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Major Periods in African History 

History, a record of events in the past, is as vast and varied as the 
human experience itself. To study history and to convey one’s 
findings present concrete challenges to the historian. Focal points 
of historical studies can center on time, space, or themes or any 
combination thereof. These focal points assist in segmenting 
history into manageable units of analysis. With respect to Africa, 
historians have identified eight distinctive time periods which 
cover the entire development of human activities within the 
African continent. It must be understood that these time periods 
do not represent a definitive periodization of Africa’s history. 
Rather they should be appreciated as a rough guide to Africa’s 
historical development. 

1. Evolution 

This is the period beginning in approximately 10 to 5 million BC 
when hominids evolved in Africa and moved out of the tropical 
rainforests to populate other parts of the continent. The evolution 
time period culminates with the full development of Homo sapiens 
in roughly 40,000 BC. This is the time period most reflective of the 
‘cradle of humankind’ perspective on Africa. The work of 
archaeologists and paleontologists is instrumental for our 
historical knowledge of this time period. 

2. Pre-History 

This is the period before written records and oral traditions 
provide any information on the past. Its beginnings coincide with 
the full development of Homo sapiens. Its end is less clearly 
defined; it hinges on the emergence of written or oral records in 
specific localities. In Africa, the pre-historic period is characterized 
by the formation of hunter-gatherer societies, pastoral societies, 
farming societies, and the advent of chieftaincies. 
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3. AfricanStateFormation 

This is the period during which many African states developed. 
Long-distance trade was a strong building block in the formation 
of such states. Examples of early African states are Mali, 
Songhay, Ghana, and the Swahili city-states. Also, this period 
saw elements of specialization and hierarchy in African societies. 

4. EncounterswithEuropeans 

While African societies were in contact with the outside world for 
centuries, it is this period from roughly 1450 to 1815 that 
drastically altered African societies. Mutually beneficial trading 
relationships with peoples from as far away as China were 
supplanted by new trading relationships that centered on a new 
commodity—slaves. The Atlantic slave trade is the most 
prominent feature of this time period. The number of Africans 
removed from their communities and shipped to the New World 
ranges from 11–15 million. The impact of this massive slave trade 
was wars, instability, depressed economies, famine, 
depopulation, and the formation of hierarchical states. This period 
also witnessed dramatic changes in gender roles as women’s 
work increased substantially in some areas. 

5. 19th Century Legitimate Commerce 

This is the period during which the slave trade came to an end 
and was replaced with trade in legitimate goods. The onset of the 
industrial age and capitalism in Europe brought about an 
ideological shift that prompted Great Britain to abolish the slave 
trade in 1807. It was quickly followed by other states and 
eventually led to the abolition of slavery itself. With demand for 
slaves drastically declining African states shifted to legitimate 
commerce. Slaves were replaced by goods as varied as gold, 
palm oil, beeswax, gum arabic, rubber, ivory, gloves, and 
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groundnuts. These goods quickly became the new basis of 
African trade with European merchants. Africa provided the 
resources for Europe’s industrialization and luxury items for 
Europe’s upper and middle classes. The onset of legitimate 
commerce had important consequences for African societies in 
terms of power relationships and economic development. 

6. ColonialPeriod 

This is the period stretching from approximately 1884 to the 
1960s during which most of Africa was under foreign domination. 
In 1884 European powers convened at the Berlin Conference 
where, by and large, they set up rules based on which they 
conquered and divided Africa. The entire continent, with the 
exception of Ethiopia and Liberia, was colonized and ruthlessly 
exploited for the benefit of Europe. Under colonialism, a multitude 
of foreign ideas, products, beliefs, and technologies were 
introduced to the continent which bore and continue to bear 
immense consequences for African societies. 

7. Decolonization 

This is the period during which African states became 
independent. It begins in 1957 when Ghana obtained its 
independence as the first sub-Saharan African state and extends 
to 1975 when the last Portuguese colonies of Mozambique and 
Angola became independent. This period is marked by resolute, 
unwavering resistance and political activism on the part of African 
elites and ordinary citizens. The ideal of self- determination, as 
promulgated in the Charter of the United Nations, became reality 
for Africans. 

8. Post-ColonialPeriod 

This final period of African history stretches from the 1960s and 
the end of colonialism to today. Upon the successful attainment of 
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independence, newly created African states were challenged by 
the demands for political stability and socio-economic 
development. In studying this period’s achievements and failures 
as well as the broader trends in societal developments, historians 
attempt to assess the events and dynamics of the previous two 
periods. 


