
SYLLABUS OF AFRICAN CIVILIZATION (LICENCE 1) 

UE : Civilisation du monde anglophone                                ECUE : Civilisation africaine 

anglophone (L1) 

Instructor: Dr KOMENAN CASIMIR                                         Contact: 07222074 

Email: casimirkomenan@yahoo.fr 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course deals with Black Africa’s (Africa South of the Sahara and South Africa) 

cultures, customs, and social organizations in force on the third widest continent before Africa’s 

contact with the Western civilization. 

The class will begin with definitions of terms in the first chapter, where words like 

“culture” and “civilization” will be described.  

Chapter two will focus on family relationships, thereby revealing the functioning of the 

family, the marriage and the status of the wife, the importance of children in the family, as well 

as their education in pre-colonial Africa.  

Chapter three will be concerned with ancestorship and tradition. First, it will deal with 

who the ancestors are, second, how ancestorship is associated with tradition, and third, the 

ancestral heritage.   

Chapter four is about the values of humanity and brotherhood, which are of great interest 

for Africans.  

GENERAL COURSE OBJECTIVE 

By the end of this class, my students should be able to talk and write about pre-colonial 

African traditional/cultural values. They will write a paper on the advantages and the drawbacks 

of African cultures or again their negative and positive values, by using the information given 

to them in the course.   

SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES 

- To discriminate between culture and civilization;  

- To speak and write about the family, the marriage, the role of the woman/wife, the place 

and part of children and their education in the customary community;  

- To talk and write about the identity of the ancestors, their connection with the tradition, 

and the legacy the left; 

- To discuss and produce a piece of writing on Africans’ worldview about the notions of 

humanity and brotherhood. 

CLASS PERIODS 

The class periods fall into four (4) sessions of 5 hours each. Each session will have a 15 

minute break after the first two hours and half before resuming class for the remaining 2 hours 

and 15 minutes. 

DAY 1: Chapter One: Definition of Terms 
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DAY 2: Chapter Two: Family Relationships 

DAY 3: Chapter Three: Ancestorship and Tradition 

DAY 4: Chapter Four: Humanity and Brotherhood 

FOLLOW-UP: Read assignments and do research on the traditional role of the 

father/husband in the customary family; the importance of African spirituality for the 

perenniality of the community; and the connection between African concept of human 

brotherhood and Africa’s legendary value of solidarity. 

GRADING/EVALUATION 

Each student will take a final exam in which he/she will be asked to write answers to 

questions to show understanding of the course; and also they will return two group works about 

two assignments given to them. So, two marks/grades will be obtained for the tutorials, and one 

mark for the final exam; the three grades will be added and divided into two for the calculation 

of the average of each candidate. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

COURSE HANDOUT/DOCUMENT 

CHAPTER ONE: DEFINITION OF TERMS 

PREAMBLE 

Africa is the third widest continent in the world. It is precisely bounded north by the 

Mediterranean, west & south by the Atlantic Ocean. In the eastern part we have the Indian 

Ocean, and finally, we have the Red Sea in the Northeast. It is a continent of plurality, and that 

shows in the different race populations grouped in Black Africans and White Africans. We also 

have many types of cultures, customs, and social organizations proper to each group of people. 

However, our attention here will focus only on Black Africa, that is, Africa south of the Sahara. 

I-CULTURE 

The term “culture” is defined in many ways:  

1- Culture is the total of inherited ideas, beliefs with values & knowledge, which constitute the 

shared bases of social actions. It is also the total range of activities and ideas of a group of 

people with shared traditions, which are transmitted & reinforced by the members of the group. 

2-Culture is a particular civilization at a particular period. It is the social environment that 

surrounds and conditions the individual. It includes the entire pattern for the acting and thinking 

characteristics of a society, the social norms, beliefs and values, which aid in governing the 

behaviour of the individual. When certain human behaviours become the accepted way of doing 

things within those groups, they are referred to as institutions.  

3-The concept of culture includes all the customary ways of thinking and acting of a people, 

the way families are organized, the methods of providing food and shelter, language, 

governments, moral standards, religious beliefs, and forms of artistic expressions. Culture is 

the entity of the social environment; it is man-made and it is the social heritage in any society. 



II-CIVILIZATION 

It can also be defined in several ways: 

1-Civilization is a human society that has highly developed material and spiritual resources and 

complex cultural, political, and legal organizations. It is also an advanced state in social 

development. Civilization thus refers to people and nations that have achieved such a state. 

2-Civilization is also the total culture and ways of life of a particular people, nation, region, at 

a certain period. Here it is a stage in the cultural development of a given people. 

3-Like any civilization, African civilization is in common understanding, an ideal state of 

human culture characterized by a complete absence of barbarism and non-rational behaviour. 

That is to say optimum utilization of physical and cultural spirit within the African social 

framework. 

CHAPTER TWO: FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS 

I- THE FAMILY 

One outstanding feature of the he communal structure of African society   & the ever-

present consciousness of ties of kinships is the emphasis on the importance of the family. 

Speaking of the family in an African context means referring, not to the nuclear family 

consisting merely of husband, wife , and children, but to the extended family, which comprises 

a large number of blood relatives who trace who trace their descent from a common ancestor 

and who are held together by a sense of obligation to one another. The institution of the family 

give rise to communal values such as solidarity, mutual helpfulness, interdependence and 

concern for the well-being of every individual member of society. The family itself is held as a 

fundamental value – as social as well as moral value. This is why each individual member of 

the family is brought up to think of himself/herself always and primarily in relation to the group 

of his/her blood relatives and to seek to bring honour to the group. It is the responsibility of 

every member of the family to seek and maintain the cohesion of the family.  However, the 

nuclear family in African society exists within the broad system of the extended family; children 

have obligations to their parents and parents have obligations to their children. Both the father 

and the mother who fulfil their obligations to their children are members of their extended 

families to whom they have obligations as well.  

II- MARRIAGE 

In African society, marriage is considered so important that, as part of the puberty rites 

to usher young people into adulthood, these young people are educated in matters of sex, 

marriage, and family life, and are thus made aware of the responsibility of adulthood. Women 

in African societies want & hope to be married; in fact, an unmarried woman is almost an 

anomaly. Marriage is a requirement of the society, an obligation every man & woman must 

fulfil. Traditionally, in many African societies, a young man who has gained full employment 

of any kind& earns some income is expected, in fact urged, to marry. An undue delay on the 

part of the young man to marry will cause his parents or elders in the lineage to worry and even 

to interfere in his private life in order to advise & encourage him to marry. Young men are 

encouraged to marry for several reasons.  



One reason is simply procreation: to produce children in the way considered proper by 

the society. A young man will be encouraged to marry also because the responsibility associated 

with marriage elevates a man to a respectable social status. Fulfilling marital responsibilities, 

particularly in providing for the material welfare of a wave (or wives) & children, requires that 

a man make responsible use of his money. And so it is, that sometimes young men are 

encouraged to marry in order to save money. Thus, in the traditional African society, a man 

who is married is highly respected.  

In the traditional Akan society of Ghana, for instance if a man who has reached the age 

at which he is expected to marry does not do so, or is not seen as making attempts to do so, he 

will be regarded, an pointed to, as a fool (Akan: kwasea). The fool is simply one who is not 

wise [in Akan “Kwasea” is often used synonymously with “onnim nyansa”, “one who does not 

have wisdom”]. But beyond that,  in the Akan society a fool is one who is considered 

irresponsible, worthless, good for nothing, and contemptible. The term “Kwasea” in that context 

essentially has a moral rather than an intellectual connotation: it describes a man who refuses 

to bear his share of social responsibility and thus behaves antisocially, unfairly, and unethically. 

In the traditional Akan society of Ghana if a man is well-off and yet remains single, he will be 

considered irresponsible, even cruel, by his kinsmen or community and perhaps also abnormal 

for falling short of the ideals of manhood. 

In Africa marriage is not merely an affair between two individuals who have fallen in 

love and plan to spend the rest of their lives together. It is a matter in which the lineage groups 

of both the man and the woman are deeply interested. Before the marriage ceremony takes 

place, it is usual for members from one lineage group to try to obtain information about the 

prospective husband or wife. The purpose of these private or secrete inquiries is to enable both 

lineage groups to determine whether the man or the woman is worthy of their child or relative. 

Each group would want to be fully informed about the family background of the man or woman 

to be married to their relative: whether there are some hereditary diseases in that family, whether 

the man or woman is respectful, whether the man can really look after the woman, whether the 

woman is a morally good woman, whether her mother was known to be a flirt or adulterous 

woman, whether the man or woman is harbouring any secret misdeeds, and so on. Marriage is 

then contracted only after each lineage group has satisfied himself of the worthiness or 

suitability of the man and woman. The marriage itself involves, not just the couple, but an entire 

retinue immediate and distant relatives plus neighbours and friends. A marriage might seem to 

be between two individuals, but in fact, the marriage contract is between two families. The man 

& the woman are both warned straightaway that they are not being married to an individual but 

to a family. In many societies in Africa, then marriage is said to be a union of families rather 

than of just two individuals.  

III- STATUS OF THE WIFE 

A good wife is a good woman, a woman who is of good character, obedient, 

hardworking, and generally well respected in the community. The assumption it is probably 

based on the special status of a woman in a marriage: the woman’s primary role in marriage is 

to bear children. In traditional African societies, infertility is never attributed to the man.  

Getting a good woman as wife is a special pride for a man. That a worthy bride is 

considered a special prize is expressed also in the following Akan maxims: “A good wife is 

more precious than gold”, “A good wife is wealth”. The second maxim means that a good 



woman can help her husband to save money because of her style of life and her virtuous 

qualities. Another Akan maxim says: “The beauty of a woman is due to her husband”.  

Beauty here (according to Akan aesthetic conceptions) generally does not mean just 

physical appearance, though it does include it. In the traditional African society, the husband is 

expected to buy fine clothes & jewelry for his wife & to see to it that she always appears in new 

& stylist clothes. If a married woman appears in old or outdated clothes, people will 

immediately blame her husband. But the beauty of a married woman includes more than her 

physical appearance. It includes her character, her comportment, her respectability, and other 

non-physical personality trait or habits. When a woman is happy in her marriage this is due to 

her husband who looks after her so well. The implication is that the woman owes her beauty, 

happiness, and peace of mind to her husband. 

IV-CHILDREN 

IV-1- IMPORTANCE OF CHILDREN 

In the African view the whole or ultimate purpose of marriage is procreation, to produce 

children who will continue with the heritage and name of the family, so that the family does not 

diminish or disappear. Barrenness or sterility are considered a threat to the continuity of human 

life & existence. Children are so important that in traditional life the inability to bear children 

is considered a very great calamity; and the woman who fails to bear children suffers 

humiliation, and sometimes, ridicule or abuse. Most prayers made by practitioners of traditional 

African religions include requests of the birth of more children. 

The high value placed on (the need for) children is expressed in African maxims and in 

the names of children. An Ewe maxim says: “There is no wealth where there are no children”. 

The meaning of this maxim is that one does not really enjoy one’s wealth when there are no 

children to care for. In other words, wealth is sought for the sake of children: it finds (or is 

given) a real meaning and value when there are children to benefit from it. In African societies, 

children are considered the most precious of possessions. According to traditional beliefs, if a 

very wealthy man or woman dies childless, he/she loses a place in the constellation of honoured 

ancestors. Thus, despite the abundance of wealth a person may have acquired: “Nothing is as 

painful as when one dies without leaving a child behind.” 

IV-2- CHILDREN EDUCATION IN TRADITIONAL AFRICA 

Education is the way an individual (here a child) is trained to become a full member of 

society, and of his/her community. Education, then, takes place everywhere the child is. It starts 

before birth and ends after death so that when a woman is pregnant, she has to care for many 

things for the well-being of her baby to come. 

In African societies, all the members of the community are concerned by the education 

of the child. Mothers, and fathers, and some specific individuals constitute the child’s first 

educators. Important ideas of education are found in some proverbs & legends. “One never 

teaches children God”, “All the fingers of the hands are not equal”, “The right hand washes the 

left, and the left hand the right”, which means that solidarity is useful. 

Character development accordingly is an important aspect of the upbringing of children. 

In this connection, efforts are constantly made to instruct children in the values of society and 

to help them acquire the virtues that a person should possess in order to live a most satisfactory 



life. Folk tales are, in the traditional setting, an effective means of inculcating the virtues in 

children. Also many maxims dealing with practical aspects of life appropriate to children, such 

as respect for elders & obligations to blood relatives are used to show children the acceptable 

standards of social behaviour.  

CONCLUSION 

In African societies, the family is recognized as a fundamental & highly valued 

institution. Family in the African society means the extended family. Values associated with 

the notion of family include love, caring, cohesion, solidarity, mutual respect, & mutual 

responsibility. The institution of marriage, upon which the family depends for nourishment & 

continuity, is considered so important that young men & women are encouraged to marry before 

they plan to have children and, what is more important, is that elaborate preparations are made 

before young people are advised to enter into marriage relationship. A marriage relationship, 

however, is regarded in African societies as essentially a union of families (lineages). The 

relationship is expected to result into the birth of children, who are very much wanted & highly 

valued in African societies. A marriage that fails to produce children is regarded as a great 

misfortune & will inevitably strain the relations not only between the man & the wife, but also 

between the two families involved. Because every marriage between young people is entered 

into for the purpose of procreation, failure to procreate children can even lead to divorce. Parent 

are expected to teach their children traditional values; children are expected to respect their 

parents & to care for them in their old age. Family ties in African societies are close, important, 

and cherished. And, given that ties are important for human fellowship & togetherness, it may 

be hoped that the family values that arise out of those ties will continue to be cherished and 

maintained for decades to come.  

CHAPTER THREE: ANCESTORSHIP AND TRADITION 

INTRODUCTION 

Africans are people whose ancestors are ever present in their consciousness. They have 

always honoured their ancestors by preserving their cultural creations and practices and by 

celebrating their memories. They also have always sought, by revering their ancestors, to ensure 

favourable treatment from them, by virtue of their status as spirits. The characterization of the 

traditional African religions as “Ancestors Worship” by European scholars of the 18th and 19th 

C. is false. The ancestors having been human beings before, unlike the deities & the Supreme 

Being (God), are not worshiped as such; they are only honoured & revered. Their former 

humanity links them to their living descendants and constitutes them as part of the society of 

humans now living in the flesh. Even though the ancestors are dead, they are, nevertheless, 

believed to be dwelling in the world of spirits from where they constantly communicate with 

the world of human beings. Having gained a spiritual status presumably invested with power 

that humans do not possess, the ancestors are believed to be in the position to guide, help, & 

bestow honours on their mundane descendants. The ancestors are believed to be interested in 

the welfare of their descendant & ever willing & ready to help them & to treat them favourably.  

In this connection, they are also believed to take a keen interest in the moral conduct of the 

human society & they serve as custodians of the traditional moral order, having helped to create 

that order themselves. It is the belief of the African people that their ancestors have the power 

to punish those of their earthly kinsmen who break the traditional sanctioned code or fail to 



fulfil their moral obligations to their relatives, while rewarding those who conform to their lives 

to the traditional code.   

I- WHO ARE THE ANCESTORS? 

The ancestors are certain individuals of the past generations of a lineage who are said to 

have distinguished themselves in many ways &, in particular, to have led virtues & exemplary 

lives worthy of emulation by succeeding generations of the lineage. In the words of one African 

scholar, the ancestors are regarded as “Moral Paragons”. Not just any departed member of the 

lineage qualifies as an ancestor. It cannot be true, as some scholars allege that the term 

“ancestor” is reserved for certain individuals among our dead forbears who lived morally 

exemplary lives. If the names of individuals deceased persons invoked in libation prayers are 

an indication of the place such individuals have in the constellation of the ancestors, then, it 

would be true to say that all departed members of the lineage who lived to old age – at least 

into their fifties – are considered ancestors by the living members.  

The Akan people of Ghana call their ancestors “Nananom” (singular: Nana, a word that 

also means “Grandfather or Grandmother”), because the ancestors are no longer living and have 

become spirits; they are often referred to by the full phrase “Nananom Nsumanfo” (Grandfather 

or Great Grandfather or Grandmother) who have become spirits or ghost. But the word 

“Nananom” is also used as the title of the chiefs & kings. It may be conjectured that living 

chiefs are called “Nananom” because they occupy the ancient stools (or thrones) found or 

created by the ancestors & therefore, are accorded the honour & respect generally accorded to 

ancestors. The respect due to our living chiefs is an extension of the respect given to the 

ancestors; it not necessarily respect for the morally virtuous lives of living chiefs. Some chiefs 

in Africa today are morally corrupt. “Nana”, then, is a social or political title, not by any means 

a moral title. 

II- ASSOCIATING ANCESTORSHIP AND TRADITION 

The ancestors are the sources of tradition, so that when one talks about the ancestors, 

what comes to mind is tradition – tradition that the ancestors established, or at least took part 

in establishing. Tradition is defined as any cultural product (i.e., values, practices, institutions, 

etc.) that was created or pursued by past generations & that, having been preserved by 

successive generations, has persisted to the present (i.e., a particular present). If the celebration 

of ancestorship is celebration of people’s cultural heritage, then the ancestors – the original 

creators of that heritage – would include many more than just a few individuals. By “ancestor” 

we are referring to the entire membership of past generation of a people.  

The African people value their traditions. There are features or elements of received 

traditions that can be said to have proved their worth and can thus be considered suitable for 

the purposes of the present generations. The presence of such commendable and worthy features 

leads to such delightful utterances as “our traditions of hospitality”, “our traditions of 

humanism”, and “our tradition of brotherhood”. Africans should study their past, their history. 

The achievements of our ancestors constitute part of this history.  

III- ANCESTRAL LEGACY 

The ancestors do not expect their descendants to make no change in their legacy. The 

traditional sages maintain, according to an Akan maxim: “Time change”. “Time” here refers to 



generations, histories, &, therefore, events, circumstances, situations. They also maintain, 

according to another Akan maxim, “The resting place of the ancients (i.e., ancestors), we no 

longer rest there.” The reason is that the ancestral “resting place” – a reference to old or 

inherited tradition – may no longer be convenient or appropriate: a better one may have to be 

created. The implication of the two maxims is that certain features of the ancestral customs or, 

practices, or mode of thought need not, in fact should not, be tenaciously adhered to, if later 

generations have reasons not to hold on to them. There is indeed a very significant Akan maxim 

that forthrightly states the need to evaluate a cultural past: “A person cutting a path does not 

know that the part that has been cleared behind him is crooked.”  

The point here is that it is only the person or persons who come after who realize that 

the path is crooked. The “path” refers to the cultural values and activities pursued by the 

forbears. The maxim implies that later generations (including the present generation) are 

expected to take a critical look at their cultural heritage with a view to eliminating the “crooked” 

or inelegant aspects of that heritage. Even though the ancestors are regarded as the sources 

(makers) of  the tradition – of the cultural heritage – it can certainly be said, nevertheless that 

ancestorship has itself become part of the tradition, an outstanding part, an evaluation of African 

traditions, then, must necessarily include an evaluation of the status of ancestorship.  

CONCLUSION 

All people, whatever their cultures, pay some attention to their past & hence to their 

ancestors or forbears. They show appreciation for the achievement of their ancestors through 

statues & plaques, remembrance days, names given to children, & other forms of memorials. 

In African societies, however, apart from the celebratory activities & practices, the belief that 

the ancestors are always around to provide help of various kinds has led excessive & incessant 

attention to the ancestors. We must surely remember & praise our forebears for their 

achievement but we must not expect them to bestow favours on their descendants. The post-

colonial problems of Africans clearly show that the ancestors cannot be helpful. The greatest 

reverence we the descendants of the ancestors can show to them is to let them rest in peace.  

CHAPTER FOUR: HUMANITY AND BROTHERHOOD 

INTRODUCTION 

The value of humanity is a theme that is of deep concern to the African people. Africans 

recognize the dignity of the human being and, in consequence, hold a deep & unrelenting 

concern for human welfare and happiness. The powers & attributes of the supernatural agents 

are to be tapped & utilized for the welfare of humans in this word. Traditional prayers of African 

religion pay particular attention to life, fertility, & the birth of many children. The thoughts, 

actions, art, & institutions of the African people are replete with expressions of concern for 

human welfare & the importance of the human being. Recognition of the value of humanity is 

intrinsically linked with recognition of the unity of the people, whether or not they are 

biologically related. The deep appreciation for humanity is reflected in such communal social 

structures as the clan, the extended family, & complex networks of social relationships & the 

African custom of opening one’s door to strangers & showing them acts of generosity & 

hospitality.  

I- HUMANITY 



The African view of humanity & the value that is attached to it probably derives from 

the belief that humanity is a creation of God. As an Akan maxim expresses it: “All human being 

are children of God; no one is a child of the earth.” There must be something intrinsically 

valuable in God: the human being considered a child of God, presumably by reason of having 

been created by God & having in his or her nature some aspect of God, ought also to be held as 

an intrinsic value, worthy of dignity & respect. The general African belief that human beings 

are created by God most probably lies at the basis of the values attached to humanity & unity 

by the African people. And their having a speck of the divine nature (i.e. the soul) in them 

constitutes all human beings into one universal family of mankind. Africans’ experiences of the 

capacities, limitations, struggles, successes, failures, frustrations, sufferings, and the generally 

good-naturedness of the human being in attempting to live a worthy & bearable life in this 

world are embodied in sayings & folklore. Let us take the Akan maxim: “A human being needs 

help.” 

The Akan word translating “needs” is “hia”, which as used in this maxim, has a 

normative (moral) connotation, thus it does more than simply express a fact about human life 

or the human condition. The real meaning, then, is that a human being deserves, & therefore 

ought to be helped. And this also means that a human being must be regarded as an object of 

moral concern who is entitled to help. But such moral concern can hardly be demonstrated when 

human beings live a solitary life, in isolation from, & without enjoying the fellowship of other 

human beings. The overriding importance of human fellowship for the well-being of the 

individual human is stressed in the following maxim: “It is a human being that is needed.” 

Human fellowship can be a basis for all kinds of help an individual may want or need. But 

human fellowship can be constituted only by human beings; hence, their worth, as affirmed in 

the following maxim: “It is the human being that counts; I call upon gold, it answers not; I call 

upon cloth, it answers not; it is the human being that counts.” Only the human being is of real 

value, for in times of distress, gold & other material possessions will not respond; only a human 

being will. The worth of the human being ought, therefore, to be given the ultimate 

consideration, as this Akan maxim implies: “The human being is more beautiful than gold.” 

In African aesthetics generally, the quality of beauty is applied not only to works of art 

é the human figure, but also to the moral behaviour of people. Depicting a human being as 

beautiful means that a human being is to be enjoyed for his or her own sake. To enjoy a human 

being means you should appreciate his value as a human being & demonstrate that appreciation 

by showing compassion, generosity, and hospitality. To enjoy a human being means you should 

recognize the other person as a fellow individual whose worth as a human being is equal to 

yours & with whom you undoubtedly share basic values, ideas & sentiments. Thus, the maxim 

points out the worth of a human being & the respect that ought to be given to him or her by 

virtue of her humanity. Recognition of the worth of a human being is, according to the maxim, 

more important than carrying for riches. 

In African societies, human relations are highly valued. Greeting people one meets is an 

important element in enhancing human relations & making people feel good about themselves. 

The greeting is considered a way of acknowledging the other person as a fellow human being. 

And a person may feel deeply hurt if you pass him without greeting him or her. The failure to 

greet him or her will be regarded as a failure on your part to recognize that he or she shares 

your humanity. The recognition of individuals by the social act of greeting is therefore a social 

as well as moral obligation. 



The great value placed on human beings is best demonstrated by the response to the 

death of a member of the community. The death affects not just the specific group or clan to 

which the deceased belonged, but the entire village or community. All normal economic & 

other activities are stopped, usually at great cost; but the values of the African people are not 

measured in terms of economic production & the maximum use of one’s time. For them, “it is 

the human being that counts.”  

II- BROTHERHOOD 

 Implicit in the African belief that all human beings are children of God &, therefore, 

irrespective of their racial, or ethnic background, belong to one universal human family, is the 

idea of Human Brotherhood. And part of the African view of humanity is to recognize all 

persons as brothers. The word “brother” is not only used to cover family relationships beyond 

that among the male children of one man, including cousins & other relatives, male or female, 

linked blood ties but also the word significantly, by persons between whom there are no blood 

ties at all. The African people regard everybody as related to everybody else. Our common 

brotherhood is intrinsically linked to our common humanity that all human beings belong to 

one species. This perception of humanity is expressed in the Akan maxim: “Humanity has no 

boundary.” In the cultivation of friendship & fellowship of human beings the boundaries of that 

form of cultivation are limitless, for, human flesh (Akan: human ‘humanity’) is one kind; all 

humankind is one species. Human has no boundaries.  

The African idea of brotherhood is stated also in the Akan maxim: “Man’s brother is 

man”. A human being that can be related only to another human being is not a beast. The wider 

meaning given to the world “brother” in African cultures is intended to lift people up from the 

purely biologically determined blood-relation level onto the social human level, the level where 

the essence of humanity is held as transcending the contingencies of human biology, race, or 

ethnicity. 

A practical translation of the idea of brotherhood leads to such social & moral virtues 

as hospitality, generosity, concern for others, & communal feeling. Several writers, including 

European travelers to Africa in the 19th and 20th C., have remarked upon these values as 

practiced in African social life. A Briton who spent about three decades in Central Africa from 

the later part of the 19th C. to the early part of the 20th C. observed: “Hospitality is one of the 

most sacred and ancient customs of Bantuland, and is found everywhere. A native will give his 

best house and his evening meal to a guest, without the slightest thought that he is doing 

anything extraordinary." And a contemporary African writer & statesman notes: “One of the 

achievements of our African society was the universal hospitality on which they (all the 

members of the community) could rely.” 

CONCLUSION 

In African cultures & societies it is held that the common membership of one universal 

human family should constitute a legitimate basis for the idea of universal human brotherhood. 

But the realization of the twin values of humanity & brotherhood in concrete situations was, & 

is, not always achieved. Despite the appreciation of the value of humanity, domestic slavery & 

human sacrifice did exist in some – certainly not all – African societies decades ago (domestic 

slaves were mostly those who were captured in wars). The existence of the twin evils surely 

flies in the face of respect for the value of humanity. It is difficult to explain or comprehend 



why a system of values that can be said to appreciate human quality & the intrinsic worth of a 

person should allow or tolerate these moral evils. The practice of these evils cannot be explained 

simply in terms of the moral weaknesses of human institutions – that is, in terms of failure of 

commitment to a moral belief – in view of the fact that the two evils were committed continually 

in the past.  

ASSIGNMENT 1 (GROUP WORK) 

1) Give a sound definition of each of the following notions: civilization, culture, religion, 

marriage, nuclear family, extended family, lineage group, matrilineal, patrilineal, diviner, griot 

2) What are the advantages of the institution of the family?  

3) Is “ancestor worship” relevant to African religion? 

4) What are the biases which characterize the first studies devoted to African religions?  

5) What are the assets of polytheism?  

6) How did religion create and preserve the unity of a community?  

7) To what extent did oral tradition play a primordial role in traditional culture?  

8) It is said that when one goes abroad to learn another culture, it is not to reject one’s own, but 

to reinforce it much more. How?  

9) Do you think that there is a link between African civilization and his economic lateness? (7 

lines maximum) 

10) Is one’s culture always good and sufficient for one’s growing?  

11) Say in 6 lines what you think of African cultures nowadays.  

12) What was the role of children and young people in education in Africa in the past? What 

has it become nowadays? (300 words maximum) 

13) What is constitutional kingdom?  

14) Give two reasons for the leadership of elders.  

15) What is the place of the woman in egalitarian societies? Give your opinion on this new 

order of things from a traditional African viewpoint.  

16) How does religion contribute to socio-political stability?  

17) Why was consensus necessary in egalitarian societies?  

18) Give the role of parents (father & mother) in past & nowadays Africa. 

19) Is learning still possible in our universities? Suggest solutions that take into account our 

realities. (300 words maximum)   

20) Should the fire of the cult of ancestors still be kept in these years of technology? (300 words 

maximum) 

21) How are ancestors & family important to early Africans?  



22) What role did storytelling and music play in African culture?  

ASSIGNMENT 2: 

In your groups, write a paper about the disadvantages and advantages of African customs and 

traditions.  
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