
UNIVERSITY OF CONNNECTICUT FALL 2009                                            
HIST0RY 3752: Pre-Colonial Africa

Instructor: Dr. Vernal, History Department
Teaching Assistant: Adam Hill, adam.hill@uconn.edu, Wood Hall, 3C 6-8373

Class Times: MWF 11-11:50am, Monteith 233

Office: Wood Hall 332               Office Hours: M: 12-2 or by appointment
Phone: 6-5538                                Email: fiona.vernal@uconn.edu

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION
This  course provides  a broad historical  survey of  civilizations  in  Africa.  Rather  than 
cover the entire scope of African history, which is impossible in a semester, the course 
uses case studies from different areas of the continent to elucidate key themes in the early 
history of Africa.  Some of the major themes we will explore in lecture and discussion 
include:

• The science and politics of the origins of human life in Africa
• African subsistence systems (hunting and gathering, pastoralism, agriculture)
• The socio-economic and political structure of African indigenous societies 
• African state formation
• Slavery and the slave trade
• Nineteenth century revolutions in commerce and politics
• Indigenous  systems  of  belief  and  world  religions  (Christianity  and  Islam)  in 

Africa
• Atlantic and Northern African Influences

II. COURSE STRUCTURE
Lectures are delivered on Mondays and Wednesdays.  Fridays are devoted exclusively to 
discussion of the assigned readings.  The lectures and readings comprise two distinct 
segments of the course. While the readings complement the broad themes of the lectures, 
they also have their own organizing themes, which are discussed specifically in the 
Friday sessions.
Prerequisites: None required 

III. READINGS. 
The following books are available from the CO-OP

Author                                     Title                          
Christopher Ehret, Civilizations of Africa (Textbook)
D. T. Niane, Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali
John Thornton, The Congolese Saint Anthony: Dona Beatriz Kimpa Vita 
Maryse Conde, Segu
Jan Vansina, How Societies are born
Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart
James Webb, Desert Frontier: Ecological and Economic Change along   the Western  
Sahel, 1600-1850
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Please check Electronic Course Reserves via HUSKYCT for the Sahlins and 
Urbanization readings and hand-outs

IV. CLASS POLICIES:

Class Conduct:  Respectful behavior is expected from everyone in the classroom. This 
includes  raising your  hand and waiting when you want to  speak, turning  off cell 
phones and beepers and showing up to class on time.

 Attendance: Attendance  is  mandatory  and  is  included  in  your  participation  grade. 
Medical and Athletic absences will be excused with the appropriate paperwork from 
the health services or coach. Lectures are on Mondays and Wednesdays. Fridays are 
devoted to the discussion of the assigned readings. If you miss a lecture, be sure to 
get notes from your classmates. If you miss a discussion on Friday for a verifiable 
medical  or  athletic  reason  (meaning  you  are  on  the  team),  your  regular  2-page 
report on that week’s reading is due within one calendar week of your absence.  You 
can bring the paper to class or to my office, Wood Hall 332, or give it to the TA.  If 
you  would  like  credit  for  missing  a  class  when  there  is  no  “weekly  reading 
response,” you must produce a 2-page paper. 

Academic Integrity and Assistance:  There is a zero-tolerance policy for any form of 
cheating  and  plagiarism  on  this  campus  and  in  this  class.   This  consists  of 
behavior such as: copying another student’s answers, sharing answers with others, 
doing  someone  else’s  work  or  having  someone  else  do  your  work,  using 
information without giving credit to the author(s) or source. If you are having 
academic difficulties, do not hesitate to contact the professor or teaching assistant. 
We will be happy to meet with you to discuss any difficulties you may be having 
in class. There are tutoring resources available on campus as well. Knowing when 
to ask for help is a sign of strength and responsibility on your part.   

V. GRADING
10%    Map Quizzes
15%    Mid-Term #1 Consists of a choice of five identifications, a short essay
            In Class September 28
15%    Mid-Term #2  Take Home Essay  Due  Monday, November 2
15%    Oral Participation in discussion on Fridays
20%    Reading Response The strength and quality of this course depends partly on your 
engagement with the assigned readings and on participation in weekly discussions. While 
there will be time for discussion during lecture, Fridays are reserved for discussing the 
assigned readings.   As a  part  of your  weekly assignment  you are  required hand in a 
reading response of 2 (two) pages minimum at the beginning of class. What should your 
reading response contain?  A minimum of:

(a) Two paragraphs  summarizing the main arguments of the chapter/article/book
(b) a paragraph on what arguments you found the most interesting/debatable and why
(c) a paragraph on what the source materials/evidence are (for example archaeology, 

travelers’  accounts,  literary  dramatization)  and  what  their  respective  strengths 
and/or limits are

(d) 3 discussion questions.
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(e) Your paper should be double-spaced, stapled, produced in 10-12 point font and 
with one inch margins. Your name, date and title does NOT count as part of the 
page requirements.  

(f) No reading  response  will  be  required  during   the  week of  the  two  mid-term 
examinations

You should be prepared to be called on to share your reading response each Friday. 
They will be collected and graded. 
25% Final Exam Consists of Identifications and Essays

V. WEEKLY CLASS SCHEDULE AND READINGS
Week One. August 31,  and September 2, 4

Lectures: Introductions (“Mapping Africa Exercise”)
Readings/Discussion: Ehret, Civilizations of Africa (Textbook), Pages 1-27;“Mapping 

Exercise”  and  Myths of Africa   

  Week Two. September 7, (NO CLASS) 9, 11
Lectures:  Frontiers of Human Evolution and Economic Livelihoods   
Readings/Discussion: Ehret, Civilizations of Africa (Textbook), Pages 25-55 and Marshall 

Sahlins, “The Original Affluent Society,” Pages 1-39.  HUSKYCT Pages 1-39

Week Three.  September 14, 16, 18
Lectures:  Case Study: Egypt 
Readings/Discussion:  Ehret, Civilizations of Africa (Textbook), Pages 59-100 

Week Four.  September 21,23, 25
Lectures:  Case Study: Axum, Meroe and Napata
Ehret  Civilizations  of Africa (Textbook), Pages 203-215; 143-153; 290-302;  305-308;
Anderson, Africa’s Urban Past,   Introduction (Pages 1-17) and Chapter 3, “Aksumite 
Urbanism” Pages 52-65. HUSKYCT

Mid-Term Exam is coming up on Monday

Week Five.  September 28, 30, October 2
****MONDAY, SEPT, 28TH  MID-TERMS EXAMINATION  IN CLASS****

WEDNESDAY AND FRIDAY: LECTURE ONLY.
NO READING RESPONSE IS DUE THIS WEEK

Lectures: West Central Africa/Southern Africa
Readings/Discussion: Jan Vansina, How Societies are Born, Introduction-106.
Please note that while there is no reading response this week, you are to include the information 
in next week’s reading response so take notes carefully as we will continue with this same book 
for the next three weeks and it will comprise the bulk of your second mid-term examination.

                  Week Six. October 5,7,9
Lectures: West Central Africa/Southern Africa
Readings/Discussion: Jan Vansina, How Societies are Born, 107-205
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Week Seven. October 12,14,16
Lectures:  West Central Africa/ Southern Africa
Readings/Discussion: Jan Vansina, How Societies are Born, 206-283.

Week Eight. October 19,21,23
Lectures:) State Formation, Trade and Religion in West Africa)
Readings/Discussion: Niane, Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali (entire book);
Ehret, Civilizations  of Africa (Textbook), Pages 309-328

 1. How do these main characters (Balla Fasseke, Sogolon, Maghan Kon Fatta) figure in to the  
story? How do they move the plot along?2. What are the most symbolic events that make this an  
epic? 3. What is the role of the griot (the final “t” is not pronounced) 4.What is the role of  
women? 5.  How does Sundiata accomplish his victory? 6. In what way is he a hero? Is this  
story solely about him? 7. What is the relationship between Islam and the local religions? What  
is the attraction,  advantage of both religious traditions? 8. In what way is the supernatural  
conceptualized and materialized in the book? 9. What is the structure of Sundiata’s post war  
empire? 10. How does this differ from conventional historical accounts of state formation?  11.  
What kind of villain is Sumaro? 12. What is the nature of his authority and what is the nature of  
resistance to his rule?

Week Nine.  October 26, 28, 30
Lectures: Northern African Frontiers I (The Trans-Saharan commercial system)
Readings/Discussion: Webb, Desert Frontier, Chapters 1-3, Pages 1-67
The author discusses the uses of the term “black” and “white” to understand the emergence of  
ethnic identities in the desert 1.What are the connotations of these terms on the desert frontier  
and what does the author mean by desert frontier?. In what way is the desert a frontier? Is it a  
geographical,  linguistic,  cultural frontier? 2. What impact does climate have on the sorts of  
identities and lifestyles that develop on this frontier?. How are these identities defined? 3. What  
is the nature of the warrior/clerical distinction among the various groups in the desert frontier?  
4. What is the relationship between those who are living in the desert frontier and their other  
African neighbors? 5. How do migration patterns changes the relationship between these two  
groups? 6.  What  is  “Arabization” and how does  it  help  us  to  understand the processes  of  
assimilation and cultural change in the desert frontier? .How is this related to the emergence of  
a “new sahelian ethnicity?” 7. What is the nature of political violence on the frontier? 8. What  
is the role of Islam in all of these developments 9.What role does the immigration of Bubazzul  
play in delineate a particular North African  and Islamic heritage? 10. How does the coming of  
the French change regional configurations of power?

Week Ten. November 2,4,6
Lectures: Northern African Frontiers II
Readings/Discussion: Webb, Desert Frontier, Chapters 4-Conclusion, 68- 136

TAKE HOME MID-TERM EXAMINATION ESSAY
Due Monday, November 2  in class: 4-5 Pages
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Week Eleven. November 9, 11, 13
Lectures The Heart of Africa, Portuguese Spheres of Influence, Religion and Civil  
war: Case Study Congo
Readings/Discussion: John Thornton,  The Kongolese St. Anthony: Dona Beatriz Kimpa Vita 
and the Antonian Movement, 1684-1706, page 59--214

Week Twelve. November 16, 18, 20
Lectures:   The Atlantic Era/ Commercial and Political Revolutions
Readings/Discussion: Maryse Conde,  Segu , first half.
Assignment: This assignment covers both the first and second half of the book; answer the 
questions  that are relevant for this week: How do Africans see themselves in this book? How 
do they identify in terms of family, religion, ethnicity, etc? What is the story of Islam? How does 
its influence unfold? In what way does the local religion struggle with the indigenous religion?
What sort of conflicts appear in the domestic realm? The following characters and the trajectory 
that author has set out for them tell very different part of these stories: Write a sentence or two 
about what their stories represent: Dousika’s, Tiekoro, Siga and Naba. How do the conflicts 
between Bambara and Fulani unfold? In what context do concepts of race and blackness emerge? 
What image of Segu emerges in the first half of the book
What images of slavery and the slave trade are presented?

**************Thanksgiving Recess 11/22-11/28***************

Week Thirteen November 30, Dec 2, 4
Lectures: The Atlantic Era/Commercial and Political Revolutions, continued

Readings/Discussion: Maryse Conde,  Segu, second half
Answer the relevant questions from week 12

Week Fourteen. December 7,9, 11
Lectures:   A Sign of Things to Come: From Abolition to Colonialism
Readings/Discussion: Achebe, Things Fall Apart (all)
Assignment.  In  this  fictional  account  of  an  Ibo  society  on  the  eve  and  in  the  immediate 
aftermath of early colonial contact, consider the use of literature as a means of dramatizing 
African societies and their particular experiences of colonialism. What are the distinguishing  
features of Ibo society? What are its strengths and weaknesses/cleavages? Is this a state of pre-
colonial bliss? How do gender, age and religious beliefs shape the individual experiences? How 
do you “belong” in this society? By what parameters is wealth, status, and ambition defined? 
How is the society portrayed in terms of the openness and flexibility of its customs and traditions 
to change?  How does colonialism insinuate itself into Ibo society? What are the perspectives of 
the various characters on what colonialism means for their community and society? In what  
ways is  Okonkwo, the main character,  the quintessential  African? Is  he a hero,  a victim,  a 
villain?  Do you come to sympathize  with  him? Why or why not? Does Ibo society,  as it  is  
portrayed in  the  novel,  agree  with  Okonkwo’s  ultimate  solution  to  the  problem of  colonial  
encroachment?  What is the significance of the title? What things “fall apart?” What do you 
think of the character of Nwoye; for example, is he the new modern man who will be able to  
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navigate the changes colonialism has wrought on his generation, and on his society?

 
Final EXAM: DECEMBER 16, 10:30am-12:30pm IN OUR CLASSROOM
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