#212
African Civilizations


Last class, we finished learning about the major MesoAmerican civilizations.  We learned about the Olmecs, the Mayas, the Aztecs, and the Incas.  Complex civilizations grew in the Americas from about 1400 BC to AD 1500.  The Olmecs had the first major American civilization followed by the Mayas and Aztecs in Mexico and Central America and by the Incas in South America.  For all these civilizations, agriculture was the main economic activity that allowed populations to grow.  Religion unified the empires.  The later Mesoamerican civilizations developed complex government systems and trade networks.  Mesoamerican societies made advancements in agriculture, medicine, mathematics, engineering, and other areas.  


Today, we will begin to learn about the civilizations that arose on the continent of Africa.  What country in Africa have we already studied?  Africa's varied climates and terrains contributed to the development of diverse societies on that continent.  From about AD 800 to 1600, several civilizations rose and fell in Africa.  West Africans built the powerful kingdoms of Mali and Songhai as they gained control over internal trade routes.  In East Africa, the kingdom of Axum became a center of international trade.  Africa played an important role in the global trading network.  Trade with the people of Europe, the Middle East, and India encouraged an exchange of ideas between Africa and other lands.  During this time, Islam became established in various parts of Africa.  Still, traditional patterns of village, family, and religious life remained important through most of Africa.  Over the next few class periods we will learn about these African civilizations and the traditional society and culture of different African peoples.  

Geographic Setting and Trade


Africa is the 2nd largest continent on the world.  (What is the largest continent? How much bigger is Africa than the United States?)  Africa accounts for 1/5 of the land surface on the earth.  This huge continent includes many different types of terrain and climate.  The geographic diversity and geographic barriers of Africa led to the development of many different cultures on the continent.  Africa is huge and it is made up of many different cultures, colors, peoples, and lands.  


Some parts of Africa are made up of rich fertile land, while others are made up of mountains, forests, and deserts.  The grassy plains that make up much of Africa are called the savanna.  Despite the hot weather and occasional droughts, the savanna generally has good soil and enough rain to support farming.  Therefore, the savanna is the most populated climate region.  More people settle in the savanna because it is easier to farm there.  However, a large part of Africa is made up of desert, or dry, barren land.  The Sahara in North Africa is the world's largest desert.  The Sahara desert has extremely hot temperatures during the day and very little vegetation grows there.  Africa also has a small belt of rain forests along the Equator and small areas of Mediterranean climate along the coast of North Africa and at the southern tip of the continent.  In these areas, there is fertile farmland.


Africa has many natural barriers that make it difficult to travel around.  There are many rivers, mountain, and rough terrain.  However, despite geographical barriers, early Africans traveled within and beyond the continent.  Much of this movement was linked to trade.  Africa's gold, salt, and other minerals were important goods in early trade networks.


Throughout history, TRADE had a major impact on the societies of Africa.  Trade brought new cultural influences to Africa, adding to its diversity.  African states in both the eastern and western parts of the continent played a significant role in global trade.  The Mediterranean and Red Seas linked Africa to Europe and the Middle East.  In addition, the Indian Ocean linked East Africa to India and other Asian lands.  Products from the African interior were transported overland to the coast and then out of Africa. The bodies of water on Africa’s east and west coasts were busy highways for trade with Europe and Asia.  These contacts had an effect on Africa’s history and culture.  Cultural diffusion worked both ways; African cultures were influenced by each other, Europe, the Middle East, India and these places were also influenced by African cultures. 

Traditional Society and Culture
1) Village Government:  In most traditional African communities, power was shared among members of the community rather than exercised by a single leader.  Within a village, decisions were often made by a process known as consensus.  Consensus means that everyone must agree on the decision.  Can you imagine how difficult it is to make all your decisions by consensus?  Can you name one thing that the entire class could reach a consensus on?  Village members gathered together for open discussions. Elders and other respected people presented their arguments before a general agreement was reached.  

2) Family Patterns:  While the family was the basic unit of society in traditional Africa, patterns of family life varied in several ways.  For example, the nuclear family (one generation consisting of parents and children) was common in hunting and gathering societies.  In a nuclear family, parents and children worked and lived together as a unit.  In other communities, and more commonly, several generations lived in one household or near each other as an extended family.  Who lives with only their nuclear family?  Who lives with their extended family?  Because traditional African social structures emphasized the group over the individual, extended families that descended from a common ancestor formed clans.  Community values were greatly enhanced through identification with a particular clan. 

3) Religious Beliefs: Across Africa, religious beliefs were varied.  Like many other ancient peoples, early Africans identified the forces of nature with divine spirits and worshiped many gods and goddesses.  Many Africans believed that the spirits of their departed ancestors were present on Earth. They would call on these spirits for help in times of trouble.  Some people in these long-ago African societies believed in one supreme being who was the creator and ruler of the universe.  Today, most Africans are either Christians or Muslims.  

African Kingdoms


In Africa, towns soon became part of an important trade network.  Salt and gold were the most important products that were traded.  People needed salt in their diets to prevent dehydration – the dangerous loss of water from the body.  There was plenty of salt in the Sahara, but there was little in the savanna.  The people of the savanna traded the plentiful gold of their region to obtain salt from the Sahara.  An unfortunate result of commerce, however, was the rise of slave trading.  


Strong African rulers created powerful kingdoms by gaining control over the most profitable trade routes.  Three trading kingdoms of West Africa were Ghana, Mali, and Songhai.  The trading kingdom of Axum thrived in East Africa.  Over time, Islam became an important social and religious force, particularly in North Africa and West Africa.  Next class, we will learn about these African kingdoms.  
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