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Emergence of civilization
Further information: Cradle of civilization § Ancient Egypt
The size of the Sahara has historically been extremely variable, with its area 
rapidly fluctuating and at times disappearing depending on global climatic 
conditions.[59] At the end of the Ice ages, estimated to have been around 10,500 
BC, the Sahara had again become a green fertile valley, and its African 
populations returned from the interior and coastal highlands in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, with rock art paintings depicting a fertile Sahara and large populations 
discovered in Tassili n'Ajjer dating back perhaps 10 millennia.[60] However, the 
warming and drying climate meant that by 5000 BC, the Sahara region was 
becoming increasingly dry and hostile. Around 3500 BC, due to a tilt in the earth's 
orbit, the Sahara experienced a period of rapid desertification.[61] The population 
trekked out of the Sahara region towards the Nile Valley below the Second 
Cataract where they made permanent or semi-permanent settlements. A major 
climatic recession occurred, lessening the heavy and persistent rains in Central 
and Eastern Africa. Since this time, dry conditions have prevailed in Eastern 
Africa and, increasingly during the last 200 years, in Ethiopia.

The domestication of cattle in Africa preceded agriculture and seems to have 
existed alongside hunter-gatherer cultures. It is speculated that by 6000 BC, cattle 
were domesticated in North Africa.[62] In the Sahara-Nile complex, people 
domesticated many animals, including the donkey and a small screw-horned goat 
which was common from Algeria to Nubia.

Between 10,000 and 9,000 BC, pottery was independently invented in the region of 
Mali in the savannah of West Africa.[63][64]

Saharan rock art in the Fezzan
In the steppes and savannahs of the Sahara and Sahel in Northern West Africa, 
people possibly ancestral to modern Nilo-Saharan and Mandé cultures started to 
collect wild millet,[65] around 8000 to 6000 BC. Later, gourds, watermelons, castor 
beans, and cotton were also collected.[66] Sorghum was first domesticated in 
Eastern Sudan around 4000 BC, in one of the earliest instances of agriculture in 
human history. Its cultivation would gradually spread across Africa, before 
spreading to India around 2000 BC.[67][68] Sorghum was first domesticated in 
the[clarification needed]. They also started making pottery and built stone 



settlements (e.g., Tichitt, Oualata). Fishing, using bone-tipped harpoons, became a 
major activity in the numerous streams and lakes formed from the increased 
rains.[69] In West Africa, the wet phase ushered in an expanding rainforest and 
wooded savanna from Senegal to Cameroon. Between 9,000 and 5,000 BC, Niger–
Congo speakers domesticated the oil palm and raffia palm. Black-eyed peas and 
voandzeia (African groundnuts), were domesticated, followed by okra and kola 
nuts. Since most of the plants grew in the forest, the Niger–Congo speakers 
invented polished stone axes for clearing forest.[70]

Around 4000 BC, the Saharan climate started to become drier at an exceedingly 
fast pace.[71] This climate change caused lakes and rivers to shrink significantly 
and caused increasing desertification. This, in turn, decreased the amount of land 
conducive to settlements and encouraged migrations of farming communities to the 
more tropical climate of West Africa.[71] During the first millennium BC, a 
reduction in wild grain populations related to changing climate conditions 
facilitated the expansion of farming communities and the rapid adoption of rice 
cultivation around the Niger River.[72][73]

By the first millennium BC, ironworking had been introduced in Northern Africa. 
Around that time it also became established in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, either 
through independent invention there or diffusion from the north[74][75] and 
vanished under unknown circumstances around 500 AD, having lasted 
approximately 2,000 years,[76] and by 500 BC, metalworking began to become 
commonplace in West Africa. Ironworking was fully established by roughly 500 BC 
in many areas of East and West Africa, although other regions didn't begin 
ironworking until the early centuries AD. Copper objects from Egypt, North Africa, 
Nubia, and Ethiopia dating from around 500 BC have been excavated in West 
Africa, suggesting that Trans-Saharan trade networks had been established by this 
date.[71]

Early civilizations
Main article: Ancient African history

Diachronic map showing African empires spanning roughly 500 BCE to 1500 CE
At about 3300 BC, the historical record opens in Northern Africa with the rise of 
literacy in the Pharaonic civilization of Ancient Egypt.[77] One of the world's 
earliest and longest-lasting civilizations, the Egyptian state continued, with varying 
levels of influence over other areas, until 343 BC.[78][79] Egyptian influence 
reached deep into modern-day Libya and Nubia, and, according to Martin Bernal, 
as far north as Crete.[80]



An independent centre of civilization with trading links to Phoenicia was 
established by Phoenicians from Tyre on the north-west African coast at 
Carthage.[81][82][83]

European exploration of Africa began with Ancient Greeks and Romans.[84][85] In 
332 BC, Alexander the Great was welcomed as a liberator in Persian-occupied 
Egypt. He founded Alexandria in Egypt, which would become the prosperous capital 
of the Ptolemaic dynasty after his death.[86]

Following the conquest of North Africa's Mediterranean coastline by the Roman 
Empire, the area was integrated economically and culturally into the Roman 
system. Roman settlement occurred in modern Tunisia and elsewhere along the 
coast. The first Roman emperor native to North Africa was Septimius Severus, 
born in Leptis Magna in present-day Libya—his mother was Italian Roman and his 
father was Punic.[87]

The Ezana Stone records King Ezana's conversion to Christianity and his 
subjugation of various neighboring peoples, including Meroë.
Christianity spread across these areas at an early date, from Judaea via Egypt and 
beyond the borders of the Roman world into Nubia;[88] by AD 340 at the latest, it 
had become the state religion of the Aksumite Empire. Syro-Greek missionaries, 
who arrived by way of the Red Sea, were responsible for this theological 
development.[89]

In the early 7th century, the newly formed Arabian Islamic Caliphate expanded into 
Egypt, and then into North Africa. In a short while, the local Berber elite had been 
integrated into Muslim Arab tribes. When the Umayyad capital Damascus fell in the 
8th century, the Islamic centre of the Mediterranean shifted from Syria to 
Qayrawan in North Africa. Islamic North Africa had become diverse, and a hub for 
mystics, scholars, jurists, and philosophers. During the above-mentioned period, 
Islam spread to sub-Saharan Africa, mainly through trade routes and 
migration.[90]

In West Africa, Dhar Tichitt and Oualata in present-day Mauritania figure 
prominently among the early urban centers, dated to 2,000 BC. About 500 stone 
settlements litter the region in the former savannah of the Sahara. Its inhabitants 
fished and grew millet. It has been found by Augustin Holl that the Soninke of the 
Mandé peoples were likely responsible for constructing such settlements. Around 
300 BC the region became more desiccated and the settlements began to decline, 
most likely relocating to Koumbi Saleh.[91] Architectural evidence and the 



comparison of pottery styles suggest that Dhar Tichitt was related to the 
subsequent Ghana Empire. Djenné-Djenno (in present-day Mali) was settled around 
300 BC, and the town grew to house a sizable Iron Age population, as evidenced 
by crowded cemeteries. Living structures were made of sun-dried mud. By 250 BC 
Djenné-Djenno had become a large, thriving market town.[92][93]

Farther south, in central Nigeria, around 1,500 BC, the Nok culture developed on 
the Jos Plateau. It was a highly centralized community. The Nok people produced 
lifelike representations in terracotta, including human heads and human figures, 
elephants, and other animals. By 500 BC, and possibly earlier, they were smelting 
iron. By 200 AD the Nok culture had vanished.[75] and vanished under unknown 
circumstances around 500 AD, having lasted approximately 2,000 years. Based on 
stylistic similarities with the Nok terracottas, the bronze figurines of the Yoruba 
kingdom of Ife and those of the Bini kingdom of Benin are suggested to be 
continuations of the traditions of the earlier Nok culture.[94][76]

Ninth to eighteenth centuries

The intricate 9th-century bronzes from Igbo-Ukwu, in Nigeria displayed a level of 
technical accomplishment that was notably more advanced than European bronze 
casting of the same period.[95]
Pre-colonial Africa possessed perhaps as many as 10,000 different states and 
polities[96] characterized by many different sorts of political organization and rule. 
These included small family groups of hunter-gatherers such as the San people of 
southern Africa; larger, more structured groups such as the family clan groupings 
of the Bantu-speaking peoples of central, southern, and eastern Africa; heavily 
structured clan groups in the Horn of Africa; the large Sahelian kingdoms; and 
autonomous city-states and kingdoms such as those of the Akan; Edo, Yoruba, 
and Igbo people in West Africa; and the Swahili coastal trading towns of Southeast 
Africa.

By the ninth century AD, a string of dynastic states, including the earliest Hausa 
states, stretched across the sub-Saharan savannah from the western regions to 
central Sudan. The most powerful of these states were Ghana, Gao, and the 
Kanem-Bornu Empire. Ghana declined in the eleventh century, but was succeeded 
by the Mali Empire which consolidated much of western Sudan in the thirteenth 
century. Kanem accepted Islam in the eleventh century.

In the forested regions of the West African coast, independent kingdoms grew with 
little influence from the Muslim north. The Kingdom of Nri was established around 
the ninth century and was one of the first. It is also one of the oldest kingdoms in 



present-day Nigeria and was ruled by the Eze Nri. The Nri kingdom is famous for 
its elaborate bronzes, found at the town of Igbo-Ukwu. The bronzes have been 
dated from as far back as the ninth century.[97]

The Kingdom of Ife, historically the first of these Yoruba city-states or kingdoms, 
established government under a priestly oba ('king' or 'ruler' in the Yoruba 
language), called the Ooni of Ife. Ife was noted as a major religious and cultural 
centre in West Africa, and for its unique naturalistic tradition of bronze sculpture. 
The Ife model of government was adapted at the Oyo Empire, where its obas or 
kings, called the Alaafins of Oyo, once controlled a large number of other Yoruba 
and non-Yoruba city-states and kingdoms; the Fon Kingdom of Dahomey was one 
of the non-Yoruba domains under Oyo control.

Ruins of Great Zimbabwe (flourished eleventh to fifteenth centuries)
The Almoravids were a Berber dynasty from the Sahara that spread over a wide 
area of northwestern Africa and the Iberian peninsula during the eleventh 
century.[98] The Banu Hilal and Banu Ma'qil were a collection of Arab Bedouin 
tribes from the Arabian Peninsula who migrated westwards via Egypt between the 
eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Their migration resulted in the fusion of the 
Arabs and Berbers, where the locals were Arabized,[99] and Arab culture absorbed 
elements of the local culture, under the unifying framework of Islam.[100]

Following the breakup of Mali, a local leader named Sonni Ali (1464–1492) founded 
the Songhai Empire in the region of middle Niger and the western Sudan and took 
control of the trans-Saharan trade. Sonni Ali seized Timbuktu in 1468 and Jenne 
in 1473, building his regime on trade revenues and the cooperation of Muslim 
merchants. His successor Askia Mohammad I (1493–1528) made Islam the official 
religion, built mosques, and brought to Gao Muslim scholars, including al-Maghili 
(d.1504), the founder of an important tradition of Sudanic African Muslim 
scholarship.[101] By the eleventh century, some Hausa states – such as Kano, 
jigawa, Katsina, and Gobir – had developed into walled towns engaging in trade, 
servicing caravans, and the manufacture of goods. Until the fifteenth century, 
these small states were on the periphery of the major Sudanic empires of the era, 
paying tribute to Songhai to the west and Kanem-Borno to the east.

Height of the slave trade
See also: Trans-Saharan slave trade, Atlantic slave trade, and Indian Ocean slave 
trade

Major slave trading regions of Africa, 15th–19th centuries.



Slavery had long been practiced in Africa.[102][103] Between the 15th and the 19th 
centuries, the Atlantic slave trade took an estimated 7–12 million slaves to the 
New World.[104][105][106] In addition, more than 1 million Europeans were 
captured by Barbary pirates and sold as slaves in North Africa between the 16th 
and 19th centuries.[107]

In West Africa, the decline of the Atlantic slave trade in the 1820s caused 
dramatic economic shifts in local polities. The gradual decline of slave-trading, 
prompted by a lack of demand for slaves in the New World, increasing 
anti-slavery legislation in Europe and America, and the British Royal Navy's 
increasing presence off the West African coast, obliged African states to adopt new 
economies. Between 1808 and 1860, the British West Africa Squadron seized 
approximately 1,600 slave ships and freed 150,000 Africans who were aboard.[108]

Action was also taken against African leaders who refused to agree to British 
treaties to outlaw the trade, for example against "the usurping King of Lagos", 
deposed in 1851. Anti-slavery treaties were signed with over 50 African rulers.[109] 
The largest powers of West Africa (the Asante Confederacy, the Kingdom of 
Dahomey, and the Oyo Empire) adopted different ways of adapting to the shift. 
Asante and Dahomey concentrated on the development of "legitimate commerce" in 
the form of palm oil, cocoa, timber and gold, forming the bedrock of West Africa's 
modern export trade. The Oyo Empire, unable to adapt, collapsed into civil 
wars.[110]

Colonialism
Main article: Colonisation of Africa

Comparison of Africa in the years 1880 and 1913
These paragraphs are an excerpt from Scramble for Africa.[edit]
The Scramble for Africa, also called the Partition of Africa, or the Conquest of 
Africa, was the invasion, annexation, division, and colonization of most of Africa 
by seven Western European powers during a short period known as New 
Imperialism (between 1881 and 1914). The 10 percent of Africa that was under 
formal European control in 1870 increased to almost 90 percent by 1914, with only 
Ethiopia (Abyssinia) and Liberia remaining independent, though Ethiopia would later 
be invaded and occupied by Italy from 1936 to 1941.[111]

The Berlin Conference of 1884, which regulated European colonization and trade in 
Africa, is usually accepted as the beginning.[112] In the last quarter of the 19th 
century, there were considerable political rivalries among the empires of the 
European continent, leading to the African continent being partitioned without wars 



between European nations.[113] The later years of the 19th century saw a 
transition from "informal imperialism" — military influence and economic 
dominance — to direct rule.[114]
Independence struggles

European control in 1939
  Belgian
  Italian
  British
  Portuguese
  French
  Spanish
  Independent
Imperial rule by Europeans would continue until after the conclusion of World War 
II, when almost all remaining colonial territories gradually obtained formal 
independence. Independence movements in Africa gained momentum following 
World War II, which left the major European powers weakened. In 1951, Libya, a 
former Italian colony, gained independence. In 1956, Tunisia and Morocco won 
their independence from France.[115] Ghana followed suit the next year (March 
1957),[116] becoming the first of the sub-Saharan colonies to be granted 
independence. Most of the rest of the continent became independent over the next 
decade.

Portugal's overseas presence in Sub-Saharan Africa (most notably in Angola, Cape 
Verde, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau and São Tomé and Príncipe) lasted from the 
16th century to 1975, after the Estado Novo regime was overthrown in a military 
coup in Lisbon. Rhodesia unilaterally declared independence from the United 
Kingdom in 1965, under the white minority government of Ian Smith, but was not 
internationally recognized as an independent state (as Zimbabwe) until 1980, when 
black nationalists gained power after a bitter guerrilla war. Although South Africa 
was one of the first African countries to gain independence, the state remained 
under the control of the country's white minority through a system of racial 
segregation known as apartheid until 1994.

Post-colonial Africa
Further information: Decolonisation of Africa
Today, Africa contains 54 sovereign countries, most of which have borders that 
were drawn during the era of European colonialism. Since independence, African 
states have frequently been hampered by instability, corruption, violence, and 
authoritarianism. The vast majority of African states are republics that operate 
under some form of the presidential system of rule. However, few of them have 



been able to sustain democratic governments on a permanent basis—per the 
criteria laid out by Lührmann et al. (2018), only Botswana and Mauritius have been 
consistently democratic for the entirety of their post-colonial history. Most African 
countries have experienced several coups, and/or periods of military dictatorship. 
Between 1990 and 2018, though, the continent as a whole has trended towards 
more democratic governance.[117]

Upon independence an overwhelming majority of Africans lived in extreme poverty. 
The continent suffered from the lack of infrastructural or industrial development 
under colonial rule, along with political instability. With limited financial resources 
or access to global markets, relatively stable countries such as Kenya still 
experienced only very slow economic development. Only a handful of African 
countries succeeded in obtaining rapid economic growth prior to 1990. Exceptions 
include Libya and Equatorial Guinea, both of which possess large oil reserves.

Instability throughout the continent after decolonization resulted primarily from 
marginalization of ethnic groups, and corruption. In pursuit of personal political 
gain, many leaders deliberately promoted ethnic conflicts, some of which had 
originated during the colonial period, such as from the grouping of multiple 
unrelated ethnic groups into a single colony, the splitting of a distinct ethnic 
group between multiple colonies, or existing conflicts being exacerbated by colonial 
rule (for instance, the preferential treatment given to ethnic Hutus over Tutsis in 
Rwanda during German and Belgian rule).

Faced with increasingly frequent and severe violence, military rule was widely 
accepted by the population of many countries as means to maintain order, and 
during the 1970s and 1980s a majority of African countries were controlled by 
military dictatorships. Territorial disputes between nations and rebellions by groups 
seeking independence were also common in independent African states. The most 
devastating of these was the Nigerian Civil War, fought between government forces 
and an Igbo separatist republic, which resulted in a famine that killed 1-2 million 
people. Two civil wars in Sudan, the first lasting from 1955 to 1972 and the 
second from 1983 to 2005 collectively killed around 3 million. Both were fought 
primarily on ethnic and religious lines.

Cold War conflicts between the United States and the Soviet Union also contributed 
to instability. Both the Soviet Union and the United States offered considerable 
incentives to African political and military leaders who aligned themselves with the 
superpowers' foreign policy. As an example, during the Angolan Civil War, the 
Soviet and Cuban aligned MPLA and the American aligned UNITA received the vast 
majority of their military and political support from these countries. Many African 



countries became highly dependent on foreign aid. The sudden loss of both Soviet 
and American aid at the end of the Cold War and fall of the USSR resulted in 
severe economic and political turmoil in the countries most dependent on foreign 
support.

There was a major famine in Ethiopia between 1983 and 1985, killing up to 1.2 
million people, which most historians attribute primarily to the forced relocation of 
farmworkers and seizure of grain by communist Derg government, further 
exacerbated by the civil war.[118][119][120][121] In 1994 a genocide in Rwanda 
resulted in up to 800,000 deaths, added to a severe refugee crisis and fueled the 
rise of militia groups in neighboring countries. This contributed to the outbreak of 
the first and second Congo Wars, which were the most devastating military 
conflicts in modern Africa, with up to 5.5 million deaths,[122] making it by far the 
deadliest conflict in modern African history and one of the costliest wars in 
human history.[123]

An animated map shows the order of independence of African nations, 1950–2011
An animated map shows the order of independence of African nations, 1950–2011
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Various conflicts between various insurgent groups and governments continue. 
Since 2003 there has been an ongoing conflict in Darfur (Sudan) which peaked in 
intensity from 2003 to 2005 with notable spikes in violence in 2007 and 2013–15, 
killing around 300,000 people total. The Boko Haram Insurgency primarily within 
Nigeria (with considerable fighting in Niger, Chad, and Cameroon as well) has 
killed around 350,000 people since 2009. Most African conflicts have been reduced 
to low-intensity conflicts as of 2022. However, the Tigray War which began in 2020 
has killed an estimated 300,000-500,000 people, primarily due to famine.

Overall though, violence across Africa has greatly declined in the in the 21st 
century, with the end of civil wars in Angola, Sierra Leone, and Algeria in 2002, 



Liberia in 2003, and Sudan and Burundi in 2005. The Second Congo War, which 
involved 9 countries and several insurgent groups, ended in 2003. This decline in 
violence coincided with many countries abandoning communist-style command 
economies and opening up for market reforms, which over the course of the 1990s 
and 2000s promoted the establishment of permanent, peaceful trade between 
neighboring countries (see Capitalist peace).

Improved stability and economic reforms have led to a great increase in foreign 
investment into many African nations, mainly from China,[124] which further 
spurred economic growth. Between 2000 and 2014, annual GDP growth in 
Sub-Saharan Africa averaged 5.02%, doubling its total GDP from $811 Billion to 
$1.63 Trillion (Constant 2015 USD).[125] North Africa experienced comparable 
growth rates.[126] A significant part of this growth can also be attributed to the 
facilitated diffusion of information technologies and specifically the mobile 
telephone.[127] While several individuals countries have maintained high growth 
rates, since 2014 overall growth has considerably slowed, primarily as a result of 
falling commodity prices, continued lack of industrialization, and epidemics of 
Ebola and COVID-19.[128][129]


