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Seton Hall University               Dr. Maxim Matusevich  

College of Arts and Sciences     Office: 344 Fahy Hall 

History Department      Office hours: 

HIST 1501/AFAM 1201:      T 1 pm – 4 pm or by appt. 

History of African Civilization I    Office phone: 973-761-9386 

Fall 2008       E-mail: matusema@shu.edu  

M and W: 1 pm – 2:15 pm 

122 Fahy Hall 

 

 

 

The course and its rationale 

 

Africa is both the most clearly defined of continents - in its geography - and the hardest to pin 

down in historical terms. It is widely believed that human beings originated in Africa and, as a 

result, there is more diversity of human types and societies in Africa than anywhere else. African 

historical and cultural traditions date back thousands of years, yet rumors and common 

stereotypes still largely inform the popular knowledge of the continent in the West. Europeans 

and North Americans have for centuries seen Africa through webs of myth and the process of 

mythmaking is still underway. It was long known as the “Dark Continent” but the real 

“darkness” was in the ignorance of the outside world. This class, therefore, offers students a 

valuable opportunity to dispel the age-old (as well as recent) stereotypes and misconceptions 

about African past, and obtain an informed knowledge of the continent‟s history, its present 

condition, and its place in the complex system of global interconnections.  

 

This course is a broad introductory survey of African history from human origins to the present 

with an emphasis on the events, themes, and developments most directly related to the 

emergence of Modern Africa. Because the scope of the class is so vast, we will explore important 

issues and problems in African history rather than learn all the minute details, a task impossible 

to accomplish even in a life-time. Themes we will study in this class include human origins, the 

agricultural revolution, ancient African kingdoms, empires and civilizations (including Egypt), 

slavery and the slave trade, imperialism and the scramble for Africa, colonialism, cultural history 

of the continent, anti-colonial resistance, nationalist movements, and postcolonial challenges of 

nationhood and globalization.  

 

This is both a lecture and a discussion-oriented course, but more importantly, it is a course about 

learning African history by actively engaging with such sources of historical knowledge as 

political documents, cultural artifacts, photographs, films, and oral histories. The readings and 

films are selected so as to enable you to overcome the unavoidable limitations and rigidity of a 

textbook narrative and help you to experience the physical vibrancy and cultural richness and 

diversity of this fascinating continent. Learning to read and evaluate various historical sources - 

critically and thoroughly - is a cornerstone of the liberal arts education. By reading books and 

articles and reflecting upon them we develop critical skills in reasoning and argumentation – 

skills, which are essential to intellectual and personal growth.  

 

mailto:matusema@shu.edu
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Course Objectives 

 

1. To introduce students to specific historical content and outlines of African history. 

2. To place African historical experience in the context of world history. 

3. To dispel common myths and stereotypes of Africa. 

4. To develop a sense of understanding of African physical and political geography. 

5. To provide students with an appreciation of African history, civilizations, experiences, and 

cultural expressions. 

6. To gain understanding of the present African condition and its political, economic, and 

cultural genesis. 

7. To gain understanding of major problems facing post-colonial African nations. 

 

Course skills development 

 

- To develop more sophistication in reading historical texts. 

- To enhance critical thinking and reasoning abilities. 

- To understand the meaning of historiography and the need to examine and assess historical 

sources, particularly with attention to difference between primary and secondary sources. 

- To improve written and oral abilities to express criticism and analysis. 

- To develop comparative analytical skills. 

- To develop critical reading skills. 

- To develop map reading and interpreting skills. 

- To perfect basic research skills (final research paper). 

 

Required course material 

 

1. Books: 

 

Eric Gilbert and Jonathan T. Reynolds, Africa in World History 

D. T. Niane, Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali 

Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart 

Mariama Bâ, So Long a Letter 

Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You that Tomorrow We Will be Killed with Our Families 

 

2. Materials placed on e-reserve 

 

3. Films and film excerpts (subject to availability for in-class viewing): 

 

“Black Athena” /USA/ 

“Yeelen” /Mali/ 

“The Middle Passage” /USA/ 

“White Man‟s Country” /Kenya, Britain/ 

“Lumumba” (Belgium, DRC, France, Britain/ 

“Facing the Truth” /South Africa, Britain/  

“Hotel Rwanda” /USA/ 
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How to Access Electronic Reserves 

 

A significant number of the assigned readings (especially primary sources) have been 

placed on the electronic reserve (or simply e-reserve). E-reserve is easily accessible on-

line from the Seton Hall University webpage. Here is what you have to do: 

 

1. Go to the Library Homepage http://library.shu.edu  

2. Click on E-Reserves/Reserves under Services 

3. Click on Catalog for Electronic Reserves 

4. Search by instructor (Matusevich, Maxim) and course number (HIST 1501 or AFAM 1201) 

5. You will see a list of reserve articles 

6. Click on the article you would like to read 

 

I strongly encourage you to print out ALL assigned texts (printing is FREE (!) at Seton Hall) and 

keep all printouts in one convenient location (a simple manila folder will do famously). 

 

Course requirements 

 

Three short response papers /2-3 pages each/    10%, 10%, 10% 

Physical geography map quiz      5% 

Political geography map quiz      5% 

Mid-term exam       15% 

Final research paper /5-6 pages/     15% 

Final exam        20% 

Attendance/participation and work ethics    10% 

TOTAL:        100% 

 

I will also allow for up to 3 extra credit (one extra percentage point each) opportunities per 

person per semester 

 

Requirement details: 

 

1. Attendance and Participation. Since all lectures tend to supplement the text-book, and 

not to repeat it, your attendance is of crucial importance. Besides, much of the intellectual 

and educational value of this course will come from our class discussions and debates. 

You cannot expect to do well in this course and (more importantly) gain critical 

knowledge of the material unless you come to class and actively participate in it. 

Attendance will be taken in the beginning of each class session. Each unexcused absence 

will result in the loss of a percentage point from your total grade. KEEP TRACK OF 

YOUR ABSENCES! Much of the second part of the course (after the first mid-term) will 

be devoted to in-class discussions of the various problems facing Modern Africa. Don‟t 

expect your instructor to lead these discussions all the time. Each of you will be assigned 

a discussion problem, which you will have to introduce to the class for further analysis 

and interpretation. Besides I intend to monitor your preparedness for class through 

random quizzes and short response-papers. 

http://library.shu.edu/
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2. Reading. Reading, like writing, is one of the central components of this class. You are 

required to complete the assigned reading by the date on which it is posted below in the 

course schedule. Failure to do the required reading will be reflected in your performance 

on the examinations and the papers. In initiating and channeling class discussions I will 

proceed on the assumption that ALL students have completed ALL reading assignments. 

Let me assure you (from unfortunate personal experience) it feels awfully awkward to be 

put on the spot when you are clueless about the subject of the class discussion. 

3. Film Viewing. We‟ll be viewing some fascinating films in this course. Alas, they are not 

just for fun! Make sure to evaluate your viewing experience in relation to the issues, 

themes, and problems that form the core of the course. Be prepared to provide oral and/or 

written critical reviews of the movies as informed both by your aesthetic preferences and 

the familiarity with the relevant historical context. 

4. Map Quiz of Important Geographical Features. You must learn and identify 

significant geographical features in Africa. A useful training map is appended to this 

syllabus. 

5. Map Quiz of African Countries. You must learn the names of all 54 African Countries 

(members of the African Union) and locate them on the map of the continent. The map 

you will receive for the quiz is appended to this syllabus. Here is a convenient interactive 

website to help you prepare for this quiz http://www.yourchildlearns.com/africa_map.htm  

6. Two exams. Exams are not comprehensive, i.e. they cover only material studied since the 

last exam (or the beginning of the course for the mid-term exam). Exams will consist 

primarily of short essay answers and possibly some identifications and/or multiple 

choice, and will draw material from the lectures, all reading assignments and the films. 

7. Three short response papers (2-3 pages each, typed, and double-spaced). You will be 

assigned three short response papers. As a general rule, you will have a choice of either 

writing on an assigned topic or submitting a book/film review. Book and film reviews 

should strive to answer the following questions: What is the author/filmmaker trying to 

communicate to her/his audience about the subject covered in the book/film? What kind 

of views about the issues at hand is the author providing behind the narrative or story line 

of the book/film? A good way to plan your review is to determine what you think the 

author/filmmaker would say in an explicit and straightforward (i.e not artistic) way about 

the subjects they cover if they were giving you a lecture in our class. Once you have 

determined the author's views, opinions, and ideas, analyze and discuss them. Reviews 

are not reports. Reports simply restate, summarize, recapitulate what happened in a book 

or film; reviews analyze the book or film to determine what the author's views and ideas 

are. I will not accept reports; I want you to review the materials. If you have questions or 

are still unsure about how a review differs from a report, talk to me before you write. 

8. Final research paper (5-6 pages, typed, double-spaced).  By the scheduled date you 

should formulate a topic for your final research project. Give yourself plenty of time. 

Research papers written overnight are almost invariably poor. You have a lot of freedom 

as to how approach this project. The topic has to be relevant to Africa, its past or present. 

Otherwise, you are free to choose anything that interests you. In previous years, for 

example, students selected topics on African art and literature, African economic 

conditions, domestic and foreign policies of African states, etc. Before proceeding with 

your research work make sure to discuss your ideas with the instructor. He might be able 

to make some useful suggestions concerning your research and methodology. 

http://www.yourchildlearns.com/africa_map.htm
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9. Extra credit opportunities. Throughout the semester I will alert students to extra credit 

opportunities on and off campus (some but not all suggestions are listed in this syllabus). 

In the past, students have earned extra credits by watching relevant films outside of class, 

attending museums, special exhibits, and extra curriculum presentations and talks. You 

have to receive a prior approval from the instructor to determine whether or not a 

particular event or film qualifies for an extra credit. An extra point will be granted upon 

the submission of a brief (1.5-2 pages) response paper. You can earn a total of 3 extra 

credit points over the course of this semester. 

 

Some ground rules 

 

1. While lecture will be prominent as class format I intend to interact with individual students 

as much as possible. You are strongly encouraged to ask questions. My goal is to create class 

environment conducive to learning and intellectual exchange. It is your right as students to 

ask for clarifications of any issues that appear obscure or out of context. Similarly, I will 

habitually solicit your opinions on and responses to the class material. 

2. In class, I always try to create a friendly and intellectually stimulating atmosphere. This 

implies mutual respect and cooperation in the classroom. Please, be respectful of your fellow 

students as well as of your instructor. Avoid talking when somebody else is trying to express 

him/herself. I will not tolerate students doing assignments for other courses while in my 

classroom or students ignoring educational tasks at hand. It really all boils down to 

embracing good manners. OK? 

3. All scheduled deadlines will be strictly enforced. It is your responsibility to abide by the 

enclosed schedule of assignments. I will not track you down to make up missing work. Also, 

please, make it a habit to double-check all due-dates – if they are listed in the syllabus, I will 

not feel obligated to remind the class of them (I will though). 

4. The grades in this course are not negotiable. However, I will be happy to discuss with you in 

a constructive fashion your academic performance and suggest possible venue for 

improvement.  

5. No tardiness, please! If you are late, show respect for your instructor and fellow-students by 

proceeding to your seat as quietly as possible. 

6. And last but not the least… Any infringement of academic integrity, such as cheating and 

plagiarism, is not acceptable in this course. The Department of History does not tolerate any 

form of academic dishonesty. Infractions will be appropriately penalized; students should 

understand that suspension or expulsion from the University is a possible result. I encourage 

all students to familiarize themselves with the Policy on Academic Dishonesty adopted by 

the History Department at Seton Hall University: 

http://artsci.shu.edu/history/academic_policy.htm. 

 

On laptop use in class 

 

As you all know Seton Hall provides all students with laptop computers. Many of our students 

are adept at using their laptops for legitimate academic purposes, especially for taking notes in 

class. You are more than welcome to take notes on your portable computers if you desire to do 

so. However, under no circumstances will I tolerate students using laptops for such things as 

web-surfing, instant messaging, and/or emailing during the class period. Such inappropriate use 

http://artsci.shu.edu/history/academic_policy.htm
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of technology not only disrupts the flow of class lectures and discussions, but also presents in 

itself a manifest disrespect for the instructor and fellow students. If I notice a student web-surfing 

or messaging during regular class period I‟ll send this student a short email asking him/her to 

cease such disruptive behavior. If the student fails to comply with my request he/she will be 

penalized by a 10% deduction from the final grade (the ethics portion of the cumulative 

percentage grade) 

 

Preliminary schedule of classes and assignments (subject to modifications) 

 

WEEK ONE 

 

Wed., September 3 “Introduction to the course and its objectives” 

   - course syllabus 

 

WEEK TWO 

 

Mon., September 8 “Mapping Africa: physical and human geography of the continent” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 2 

- handout: maps 

 

Wed., September 10 1. Film: “Black Athena” 

   2. Discussion of the film 

- e-reserve: “Cheikh Anta Diop: What Were the Egyptians?” 

Map quiz study-guide distributed (physical geography) 

 

WEEK THREE 

 

Mon., September 15 Discussion: “Myths and facts of Africa” 

- e-reserve: “Molefi Asante: Analysis and Science” 

and “Mary Lefkowitz: Myths of African Origins” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Preface, pp. xi-xiv 

Map quiz (physical geography) 

 

Wed., September 17 “African life styles, traditions, and institutions” 

- handout to be distributed 

First response paper assignment distributed 

 

WEEK FOUR 

 

Mon., September 22 “Prehistory of Africa: the development and spread of farming and 

pastoralism” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 1 and Chapter 4 

First response paper due 

 

Wed., September 24 “Multiple legacies of the ancient Egyptian civilization” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 3 
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Extra credit suggestion: visit the permanent Egyptian exhibit at the 

Metropolitan Museum in NYC  

 

WEEK FIVE 

 

Mon., October 29 “The development of states and trade in the Sudan and Guinea” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 6 

- start reading Sundiata 

Extra credit suggestion: Visit the permanent exhibit on West Africa at the  

Metropolitan Museum in New York City  

 

Wed., October 1 “The rise of Islam and the Muslim states and empires of North and West 

Africa” 

 - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 6 (review) and Chapter 10, pp. 181-189 

 - continue reading Sundiata 

 

WEEK SIX 

 

Mon., October 6 1. Discussion: “Sundiata” 

   2. Film “Yeelen” /excerpts/ 

   - Sundiata 

   Extra credit suggestion: Watch film “Yeelen” in its entirety out of class 

 

Wed., October 8 “Islam and trade in East Africa” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 7 and Chapter 11 

   Midterm study-guide distributed 

 

WEEK SEVEN 

 

Mon., October 13 “The beginnings of „European Enterprise‟ in Africa” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 8 

    

Wed., October 15 Midterm exam 

 

WEEK EIGHT 

 

Mon., October 20 1. “The Era of the Slave Trade” 

   2. Film “The Middle Passage” /excerpts/ 

   3. Discussion: “Why Africans?” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 8 (review) and Chapter 9 

- e-reserve: “Alexander Falconbridge: An Account of the Slave Trade on 

the Coast of Africa” and “Why Africans? The Rise of the Slave Trade to 

1700” 

 

Wed., October 22 “The expansion of white power in Southern Africa” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 12; 
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   - start reading Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart 

   Second response paper assignment distributed 

 

WEEK NINE 

 

Mon., October 27 “The European Scramble for Africa” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 10, pp. 189-200 and Chapter 13; 

   - Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart; 

- E-reserve: “Edmondo de Amicis: One Day in Morocco” 

- handout: “A Place Under the Sun” 

 

Wed., October 29 1. “Colonial rule and African resistance” 

   2. Film “White Man‟s Country” /excerpts/ 

   3. Discussion: “The Psychology of Colonialism” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 13 (review) and Chapter 16 

   - handout: “The White Man‟s Burden” 

   Second response paper due   
 

WEEK TEN 

 

Mon., November 3  “The economic impact of colonial rule in Africa” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 14 

   - start reading Mariama Bâ, So Long a Letter 

 

Wed., November 5 1. “Africa and the 20
th

 century world wars” 

   2. Film “Black and White in Color” /excerpts/ 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 15 (review) 

- continue reading Mariama Bâ, So Long a Letter 

Final research paper guidelines distributed 

 

WEEK ELEVEN 

 

Mon., November 10 “Nationalism and the role of African elites” 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 15 (review) 

- finish reading Mariama Bâ, So Long a Letter 

 

Wed., November 12 1. “The winning of Independence: lessons of the Congo” 

   2. Start watching film “Lumumba”  

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 17 

- e-reserve: “UN: Declaration on Granting Independence” and 

“Kwame Nkrumah: I Speak of Freedom” 

- start reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 

Final research paper proposals due 
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WEEK TWELVE 

 

Mon., November 17 Finish watching film “Lumumba” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 16 

   - continue reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 

   Third response paper assignment distributed 

 

Wed., November 19  “Africa in the Cold war equation” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 17 (review) and Chapter 18 

   - finish reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 

   Map quiz study-guide distributed (political geography) 
 

WEEK THIRTEEN 

 

Mon., November 24 1. “Long walk to freedom: Apartheid in South Africa and its 

demise” 

 2. Film “Facing the Truth” /excerpts/ 

- Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 18 (review) 

- E-reserve: “Umkhonto we Sizwe: We are at War!” and “A.H. 

Geyer: The Case for Apartheid” 

- continue reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 

Third response paper due 
Extra credit suggestion: watch film “Facing the Truth” in its 

entirety out of class. I also recommend film “Mapantsula”(dirs. 

Oliver Schmitz and Thomas Mogotlane, South Africa, 1988) 

 

Wed., November 26 Thanksgiving Recess. No class. 

- while on break continue reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to 

Inform You 

 

WEEK FOURTEEN 

 

Mon., December 1 “Postcolonial state and postmodern conflict” 

   - Gilbert & Reynolds, Chapter 18 (review) 

   - continue reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 

   - e-reserve: “The Small Boys‟ Unit” and “In the Valley of the Gun” 

   Final exam study-guide distributed 

   Map quiz (political geography) 
Extra credit suggestions: watch films “The Triumph of Evil” 

(Frontline documentary) and/or “Sometime in April” (dir. Raoul 

Peck, 2005) 

 

Wed., December 3 Start watching film “Hotel Rwanda” 

 - finish reading Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You 
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WEEK FIFTEEN 

 

Mon., December 8 1. Finish watching “Hotel Rwanda” 

 2. Discussion “Africa in the new millennium: postcolonial reality 

and its global context” 

 3. Final review session 

 Final research paper due 
 

 

FINAL EXAM:   TBA 
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