony Atmore, Africa since 1800.  
 
Internet Resources  
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/africanhistory/ - (African History at McMaster website) 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/africa/africasbook.html 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/africa/features/storyofafrica/ 
 
Course Requirements  
Tutorial attendance and participation   20%   
Class Test      20%  - October 16 
Essays       30%  - Due November 6 
Final Exam               30%  - TBA 
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Course Policies  
 
WebCT 
This course will use WebCT (Web Course Tools) to make announcements, post lecture outlines 
and tutorial comments, and facilitate the tracking of student grades. You must be officially enrolled 
in the course in order to access this website. For further instructions, see the WebCT login page at 
http://www.ltrc.mcmaster.ca/webct/index.shtml 
 
Tutorial attendance and participation 
Students are expected to do all assigned readings as examinations will cover all course materials. 
Tutorial group discussions offer a forum to examine topics and issues in greater detail than is 
possible during lectures. Discussion will focus on both the lecture readings and the tutorial 
readings assigned for each week. Each student will be required to lead at least one tutorial class 
and pose questions for the class to discuss. For each reading, you should determine the author’s 
argument and the evidence presented to support that argument. Tutorial participation is a required 
part of the course and will be worth 20% of your final mark. Marks will be given for attendance at 
tutorials, evidence of preparation and understanding of the material, clarity of thought and 
expression, frequency and quality of discussion/questions, and time management. It is strongly 
recommended that you come to class with written notes on the assigned readings. Tutorial – 20% 
 
Class Test 
The test is designed to assess your understanding of the major debates in African historiography 
and the political and social systems of ancient Empires and civilizations in Africa. The test is also 
intended to assess your reading comprehension of the book Sundiata and its relevance to 
understanding Africa's medieval past.  The test will consist of short answers and perhaps, a map 
quiz. No exam aid will be allowed. Test will be on October 16 - 20%. 
 
Essays:   
Essays should address any of the themes and topic listed below. They should be based on 
scholarly sources indicated in the references and bibliography. Endeavour to use both primary and 
secondary sources where possible. Papers should be no more than 13 pages, typed originals in 
12-point font, double-spaced. The student should keep a back up electronic and paper copy to 
guard against loss or computer malfunction. Assignments are to be handed to the instructor in 
class on or before the due date. Clearly indicate the name of your TA on the front page of your 
essay. Assignments by fax or e-mail are not acceptable. Assignments submitted after the due date 
will be reduced by 5 percent per day (including weekends). For a basic guide on how to write 
scholarly papers in history, I strongly recommend Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing History. 
Also see “How to Read a Historical Document” in the African History at McMaster Website. Papers 
are due on November 6  - 30%. 
 
Essay Topics: 

1. An evaluation and appraisal of historical notions of Africa and the sources of African 
History. 

2. An investigation into early Christian AND/OR Islamic influences in Africa. 
3. A critical analysis of the processes AND/OR consequences of the Atlantic slave trade. 

 
Final Exam: 
Students will take a final exam at the end of the semester. These exams will consist of essay 
questions and will require students to think analytically about the course material and to integrate 
information from readings, lectures, tutorials and classroom discussions. Students will be required 
to answer two questions. Final Exam – TBA  - 30%. 
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E-mail Policy 
It is the policy of the Faculty of Humanities that all email communication sent from students to 
instructors (including TAs), and from students to staff, must originate from the student's own 
McMaster University email account. This policy protects confidentiality and confirms the identity of 
the student. Instructors will delete emails that do not originate from a McMaster email account. 
 
Academic Integrity: 
Statement of Academic Integrity and Dishonesty: 
McMaster University and the Department of History state unequivocally that it demands scholarly 
integrity from all its members.  Academic dishonesty, in whatever form, is ultimately destructive of 
the values of higher learning; furthermore, it is unfair and discouraging to those students who 
pursue their studies honestly. Academic dishonesty consists of misrepresenting by deception or by 
other fraudulent means and can result in serious consequences, e.g. the grade of zero on an 
assignment, loss of credit with a notation on the transcript (notation reads: “Grade of F assigned 
for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension or expulsion from the university. It is your 
responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. For information on the various 
kinds of academic dishonesty please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, specifically Appendix 
3, located at: http://www.mcmaster.ca/univsec/policy/AcademicIntegrity.pdf 
 
Course Schedule and Tutorial Readings  
 
Week 1: (Sept. 4) 
Introduction/ Historical Notions of Africa 
No Tutorials this week 
 
Week 2: (Sept. 11) 
Africa and Human Evolution 

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “Africa and Human Origins,” pp. 4-14 
Tutorial:  Introduction/ Historical Notions of Africa 
• Gilbert and Reynolds, “Preface,” pp. xvii-xx (This reading is central to our historiographical 

discussion) 
• Larson, Pier M. Larson, “Myths about Africa” 

 
Week 3: (Sept. 18) 
African Pre-History and Historiography  

• Ebiegberi Joe Alagoa, “The Oral Tradition,” The Practice of History in Africa. 
Tutorial: Africa and Human Evolution 
• Basil Davidson, “Old Myths: New Truths,” Africa in History. 
• Julius Adekunle, “Early History: Traditions of Origins and Archeological Interpretations,” in 

Toyin Falola ed. Africa. 
 
Week 4: (Sept. 25) 
Ancient Egypt and Nubia 

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “North Africa and Northeast Africa in Early World History,” pp. 63-80. 
Tutorial: Oral Tradition in African History 
• Thomas Hale, “A Job Description for Griots,” Griots and Griottes. 
• Sundiata (Entire book) 

 
Week 5: (Oct. 2)  
Early Africa in World History: Christianity  
Film Clip: Different But Equal (Traces the early history of Africa) 

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “Africa and the Early Christian World,” pp. 82-94 
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Tutorial: Ancient Egypt and Nubia 
• Constance Hilliard, “Ancient Nubia,” Intellectual Traditions of Pre-Colonial Africa. 
• Constance Hilliard, “Hellenized Egypt and Nubia,” Intellectual Traditions of Pre-Colonial Africa. 
• “Black Pharaohs” National Geographic. 

 
Week 6: (Oct. 9) 
Empire of North and West Africa: Islam 

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “North and West Africa and the Spread of Islam.” pp. 95-116 
Tutorial: Early Christianity and Islam in Africa 
• John Illife, “Christianity and Islam,” Africans: The History of a Continent. 
• Constance Hilliard, “Byzantine and Romanized Carthage-Numidia,” Intellectual Traditions. 

 
Week 7: (Oct. 16):  Class Test – Tutorials: Test discussions 
 
Week 8: (Oct. 23) 
States and Societies of East Africa  

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “East Africa and the Advent of Islam” pp. 117-135. 
Tutorial: The Kingdom of Mali 
• Constance Hilliard, “Ibn Battuta: The Royal Court of the Sultan of Mali,” Intellectual Traditions 

of Pre-Colonial Africa, [Primary Source] 
• Sundiata (Entire book) 

 
Week 9: (Oct. 30) 
European Expansion  
Film Clip: The Bible and the Gun (looks at the slave trade in Africa). 

• John Thornton, “The Development of Commerce between Europeans and Africans” in 
Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World. 

Tutorial: States and Societies of East Africa 
• Ade Ajayi ed. “The East African Coast and Hinterland,” Africa in the nineteenth century. 

 
Week 10: (Nov. 6) – Essays Due 
European Expansion and Slave trade 

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “Slavery and the Creation of the Atlantic World,” pp. 141-174 
Tutorial: The Atlantic Slave Trade 
• Basil Davidson, The African Past, London, Longmans, 1964, pp. 191-194 [Affonso of Congo, 

“Evils of the Slave Trade”] [Primary Source] 
• Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus 

Vassa the African [Primary Source] 
 
Week 11: (Nov. 13): No Class 
 
Week 12: (Nov. 20) 
States and Societies in Transition  

• Gilbert and Reynolds, “West and West Central Africa: 1500-1800,” pp. 179-200. 
• Adu Boahen, “The Eve of Colonial Conquest and Occupation,” African Perspectives on 

Colonialism. 
• Tutorial: The Atlantic Slave Trade 
• Ade Ajayi ed. “The Abolition of the Slave Trade,” Africa in the Nineteenth Century1880s. 

 
Week 13: (Nov. 27) 
Course Review 


