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For centuries, historians have pegged factors like religion, the masses, or great people as the 

primary drivers of human history. An often neglected influence is economics. Economics is largely 

dependent on how humans interact with their environments, making disease, geography, and 

weather important factors in the development of history. Throughout African history are numerous 

examples of how the environment was a major – if not the major – factor in shaping history. 

 All of human history began in Africa, giving local diseases hundreds of thousands of years to 

grow in potency. The most obvious illnesses associated with Africa are malaria and yellow fever, 

which have been responsible for obscene levels of human suffering. In economic terms, malaria and 

yellow fever kill a portion of the workforce and incapacitate many more, leading to a GDP drop of 

around 5% (Gilbert.) For most of African history, malaria was more fatal to outsiders than to 

Africans, forming a shield that blocked interaction with many outside groups until relatively recent 

history. 

Another potent disease is African sleeping sickness, transmitted by the tsetse fly. This disease 

primarily targets livestock that would prove deeply valuable for farming. Essentially, people living in 

regions affected by sleeping sickness cannot depend of livestock for their livelihoods – meaning that 

all labor must be done by humans. For this reason, human life was often highly valued. Therefore, 

conflict was largely avoided to prevent economic devastation. Regions free of the tsetse fly proved 

to be ideal places for human settlement. For example, Great Zimbabwe became a major center for 

cattle-keeping societies during the 11th to 15th centuries CE. A theorized cause for this state’s decline 
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was a shift in tsetse fly populations that decimated cattle, leading to migration away from the 

civilization.  

Africa’s geography itself has also had a deep influence on that continent’s history. Africa is 

elongated mostly in the North/South direction, meaning that it contains a huge variety of climate 

bands. These climate bands contain different resources: the Sahara desert contains vital salt, the 

Sahel is good for keeping animals, the savanna is good for farming, the forests have gold, and the 

coasts have salt and fish. These resources, primarily salt and gold because of their high value and low 

weight, could be traded from one band to another for enormous profits. The trans-Saharan trade, 

exchanging salt and gold, was so profitable that a number of highly-developed states grew around it. 

These included Ghana, Songhay, and Mali. African resources have also shaped its history; the 

relative lack of copper on the continent to make bronze gave Africans an advantage when adopting 

iron. 

African geography also poses a number of challenges, specifically in farming. African soil is 

some of the oldest in the world, and its nutrients have largely been removed by plants. Year-round 

decomposition of plant matter also reduces nutritional content (Gilbert.) During the rainy season, 

heavy rain pushes the remaining nutrients far underground, and during the dry season, the soil 

hardens to form the African “pan.” Breaking through this soil is incredibly labor intensive, especially 

without animals, causing labor to be extremely valuable. The relatively unproductive soils did not 

produce a high population in relation to the continent’s size. Land therefore never took on the high 

value seen in other parts of the world; land was abundant and relatively unproductive. 

As alluded to before, weather had posed a major challenge in many parts of Africa. The 

Intertropical Convergence Zone shapes the continent’s climate. Without diving too deeply into the 

science behind it, the ITCZ causes rainfall to come only for several months of the year throughout 

much of Africa. Heavy rain followed by limited rain is not conducive to productive agriculture, 
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limiting further the yield of farmland. Failure of the ITCZ can be disastrous, even in modern times. 

Several decades ago, a million people died as a result of the failure of the ITCZ in Ethiopia four 

years in a row. Unpredicted climate shifts caused the failure of ancient states as well. The growth of 

the Sahara helped put an end to the kingdom of Ghana through drought. Climate has occasionally 

been positive for African history, however. The remarkable predictability of the Indian Ocean 

allowed the Swahili civilization to grow and flourish for centuries as a trading hub. 

 Africa’s history demonstrates how important natural factors are in the developments of 

civilizations. Difficulties in agriculture have caused Africa’s population to be low until recent times, 

leading to the formation of many small-scale societies as opposed to large states. Many of the large 

states that did develop were also influenced by other factors – like the Saharan resource gradient or 

the Indian Ocean’s navigability. Because the population did not grow very large, conflict was 

avoided for much of Africa’s history. When conflict did spring up and labor was removed, it proved 

disastrous. 

 


