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“Africa is mystic. It is the last vestige of a dead world or the cradle of a shiny new one. It is all these 

things but one thing – it is never dull.” (Markham, West With the Night, p. 8) 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course is an introduction to the peoples and cultures of Sub-Sahara Africa from the dramatic 

discoveries of human origins, to the Portuguese presence on the Swahili coast.  Its main themes are 

change and continuity.  Utilizing a multidisciplinary approach, the student will be introduced to the great 

ancient African civilizations, traditional societies, and achievements of the African past. We shall explore 

the expanding world system, aspects of social change, and the African encounter with the greater world 

community.  Of primary concern are questions which help us to understand Africa today and to view 

things from African perspectives.  

 

COURSE GOALS 

The purpose of this class is three-fold. First, it is intended to convey content; an understanding of 

African societies in the past and the present through various stages and in the world today.  Secondly, it 

seeks to cultivate a set of skills involving analytical thinking, listening, reading, writing, and clear 

communication skills.  Thirdly, and less definable, the course attempts to generate an interest in and an 

enthusiasm for things African, an attitude of curiosity and appreciation which will extend beyond the 

course itself.  

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 The course will include lectures, assigned readings, class discussions, and media presentations. 
Signing up for a university class is a type of contract which students and instructors agree to honor; this 
includes attendance --from both parties!    Interest in this subject is assumed, therefore, cells, smart 
phones, blackberries, laptops, and notebooks will not be permitted during class meetings.  There will 
be a mid-term and a final exam consisting of identification and multiple choices.  The GMU Honor Code 
will be in effect. There will be an open book exam on the assigned readings and a short book response 
paper for The Guardian of the Word.  Final evaluation will be based on the following scale: mid-term –
25%, final – 30%, Open Book-30%, book response – 10%, attendance – 5%. Extra credit field trips will be 
offered. 

REQUIRED TEXTS      Password for e-reserves:  “Africa” 
Gilbert, Erik and Jonathan T. Reynolds. Africa in World History, 3rd Edition, Pearson Education, Inc, 2008 
Laye, Camara. The Guardian of the Word, Vintage Books, 1984 (on reserve at the Johnson Center). 
All texts used in this course will be available on reserve at the Johnson Center, at the bookstore,  on e-
reserves or Amazon.  
Recommended Texts:  Kenyatta, Jomo. Facing Mount Kenya, Vintage Books, 1962. 
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CLASS SCHEDULE 

 

Week One –   Introduction:  Africa Hiding in Plain Sight 

Aug. 30 & Sept. 1 READ: Preface, Gilbert, pp. xxi  to xxiv. Begin reading, Guardian of the Word  

 

Week Two –   Fly Over Africa:  Environments and Virtual Tour 

Sept. 6 & 8  READ:  Gilbert, Chapter 1 & Chapter 2, p. 15 – 22  

 

Week Three –   From the Cradle of Humankind: Iron and Agriculture 

Sept. 13 & 15  READ:  Gilbert, Chapter 3 & 4, pp. 40 – 62  

    

Week Four –   Societies Organize and Beat the Bellows.  

Sept. 20 & 22  Read: Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya, Chap. 1, 5 - 6 (e-reserves & reserves) 

 

Week Five –   Spiritual World and Universal Religions of Africa 

Sept. 27 & 29  READ: Gilbert, Chap. 4, p. 62 to end; and Chap. 6  

 

Week Six –   Kingdoms of the Nile & Ethiopia: Christian Outpost  

Oct. 4 & 6   READ: Gilbert, Chap. 5; Shillington, pp. 67 – 71 and pp. 106 – 114 (JC Reserves)  

 

Week Seven –   Columbus Day Break / Mid-Term Quiz/  

Oct. 11 & 13  Turn in Open Book I (hard copy) 

    

Week Eight –   West Africa’s Legendary States: Ghana, Mali and Songhai 

Oct. 18 & 20  READ: Ancient African Kingdoms, Margaret Shinnie, Ch. 4 (e-reserves/reserves)  

   READ: Gilbert, Chapter  7 

  

Week Nine –   The Swahili Coast & the Kingdom of Uganda “The Pearl of Africa” 

Oct. 25 & 27  READ: Gilbert, Chapter 8; Shillington, p. 204 – 209 (or Gilbert Chapter 12)  

 

Week Ten  The Great Zimbabwe and the “Lost Cities of the South” (Gates) 

Nov. 1 & 3  READ: Shillington, Chapter 10, p. 147 – 153  

 

Week Eleven  The African Slave Trade & The Cape Colony 

Nov. 8 & 10  READ: Gilbert, Chapter  9; History of South Africa, Thompson, Ch. 2 (e-reserves) 

 

Week Twelve   The Zulu Kingdom and the South African Frontier & Unification 

Nov. 15 & 17  READ: Gilbert, Chapter 13 

 

Week Thirteen   African Art Through African Eyes / Thanksgiving Break 

Nov. 22 & 24 

 



Week Fourteen  Diamonds , Gold / “Diamonds of War: Africa’s Blood Diamond” 

Nov. 29 & Dec. 1 READ: Leonard Thompson, Chapter 4 

 

Week Fifteen  Discussion: The Guardian of the Word  

Dec. 6 & 8  Review:  Turn in Open Book II (hard copy only)  

 

Exam    10:30 am – 1:15 pm  

Dec. 15   Turn in Book Response (hard copy only) 

 

 

FAQ’s about assignments:  
Open Book Papers should be 1/2 page to one page of double-spaced typed answers in grammatically 

correct English. Shorter answers and sloppy grammar will result in a lesser grade, as will lateness.   

I can guarantee you an “A” if you can:   1.) give me the required length, 2.) prove to me that you read 

something that gives you the answer   3.) use good English in full sentences which are grammatically 

correct, and 4.) turn in the assignment on time in hard copy.  

 

The Book Response paper should be no longer than three pages of double-spaced typed text.  Some 

scholars have called The Guardian of the Word by Camara Laye a story of the “Harry Potter of Africa.” As 

you read this ancient mythical adventure about the first King of Mali, look for parallels to J.K. Rowling’s 

magical adventure of a young English boy who grows up to be a powerful individual.   Make an outline of 

these parallels and use them to write your paper being careful to note page numbers of these places 

and quotes if necessary.  This book is out of print and, until such time as I am able to convince the 

Library to make it into an electronic resource, I have placed four copies on reserve at the Johnson 

Center. You can also find it used on Amazon for very little money. It is really a one of a kind book but can 

be read in a long week-end.  Some students (the very clever ones) get the book right away, read it, write 

the paper, and get this requirement out of the way early in the semester.   

  

 


