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Africa: say the word. What images do you see?
Over the years Africa has meant many different things to many different people. I think it is fair to say,

however, that to many in the Western World the images Africa evokes have been predominantly negative. In
the old days, it was the “jungle.” The home of barbarism—the opposite of civilization. No achievements. Etc.
etc. etc.

Things change, of course, and it is quite possible many of you hold images much more neutral or indeed
positive. Nevertheless, it is also fair to say that we seem to hear, these days, an awful lot of bad news out of
Africa. Wars. Poverty. Corruption. Oppression. Crisis. Disease. And right here, let’s not kid ourselves:
there is enough reality behind these images to sober us all.

But is there anything else? Sometimes we get other, far more positive images—for instance, the current
popular movie about Nelson Mandela, Invictus. Is there another reality? Two years ago I gave a talk at a
conference in Tanzania where hundreds of people, most of them younger Africans, gathered to discuss Africa’s
future. I must say I was awed by the sheer talent around me—scientists, entrepreneurs, writers, film makers,
and yes, some African politicians. Those (like me) who remain optimistic on Africa look to extraordinary
people like this as the source of hope.

So is the glass half-full, or half empty? Which way are things going? How much can we generalize?
Whatever the possibilities, we can be assured of one thing: what happens in the future in Africa, as anywhere
else, will be shaped by what has happened in the past. This course hopes to offer a start, at least, to
understanding the past in this part of the world.

This is a course, then, about the long run of human history in a portion of the African continent. We will
concentrate on southern and eastern Africa. This is still a gigantic stretch of territory--much larger, for instance,
than the United States.

History is drama, and it’s played out on a stage. The stage--the environment--affects the action. In our
region, the natural environment is a spectacular one. In some ways southern and eastern Africa is a lot like the
American West--big-sky country, with big-time physical features--deserts, plains, mountains, forests, rivers,
lakes, shorelines. We’re across the ocean, and south of the equator: the plants, the animals, the birds, are
different here. Much of this natural world is achingly beautiful--as beautiful as any place on earth.

Of course, it’s PEOPLE who have made history, and are making it, in this environment. And they have
changed the environment, farming it, mining it, building settlements, roads, railways and airports, factories and
great cities. (And these days, Africa’s environment is being changed by people outside of Africa; I refer to
global warming, caused primarily by the richer countries of the “north.”)

The people you will meet in this course will, I believe, capture your interest, whether it’s giants of recent
history like Nelson Mandela or Jomo Kenyatta, or empire-building rogues like Cecil Rhodes or King Leopold
II, or a charismatic king like Shaka Zulu, or the fictional characters you will encounter in the novel by
Dangarembga. Or the ordinary people one meets everywhere in Africa, often quick with a smile, a helping
hand, a question which makes you think, about them and about yourself. The warmth doesn’t come just from
the sun.

This semester we wish to become familiar with a large subcontinent in Africa--its geography, its
contemporary scene, and above all the outlines of its history. No one will emerge an “expert” on that history in
one semester. But with hard work on your part and mine, you will emerge with an understanding of basic
historical periods, major developments, watershed events, and key personalities. We want to understand why
one historical situation follows another. And we want to encounter some human experiences in African history
“up close and personal.” Perhaps then we will be in a better position to consider what the 21st century may
hold.

All definitions of “regions” are arbitrary. Here is ours: draw a line from Ethiopia through Kenya, Uganda,
and Congo/Kinshasa (formerly Zaire). These countries, AND ALL THE ONES TO THE SOUTH, constitute
“our region.”



COURSE OUTLINE

This outline is an approximation, EXCEPT FOR ITEMS IN BOLD PRINT.
Month Course Subject

Week
Jan. 1-2 Getting to know the place: the natural and human geography

3 Early African societies: the world of the foragers
Jan. 26—GEOGRAPHY QUIZ

Feb. 4 Iron and agriculture: the making of the Bantu world
Feb. 9—DANGARMEMBGA SHORT PAPER/DISCUSSION
5 Kinship, ethnicity, community
6-7 States, kingdoms, empires--Great Zimbabwe, a case study
Feb. 23—TEST I
8 Outsiders and Africa: Arab, Portuguese, Dutch
9 The Zulu and the “Mfecane”: Power and turmoil in southern Africa
10 The southern African mineral revolution

April Apr. 8—HOCHSCHILD PAPER/DISCUSSION
11 The Scramble for Africa
12 The Nature of colonialism and apartheid
13 Nationalism and the ant-apartheid movements
14 Independent Africa
May 13—TEST II

BOOKS AND MATERIALS

Required books, AVAILABLE AT NCSU BOOKSTORE:
K. Shillington, History of Africa
T. Dangarembga, NERVOUS CONDITIONS
A. Hochschild, KING LEOPOLD’S GHOST
**We may also be making use of material on ELECTRONIC RESERVE.
We will also make use of newspaper material, handouts, reserve material, etc.
We will use the internet somewhat, and here are excellent sources for current news from “our region”:
www.allafrica.com
http://news.news.bbc.co.uk (click “Africa”)

REQUIREMENTS

We will have a geography quiz Jan. 26, and two in-class tests, on the dates listed. Tests may have
identification, short answer, and/or essay questions. A 2-3 page response paper is due Feb. 9 on
Dangarembga’s’s book. A 5 page paper on Hochshild’s book is due April 8. I will issue detailed instructions
for the papers. Occasionally you will be required to bring short “reaction papers.” ***READING AND
OTHER ASSIGNMENTS WILL BE MADE IN CLASS. THIS IS ONE OF THE MANY REASONS
WHY CLASS ATTENDANCE IS IMPORTANT.

Assignments will be weighted as follows in determining course grade:
Quiz--5%
Dangarembga response paper—10%
Tests I & II—25% each
Hochschild paper-- 20%
Attendance, punctuality, participation--15%
Assignments will graded with numbers (i.e. 90s= a range, 80s = b range, etc). Plus/minus grading will be used
in final course grades.

http://www.allafrica.com/
http://news.news.bbc.co.uk/


HOUSE RULES
PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING VERY CAREFULLY. IF YOU HAVE ANY PROBLEMS WITH IT,

PLEASE CONSIDER A DIFFERENT COURSE

This course requires a commitment of time, attention, and mutual respect from both students and the
instructor. If you are not in a position to provide this commitment, please consider another course.

Important: Attendance/punctuality. Attendance will be taken at the beginning of class. Unexcused
absences will be penalized as follows:
A range = 0-2 absences
B range = 3-4
C range = 5-6
D range = 7-8
University policy concerning excused absences will be strictly observed. All appeals for excused absences must
be accompanied by documentation. An email is not sufficient documentation. A large number of absences—
even excused absences—is not acceptable.
You are allowed to enter class late one time without penalty. After that it will be counted as an absence.
I reserve the right to prohibit any late entry if necessary. Please do not leave class early without a serious
reason, and inform me if you must do so. Please do not bring food to eat during class; it distracts those,
including me, who may be hungry. Soft drinks are fine.

I want to have a classroom atmosphere that is both reasonably relaxed, and serious. I have been a student.
I know, understand, and appreciate, that students will occasionally communicate with one another during class.
I wouldn’t want it any other way. However, I want to make it absolutely clear that continued conversation,
joking, inattention, disruption, discourtesy, or disrespect of fellow students or the instructor will not be
tolerated.

Sleeping in class. I’ve done it. It happens. However, if you sleep in class, expect to be contacted directly
by me.

NEVER work on other courses or personal business during class times. Newspapers or other materials
must go once class begins.

NO operating cell phones, ipods, pagers, etc. in class. Turn them off. Open laptops are not permitted.
Academic integrity and basic honesty is absolutely fundamental. The NCSU Honor Pledge will be

utilized.
O.K., that’s about it. It’s a collective learning experience, and I’ve learned that these things help to

facilitate that. That’s all.
Office hours: MW 1-3 and by appointment
Withers 268. 513-2210
email: kenneth_vickery@ncsu.edu
History dept. website: www.chass.ncsu.edu/history

mailto:vickery@ncsu.edu

