
Spring 2018 HIST 262 (002) 

A History of Modern Africa 

Dr. Benjamin Hurwitz, Tue-Thur 3:00-4:15 PM, West Hall 1001 

Office Hours: Rob B 369b, Monday 2:30-5:30pm. Or by appointment: bhurwit3@gmu.edu 

Course Description: 

This course surveys African history from the year 1800 until the present day. Major topics 

discussed in this course include the transatlantic slave trade and its abolition, the formation and 

decline of various African states, resistance and adaptation to European colonialism, African 

independence movements, and human rights activism. This course emphasizes the role of 

Africans in global politics and economics, highlighting transnational and intercontinental 

connections. In addition, this course will consider African ecology and the ways in which the 

environment has been transformed by human actors. 

A principal objective of this class is for you to engage in scholarly debates using primary 

materials, scholarly articles, and books to construct your own arguments.  Throughout the 

semester, you will be encouraged to consider how the issues we study influenced the modern 

global system. 

Course Objectives: 

1. Students will demonstrate familiarity with the major chronology of Modern African

history.

2. Students will demonstrate the ability to narrate and explain long-term changes and

continuities in African history.

3. Students will identify, evaluate and appropriately cite online and print resources.

4. Students will communicate effectively – orally and in writing – their understanding of

patterns, processes, and themes in the history of Modern Africa.

Required Texts*: 

1. A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives on Colonialism

2. Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 1884-1994

*These texts are available at the GMU bookstore, but can also be purchased elsewhere. They can

be rented from participating retailers if this option is available.

mailto:bhurwit3@gmu.edu


Grading and Course Policies: 

 

Classroom Etiquette: During class, all cellphones must be switched completely off. Students 

may use their laptop or tablet to take notes during class if they wish. I encourage you to use 

laptops or tablets during class discussions and other activities that require Blackboard access.  

 

Communications: Students are responsible for checking their GMU email accounts and 

Blackboard regularly. The instructor will communicate with students via email and 

announcements on the course’s Blackboard site. Readings, assignment prompts, study guides, 

etc. will be posted and updated on Blackboard. Please be sure to use your GMU email account 

when corresponding with the instructor. 

 

Reading: The readings for this class include the two textbooks and primary source readings 

available online (mostly on Blackboard) that include first-hand accounts of historical moments, 

and a few other outside articles indicated as such below. Students should complete readings prior 

to coming to class. Students should bring notes on the readings to facilitate class discussion. 

 

Papers: Students will write one substantial essay during the semester. Due dates are listed in the 

course schedule below, and assignments/guidelines for this assignment will be available on 

Blackboard.  

 

Late Work: All students are responsible for knowing and adhering to the deadlines for course 

assignments. Late assignments will be penalized ten points per day. The only exceptions to these 

policies will be when you have explicit, advance permission from your instructor and can 

provide documentation (e.g. a doctor’s note).  

 

Participation and Attendance: Students must earn their participation grade through regular 

attendance and active engagement in class. Most class sessions will combine lectures with 

discussion and group work, so participation is required for students to demonstrate engagement 

with the material. If you must miss class, please contact the instructor in advance. You are 

responsible for any material covered during missed sessions.  

 

Midterm and Final Exams: Exams will cover material from lectures, readings, group work and 

classroom discussions. The final exam will be cumulative. A study guide will be provided in 

advance of both exams, detailing the format of the exam, key terms, and essay prompts. The 

University schedules all exams; thus, the reasons for re-scheduling final exams are few. Students 

must provide documentation in such cases, and make arrangements with the Dean of Student 

Life in advance of the exam date. You must take the final exam in order to pass the class. 

 

Grade Distributions: 

 

Attendance and Participation: 15% 

Course Essay Outline and Draft: 10% 

Course Essay Final: 25% 

Midterm Exam:20% 

Final Exam: 30% 



 

Academic Integrity: 

 

Cheating and plagiarizing the work of others will not be tolerated in this class. All work which 

you submit must be your own. You must cite all sources appropriately, whether the writing is 

paraphrased or quoted directly. Appropriating another author’s work without proper 

acknowledgment of the source is plagiarism. For citations, we will use the Chicago Manual of 

Style (for sample citations, see http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html). 

If you have questions regarding what may or may not constitute plagiarism, please contact me. 

 

Please read and familiarize yourself with The Mason Honor Code, available online at 

http://oai.gmu.edu/the-mason-honor-code-2/  

 

Student Disability Accommodations: 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me 

and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474, http://ods.gmu.edu. All 

academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. 

 

Diversity at Mason: 

George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding growth 

and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, 

policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quality environment for 

work, study and personal growth. 

An emphasis upon diversity and inclusion throughout the campus community is essential to 

achieve these goals. Diversity is broadly defined to include such characteristics as, but not 

limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age, disability, and sexual orientation. Diversity also 

entails different viewpoints, philosophies, and perspectives. Attention to these aspects of 

diversity will help promote a culture of inclusion and belonging, and an environment where 

diverse opinions, backgrounds and practices have the opportunity to be voiced, heard and 

respected. 

The reflection of Mason’s commitment to diversity and inclusion goes beyond policies and 

procedures to focus on behavior at the individual, group and organizational level. The 

implementation of this commitment to diversity and inclusion is found in all settings, including 

individual work units and groups, student organizations and groups, and classroom settings; it is 

also found with the delivery of services and activities, including, but not limited to, curriculum, 

teaching, events, advising, research, service, and community outreach. 

Acknowledging that the attainment of diversity and inclusion are dynamic and continuous 

processes, and that the larger societal setting has an evolving socio-cultural understanding of 

diversity and inclusion, Mason seeks to continuously improve its environment. To this end, the 

University promotes continuous monitoring and self-assessment regarding diversity. The aim is 

to incorporate diversity and inclusion within the philosophies and actions of the individual, group 

and organization, and to make improvements as needed. 

 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html)
http://oai.gmu.edu/the-mason-honor-code-2/
http://ods.gmu.edu/


Miscellaneous: 

 

No extra credit will be offered. 

 

Important dates: 

Last Day to add/drop with no tuition penalty: January 29 

Last Day to drop with 33% tuition penalty: TBD 

Last Day to drop with 67% tuition penalty: February 23 

Selective withdrawal period: February 26 - March 30 

 

  



Course Schedule 

 

The schedule indicates themes, lecture topics, readings, and deadlines. Required pages from our 

two textbooks are listed under "Textbook." All other required readings are available on 

Blackboard. 

 
Week 1 - Introduction to the Course 

 

Tuesday, January 23rd: Introduction to the course and expectations 

 Readings: B. Wainaina, "How to Write About Africa"  

 

Thursday, January 25th: Moving away from Stereotypes 

 Readings: C. Lowe, T. Brimah. P. Marsh, W. Minter, and M.  Muyangwa, “Talking  

   About Tribe” 

  

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, xi-xx. 

 

Week 2 - The Global Continent 

 

Tuesday, January 30th:  Global networks of exchange in 1800 Africa 

 Readings: Maghan Keita, "Africans and Asians: Historiography and the Long View of  

  Global Interaction," Journal of World History 16, No. 1 (Mar, 2005), pp. 1-30  

 

Thursday, February 1st: Thinking about Africa's Place in the World   

 Textbook: A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives, 1-26. 

  

Week 3 - The Slave Trade and its Abolition 

 

 

Tuesday, February 6th: The Transatlantic and Other Slave Trades 

 Readings: Paul E. Lovejoy, "The Volume of the Atlantic Slave Trade: A Synthesis," 

  The Journal of African History Vol. 23, No. 4 (1982), pp. 473-501.  

 

Thursday, February 8th: The abolitionist movement 

 Readings: The Letter of Rev John Philip 

 

Week 4 - Legitimate Commerce and Informal Imperialism 

 

 

Tuesday, February 13th: Transformations in Africa after Abolition 

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 1-10. 

 

 

Thursday, February 15th: The Civilizing Mission 

 Readings: E. Blyden, "The African Problem, and the method of its Solution." 

 



Week 5 - The Scramble for Africa 

 

 

Tuesday, February 20th: Congress of Berlin and Africa in Geopolitics 

 Readings: Decree of Leopold II, King of Belgians, Sovereign of the Congo Independent  

   State “Regarding Settlements for African Children, 21 July 1890.”  

   

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 10-21. 

 

 

Thursday February 22nd: Conquests and Resistance  

 Textbook: A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives, 27-57. 

 

Week 6 - African Identities under Colonialism 

 

 

Tuesday, February 27th: Creoles and Cosmopolitanism 

 Readings: Laura Fair, “Dressing up: clothing, class, and gender in post-abolition 

  Zanzibar,” The Journal of African History 39 (1998): 63-94. 

  N. Hunt, “Le bebe en brousse: European women, African birthspacing, and 

  colonial intervention in breast feeding in the Belgian Congo,” International 

  Journal of African Historical Studies 21 (1988): 401-432. 

 

Thursday, March 1st: Models of Colonialism 

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 22-42. 

 

Week 7 - Mid Term Review and Exam 

 

Tuesday, March 7th: Mid-Term Review 

 

Thursday, March 9th: Mid-Term Exam 

 

Week 8 - No Class: Spring Break 

 

Week 9: African Diaspora and African Identity 

 

 

Tuesday, March 21st: Networks of African Diaspora 

 Readings: "Garveyism in South Africa," Cape Argus, January 5, 1923. 

   Blaise Diagne Biography 

 

Thursday, March 23rd: Early Pan-Africanism 

 Readings: Josiah Gumede, "African National Congress Against Imperialism" 

   "WEB Dubois to Charles Evans, Secretary of State," 1921 letters. 

 

*Course Essay Outline and Thesis Due* 



Week 10 - High Colonialism and Pan-Africanism 

 

 

Tuesday, March 28th: Consolidated Colonialism and World Wars   

 Textbook: A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives, 58-93. 

 

Thursday, March 30th: Colonial Violence 

 Readings: Report of Roger Casement 

    

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 43-54. 

 

Week 11 - Decolonization and Independence 

 

 

Tuesday, April 3rd: Mau Mau, Fagan Commission, and Decline of Colonialism 

 Readings: Report of the Native Laws (Fagan) Commission (1948) 

Report of the Sauer Commission (1947) 

 

Thursday, April 5th: Negotiated Independence 

 Readings: "Decolonization in French West Africa," Oxford Research Encyclopedia 

 

*Course Essay Rough Draft Due* 

 

Week 12 - African Nationalism and Independence 

 

 

Tuesday, April 10th: Competing Visions of Independence 

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 54-62. 

 

Thursday, April 12th - Pan-Africanism in Culture and Politics 

 Readings: Nkrumah's Speech of March 6, 1957 

   

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 62-69. 

 

Week 13 - Africa in the Cold War 

 

Tuesday, April 17th: Africa as a Battleground 

 Readings: "Toll Rises in Angola's Civil War," Washington Post 1987 

   

 Textbook: Dennis Laumann, Colonial Africa, 69-75. 

  

Thursday, April 19th: On the Frontline for Civil Rights 

 Readings: Digital Innovation South Africa (DISA) Archive 

   *Presentation at GMU Libraries* 

 

*Course Essay Final Draft Due at the Beginning of Class* 

https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft2n39n7f2&chunk.id=s2.2.4&toc.depth=100&toc.id=s1.2.9&brand=ucpress
https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft2n39n7f2&chunk.id=s2.2.4&toc.depth=100&toc.id=s1.2.9&brand=ucpress
http://africanhistory.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.001.0001/acrefore-9780190277734-e-166
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/focusonafrica/news/story/2007/02/070129_ghana50_independence_speech.shtml
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/03/15/toll-rises-in-angolas-civil-war/42f3058a-165d-4078-89a8-93ca60a9251a/?utm_term=.2b2f585a9ebb
http://disa.ukzn.ac.za/


Week 14 - Africa and Africans in the Collapse of the Cold War 

 

 

Tuesday, April 24th: Hope and Freedom in Southern Africa 

 Readings: Daniel Magaziner & Sean Jacobs “The End of South African Exceptionalism,” 

The Atlantic, August 2012. 

  

Thursday, April 26th: Tragedies in the Heart of the Continent 

 Readings: Genocide Archive of Rwanda 

 

Week 15 - Africa and Africans in the Twenty-first century 

 

 

Tuesday, May 1st: The Future: Challenges and Opportunities   

 Textbook: A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives, 94-112. 

  

Thursday, May 3rd: Final Exam Review  

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/08/the-end-of-south-african-exceptionalism/261591/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/08/the-end-of-south-african-exceptionalism/261591/
http://www.genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/index.php/Welcome_to_Genocide_Archive_Rwanda
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