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Locating Af ri cans on the World Stage:  
A Problem in World History*

patrick manning
University of Pittsburgh

The study of world his tory re flects an ef fort to lo cate and in ter pret 
a past that con nects to our man i festly global and in ter ac tive pres-

ent. While global in ter pre ta tions of the past can be lo cated far back 
in time—as far as to myths of or i gin—world his tory be came nat u ral-
ized within the pro fes sion of his tory only fifty years ago, es pe cially with 
the ap pear ance in 1963 of William McNeill’s Rise of the West. McNeill, 
in his com pre hen sive vol ume, set and achieved his own two goals: 
He interpreted the “hu man com mu ni ty” com pre hen sively and did so 
through ap pli ca tion of stan dard his tor i cal prac tices of re search and 
writ ing. This in no va tive work nev er the less drew on a deep if ep i sodic 
tra di tion of world-his tor i cal writ ing. His early lead er ship, ac com pa nied 
by the in volve ment of sev eral other schol ars in world-his tor i cal anal y-
sis, gave the field a start.1

In the succeeding fifty years, the world-his tor i cal lit er a ture ad vanced 
sub stan tially in its anal y sis, its rhet o ric, and its in sti tu tions. In anal y sis, 
schol ars have re lied on three di men sions of prac tice: com pre hen sive-
ness, dis ci plin ary spe cial i za tion, and co her ence. As a re sult, the con-
tending ten sions of breadth, depth, and in ter pre tive co her ence make of 
world-his tor i cal writ ing a genre that includes syn the sis but goes be yond 

*The au thor of fers thanks for valu able com men tary on ear lier ver sions of this es say from 
an anon y mous reader for this jour nal and from Mi chael Gomez, Ar iel Salzmann, Maghan 
Keita, Frederick Cooper, Jane Burbank, Amitava Chowdhury, and Molly Warsh.

1 William H. McNeill, The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1963); see the re view by H. R. Trevor-Roper, “Barbarians 
Were Often at the Gates,” New York Times Book Review, Oc to ber 6, 1963, 1, 30.
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syn the sis to rely on dis ci plin ary re search and the o ret i cal for mu la tions. 
In rhet o ric—the fram ing and pre sen ta tion of his tor i cal stud ies—world 
his to ri ans have de vel oped a pre sen ta tional style that may be de scribed 
as por trayal of the “world stage.” This stage, on which se lected ac tors 
and struc tures in ter act, undergoes shifts in time and space to con vey an 
in ter pre ta tion of the larger world be yond the stage. Such anal y sis and 
rhet o ric in world-his tor i cal writ ing arose through the ef forts of key 
in di vid u als but came to be reinforced through the for ma tion of in sti-
tu tions such as as so ci a tions, jour nals, and pro grams of study. With the 
co a les cence of a world-his tor i cal lit er a ture reflecting these el e ments, 
one can now be gin to speak of the mat u ra tion of world his tory as a field 
of his tor i cal stud ies.

Maturation, how ev er, is never with out its prob lems. The or i gins of 
world his tory con tinue to strain against con tem po rary global logic in a 
di a lec ti cal ten sion of what world his tory has been with what it is be com-
ing. World his tory grew out of civilizational his to ry, im pe rial his to ry, 
and com par a tive his to ry. It bears the traces of these or i gins in its con-
tinu ing em pha ses on em pires, long-dis tance trade, mac ro-cul tural com-
par i son, and great-power con flicts. In con trast, con tem po rary con cerns 
with glob al iza tion bring at ten tion to plan e tary in ter ac tions in cul tural 
and eco nomic is sues. Within these lim its, such other post war his to rio-
graph i cal trends as area stud ies schol ar ship, so cial his to ry, and en vi ron-
men tal his tory each con trib uted to the co a les cence of world-his tor i cal 
stud ies. Today, world-his tor i cal an a ly ses ad dress is sues and con nec tions 
spill ing in many di rec tions be yond their inherited em pha ses.2

The ex panded and ma tur ing field of world his tory faces fun da men-
tal ques tions in the style of its anal y sis and in the rhet o ric of its pre-
sen ta tion. The def i ni tion of world his tory re mains elu sive: The field’s 
scope is so wide that groups of its prac ti tion ers ap proach it in quite 
dif fer ent fash ions. The vary ing frame works—known, for in stance, as 
glob al, entangled, deep—con trast es pe cially in geo graph ic, tem po ral, 
and so cial scale. Methodological dif fer ences lead to dis tinc tions among 
com par a tive, con nec tive, and in ter ac tive ap proaches, while dis ci plin-
ary sub fields are also appearing within world his to ry.3 In rhet o ric, too, 

2 Journals pub lish ing world-his tor i cal stud ies in clude: Comparative Studies in Society and 
History; Itinerario; Journal of World History; International History Review; New Global Studies; 
Journal of Global History; World History Connected; and Asian Review of World Histories.

3 For a com pre hen sive ex plo ra tion of the var i ous world-his tor i cal ap proaches, see 
Diego Olstein, Thinking History Globally (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014). On com-
par a tive his to ry, see Micol Seigel, “Beyond Compare: Comparative Method af ter the Trans-
national Turn,” Radical History Review 91 (2005): 62–90; on connected his to ries, see Sanjay 
Subrahmanyam, “Connected Histories: Notes to ward a Reconfiguration of Early Modern 
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al ter na tive ap proaches to pre sen ta tion are in play, though with less 
ex plicit de bate. They bring contrasting ap proaches to the au di ences 
intended, the range of top ics, and the dy nam ics of any world-his tor i cal 
in ter pre ta tion.

Debates in world his to ry, more clearly than at the na tional lev el, 
ad dress not only the em pir i cal re cord but also the al ter na tive bal ances 
among per spec tives. The mul ti ple per spec tives on nu mer ous top ics—
among past his tor i cal pro tag o nists as well as among con tem po rary ac a-
demic an a lysts—com pli cate world his tory to the point of in de ter mi-
na cy. Thus, the search for a de fin i tive world-his tor i cal stand point has 
end ed.4 World his to ri ans’ ac com mo da tion to the in ev i ta bil ity of mul ti-
ple per spec tives, once achieved, be came highly pro duc tive.5

World his tory de vel oped away from an ap proach that gave pri macy 
to pol i tics, re vis ing its scope to in cor po rate po lit i cal change into a wider 
range of his tor i cal pro cess es. For in stance, two de cades of fo cus on “the 
great di ver gence” have brought ma jor in ter pre tive ad vances in global 

Eurasia,” Modern Asian Studies 31 (1997): 735–762; on world-his tor i cal con nec tions, see 
Patrick Manning, Navigating World History: Historians Create a Global Past (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003). Transnational his to ry, a frame work fo cus ing on mod i fy ing na tion al-
his tor i cal lit er a tures rather than the cre a tion of a new and global field of his tor i cal study, 
arose more re cently and de vel oped more rap idly than world his to ry. It can be seen as one of 
many ap proaches to world-his tor i cal study, though some of its pro po nents treat it as a sub-
sti tute for world his to ry. Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier, eds., The Palgrave Dictionary of 
Transnational History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Pierre-Yves Saunier, Transna-
tional History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

4 Still, de spite the long po lemic of the 1990s against Eu ro cen trism, world his to-
ri ans may not yet be suf fi ciently at ten tive to the per va sive ness of as sump tions about 
ra cial and civilizational iden tity and pat terns of so cial hi er ar chy. See James Blaut, The 
Colonizer’s Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism and Eu ro cen tric History (New 
York: Guilford Press, 1993); Im man uel Wallerstein, The End of the World as We Know It: 
Social Science for the Twenty-First Century (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1999), 168–184.

5 Hendrik Van Loon, an early pop u lar izer of world his to ry, ar gued that the view of the 
world from the tower of Old Saint Lawrence Church in Rotterdam gave him a global per-
spec tive, while Leften Stavrianos later ar gued that world his tory should be interpreted as 
“the view from the moon.” Van Loon, The Story of Mankind (New York: Cardinal Giant, 
1952), ix–xii;  Leften S. Stavrianos, Loretta Krieder Andrews, George I. Blanksten, Roger 
F. Hackett, Ella C. Leppert, Paul L. Mur phy, and Lacey Baldwin Smith, A Global History of 
Man (Bos ton: Allyn and Bacon, 1964). World his to ri ans to day, im plic itly re nounc ing any 
priv i leged stand point for interpreting the past, have taken a step into a chal leng ing refor-
mulation of the phi los o phy of his to ry: Leaders in this regard in clude global en vi ron men tal 
his to ri an John R. McNeill and Felipe Fernández-Armesto, who ex panded from his tory of 
ex plo ra tion to pro duce a wide range of stud ies. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An 
Environmental History of the Twentieth Century (New York: Norton, 2000); McNeill, Mos-
quito Em pires: Ecology and War in the Greater Ca rib be an, 1620–1914 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010); Fernández-Armesto, Amerigo: The Man Who Gave His Name to 
America (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2006); Fernández-Armesto, Civilizations: Cul-
ture, Ambition, and the Transformation of Nature (New York: Free Press, 2001).
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eco nomic his tory and in re lated fields of study.6 These in ter pre ta tions, 
while in no va tive and ex cit ing, have not brought a world-his tor i cal con-
sen sus. What arises is a new global his tor i cal task: set ting the bal ance 
among mul ti ple per spec tives on the past by ap ply ing ap pro pri ate cri te-
ria and prac tices.7 The lit er a ture in world his to ry, in the course of this 
new and im por tant dis cus sion, has de vel oped great strengths.

I elab o rate on these his to rio graph i cal achieve ments in the text 
to fol low. At the same time, the ar ti cle of fers a com men tary on the 
world-his tor i cal lit er a ture from a par tic u lar stand point—that of Af ri-
cans and peo ple of the Af ri can di as po ra. In it I ob serve that peo ple of 
Africa and the Af ri can di as pora ap pear only scant ily in world-his tor i cal 
in ter pre ta tions and ask why this should be so. The main in ter pre ta-
tions of mod ern world his tory give brief ref er ences to the ex pe ri ence of 
black peo ple—discussing en slave ment, eman ci pa tion, de col o ni za tion, 
and civil rights cam paigns—but stop short of sit u at ing these ref er ences 
in the cen tral nar ra tives of constructing the mod ern econ o my, na tional 
iden ti ty, gov er nance, or knowl edge and cul ture.8 Demographically, this 
es say con trasts existing world-his tor i cal nar ra tives with the sub stan tial 
pro por tion of black peo ple in world pop u la tion—to day’s pop u la tion 
of Af ri can de scent, some 1.3 bil lion per sons, is roughly one sixth of all  
hu man ity and ex ceeds the pop u la tion of Europe or the Americas.

The categories of “Af ri cans,” “black peo ple,” and “Af ri can di as po ra” 
have been his tor i cally constructed—playing on phe no typ i cal var i a tion 
through en slave ment, im pe ri al ism, and cul tural cat e go ri za tion from with-
out; constructed by na tion al ist and an ti rac ist strug gles in re sponse. The 
po rous bound aries of such group ings re veal the his tor i cal con struc tion and 
def i ni tional am bi gu ity of race and civ i li za tion as his tor i cal categories—
categories that we use at our peril but use nev er the less. W. E. B. Du Bois 
addressed this is sue in writ ing The Ne gro (1915). He sought at once 
to deny the bi o log i cal sig nif i cance of race and to sur vey the his tory of 

6 Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Mod-
ern World Economy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000); Andre Gunder 
Frank, ReOrient: Asian Economy in the Global Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998); Andre Gunder Frank, ReOrienting the Nineteenth Century in the Continuing Asian 
Age, ed. Robert A. Denemark (Boulder, Colo.: Paradigm Publishers, 2014); Prasannan Par-
thasarathi, Why Europe Grew Rich and Asia Did Not: Global Economic Divergence 1600 –1850 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

7 An early hint of this is sue arose in the 1950s, when the ini tial UNESCO-supported 
ef fort to cre ate a world his tory nearly col lapsed in the mul ti plic ity of per spec tives. In the 
words of Gilbert Allardyce, “Thus world his tory Unesco-style re duced to a kind of en ti tle-
ments pro gram in which ev ery one re ceived a share of the past.” Allardyce, “Toward World 
History: Amer i can Historians and the Coming of the World History Course,” Journal of 
World History 1 (1990): 36.

8 Some spe cif ics are documented be low.
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peo ples of sub-Saharan Africa and the di as po ra. As he put it, “In this lit tle 
book, then, we are study ing the his tory of the darker part of the hu man 
fam i ly, which is sep a rated from the rest of man kind by no ab so lute phys-
i cal line but which nev er the less forms, as a mass, a so cial group dis tinct 
in his to ry, ap pear ance, and, to some ex tent, in spir i tual gift.”9

In the cen tury since Du Bois wrote these words, we have learned 
much about ge net ics and have learned to speak of race and eth nic ity 
in terms of the so cial con struc tion of iden ti ties. The hu man ge nome, 
shared across the plan et, evolves bi o log i cally at a gla cial rate, while 
so cial evo lu tion pro vokes for ma tion of lo cal char ac ter is tics at a more 
rapid pa ce. But the dis tinc tions, both bi o log i cal and so cial, de velop in 
ten sion with the con ver gence brought by the countervailing forces 
of long-term com mon an ces try as well as short-term mi gra tion, in ter-
breed ing, and com mu ni ca tion. As a re sult, hu man sub groups re main 
pro vi sional and his tor i cal rather than es sen tial or time less.

Human dis course, far more than the forces of na ture, con structs the 
bound aries that ex ag ger ate so cial and bi o log i cal dif fer ences. Discursive 
con struc tion of dis crete bor ders and sub groups runs rough shod over 
the flu id ity of in di vid ual mi gra tion and adop tion of mul ti ple iden ti ties. 
Through ac cu mu lated acts of the will, the dis course of race, eth nic-
i ty, and so cial hi er ar chy cre ates race as a so cial fact and civ i li za tion as 
a so cial re la tion ship. One dis cur sive strat egy draws a line and as signs 
peo ple ar bi trarily to one group or an other (as “black” or “Western”); 
an other strat egy im poses a dis tinc tive “mixed” group at the same fron-
ti er, so that chil dren are at trib uted dif fer ent iden ti ties than their par-
ents (as with “mu lat tos” and even “hy brids”). Such dis course draws on 
dif fer ences constructed in ear lier times and im poses them on fu ture 
gen er a tions.

“Africa” arose as a Latin term for the Med i ter ra nean lands of Rome’s 
en e my, Carthage; the term be came “Ifriqiya” un der Ar ab  rule. With 
time and es pe cially with Por tu guese voy ages along the coast, Eu ro pe ans 
ex panded their term “Africa” to the whole con ti nent. As the place name 
ex panded in its ap pli ca tion, a ra cial com po nent joined it: the term 
“Af ri can” came to be ap plied to peo ple of sub-Saharan Africa, though 
far less so to the peo ple of North Africa.10 Through these se quen tial 

9 Du Bois, The Ne gro (New York: Henry Holt, 1915). Thus, I use ra cial and eth nic 
terms, as sum ing them to be at once clear and prob lem at ic: see Patrick Manning, The Af ri can 
Diaspora: A History through Culture (New York: Co lum bia University Press, 2009), 11–16.

10 As en slave ment and the Af ri can di as pora grew, mi grants to the Americas were 
known as Af ri cans, blacks, and by la bels given to “na tions” from spe cific re gions, such as 
“Nago” and “Congo.” For mi grants across the In dian Ocean, the terms “Habshi” and “Zanj” 
came to be used com mon ly.
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dis cur sive shifts, peo ple of Negroid phys i cal char ac ter is tics from sub- 
Saharan Africa and their de scen dants came to be la beled as “Af ri can” 
and “black.” Those within the line de fined by “black” or “Af ri can” were 
es pe cially li a ble to en slave ment or, lat er, were vul ner a ble to dis crim i-
na tion re served for de scen dants of slaves. These terms re flect the ra cial 
and civilizational char ac ter is tics of ten as sumed to be car ried by black 
peo ple wher ever they go.

Global-scale writ ing on Africa and Af ri cans re flects a par a dox in 
world his to ri og ra phy. Studies in world his to ry, in their com pre hen sive 
ap proach, have insisted on rec og ni tion of Af ri cans and the Af ri can 
di as po ra.11 Beyond for mal in clu sion of Af ri cans, how ev er, the lit er a ture 
re frains from de tailed in ves ti ga tion of the con ti nent, its peo ple, and its 
em i grants. Por tu guese voy ages around the Af ri can con ti nent are nar-
rated with em pha sis on trade with In dia, the lives of Af ri can cap tives 
in the Americas ap pear briefly on the global stage, and po lit i cal and 
cul tural trans for ma tions of the Af ri can con ti nent re main in the back-
ground from the eigh teenth cen tury for ward. While one might have 
been  able to ar gue fifty years ago that in for ma tion on the Af ri can past 
was un avail able, such an ar gu ment is no lon ger plau si ble.

This crit i cal re view builds to ward the con struc tion of al ter na tive 
global his tor i cal nar ra tives. The ar ti cle’s next sec tion ar tic u lates the 
strengths that have driven the world-his tor i cal lit er a ture to its re cent 
achieve ments—but also reinforced the per sis tence of ear lier lim i ta-
tions. Then the ar ti cle doc u ments a cen tury of the o ret i cal and em pir i-
cal ad vances in his tory of black peo ple, con firms the ne glect of Af ri cans 
in world-his tor i cal dis course with at ten tion to the no tions of ini tia tive 
and re sponse, and syn the sizes these steps with ex am ples of world-
his tor i cal nar ra tives that rely on the avail  able re cord in black his to ry. 
A con clud ing sec tion sug gests im pli ca tions of this ex er cise for the study 
of world his to ry.

Char ac ter is tics of World-Historical Analysis

World his to ri og ra phy ex panded dur ing the 1990s to be come a lively lit-
er a ture of interacting stud ies. The pre ced ing, con cise set of key works, 
from se nior-level glob al ist schol ars, came then to be supplemented with 
works by mid-ca reer and even ju nior schol ars.12 Underlying the ex pan-

11 Philip D. Curtin, “Depth, Span, and Relevance,” Amer i can Historical Review 89 
(1984): 1–9.

12 Citations in this sec tion are drawn es pe cially from the years af ter 1990, as the world-
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sion of a world his tory spe cial i za tion lay emer gent prac tices set ting its 
an a lyt i cal pri or i ties on com pre hen sive ness, dis ci plin ary spe cial i za tion, 
and co her ence.13 First, world his to ri ans, in set ting their his tor i cal ques-
tions, tend to cast their net broad ly. Teachers and re search ers in world 
his to ry, while they en coun ter the chal leng ing ques tion of what to leave 
out in of fer ing in ter pre ta tions, main tain a ba sic im pulse to ward com pre-
hen sive ness. World his to ri ans put sub stan tial ef fort into em pha siz ing con-
nec tions among is sues, giv ing at ten tion to wider spaces, dif fer ent pe ri ods 
of time, re lated top ics, and vary ing scales of ag gre ga tion. World his tory 
has al ready de vel oped ac tive sub fields in the study of em pire, global econ-
o my, so cial move ments, en vi ron ment, health, mi gra tion, and oth ers.

A sec ond pri or ity of world his to ri ans, com ple men tary to the first, is 
the in clu sion of dis ci plin ary spe cial i za tion in their stud ies. That is, since 
the wide scope of global stud ies risks cre a tion of a syn the sis so broad as 
to skim over es sen tial de tail, world his to ri ans seek to ex pli cate and ver ify 
their in ter pre ta tions through delv ing deeply into se lected dis ci plin ary 
knowl edge. World his to ri ans seek to draw on spe cial ized re gional and 
dis ci plin ary schol ar ship and re sources, at mul ti ple scales, to min i mize 
over sim pli fi ca tion. Alfred Crosby’s path break ing Co lum bian Exchange 
re lied on bi o log i cal anal y sis to con vey a new par a digm in trans-At lan tic 
re la tions. Lauren Benton constructed her anal y sis of le gal re gimes in 
the early mod ern world by fo cus ing on le gal ex changes at fron ti ers.14

A third an a lyt i cal prob lem on which world his to ri ans have fo cused 
is that of co her ence. The wide-rang ing ef forts at com pre hen sive ness and 

his tor i cal lit er a ture ex pand ed. Key world-his tor i cal works of the 1990s that addressed the 
post-1500 era in clude Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and 
the Origins of Our Times (London: Verso, 1994); Blaut, The Colonizer’s Model of the World; 
K. N. Chaudhuri, Asia be fore Europe: Economy and Civilisation of the In dian Ocean from the Rise 
of Is lam to 1750 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Frederick Cooper, 
Florencia E. Mallon, Steve J. Stern, Allen F. Isaacman, and William Roseberry, Confront-
ing Historical Paradigms: Peasants, Labor, and the Capitalist World System in Africa and Latin 
America (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993); Philip D. Curtin, The Rise and 
Fall of the Plantation Complex: Essays in At lan tic History (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1990); Mi chael Geyer and Charles Bright, “World History in a Global Age,” 
Amer i can Historical Review 100 (1995): 1034–1060.

13 This state ment of the frame work of con tem po rary world-his tor i cal anal y sis, while 
as sem bled in duc tive ly, ech oes ear lier frame works. The work of the Annales School, from 
the in sights of Lucien Febvre through the work of Fernand Braudel, pur sued an in ter ac-
tive histoire totale. Karl Marx’s vi sion of “to tal i ty” in hu man so ci e ty, as restated by György 
Lukács, also re quired a bal ance of contending types of anal y sis. The dif fer ence at pres ent, 
how ev er, is that world-his tor i cal anal y sis is car ried on by a larger and more di verse group 
of his to ri ans.

14 Alfred W. Crosby, The Co lum bian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 
1492 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1972); Lauren Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures: 
Legal Regimes in World History, 1400 –1900 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 
2002).
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the oc ca sional depth of dis ci plin ary spe cial i za tion leave open the ques-
tion of whether a work of world his tory is scattered and eclec tic or 
whether it identifies a new level of co her ence at a global scale. World 
his to ri ans work to model their an a ly ses, char ac ter iz ing the el e ments 
and pro cesses of the his tor i cal sit u a tion. Even then, they face choices 
on how to ex plain pro cesses of so cial change, whether through cause-
and-ef fect re la tions, in ter ac tive feed back, or cor re la tions. The search 
for co her ence in world his tory has led im plic itly and oc ca sion ally 
ex plic itly to ward the adop tion of a sys tems frame work for an a lyz ing the 
func tion ing and in ter ac tion of hu man so ci e ties.15

For au thors, presenting world his tory to read ers brings chal lenges as 
se ri ous as those of anal y sis. The rhet o ric of world his to ry, while rarely 
de bated ex plic it ly, has none the less made steps to ward es cap ing the con-
straints of na tional out looks. For more than a cen tu ry, his to ri ans had 
polished styles of writ ing aimed at the na tional iden tity of their read ers. 
For world his to ri ans, such rhe tor i cal de vices as us ing New York to sym-
bol ize all  of the United States are of lit tle rel e vance; they have had to 
de cide whether to write to a na tional au di ence for world his tory or seek 
to cre ate a global stand point. What is emerg ing is the rhe tor i cal de vice 
of the world stage. The world stage is the rep re sen ta tion, on the pages 
of a book or ar ti cle, of suc ces sive por tions of the world. The scenes are 
se lected by space, time, top ic, and scale. The nar ra tive must con vey 
the drama of each scene yet also con vey its sig nif i cance for the wider 
world—the global do mains be yond those on stage in the work.16

15 Systems frame works, in gen er al, ad dress think ing across bound aries and over time. 
One way to ex press the logic of world his tory and its mul ti ple per spec tives is to pos tu late 
the ex is tence of a hu man sys tem, in clud ing all  hu man so ci e ties and hu man-nat u ral in ter ac-
tions (as in cli ma te, health, and re sources). From this per spec tive, world his tory ad dresses 
in ter ac tions and sys temic be hav ior across space, time, top ic, and scale. For a re view of re cent 
ad vances in sys tems anal y sis, see John H. Miller and Scott E. Page, Complex Adaptive Systems: 
An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2007). More spe cif i cal ly, “world-sys tems anal y sis,” founded by Im man uel Wallerstein, 
has led to con sid er able anal y sis within his tory and his tor i cal so ci ol o gy, but it is only one 
of many pos si ble ap pli ca tions of sys temic think ing to his tor i cal top ics. Wallerstein, World-
Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Dur ham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004). See also 
James Grier Miller, Living Systems (New York: McGraw Hill, 1978).

16 The “world stage” con veys a pro vi sional nar ra tive, a large-scale story set firmly in 
con text of a wider world. In con trast, a “mas ter nar ra tive” as sumes that the story unfolding 
on the au thor’s stage is de fin i tive in set ting the terms for pro cesses in the wider world. For 
works that are ad vanc ing the de vice of the world stage in prac tice, see Yuval Noah Harari, 
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (New York: Harper, 2015); Sebouh Aslanian, From the 
In dian Ocean to the Med i ter ra nean: The Global Trade Network of the Ar me nian Merchants from 
New Julfa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011); Jürgen Osterhammel, The Trans-
formation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century, trans. Patrick Camiller, 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2014); see also Manning, The Af ri can Diaspora.
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Given that there are so many per spec tives in study of world his to ry, 
how are schol ars to com bine them and give co her ence to an un der-
stand ing of the past? The very suc cess of world-his tor i cal stud ies in rec-
og niz ing the mul ti plic ity of his tor i cal per spec tives sug gests an ap par ent 
in de ter mi nate or ar bi trary char ac ter for over all in ter pre ta tion. Do we 
dis place po lit i cal his tory and re place it with so cial and en vi ron men tal 
his to ry? Do we seek a new bal ance among them? These are choices for 
a ma ture field of study. For in stance, the im pact of glob al iza tion dur-
ing the 1990s height ened his to ri ans’ in ter est in large-scale his tor i cal 
in ter pre ta tion. Then, looking the other way, world his to ri ans be came 
in ter ested in the place of lo cal ized com mu ni ties in the global scheme.17 
The lat ter trend did not ex pand much, and world his to ri ans con tin ued 
to give rel a tively mod est at ten tion to so cial his to ry, de spite its grow ing 
im por tance in his tor i cal stud ies over all.18 In sum, the is sue of mul ti-
ple per spec tives has be come a his to rio graph i cal nex us: In ad di tion to 
ex plor ing each set of contested ideas, one must con sider the gen eral 
prob lem of mul ti ple per spec tives.19

Debates in world his tory have de vel oped into lively dis cus sions 
and, in some cases, whole new con tro ver sies. Migration his to ry, long 
phrased as “im mi gra tion” his tory in na tional con texts, is now de vel-
op ing a highly evolved global nar ra tive of mi gra tion. In this pro cess, 
the con cept of di as pora has now been rec og nized, through the world 
his tory lit er a ture, as a sub stan tial con cept for mod ern so cial sci en tific 
anal y sis.20 Debates over global en vi ron men tal his tory and global his-

17 The idea of mul ti ple scales in his tory caught on much more slowly than that of plan-
e tary anal y sis. For early ef forts, see A. G. Hopkins, ed., Globalization in World History (New 
York: Norton, 2002); Hopkins, ed., Global History: Interactions be tween the Universal and the 
Local (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Patrick Manning, ed., World History: Global 
and Local Interactions (Princeton, N.J.: Markus Wiener, 2006).

18 The work of E. P. Thompson set much of the agenda for so cial-his tor i cal re search, 
es pe cially his em pha sis on work ing-class agen cy. Two lead ing world his to ri ans car ried on 
cam paigns to bring so cial his tory into world his to ry. Pe ter Stearns, long-term ed i tor of the 
Journal of Social History, ed its and writes in a Routledge se ries on themes in world his to ry, 
while Pe ter Gran has writ ten two sub stan tial mono graphs ap ply ing so cial-his tory anal y sis 
at global scales. E. P. Thompson, The Making of the En glish Working Class (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1963); Pe ter Stearns, Childhood in World History (New York: Routledge, 2006); 
Pe ter Gran, Rise of the Rich: A New View of Modern World History (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse 
University Press, 2009).

19 As in di cated in note 16, one way to ex press the logic of world his tory and its mul ti ple 
per spec tives is to pos tu late the ex is tence of a hu man sys tem, in clud ing all  hu man so ci e ties 
and hu man-nat u ral in ter ac tions (as in cli ma te, health, and re sources). From this per spec-
tive, world his tory ad dresses in ter ac tions and sys temic be hav ior across space, time, top ic, 
and scale. Miller and Page, Complex Adaptive Systems.

20 Only in the 1970s did the con cept of “di as po ra” be gin to be ap plied be yond the 
Jew ish and Greek mi grant com mu ni ties out of which it de vel oped. On mi gra tion, see 
Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, eds., Globalising Migration History: The Eur asian Experience 
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tory of health have launched ma jor new fields of dis cus sion, each with 
im pli ca tions for lo cal i ties in global con text.21 In ad di tion, world his to ri-
ans have de vel oped sig nif i cantly new and global per spec tives on is sues 
long un der con sid er ation in other seg ments of the his tor i cal lit er a ture. 
Among old is sues reconsidered, the study of em pire, while still dom i-
nated by stud ies of in di vid ual em pires, has now ex panded to com par-
i sons and nar ra tives at a global lev el. The com par a tive study of rev o-
lu tions, long a con cern of his to ri ans, has de vel oped new in sights in 
its world-his tor i cal ver sion. On the other hand, stud ies of fam ily in 
his to ry, while they have ad vanced greatly in lo cal and re gional stud ies, 
have yet to de velop a po si tion of strength in world-his tor i cal anal y sis.22 
In sum, the grow ing lit er a ture in world his tory dis plays strength but also 
un even ness. The re cur ring en coun ter with mul ti ple per spec tives on the 
past has brought pro duc tive new in sights. But it has also fueled the 
adop tion of cer tain oversimplified or my o pic per spec tives.

Yet it is sur pris ing that such a thriv ing field, even with its in ev i ta ble 
im bal ances, should ad dress dis pro por tion ately small at ten tion to the 
his tory of Africa and the Af ri can di as po ra. One can imag ine at least four 
sorts of rea sons for this pat tern, though most of the ar gu ments are eas ily 
dismissed. That is, one could imag ine that Af ri cans lacked the bi o log-
i cal ca pac ity to con trib ute on an equal level to his tor i cal ex pe ri ence. 
Or one could imag ine that Af ri cans were lim ited not by ge netic but by 
so cial in fe ri or i ty, if their in sti tu tions were struc tured to in hibit his tor i-
cal agen cy. Third, one could imag ine the in for ma tion on the black past 

(16th–21st Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Adam McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian 
Migration and the Globalization of Borders (New York: Co lum bia University Press, 2008). On 
di as po ra, see Donna Gabaccia, Italy’s Many Diasporas (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2000); Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction (Seattle: University of Wash-
ington Press, 1997).

21 On en vi ron ment, see McNeill, Something New Under the Sun; John F. Richards, The 
Unending Frontier: An Environmental History of the Early Modern World (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003); Geoffrey Parker, Global Crisis: War, Climate Change and Catastro-
phe in the Seventeenth Century (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2013); and John 
L. Brooke, Climate Change and the Course of Global History: A Rough Journey (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014). In his tory of health, see James L. A. Webb, Jr., Humanity’s 
Burden: A Global History of Malaria (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); George 
Dehner, Influenza: A Century of Science and Public Health Response (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2012).

22 On em pire, see Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Em pires in World History: Power 
and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2011); on so cial 
move ments, see Jack Goldstone, Revolution and Rebellion in the Early Modern World (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1993); on fam ily his to ry, see Wally Seccombe, A Mil-
lennium of Family Change: Feudalism to Capitalism in Northwestern Europe (London: Verso, 
1992).
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sim ply to be un avail able. Fourth, the pat tern might re sult from the way 
that world his to ri ans set up their anal y sis.

The first three of these pos si bil i ties can be pre sumed to be in val id, 
based on the cur rent state of knowl edge. Recent de vel op ments in the 
nat u ral sci ences have now con firmed the re mark able uni for mity of 
hu man in di vid u als in ge nome, psy chol o gy, and in tel li gence, thus call-
ing into ques tion the in her ent value of so cial hi er ar chy and group cat-
e go ri za tion.23 Second, so cial sci ences, while giv ing pri mary at ten tion to 
large and com plex or ga ni za tions, have yet to con firm that some fam i-
lies or so ci e ties are more ef fec tive than oth ers.24 Third, as will be docu-
mented in de tail in the next sec tion, the re cord of his tor i cal doc u ments 
and in ter pre ta tions on Africa and the Af ri can di as pora is more than suf-
fi ciently rich to show the par al lels with other ra cial or civilizational 
groups.

Thus we are left to sup pose that the likely source of un even his tor-
i cal treat ment of peo ple of Af ri can de scent is world his to ri ans’ logic 
and their prac tices of mod el ing the past. To frame this dis cus sion, I 
be gin with the re minder that world his to ri ans spe cial ize in his tory with 
broad scope. This may be de fined as hor i zon tal or geo graphic scope and 
ver ti cal scales, from com mon ers to elites. Tracing the con nec tions and 
dis con nec tions, in hor i zon tal and ver ti cal terms, is cen tral to the work 
of world his to ri ans.

Such hor i zon tal categories as race and civ i li za tion, when com bined 
with ver ti cal or elite-cen tered vi sions of in no va tion, yield a model 
di vid ing hu man so ci ety into many dis crete seg ments. When com bined 
with a vi sion of change treating in no va tion as in fre quent and cen tered 
at elite lev els, the resulting mod els sug gest that only a few seg ments of 
so ci ety have the agency to bring about so cial change.25

Notions of civ i li za tion and so cial strata are as prob lem atic as are those 
of race. I have pri or i tized race in de fin ing the topic of this study, yet I 
seek to show how no tions of civ i li za tion and so cial strata are entangled 
with those of race. Further, for a world con ceived to be di vided by race, 

23 R. L. Cann, Mark Stoneking, and Allan C. Wilson, “Mitochondrial DNA and 
Human Evolution,” Nature 325 (1987): 31–36.

24 Douglass C. North, John Joseph Wallis, Steven B. Webb, and Barry R. Weingast, 
eds., In the Shadow of Violence: Politics, Economics, and the Problems of Development (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

25 As an ex am ple of the re straints brought by civilizational think ing, when I cir cu lated 
an ear lier ver sion of this es say, en ti tled “Black Modernity,” I sought to pose the ques tion 
of the place of black peo ple in world his tor i cal stud ies with ref er ence to an over all, global 
mo der ni ty. What I learned from read ers’ re ports was that mo der nity was treated as dis-
tinc tive for each con ti nen tal, civilizational, or ra cial group, so that a global as sess ment of 
mo der nity seemed in con ceiv able.
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civ i li za tion, and so cial stra ta, these categories can be connected so as to 
sug gest that some races and civ i li za tions have am ple elite stra ta, while 
oth ers con sist al most en tirely of com mon ers. If one then adds no tions 
of ini tia tive and re sponse such that in no va tion is scarce among com-
mon ers but fa cil i tated among elites, one may ac com mo date to views in 
which a few elite groups are en abled to launch ini tia tives while most 
oth ers are put in the po si tion of responding.26

The pres ent es say, based on pre sump tions of un der ly ing hu man equal-
i ty, ex plores the place of peo ple of Af ri can de scent in the cur rent lit-
er a ture on the last half-mil len nium of world his to ry.27 World-his tor i cal 
at ten tion to mul ti ple per spec tives has brought im por tant in ter pre tive 
ad vance, but has been in com pletely pur sued. Underlying the im bal-
ance in writ ing on global top ics, I ar gue, is a schol arly pri or i ti za tion 
of elite and civilizational per spec tives—stem ming from a one-sided 
un der stand ing of hu man in no va tion.28 The re sult is a par a dox in which 
global his to ri og ra phy, in seek ing to de velop broader and more in ter ac-
tive ways of portraying the past, also de vel ops new ar gu ments that mar-
gin al ize the Af ri can past and the role of di as pora in mod ern his to ry. 
The im pe rial his tory on which world his tory has drawn relies heavily 
on as sump tions of elite ini tia tive in launching his tor i cal change, even 
though so cial his to ri ans have shown am ply the sig nif i cance of so cial 
agency within sub al tern com mu ni ties and even the mech a nisms by 
which such agency brings large-scale so cial change. Meanwhile, the 
con tinu ing ac cep tance of ra cial and civilizational bound aries meant that 
the ex panded lit er a ture on black his tory came to be known within black 
com mu ni ties and by spe cial ized schol ars but not much be yond. Thus, 
the per spec tive of Africa and the Af ri can di as pora sug gests that elite 
and civilizational bias may be lim it ing the breadth of world-his tor i cal 
anal y sis.

26 This vi sion as sumes that in no va tion is rare in hu man so ci ety and that his tory pur-
sues the search for rare but for ma tive in no va tions. A con trary as sump tion is that in no va tion 
is com mon and that it arises in re sponse to con di tions en coun tered at any level or in any 
re gion. In this case, agency is spread through out so ci e ty, and his tory pur sues the search for 
in no va tions and re sponses at all  lev els of so ci e ty. These sets of as sump tions, while greatly 
oversimplified, none the less in di cate dis tinct ap proaches to the his tory of global so cial 
change.

27 The topic of the rep re sen ta tion of Af ri cans in world his tory could rea son ably be 
discussed in a lon ger time frame, go ing as far back as to the or i gin of our spe cies, but the 
post-1500 frame work is adopted here since most of the his tor i cal lit er a ture lies within this 
time frame.

28 For mod ern times, the term “civ i li za tion” re fers to macrosocial group ings, encom-
passing mul ti ple so ci e ties, states, and lan guage groups, but per haps shar ing a re li gious tra di-
tion. For an cient times, the term re fers to dis crete, hi er ar chi cally or ga nized, ur ban-cen tered 
so ci e ties.
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Colonialism, Decolonization, and Historical  
Study of Black People

The great post war im pulse of de col o ni za tion—bring ing in de pen dence 
for Asian na tions be gin ning in 1945, Af ri can na tions be gin ning in 1955, 
and Ca rib bean na tions be gin ning in 1962—unleashed a flood of his-
tor i cal and the o ret i cal writ ing among for merly col o nized peo ples. In 
this era of ex panded cit i zen ship, his tor i cal stud ies of black com mu ni-
ties pro lif er ated in a dra mat ic, world wide re cov ery of a neglected past. 
Research and pub li ca tion in his tory of black peo ples filled in gaps in 
the em pir i cal re cord and chal lenged the so cial the ory that had min-
i mized the agency of black peo ple. The new re search con trib uted to 
re trieval of the his tor i cal past in the ser vice of constructing new na tions 
(in Africa), restructuring na tional his to ries to high light the pre vi ously 
in vis i ble black con tri bu tion (in the di as po ra), and de fin ing an encom-
passing his tory of the Af ri can di as po ra. The re search and pub li ca tion 
came es pe cially out of black com mu ni ties, as expanding op por tu ni ties in 
ed u ca tion allowed the re cord ing of com mu nity his to ries in Africa, the 
Ca rib be an, Latin America, North America, and the expanding black 
com mu ni ties of Eu ro pean cit ies and Asian work places.29 In Africa and 
Latin America, high schools and uni ver si ties ex pand ed; in the United 
States as else where, black en roll ment shot up ward in schools at all  lev els. 
Eu ro pean and Amer i can uni ver sity pro grams in area stud ies, which had 
al ready emerged for Asia and Latin America based on pol icy con cerns, 
ex panded to the study of Africa; a some what par al lel wave of Black Stud-
ies pro grams arose in the late 1960s, al though more in re sponse to com-
mu nity de mand than to the con cerns of policymakers.

The new his tor i cal stud ies re trieved and am pli fied the her i tage of 
works by black au thors published from the six teenth cen tury for ward. 
Writ ings com posed in Africa and Europe were re cov ered, dis sem i-
nat ed, and supplemented by an expanding se quence of au thors from 
within black com mu ni ties or in close con tact with them dur ing the 
era of eman ci pa tion.30 By the mid-twen ti eth cen tury these works had 

29 While ac a demic au thors in the era of de col o ni za tion were mostly white, blacks were 
 able to en ter ac a demic life in larger num bers in this era, and black writ ers con tin ued to pub-
lish his tor i cal stud ies in non ac a demic ven ues.

30 Citations in this sec tion re fer es pe cially to works published in the era of de col o ni-
za tion (1940s–1980s), but also works of the pre ced ing co lo nial era. West Af ri can writ ers 
in cluded ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Abd Allah Sa‘di, Tarikh al-Sudan (ca. 1655); Mahmud Kati, 
Tarikh al-Fattash (ca. 1664); and Ahmad Baba (d. 1627). On black writ ers in early mod ern 
Europe, see Dieudonné Gnammankou and Yao Modzinou, eds., Les Africains et leurs de scen-
dants en Europe avant le XXe siècle (Toulouse: MAT Editions, 2008).
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ex panded to in clude vi sions of the black world, interconnected an a ly-
ses of so cial change, and so cio log i cal stud ies of plan ta tion and ur ban 
life. Here, the writ ings of W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and Eric 
Williams stand out as par tic u larly for ma tive.31 Postwar pub li ca tions 
in cluded the first suc cess ful sur vey texts on Af ri can Amer i can his tory 
and then on Af ri can and Ca rib bean his to ry.32 Studies of im pe rial and 
plan ta tion dom i nance of black com mu ni ties came to be supplemented 
by in ter ac tive stud ies of Af ri can trade and pol i tics and then by chron i-
cles of black na tion al ism through out the di as po ra. The search for Af ri-
can agency led re search ers to doc u ment Af ri can king doms, so cial or ders, 
com merce, and tech nol o gy.33

The stud ies of plan ta tions hit a peak with the con tro versy over Rob-
ert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman’s Time on the Cross (1974), at 
once a lead ing study in eco nomic his tory and an ap par ent jus ti fi ca tion 
of slav ery. A cen sus of the At lan tic slave trade launched a huge re search 
ef fort that ul ti mately linked eco nomic and de mo graphic stud ies of the 
four At lan tic con ti nents. As of the 1970s, his tor i cal mono graphs and 
in ter pre ta tions were appearing on ev ery sec tion of the black world.34 

31 For global vi sions, see Edward W. Blyden, Chris tian i ty, Is lam and the Ne gro Race (Lon-
don: W. B. Whittingham, 1887); W. E. B. Du Bois, The Ne gro (New York: H. Holt, 1915); 
Du Bois, The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part Which Africa Has Played in World His-
tory (New York: Vi king, 1947); and Cheikh-Anta Diop, Nations nègres et cul ture (Par is: Edi-
tions Africaines, 1955). For interconnected so cial change, see C. L. R. James, Black Jac o bins: 
Toussaint Louverture and the San Domingo Revolution (New York: Dial Press, 1938); W. E. B. 
Du Bois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay to ward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in 
the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860–1880 (New York: Russell and Russell, 
1935); and Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1944). For so cio log i cal stud ies, see W. E. B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Ne gro: A Social 
Study (Philadelphia: Published for the University, 1899); Gilberto Freyre, The Masters and 
the Slaves: A study in the Development of Brazilian Civilization, trans. Sam uel Putnam (New 
York: Knopf, 1956); Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar, trans. Harriet 
de Onís (New York: Knopf, 1947); E. Franklin Frazier, The Ne gro Family in the United States 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939); St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton, Black 
Metropolis: A Study of Ne gro Life in a Northern City (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1945). For 
a re view of Af ri can-Amer i can his tor i cal writ ing, see Maghan Keita, Race and the Writing of 
History: Riddling the Sphinx (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

32 John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom; A History of Amer i can Negroes (New 
York, A. Knopf, 1947); Ro land Ol i ver and John D. Fage, A Short History of Africa (Balti-
more, Md.: Penguin, 1962); William Claypole and John Robottom, Ca rib bean Story (Lon-
don: Longman, 1981); and Joseph Ki-Zerbo, Histoire d’Afrique noire, d’hier à demain (Par is: 
Hatier, 1972).

33 K. O. Dike, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830–1885 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1956); B. A. Ogot, Building on the Indigenous: Selected Essays 1981–1998 (Kisimu: Angange 
Press, 1998); Jan Vansina, Kingdoms of the Savanna (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1966); A. G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Africa (London: Longman, 1973).

34 Foundational works in clude Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the 
Cross: The Economics of Amer i can Ne gro Slavery (Bos ton: Little, Brown, 1974); Philip D. 
Curtin, The At lan tic Slave Trade: A Census (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969); 
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Frederick Bowser’s 1974 study of Af ri cans in early co lo nial Peru was 
one of the stron gest con tri bu tions of that era to so cial his to ry. A. I. 
Asiwaju’s study of cross-bor der com mu ni ties documented some of the 
many breaches of co lo nial Af ri can bor ders. Walter Rodney’s ap pro pri a-
tion of the no tion of underdevelopment en abled him to pres ent a trans-
his tor i cal in ter pre ta tion of Africa and its in ter re la tions with Europe. 
Studies of pan-Af ri can ideas and ac tion linked re gions on both sides of 
the At lan tic from the eigh teenth to the twen ti eth cen tu ries.35

The lit er a ture in black his tory ex panded on four con ti nents, in 
En glish, French, Por tu guese, Span ish, and other lan guages.36 Similarly, 
the stud ies of his tory and cul ture spanned all  main re li gious group ings—
Chris tian ity (Cath o lic, Protestant, Mo noph y site, and Pen te cos tal), 
Is lam (with a fo cus on Sufi or ders), and re li gions of Af ri can her i tage 
in Africa and the di as po ra.37 Small pub lish ing houses and his tor i cal 
jour nals appeared in many re gions. Not all  sur vived, but the published 

Joseph E. Harris, The Af ri can Presence in Asia: Consequences of the East Af ri can Slave Trade 
(Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1971); Edward A. Alpers, Ivory and Slaves: 
Changing Pattern of International Trade in East Central Africa to the later nineteenth cen tu ry 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975); James Walvin, Black and White: The Ne gro 
and En glish Society, 1555–1945 (London: Penguin, 1973); Jean-Louis Miège, Le Maroc 
(Par is: Presses Universitaires de France, 1950); Bethwell A. Ogot, History of the Southern Luo: 
Volume I, Migration and Settlement, 1500–1900, (Nairobi: East Af ri can Publishing House, 
1967). In ad di tion, nu mer ous un pub lished the ses writ ten at Af ri can and New World 
uni ver si ties, some of them quite valu able, await dig i ti za tion and in clu sion in the broader 
cor pus of re search.

35 Key works of this era in cluded Frederick Bowser, The Af ri can Slave in Colonial Peru, 
1524–1650 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1974); Colin Palmer, Slaves of the 
White God: Blacks in Mexico, 1570–1650 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976); 
Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle-L’Ouverture Publica-
tions, 1972); A. I. Asiwaju, Western Yorubaland un der Colonial Rule: A Comparative Analysis 
of French and Brit ish Colonialism (London: Longman, 1976); Elikia M’Bokolo, Mirambo: Un 
grand chef contre les traficants d’esclaves (Par is: ABC, 1976); B. W. Higman, Slave Population 
and Economy in Jamaica, 1807–1834 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1976); 
J. Ayodele Langley, Pan-Af ri can ism and Nationalism in West Africa, 1900–1945; A Study in 
Ideology and Social Classes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).

36 Laënnec Hurbon, Comprendre Haïti: Essai sur l’état, la na tion, la cul ture (Par is: Kar-
thala, 1987); Nina S. de Friedemann and Jaime Arocha, De sol a sol: Génesis, transformación 
y presencia de los negros en Colombia (Bogotá: Planeta, 1986); Luiz Felipe de Alencastro, O 
Trato dos Viventes: Formacão do Brasil no Atlántico Sul. Séculos XVIe e XVII (São Paulo: Com-
panhia das Letras, 2000). Other lan guages of pub li ca tion in cluded Ar a bic, Dutch, Ger man, 
Swa hi li, Am har ic, Ital ian, and Rus sian.

37 João José Reis, Death Is a Festival: Funeral Rites and Rebellion in Nineteenth-Century 
Brazil [1991], trans. H. Sabrina Gledhill (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2003); Jean Copans, Les mar a bouts de l’arachide: La Confrérie mouride et les paysans du Sénégal 
(Par is: Le Sycomore, 1980); James Fernandez, Bwiti: An Ethnography of the Religious Imagina-
tion in Africa (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1982); James Lorand Matory, Sex 
and the Em pire That Is No More: Gender and the Politics of Metaphor in Oyo Yor uba Religion 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).
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works re main part of the his tor i cal re cord. Larger pro jects be gan in the 
1980s, in clud ing the Cambridge History of Africa, the UNESCO General 
History of Africa, and pub li ca tions of the pa pers of Booker T. Wash-
ington and Marcus Garvey; later came a UNESCO his tory of the 
Ca ri b be an.38 Monographic stud ies on nu mer ous so cial is sues grew in 
num ber dur ing the 1980s, followed by doc u men tary col lec tions—es pe-
cially for the United States and Anglophone Africa, but ul ti mately for 
ev ery re gion of the Af ri can di as po ra.39 Studies of art and cul ture poured 
forth in these years; rec og ni tion of the lit er ary skills of black and Af ri can 
writ ers deep ened with the award of five No bel Prizes for lit er a ture in 
the seven years from 1986 to 1993, to Wole Soyinka, Naguib Mahfouz, 
Nadine Gordimer, Derek Walcott, and Toni Morrison.40

Theoretical de bates dur ing the era of de col o ni za tion brought re treat 
for ra cial and civilizational the o ry. Notions of “race” suf fered first, fol-
lowed more er rat i cally by de clines in schol arly be lief in the an a lyt i cal 
in teg rity of “em pire” and “civ i li za tion,” al though with new for mu la tions 
com monly replacing the old. This tran si tion can be seen through the 
rise and de cline of sev eral hi er ar chi cal the o ries. Some the o ries ar gued 
that dif fer ences in the land or cli mate of Africa (or the trop i cal low-
lands of the Americas) made it in her ently dif fi cult for black so ci e ties to 
ad vance.41 Modernization the o ry, a gen er al ized and some what san i tized 

38 J. D. Fage and Ro land Ol i ver, eds., The Cambridge History of Africa (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1975–1986); General History of Africa (Par is: Unesco, 1978–
1993); Lewis Harlan, ed., The Booker T. Washington Papers (Urbana: University of Il li nois 
Press 1972–1984); Robert A. Hill, ed., The Marcus Garvey and Universal Ne gro Improvement 
Association Papers (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983–1995); General History of 
the Ca rib be an (Par is: Unesco, 2003–2004).

39 Jan S. Hogendorn and Marion Johnson, Shell Money of the Slave Trade (Cambridge, 
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1986); John Iliffe, The Af ri can Poor: A History (Cam-
bridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Boubacar Barry, Senegambia and the At lan-
tic Slave Trade [1988], trans. Ayi Kwei Armah (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998); Hilary McD. Beckles, Natural Rebels: A Social History of Enslaved Black Women 
in Barbados (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1989). For doc u men tary col lec-
tions, see James Walvin, The Black Presence: A Documentary History of the Ne gro in England, 
1555–1860 (London: Orbach and Chambers, 1971); John Hope Franklin and Au gust Meier, 
eds., Black Leaders of the Twentieth Century (Urbana: University of Il li nois Press, 1982).

40 John Holm, Pidgins and Cre  oles, 2 vols. (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 
Press, 1980); Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: Af ri can and Af ro-Amer i can Art and 
Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1983); Richard J. Powell, Af ri can and Af ro-Amer i can 
Art: Call and Response (Chicago: Field Museum of Natural History, 1984); Sterling Stuckey, 
Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and the Foundations of Black America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1987).

41 Regarding the pro duc tiv ity of Af ri can land, the con ti nent’s pop u la tion had grown by 
a fac tor of four yet by the end of the twen ti eth cen tury was still  able to feed itself. Marvin 
P. Miracle and Bruce Fetter, “Backward-Sloping Labor-Supply Functions and Af ri can Eco-
nomic Behavior,” Economic Development and Cultural Change 18 (1970): 240–251.
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de fense of so cial hi er ar chy, ar gued that most so ci e ties were mired in 
tra di tional struc tures and needed to be led for ward by elites so cial-
ized in the ways of the Eu ro pe ans.42 In fa mil ial terms, Dan iel Patrick 
Moynihan fa mously ar gued in the 1960s that Af ri can Amer i can fam i-
lies were so cio pathic and that sin gle moth er hood condemned a whole 
so cial group to in fe ri or i ty.43 At times such the ses en coun tered glanc ing 
chal lenges, as when Af ri can ist an thro pol o gist Jacques Maquet tried to 
re de fine “civ i li za tion” in terms of ways of life rather than in terms of high 
cul ture.44 At other times, the hi er ar chi cal par a digms met with fron tal 
at tack, as in psy chol ogy where Leon Kamin showed sta tis ti cal er rors in 
stud ies claiming to doc u ment the her i ta bil ity of in tel li gence. Physi-
ology and med i cine pro duced re cur ring dem on stra tions of a trans-ra cial 
hu man phys i o log i cal equal ity that greatly counterbalanced the small 
though per sis tent phys i o log i cal specificities of var i ous so cial groups.45

A per sis tent as pect of the expanding lit er a ture on black his tory was 
at ten tion to the agency of black in di vid u als and com mu ni ties, linked 
to a phil o soph i cal po si tion on hu man ini tia tive and re sponse. Elite-
ori ented ap proaches in his tor i cal stud ies, sim ply mod eled, treated ini tia-
tive and in no va tion as rare and largely re stricted to so cially or cul tur ally 
priv i leged are nas; most of hu man ity was left in the po si tion of respond-
ing to elite ini tia tives or, worse yet, fail ing to re spond.46 In con trast, one 
may ar gue that ev ery ini tia tive is in re sponse to existing  con di tions, and 

42 On mod ern i za tion, see Talcott Parsons and Neil Smelser, Economy and Society (Lon-
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1956); Manfred Halpern, The Politics of Social Change in 
the Middle East and North Africa (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand, 1963). W. W. Rostow’s Stages 
of Economic Growth (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1960) was a pol i cy-ori ented 
ver sion, adopted by the U.S. gov ern ment in its Alliance for Progress. For one last try at for-
mal civilizational anal y sis, see Sam uel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations? (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Olin Institute, 1993).

43 Dan iel Patrick Moynihan, The Ne gro Family: The Case for National Action (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Office of Planning and Research, United States Department of Labor, 1965). 
Later on, in the early days of the AIDS ep i dem ic, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
briefly iden ti fied Hai tian na tion al ity as a dis ease fac tor, break ing all  the rules of sci ence by 
con flat ing race and na tion al ity in the ex pla na tion of an in di vid u al-level pa thol o gy.

44 Maquet at trib uted Af ri cans with civ i li za tions of the hoe, pas to ral ists, hunt ers. 
Jacques Maquet, Civilizations of Black Africa, trans. Joan Rayfield, (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1972).

45 Leon J. Kamin, The Science and Politics of I.Q. (Potomac, Md.: Erlbaum, 1974). 
Kamin showed that Cyril Burt had reported im pos si bly close cor re la tions of in tel li gence in 
twin stud ies. Kamin later went on to ar gue that the in her it ability of in tel li gence must be 
close to ze ro. One con se quence of the de cline of ra cial the ory was that pos i tiv ist, uni ver sal-
ist, in di vid u al-level the ory gained new sup port. Thus ra tio nal choice the ory arose in an era 
when ra cial and civilizational the ory de clined.

46 Arnold J. Toynbee’s ex ten sive and in flu en tial his tor i cal syn the sis, em pha siz ing civi-
lizational rise and fall, ar tic u lated an ap proach to large-scale his tory that priv i leged elite ini-
tia tive. Toynbee, A Study of History, 12 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933–1961).
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that in no va tion is com mon rather than rare at all  lev els of so ci e ty. The 
ques tion then be comes whether the in no va tive re sponses to existing 
(or chang ing) con di tions are ef fec tive or not. Interest in this ques tion 
was reflected in nu mer ous stud ies of black in ven tors.47

In sum, by 1990, a great ex pan sion of his tor i cal stud ies had ac cu-
mu lated for Africa and its di as po ra. From this point, the in ter pre tive 
land scape shifted: The 1990s brought ex panded ef forts to link the 
el e ments of black his to ry, show ing ties across re gions and dis ci plines. 
Historical pub li ca tion and po lit i cal ac tiv ism grew in par al lel among 
the Af ri can-descended pop u la tions of South Africa, Latin America, the 
In dian Ocean re gion, and Europe. South Amer i can na tions, es pe cially 
Venezuela and Colombia, gave for mal rec og ni tion to Af ri can an ces-
try as part of the na tional her i tage, and thereby brought sub stan tial 
change in ed u ca tion, law, and pub lic rec og ni tion.48 The Af ri can her i-
tage in the In dian Ocean be gan to gain at ten tion equiv a lent to that of 
Western Africa and the At lan tic.49 The sub stan tial black pop u la tion 
of North Africa and the Sahara reentered the his tor i cal re cord, help ing 
to clar ify re la tions among that re gion, sub-Saharan Africa, Europe, and 
the Middle East.50 Beyond re gional spec i fic i ty, links among re gions of 
the black world be gan to gain in creas ing at ten tion—no ta bly through 
Mi chael Gomez’s trac ing of the links of Af ri cans to the Amer i can South 
and then again for the her i tage of Is lam in the Americas.51 Through 

47 Examples abound, but see Louis Haber, Black Pioneers of Science and Education (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1970); and Silvio Bedini, The Life of Ben ja min Banneker 
(New York: Scribner, 1971).

48 Citations from this point to the end of this sec tion iden tify the work, es pe cially from 
1990, in which his to ri ans of Africa and its di as pora lo cated larger pat terns in the past. Pe ter 
Wade, “El movimiento negro en Colombia,” America Negra 5 (1993): 173–191.

49 Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices, and Ivory in Zanzibar: Integration of an East Af ri can Com-
mercial Em pire into the World Economy, 1770–1873 (London: James Currey, 1987); Gwyn 
Campbell, ed., Structure of Slavery in In dian Ocean Africa and Asia (London: Frank Cass, 2004); 
and Indrani Chatterjee and Richard Eaton, eds., Slavery and South Asian History (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2006).

50 On Europe, see Allison Blakely, Blacks in the Dutch World: The Evolution of Racial 
Imagery in a Modern Society (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993); Pe ter Martin, 
Schwarze Teufel, edle Mohren (Hamburg: Junius, 1993); Jayne Ifekwunigwe, Scattered Belong-
ings: Cultural Paradoxes of “Race,” Nation and Gender (London: Routledge, 1999). On the 
Middle East, see Ehud Toledano, The Ot to man Slave Trade and Its Suppression, 1840–1890 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1982); William Gervase Clarence-Smith, Is lam 
and the Abolition of Slavery (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). On North Africa, see 
Eve Troutt Powell, A Different Shade of Colonialism: Egypt, Great Britain, and the Mastery of the 
Sudan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); and Chouki El Hamel, Black Morocco: 
A History of Slavery, Race, and Is lam (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

51 Mi chael Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks: The trans for ma tion of Af ri can Identi-
ties in the Colonial and Antebellum South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1998); Gomez, Black Cres cent: The Experience and Legacy of Af ri can Mus lims in the Americas 
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rec og ni tion of such links in Africa and over seas, the no tion of an “Af ri-
can di as po ra” ex panded in the 1990s from an ac a demic for mu la tion 
to be come a broad and pow er ful pop u lar iden ti ty.52 With time, the 
sim i lar i ties and con nec tions in his tory of Af ri can-descended peo ple 
across this wide re gion pro vided the ba sis for a re in ter pre ta tion of the 
Af ri can di as pora in terms of three great re gions in his tor i cal evo lu tion: 
Africa, the Americas, and Eurasia. Black his to ry, long interconnected 
im plic itly through re sponse to racialized dis crim i na tion, now ex plic itly 
affirmed a world-his tor i cal vi sion of the past.

As of the early twen ty-first cen tu ry, this expanding lit er a ture reflected 
the con tinu ing ac cu mu la tion of schol arly ex plo ra tions in nu mer ous 
di rec tions—in no va tive in some cases, reviewing long-de bated is sues in 
oth ers. The lit er a ture in black his tory in cluded achieve ments in the 
established genres of bi og ra phy and po lit i cal nar ra tive.53 At the same 
time, it brought pioneering ap pli ca tion of mul ti dis ci plin ary meth ods, 
in clud ing ad vances in oral his to ry, quan ti ta tive his to ry, so cial an thro-
pol o gy, ar chae  ol o gy, lin guis tics, and folk lore.54 Altogether, a lit er a ture 
of im mense size and wide range on the his tory of Africa and the Af ri-
can di as po ra, with par tic u lar clar ity at com mu nity and re gional lev els, 
is now at the dis posal of his to ri ans. The prob lem addressed here is the 
rec og ni tion and con sul ta tion of that his to ri og ra phy by those writ ing at 
a broader lev el.

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Richard J. Powell, Black Art and Culture in 
the Twentieth Century (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1997).

52 For key ar ti cles on con cep tu al i za tion of the Af ri can di as po ra, see Carlton Wilson, 
“Conceptualizing the Af ri can Diaspora,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the 
Middle East 17, no. 2 (1997): 118–122; Palmer, “Defining and Studying the Modern Af ri can 
Diaspora”; Robin D. G. Kelley, “‘But a Local Phase of a World Problem’: Black History’s 
Global Vision, 1883–1950,” Journal of Amer i can History 86 (1999): 1045–1077; Brent Hayes 
Edwards, “The Uses of Diaspora,” Social Text 66 (2001): 45–73; Patrick Manning, “Africa 
and the Af ri can Diaspora: New Directions of Study,” Journal of Af ri can History 44 (2003), 
487–506.

53 Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954–63 (New York: 
Si mon and Schuster, 1988); Fatima Meer, Higher than Hope: The Authorized Bio gra phy of 
Nelson Mandela (New York: Harper and Row, 1990).

54 Maureen Warner Lewis, Central Africa in the Ca rib be an: Transcending Time, Trans-
forming Cultures (Kingston: University of the West Indies Press, 2003); George Reid 
Andrews, Af ro-Latin America 1800–2000 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); Kim 
D. Butler, Freedoms Given, Freedoms Won: Af ro-Brazilians in Post-Abolition São Paulo and 
Salvador (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2003); Christopher Ehret, An 
Af ri can Classical Age: Eastern and Southern Africa in World History, 1000 B.C. to A.D. 400 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998).
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World History and Black History

Is there in fact ne glect of Af ri cans in world-his tor i cal writ ing? The com-
plex his tory of Af ri cans and peo ple of the Af ri can di as pora pro vi des a 
key in stance for re view of the achieve ments and chal lenges in world 
his to ri og ra phy on the past five cen tu ries. This dis cus sion of world his to-
ri og ra phy ben e fits from con sid er ing—at once—the Af ri can con ti nent 
and its di as po ra. Beyond Af ri can shores, a diasporic frame work draws 
at ten tion to mi gra tion (vol un tary and in vol un tary) and high lights 
changes that mi gra tion brought to the re gion of de par ture, to the re gion 
of set tle ment, and to the mi grants them selves. Within the con ti nent, 
the in ter play of lo cal tra di tions and in ter con nec tions among ad join ing 
re gions—bring ing re cur rent change in lan guage, re li gion, and po lit i cal 
and eco nomic sys tems—fit into a civilizational frame work.55 Sustain-
ing a paired dis cus sion of con ti nent and di as pora yields in for ma tion on 
a com pre hen sive range of the his tor i cal ex pe ri ences of the past sev eral 
cen tu ries. For in stance, this pairing makes it pos si ble to show how the 
de vel op ments in ex pres sive cul ture—a hall mark of the nineteenth and 
twen ti eth cen tu ries—have res o nated with par tic u lar strength both in 
Africa and its di as po ra. In ad di tion, it re veals the par al lel in ter ac tions 
in re cent so cial move ments for na tional in de pen dence and so cial jus-
tice and in de bates on the na ture of hu man iden ti ty.

Major nar ra tives of world his tory have given fragmented ref er ences 
to el e ments of Af ri can and Af ri can-di as pora his tory rather than a sense 
of in ter play and trans for ma tion in black com mu ni ties. Most prominent 
among his to ri ans re cently sur vey ing mod ern world his tory is C. A. 
Bayly. His syn thetic vol ume discusses a world of grow ing uni for mity 
(but also com plex i ty) in state, econ o my, and ideology. It ar gues that 
changes af ter 1780 “were so rap id, and interacted with each other so 
pro found ly,” that this pe riod can be seen as “the birth of the mod ern 
world.” Bayly waits un til late in this story to of fer his only sub stan tial 
dis cus sion of the Af ri can di as po ra: en ti tled “Slavery’s In dian Summer,” 
it rap idly re caps the his tory of slav ery world wide and won ders about 
the per sis tence of slav ery at the end of the nineteenth cen tu ry.56 More 
re cent ly, Jürgen Osterhammel’s nar ra tive of the nineteenth-cen tury 

55 Linkage to the over seas di as pora makes clear that the con ti nen tal vi sion of “civ i li za-
tion” must in clude mi gra tion and di as po ras, in clud ing those brought by en slave ment within 
the con ti nent.

56 Citations in this sec tion ad dress world-his tor i cal stud ies, es pe cially af ter 1990, and 
the de gree of their fo cus on the past of Africa and the Af ri can di as po ra. Bayly, Birth of the 
Modern World, 402–410. For other ref er ences to Af ri can and Af ri can-descended peo ple, see 
215–216 (on em pire and na tion) and 344–349 (on re li gion).
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world por trays, skill ful ly, link ages and com par i sons of events and pro-
cesses around the world. Africa ap pears mainly through the three-way 
strug gle among Boers, Brit ish, and Zu lus in South Africa—and through 
com pact dis cus sions of slav ery. References to blacks in the Americas are 
par al lel in ex tent but give greater at ten tion to rac ism.57 In an other large-
scale his tor i cal in ter pre ta tion, Im man uel Wallerstein in ves ti gated “the 
mod ern world-sys tem” from 1500 to the 1890s. The four vol umes of this 
work appeared over nearly forty years. The sparse ness of Wallerstein’s 
ref er ences to Af ri cans and blacks of the di as pora cer tainly did not arise 
from a lack of knowl edge about Africa—his early spe cial i za tion in Af ri-
can pol i tics set up per sonal re la tions that persisted through his ca reer. 
Yet Wallerstein drew es pe cially on Fernand Braudel—tak ing more from 
the eco nomic side of Braudel’s think ing than from his mul ti plic ity of 
sys temic fac tors.58 Overall, au thors of world-his tor i cal mono graphs and 
syn the ses have yet to find ways to pres ent Af ri cans of the con ti nent or 
the di as pora as par tic i pants in global af fairs in a pro por tion approach-
ing in any way their place among the num bers of hu mans.

Survey text books, even more clearly than mono graphic stud ies, pres-
ent so ci e ties of Africa and the di as pora in each tem po ral era but do so 
in a fash ion that leaves them sep a rated from the great is sues in mod ern 
his tor i cal trans for ma tion. The best-known text, by Jerry Bentley and 
Herbert Ziegler, includes a re gional chap ter on Africa for the era 1500–
1800, fo cus ing on At lan tic slave trade. Later chap ters give ref er ences 
to the Hai tian Revolution, the U.S. Civil War, im pe rial con quest, and 
de col o ni za tion.59 This and other text books have im proved dra mat i-

57 The twelve pages out of nine hun dred addressing Africa do so prin ci pally through 
ex ter nal in flu ence on the con ti nent; the di as po ra, sim i lar ly, is seen prin ci pally through 
de scrip tion of rac ism. Jürgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global His-
tory of the Nineteenth Century, trans. Patrick Camiller (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2014).

58 Im man uel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System, 4 vols. (New York: Academic Press, 
1974, 1980, 1989, 2011). Fernand Braudel, The Med i ter ra nean and the Med i ter ra nean World 
in the Era of Philip II, trans. Sian Reynolds (New York: Harper, 1976). Braudel’s par a digm 
ex tended to the study of Africa par tic u larly through the work of his as so ci ate Joseph Ki-Zerbo, 
au thor of Histoire d’Afrique noire. For other works, the pat tern re mains the same, and the 
main tale of the mod ern world un folds with scant ref er ence to the large and in many ways 
prominent Af ri can por tion of hu man i ty. Thus Michel Beaud’s his tory of cap i tal ism, in mul ti-
ple edi tions, leaves out Af ri cans and peo ple of Af ri can de scent ex cept for cur sory ref er ences 
to slave la bor. Michel Beaud, A History of Capitalism, 1500–2000, trans. Tom Dickman and 
Anny Lefebvre (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001). See also Robert B. Marks, The Ori-
gins of the Modern World: A Global and Ecological Narrative from the Fifteenth to the Twenty-First 
Century, 2nd ed. (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007); Da vid Landes, The Wealth 
and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor (New York: Norton, 1998).

59 Jerry H. Bentley and Herbert Ziegler, Traditions & Encounters: A Global Perspec-
tive on the Past, 5th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2014); Richard W. Bulliet, Pamela Kyle 
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cal ly, in suc ces sive edi tions, in the qual ity of their il lus tra tions and in 
their de scrip tion of his tor i cal pro cess es. Still, Af ri cans and peo ple of the 
Af ri can di as pora re main at the mar gins of the world stage, re veal ing lit tle 
in ter ac tion with each other or with oth ers on stage. The text books still 
tend to ad dress Africa in mono lithic terms, underplaying the di ver sity of 
Af ri can re gions and the im por tant in ter con nec tions among them, while 
also set ting them aside from big ques tions in in dus try, pol i tics, re li gion, 
or phi los o phy.

Why have Africa and Af ri cans been left with min i mal rep re sen ta-
tion and min i mal agency in these lead ing in ter pre ta tions of world his-
to ry? Space is tight when one is try ing to tell the story of the whole world 
and its changes; the au thors, ap par ent ly, could find no way to work 
in fur ther spe cif ics of black lives that appeared to con nect to ma jor 
world is sues. One key point is that the text books con tinue to be or ga-
nized on a civilizational or ar ea-stud ies mod el. Organizing chap ters by 
world re gions raises the risk that sum mary state ments for each re gion 
will down play pro cesses of change within the re gions as well as pro cesses 
linking mul ti ple re gions.

Specialists in the his tory of Africa and its di as pora made re cur ring 
ef forts, with out much suc cess, to chal lenge the ne glect of black peo ple 
in large-scale his tor i cal in ter pre ta tions. In in ter war and post war years, 
many skilled writ ers on the black world de clined to cel e brate mod ern-
i za tion and in stead fo cused crit i cally on such neg a tive as pects of global 
trans for ma tion as en slave ment, ra cial dis crim i na tion, and cul tural dep-
ri va tion.60 Philosophers V. Y. Mudimbe and Kwame Anthony Appiah 
ad vanced ad di tional such ar gu ments in the 1980s.61 Paul Gilroy, in his 

Crossley, Dan iel R. Headrick, Steven W. Hirsch, and Lyman L. Johnson, The Earth and Its 
Peoples: A Global History, 5th ed. (Bos ton: Cengage, 2010); Robert Tignor, Jeremy Adel-
man, Pe ter Brown, Ben ja min Elman, Stephen Kotkin, Gyan Prakash, Brent Shaw, Ste-
phen Aron, Xinru Liu, Suzanne Marchand, Holly Pittman, Mi chael Tsin et al., Worlds 
Together, Worlds Apart: A History of the World, 4th ed. (New York: Norton, 2013); Felipe 
Fernández-Armesto, The World: A History, 2nd ed. (New York: Pearson, 2009); Pe ter N. 
Stearns, Mi chael B. Adas, Stu art B. Schwartz, Marc Ja son Gilbert et al., World Civilizations: 
The Global Experience, 7th ed. (New York: Pearson, 2014). For a text fo cus ing on Africa in 
global con text, see Erik Gilbert and Jon a than Reynolds, Africa in World History: From Prehis-
tory to the Present, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 2011).

60 James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (New York: Dial Press, 1963); Cheikh-Anta 
Diop, Black Africa: The Economic and Cultural Basis for a Federated State, trans. Harold 
Salemson (Westport, Conn.: L. Hill, 1978); Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. 
Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972); C. L. R. James, A History of Ne gro 
Revolt (New York: Haskell House Publishers, 1969); Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped 
Africa; see also Chancellor Williams, The Destruction of Black Civilization: Great Issues of a 
Race from 4500 B.C. to 2000 A.D., rev. ed. (Chicago: Third World Press, 1976).

61 V. Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy, and the Order of Knowledge 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988); Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House: 
Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).
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1993 The Black At lan tic, of fered the ap proach to mo der nity that has per-
haps been the most in flu en tial not only among black peo ple but more 
broad ly, though per haps be cause it too takes an elite per spec tive. His 
point is that, in post-eman ci pa tion so ci e ty, black art ists and in tel lec tu-
als drew on their cos mo pol i tan ex pe ri ence to pro duce in no va tive works 
in lit er a ture and mu sic. The “Black At lan tic,” for him, was the cos mo-
pol i tan net work of black art ists whose vi sion of mo der nity inflected the 
dom i nant En glish-lan guage cul ture.62

Historians Tif fany Ruby Patterson and Robin D. G. Kelley ad vanced, 
in a 1998 ar ti cle, a de tailed claim for the uni ver sal ity of the Af ri can Amer-
i can ex pe ri ence, iden ti fy ing key is sues in so cial, eco nom ic, and cul tural 
his tory that dem on strated the global sig nif i cance of trans for ma tions in 
Af ri can Amer i can com mu ni ties. In a some what par al lel es say with a 
stand point in the Af ri can home land, Maghan Keita reviewed an a lyt-
i cal nar ra tives on Africa’s place in the world and ar gued, point af ter 
point, that world-his tor i cal and even Af ri can ist schol ars had neglected 
the role of Africa in the past.63 These two pleas for rec og ni tion of the 
uni ver sal ity of Af ri cans and Af ri can Amer i cans might have car ried more 
weight if they had been linked to each other in the de bate as they were 
in his to ry. But even when Colin Palmer wrote to en com pass the whole 
world of black peo ple and attempted to set them in the con text of 
global his tor i cal change, the ech oes from else where in the lit er a ture 
remained faint.64

Shared Agency: Africa, the Diaspora,  
and Global Change

The his tory of Africa and its di as pora re veals the roles of black peo ple 
in the con struc tion of the mod ern world—through agency that has 
made itself felt along two ax es. Along a ver ti cal ax is, blacks in sub al-
tern po si tions have re peat edly influ enced both the hi er ar chi cal re la-
tion ships with elites and cross-com mu nity so cial pat terns gen er al ly. In 

62 Paul Gilroy, The Black At lan tic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993).

63 Tif fany Ruby Patterson and Robin D. G. Kelley, “Unfinished Migrations: Reflections 
on the Af ri can Diaspora and the Making of the Modern World,” Af ri can Studies Review 43 
(2000): 11– 45; Maghan Keita, “Africa and the Construction of a Grand Narrative in World 
History,” in Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in Global Perspective, ed. Eckhardt Fuchs 
and Benedikt Stuchtey (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002); see also Keita, “Af ri-
cans and Asians: Historiography and the Long View of Global Interaction,” Journal of World 
History 16 (2005): 1–30.

64 Colin Palmer, “Defining and Studying the Modern Af ri can Diaspora,” Perspectives 
[Amer i can Historical Association] 36, 6 (1998): 1, 22–25.
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ad di tion, along a hor i zon tal ax is, de vel op ments in one part of the 
black world af fected oth ers. Still fur ther, the grow ing in ter con nec-
tions among re gions of Africa and the di as pora led to con struc tion 
of an enor mous, mu tu ally interconnected re gion of com mon di as-
pora con scious ness—a con scious ness that crossed sev eral civilizational 
bound aries. Of the many and com plex his tor i cal pro cess es, here are a 
few to il lus trate the char ac ter and con nec tions of that his to ry. I pres-
ent them through a three-cen tury nar ra tive of seven waves of in ter ac-
tive change among Af ri cans, Eu ro pe ans, and their de scen dants around 
the At lan tic. (Parallel nar ra tives can be framed for his tory within the 
bound aries of the Af ri can con ti nent, for Af ri can links with Asians, and 
at other scales.)

The Eu ro pe an-Af ri can mar i time con tact of the fifteenth and six-
teenth cen tu ries brought stand offs as much as great trans for ma tions for 
each con ti nent. Africa had nei ther the con cen trated wealth of Asian 
cen ters nor the vul ner a bil ity that brought chaos to the Americas, yet 
Af ri cans of all  so cial sta tions found them selves caught up in the ini-
tial vor tex of At lan tic con nec tion. Artisans diverted a por tion of their 
works from lo cal elite con sum ers to an expanding Por tu guese and Eu ro-
pean mar ket for fin er ies from dis tant lands.65 Emerging mer chant elites 
in cluded the nhara or signares of Senegambia and Upper Guinea, fe male 
mer chants whose busi ness model in volved set ting up mar i tal and 
com mer cial al li ances with im mi grant Eu ro pe ans.66 Af ri can cap tives at 
home and abroad, while for mally la beled as so cial in fe ri ors, oc ca sion-
ally found open ings en abling them to gain po si tions of se cu rity through 
mar riage, ar ti sanal and com mer cial skill, and skills in po lit i cal ne go ti-
a tion and re li gious prac tice. The le gal frame work of the Siete Partidas, 
adopted in thir teenth-cen tury Castile and later in flu en tial through out 
Ibe rian ter ri to ries, con firmed the le gal ity of slave sta tus yet pro vided 
var i ous pro tec tions and op por tu ni ties for re dress for the enslaved.67 To 
char ac ter ize this early mod ern era of so cial mo bil i ty, Ira Berlin coined 
the term “At lan tic cre  ole” to rep re sent those among the early gen er-

65 Citations in this sec tion doc u ment the nar ra tive of black agency in mod ern world 
his to ry. On Sierra Leonian pro duc tion of ivory sculp ture for Eu ro pean con sum ers, see Mario 
Pereira, “West Af ri can Art in Renaissance Portugal,” un pub lished pa per.

66 George Brooks, Eurafricans in Western Africa: Commerce, Social Status, Gender, and 
Religious Observance from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century (Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2003), 124–129, 206–221.

67 The Siete Partidas, draw ing on Ro man and canon law, rec og nized slaves as per sons 
who had suf fered mis for tune; its ap proach was reflected in slave law for Portugal, France, 
and the Dutch un til plan ta tion in ter ests gained power in Amer i can col o nies in the sev en-
teenth cen tu ry. Elsa Goveia, “The West In dian Slave Laws of the Eighteenth Century,” 
Revista de Ciencias Sociales 4 (1960): 75–105.
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a tions of mi grants who, in re gion af ter re gion, skill fully and imag i na-
tively played lead ing roles in de vel op ing the co lo nial or der, even while 
for mally enslaved.68

From the mid-sev en teenth cen tu ry, a wave of con tra dic tory so cio-
eco nomic trans for ma tions surged through out the At lan tic world, 
in clud ing West and Central Africa. Best known of these shifts are the 
com mer cial, mil i tary, and set tle ment ex pan sions of the Dutch, En glish, 
and French. At the same time, Eu ro pe ans and Af ri cans responded to 
the deep en ing of the Little Ice Age and to the re ver ber a tions of the 
ex panded global in ter con nec tions of the six teenth cen tu ry. Thus, 
the sev en teenth cen tury cri sis had Af ri can as well as Eu ro pean di men-
sions.69 In ad di tion, as bru tal sys tems of en slave ment ex pand ed, Af ri cans 
now moved across the At lan tic in greater num bers than Eu ro pe ans, 
while Af ri can so ci e ties un der went new sorts of trans for ma tions. An 
out stand ing eco nomic ini tia tive took place among free peo ple of West 
Africa: Witness the burst of ar ti sanal pro duc tion in vil lages of the Gold 
Coast dur ing the sev en teenth cen tu ry, as documented by Ray Kea. This 
ex pan sion in pro duc tive en er gy, in a re gion where the busy gold trade 
pro vided the ba sis of in ten sive com mer cial con tacts, pres ents an eco-
nomic ini tia tive par al lel to the con tem po ra ne ous “in dus tri ous rev o lu-
tion” iden ti fied by Jan de Vries for the Low Countries. In both cases, 
fam i lies of mod est means took the ini tia tive to in vest in ar ti sanal pro-
duc tion to ex pand their con sump tion, no ta bly of lux ury goods.70 In 
an other pat tern, the trade di as po ras of Africa and else where dem on strate 
ways in which com mer cial fam i lies and com mu ni ties maintained their 
in ter con nec tions over great dis tances. New states arose in sev eral 
Af ri can re gions; their rul ers ap par ently attempted to limit slave trade, 

68 Ira Berlin, “From Cre  ole to Af ri can: At lan tic Cre  oles and the Origins of Af ri can-
Amer i can Society in Mainland North America,” William and Mary Quarterly 53, no. 2 
(April, 1996): 251–288. See also Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures.

69 C. R. Box er, The Dutch Seaborne Em pire 1600–1800 (London: Hutchinson, 1965). 
Jan de Vries, “The Economic Crisis of the Seventeenth Century af ter Fifty Years,” Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History 40 (2009): 151–194. Geoffrey Parker, Global Crisis: War, Climate 
Change & Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
2013).

70 The lat ter consisted of seem ingly spon ta ne ous de ci sions by some sev en teenth-cen tury 
Eu ro pean farm ers and ar ti sans to ex tend their hours of work and ex pand their con sump tion. 
Ray A. Kea, Settlements, Trade, and Polities in the Seventeenth-Century Gold Coast (Baltimore, 
Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982); Jan de Vries, “The Industrial Revolution and 
the Industrious Revolution,” Journal of Economic History 94 (1994): 249–270. On the skills 
and out put of ar ti sans in Africa and the Americas, see Colleen E. Kriger, Pride of Men: 
Ironworking in 19th Century West Central Africa (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1999). 
For a dif fer ent con cep tu al i za tion of “in dus tri ous rev o lu tion,” see Bayly, Birth of the Modern 
World, 49–54.
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but ended up be ing drawn more deeply into it.71 In the di as po ra, fam i-
lies strug gled with oc ca sional suc cess to gain free dom; in di vid ual blacks 
rose to elite po si tions, and es cap ees formed ma roon com mu ni ties. The 
most re mark able such com mu nity was Palmares, which grew at sev eral 
days’ dis tance from the Brazilian sugar col ony of Pernambuco, al ter nat-
ing for most of the sev en teenth cen tury be tween peace ful trad ing and 
hold ing off Dutch and Por tu guese pu ni tive ex pe di tions.72

As in di vid u als and in groups, blacks in the di as pora were ar gu  ably 
es cap ing the lim its of elite con trol. Then events of the late sev en teenth 
cen tury put a cap on their am bi tions. The re stric tive French Code noir 
of 1685, com monly presented as a uni lat eral de ci sion of Louis XIV and 
his min is ter Colbert, con firms in its text the pre ced ing so cial con flicts 
that brought it into ex is tence. From the im pe rial view point, too many 
enslaved peo ple were gaining free dom and rec og ni tion through mar-
riage, self-pur chase, and es cape. With this code came an af fir ma tion that 
Af ri can an ces try was to be a per pet ual con dem na tion to so cial in fe ri or-
i ty.73 At vir tu ally the same mo ment, the Moroccan sov er eign Mawlay 
Isma’il took the un prec e dented step of forc ing all  black males within 
Morocco into his ar my, in cor po rat ing their fam i lies as well. A large and 
up wardly mo bile black pop u la tion had grown up in Morocco, in clud ing 
long-time in hab i tants and re cently ar rived cap tives from the Sudan. 
Mawlay Isma’il ef fec tively enslaved these free Mus lims and im posed a 
le gal rationalization for his acts.74 He sent an elab o rate dos sier to le gal 
schol ars at al-Azhar University in Cairo, seek ing and in ef fect gain-
ing their ap pro ba tion for his un prec e dented ac tion. The pairing of this 
ac tion with the en act ment of the Code noir shows how the racializa-
tion of slav ery ex panded si mul ta neously in both Chris tian and Is lamic 
worlds.75 As a con fir ma tion of this tim ing, an es ca lat ing set of Por tu guese 
at tacks destroyed Palmares in 1694.

71 On trade di as po ras, see Claude Meillassoux, The Development of Indigenous Trade and 
Markets in West Africa (London: Oxford University Press, 1971); Philip D. Curtin, Cross-
Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press, 1984). On 
states: Barry, Senegambia; Vansina, Kingdoms of the Savanna.

72 On Palmares, see Décio Freitas, Palmares: A Guerra dos Escravos, 5th ed. (Rio de 
Janeiro: Graal, 1990); and Raymond K. Kent, “Palmares: An Af ri can State in Brazil,” Jour-
nal of Af ri can History 6 (1965): 161–176.

73 Louis Sala-Molins, Le Code noir, ou, Le calvaire de Canaan (Par is: Presses Universita-
ires de France, 1987); Goveia, “West In dian Slave Laws”; Jacques Gillot and Jean-François 
Niort, Le Code Noir (Par is: Editions le Cavalier Bleu, 2015).

74 Mawlay Isma’il’s mother was born in the Niger Valley and sub se quently enslaved. El 
Hamel, Black Morocco, 95.

75 In ad di tion, the Span ish state re vised its law on slav ery in 1680, sharply lim it ing the 
rec og ni tion of slave rights. Bernard Lewis, in a conflicting in ter pre ta tion, chose to ne glect 
this tem po ral shift and treat ra cial dis crim i na tion as a con stant within Is lamic so ci e ty. 
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Such con certed re pres sion of black ini tia tive was by no means uni-
ver sally suc cess ful. In this same era, es pe cially from 1690 to 1730, the 
prices of cap tives on the Af ri can coast rose by a fac tor of roughly four, 
per haps be cause of a short age of peo ple to en slave but per haps also 
be cause the pro spec tive cap tives found ways to make their en slave ment 
more cost ly.76 Black women and men, in Africa and abroad, their lives 
disrupted by cap tiv ity and mi gra tion, nev er the less de vel oped adap tive 
so cial prac tices in clud ing fic tive kin ship constructed out of in for mal 
as so ci a tions and fe male-headed house holds ca pa ble of nur tur ing the 
next gen er a tion. All the same, women in slav ery cared for chil dren born 
from their wombs who were in an im por tant sense not theirs; fur ther, 
the very in sti tu tions of mar riage slipped away for peo ple who had lit-
tle ac cess to prop er ty. Still, in the realms of cul ture and ideas, spe cific 
con cep tions of witch craft and div i na tion de vel oped to han dle ma jor 
con flicts; at a more gen eral level be liefs and prac tices of tol er a tion in 
re li gion and so cial af fairs arose and spread among peo ples of the Amer-
i can col o nies.77 In ar tis tic rep re sen ta tion, a grow ing dis tance de vel oped 
be tween Af ri can pur vey ors of elite vi sions of dom i nance and the more 
wide spread, com mu nal no tions of com mu nity sol i dar ity and re new al. 
Thus the mil i ta ris tic King Agaja of eigh teenth-cen tury Dahomey, 
wrapped in gar ments from In dia, took the im age of a Por tu guese slave 
ship as his icon, while the Yor u ba-speak ing Nago, within reach of his 
armies, de vel oped in stead the tra di tion of gelede masks to por tray se nior 
women in terms both hu mor ous and re spect ful. It is the lat ter that, in 
the twen ti eth cen tu ry, be came iconic rep re sen ta tions of Af ri can cre-
a tiv i ty.78 For the re main der of the eigh teenth cen tury the ex panded 
At lan tic sys tem of en slave ment be came a mul ti po lar sys tem in which 
the Brit ish and French warred for dom i nance in slave trade and co lo-
nial pro duc tion, while the Dutch, Por tu guese, and Span ish con tin ued 
to play sig nif i cant roles. Late in the cen tu ry, how ev er, the sys tem ran 
into two sorts of lim its: first, the in creas ingly militant re bel lion of 
the enslaved (most ef fec tively in what be came Haiti); and sec ond, a 
grow ing an ti slav ery move ment in im pe rial home lands, es pe cially in 
Britain.

Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East: An Historical Inquiry (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1990).

76 Patrick Manning, Slavery and Af ri can Life: Occidental, Oriental, and Af ri can Slave 
Trades (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 18–19, 94–98, 131–133.

77 Stu art Schwartz, All Can Be Saved: Religious Tolerance and Salvation in the Ibe rian 
At lan tic World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008).

78 Patrick Manning, “Primitive Art and Modern Times,” Radical History Review no. 33 
(1985), 165–181.
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The cam paign for eman ci pa tion and its ram i fi ca tions, from roughly 
1790 to 1930, raged across the world.79 For the peo ple of Africa and the 
di as po ra, the nineteenth cen tury was a time of con tin ued en slave ment, 
move ments for eman ci pa tion, and con sol i da tion of free com mu ni ties. 
In one of the key global dy nam ics of eman ci pa tion, the re stric tion of 
op pres sion in some re gions brought its ex pan sion in oth ers. Slavery 
ended in Haiti and de clined in the Brit ish Em pire but ex panded in 
other re gions (Cuba, Brazil, much of Africa, and some of Asia) so that 
the to tal num ber of per sons held in bond age peaked in the 1860s and 
1870s, even as the num ber of eman ci pated blacks rose at key mo ments 
through out the cen tu ry.80 The end of slav ery came of ten through war-
fare, and black men fought in war af ter war to cre ate so cial change and 
gain per sonal ad vance. Equally sig nif i cant were the sac ri fices of black 
war riors in the civil wars of Venezuela and Colombia, the wars of 
Brazil, the Cuban re bel lions of 1868 and 1895, the many wars of Africa, 
and the Great War of 1914–1918. Perhaps most dis tin guished of these 
war riors was Antonio Maceo, a gen eral in each of Cuba’s wars for in de-
pen dence.81 Freedom from slav ery was not enough—those who gained 
for mal free dom sought full eman ci pa tion and cit i zen ship.

Free but still sub al tern com mu ni ties in Africa and the Americas 
re lied on the sys tems of in for mal self-gov ern ment de vel oped in days of 
slav ery and co lo nial ism. Black churches in the United States are but 
one ex am ple. Such tra di tions, com monly neglected in po lit i cal the o ry, 
worked through vil lage and re li gious in sti tu tions, so cial move ments, and 
long ex pe ri ence in gov er nance among the sub al tern. The meth ods of 
their claims for land, civil rights, and a share of na tional po lit i cal power 
pro vide a cen tral part of mod ern po lit i cal tra di tion.

The rise of militant white su prem acy and ex plicit ra cial the o ry, start-
ing in the 1870s, may be seen as a re sponse to the ac cel er at ing wave 
of eman ci pa tion. White su prem acy ad vanced a new form of ideo log i cal 
con trol to re place the ex pir ing sys tem of le gal sub ju ga tion over a large, 
sub or di nate pop u la tion.82 This back lash and wave of so cial op pres sion, 
in re sponse to the as ser tive so cial or ga ni za tion by eman ci pated peo ple 

79 Leo Spitzer, Lives in Between: The Experience of Marginality in a Century of Emancipa-
tion (New York: Hill and Wang, 1999).

80 The growth of slave la bor within Africa can have taken place only if there was eco-
nomic growth among some sec tors, in par al lel to the slav ery-linked eco nomic growth of 
Europe, North America, and Asia.

81 Andrews, Af ro-Latin America, 54–62, 76–82; Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, 
and Revolution, 1868–1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999).

82 A new wave of an ti-Sem i tism fit the same cal en dar. Neil MacMaster, Racism in 
Europe, 1870–2000 (New York: Palgrave, 2001).
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of Africa and the di as po ra, came as a clear echo of the crack down of 
the late sev en teenth cen tu ry. Remarkably, how ev er, this era of max i-
mal white su prem acy and cul tural chau vin ism co in cided with the post-
eman ci pa tion burst of cul tural cre a tiv ity in black com mu ni ties on ev ery 
con ti nent. Urban pop u lar cul ture ex panded with new forms of mu sic, 
dance, lit er a ture, and film in ev ery re gion of the Americas, through out 
Africa, and in Eurasia.83 Jazz and blues are well known for the United 
States; rumba for Cuba, samba for Brazil, ca lypso for Trinidad, costeño 
for Colombia, high life for Ghana, and Swa hili songs for East Africa. 
Black pop u lar cul ture renewed itself re peat edly through new tech nol-
o gy, new au di ences, im pro vi sa tion, and con tin ued bor row ing. It aimed 
at pop u lar rather than elite au di ences; it re lied on new ven ues and new 
me dia. In fact, im pro vi sa tion and at ten tion to new au di ences or new 
tech niques char ac ter ized not only jazz but also most genres within black 
pop u lar cul ture, di as po ra-wide. In all  these cases, ur ban mu sic gen er-
ated by black com mu ni ties came to be adopted by wider com mu ni ties. 
In ru ral ar eas, the most strik ing case of in no va tion in black pop u lar cul-
ture came from an Af ri can an them, “Nkosi Sikelel’i Afrika.” This song, 
cre ated at the end of the nineteenth cen tury in the Xho sa-speak ing 
re gion of South Africa and trans lated as “God Bless Africa,” was sung 
a ca pella by com mu ni ties as a state ment of iden tity and des ti ny. With 
time, it was heard in many lan guages up and down the east ern Af ri can 
lit to ral. The mu si cal and so cial power of this an them sustained its pop-
u lar ity within the com mu ni ties and brought ex pres sions of amaze ment 
by ob serv ers from out side.84

To re state the global cen tral ity of black his tory through more re cent 
events: The great out bursts of so cial strug gle in 1968 and 1989 are told 
in sharply contrasting fash ions according to whether they in clude or 
ex clude the lives of black peo ple. The ver sions cen ter ing on Paris in 
1968 and Berlin in 1989 reaffirm rad i cal mo ments that were Eu ro pe an-
cen tered, ra cially white, elite-fo cused, and dif fu sion ist in their dy nam-
ics. But the in clu sion of black peo ple shifts the per spec tive: The story 
of 1968 includes de col o ni za tion, civil rights, expanding ed u ca tion, and 
na tional lib er a tion strug gles; the story of 1989 ex tends to ma jor ity 
rule in south ern Africa, the wave of Af ri can na tional con fer ences, 
the succeeding wave of Af ri can civil wars, the ex pan sion in Latin 

83 Manning, The Af ri can Diaspora, 209–272.
84 The choirs re lied on an inherited me dium but a new so cial or ga ni za tion, dem on-

strat ing that the pro cesses of mod ern trans for ma tion had been tak ing place in Africa as well 
as in the di as po ra. By the mid-twen ti eth cen tu ry, black cul tural pro duc tion had pro vided a 
plat form for po lit i cal mo bi li za tion: Struggles over land, lit er a cy, and ur ban work congealed 
into a plan e tary chal lenge to ra cial dis crim i na tion and co lo nial rule.
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Amer i can so cial re form, and the tight en ing web of com mu ni ca tion 
among prominent black fig ures ev ery where. Soon “Nkosi Sikelel’i 
Afrika” be came a na tional an them of a reconstituted South Africa.85

In sum, black peo ple did not just ex pe ri ence world his to ry: They also 
transformed it. Narrating the Af ri can di as pora as a whole re veals not 
only re mark able pat terns in cul tural and so cial trans for ma tion, but 
also in pol i tics. With the peak of white su prem acy at the end of the 
nineteenth cen tu ry, black peo ple in ev ery re gion lost al most all  elec-
tive, ap point ive, and he red i tary po si tions of re spon si bil i ty. Yet equally 
sud den ly, in the 1960s, black peo ple gained po si tions of elec tive and 
ap point ive lead er ship on four con ti nents. The nar ra tive—ex pul sion 
from lead er ship, sixty years of ex ile from for mal pol i tics, and return to 
of fi cial roles—was dis tinc tive in each re gion, but the pat tern was syn-
chro nous and in ter de pen dent ev ery where. The causes of this world-
his tor i cal trans for ma tion de serve deeper study.

Social History in World History

The ob ject of the study of world his tory is to in ter pret the past at a large 
scale, with at ten tion to global pat terns. World his tory seeks to ad dress 
so ci ety at the plan e tary scale but also its overlapping sub-sys tems, at 
such lev els as con ti nents, civ i li za tions, di as po ras, re li gious com mu ni ties, 
eco nomic in sti tu tions, ra cial iden ti ties, em pires, and more. These his-
to ries col lide, over lap, and in ter act, and each of them has a com plex 
in ter nal struc ture. World his to ri ans need to an a lyze hu man so ci ety 
com pre hen sively (thus adding com pli ca tions) and yet co her ently (thus 
seek ing log i cal and con sis tent sim pli fi ca tions). Further, such anal y sis 
must ap ply dis ci plin ary depth in the ar eas of its top pri or i ties.

This ar ti cle, in reviewing world his tory through an op tic based on 
the com bined his tory of Africa and the Af ri can di as po ra, is intended to 
de scribe the char ac ter of world-his tor i cal stud ies and to clar ify its anal-
y sis across ver ti cal and hor i zon tal scales. It pro poses self-eval u a tion by 
world his to ri ans, ask ing, How well have world-his tor i cal stud ies fared 
in em pha siz ing com pre hen sive ness, dis ci plin ary spe cial i za tion, and 

85 Nkosi Sikele’i Afrika be came in cor po rated into the na tional an them of South Africa 
in 1997 along side the Af ri ka ner an them, “Die Stem van Suid Africa”—hence, a sym bolic 
com pro mise to ac com pany long so cial strug gle. See also Au gust Meier, John Bracey Jr., and 
Elliott Rudwick, eds., Black Protest in the Sixties (New York: M. Wiener Pub., 1991); Patrick 
Manning, “1789–1792 and 1989–1992: Global Interactions of Social Movements,” World 
History Connected 3, no. 1 (Oc to ber 2005), http://worldhistoryconnected.org/3.1/manning.
html.
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co her ence? It touches on world his tory as seen from other fields of his-
tor i cal study: How well does world his tory fit and in ter act with his tor i cal 
stud ies at other scales, be they trans na tion al, ar ea-stud ies, or na tion al?

In char ac ter iz ing world his to ry, I ar gue that the field is gaining co her-
ence as an over all ap proach and also that it is de vel op ing clear sub-
fields, some of which have more fully de vel oped dis courses than oth ers. 
Global en vi ron men tal his to ry, for in stance, has done re mark ably well in 
contrasting long-term tran si tions and short-term fluc tu a tions, the global 
and the lo cal. While there are re gional views of en vi ron men tal his to ry, 
one can speak of this as a his tor i cal dis course that has be come nat u ral-
ized within world his to ry. For eco nomic his to ry, the “great di ver gence” 
de bate launched a global dis course and a clear sub field of global eco-
nomic his to ry.86 The pro cess of de vel op ing world-his tor i cal sub fields 
is slower else where. Imperial his tory can be seen as an im mi grant but 
not yet nat u ral ized dis course in world his to ry, in that the dom i nant 
ten dency re mains the anal y sis of in di vid ual em pires and their strug-
gles with im me di ate en e mies.87 Social his to ry, while it vis its with world 
his to ry, must still be seen as a for eign dis course for world his to ri ans, a 
po si tion it shares with cul tural his to ry. In sum, the un even ness of the 
ad vances in world-his tor i cal stud ies is read ily ap par ent.

In its han dling of global and in ter ac tive anal y sis, the emerg ing world-
his tor i cal lit er a ture is de serv ing of cri tique from many per spec tives; the 
com ments here arise most clearly from con sid er ation of Africa and its 
di as po ra. First, there is a need to high light so cial his tory to help un der-
stand the pro cesses among com mon ers, the resulting bot tom-up pres-
sures, and the in ter sec tion of elite and sub al tern ini tia tives. While am ple 
re search in so cial his tory is be ing conducted, more ef fort will have to go 
into learn ing how to place so cial-his tor i cal in sights in world-his tor i cal 

86 On en vi ron men tal his to ry, see J. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun; Richards, 
Unending Frontier; Parker, Global Crisis. On eco nomic his to ry, see Kevin H. O’Rourke 
and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Globalization and History: The Evolution of a Nineteenth-Century 
At lan tic Economy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999); Pomeranz, Great Divergence; Gar eth 
Austin and Kaoru Sugihara, eds., Labour-Intensive Industrialisation in Global History (London: 
Routledge, 2013).

87 The works of Burbank and Cooper and Darwin re flect ad vances in the global his tory 
of em pires, but John Elliott’s com par i son of Span ish and En glish em pires, for all  the strength 
of the work, pri mar ily ad dresses in di vid ual em pires. Burbank and Cooper, Em pires in World 
History; John Darwin, After Tamerlane: The Global History of Em pire since 1405 (London: 
Allen Lane, 2007); J. H. Elliott, Em pires of the At lan tic World: Britain and Spain in America 
1492–1830 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2006). On mi gra tion, see Jan Lucas-
sen and Leo Lucassen, eds., Globalising Migration History: The Eur asian Experience (16th–21st 
Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migration in the 
Second Millennium (Dur ham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2002); Patrick Manning with 
Tif fany Trimmer, Migration in World History, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2012).
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con text.88 That this may not be an easy task is underscored for the study 
of gen der, where skilled an a lysts have sought ways to de velop world-
his tor i cal in ter pre ta tions of gen der, with out yet de vel op ing a firm nar ra-
tive on pat terns of gen der re la tions.89 Second, world his to ri ans need to 
learn more about civ i li za tions and cul ture ar eas, in clud ing the po ros-
ity of their bound aries and the char ac ter of their in te ri ors, to get past 
ten den cies to treat them as mono lithic or to ne glect them as un in ter-
est ing. Third, world his to ri ans need to give more at ten tion to di as po ras, 
which have grown steadily along with mi gra tion and which play so cial 
roles dis tinct from na tions, em pires, or civ i li za tions.90 Greater at ten tion 
to so cial mo bil ity and so cial in ter ac tion, both ver ti cal and hor i zon tal, will 
en able his to ri ans to lo cate the most in ter est ing ar eas of com mu ni ca tion 
and change in his tor i cal pat terns.

Black his to ry, in ad di tion to addressing the past of up to one sixth of 
global pop u la tion, pro vi des im por tant les sons for the study of world his-
tory more broad ly. The his tor i cal ex pe ri ence of black peo ple, be cause 
it is so dis tinc tive, pro vi des im por tant les sons for the for mu la tion 
of world-his tor i cal think ing. Black peo ple, since they lost much of 
their elite from the sev en teenth cen tury on, long counted for lit tle in 
elite his to ry.91 But black com mon ers con tin ued to make his to ry, forg ing 
in no va tions in eco nomic struc tures, in so cial or ga ni za tion, in pop u lar 
cul ture, and in sub al tern gov er nance. Drawing on this les son, one may 
be  able to re write as pects of world his tory for blacks and, by ex ten-
sion, for hu man ity in gen er al. This would be a more com plex his tory 
of so cial trans for ma tion, seen as an in ter ac tive pro cess rather than as 
se quen tial mo ments of in spi ra tion. Viewed from the Af ri can con ti nent 

88 Pe ter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker pro duced what is ar gu  ably the most sustained, 
large-scale ap pli ca tion of his tory from be low in The Many-Headed Hy dra: Sailors, Slaves, 
Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary At lan tic (Bos ton: Beacon Press, 
2000). For a fur ther ap pli ca tion, see Rediker, The Amistad Rebellion: An At lan tic Odyssey of 
Slavery and Freedom (New York: Vi king, 2012); see also Schwartz, All Can Be Saved.

89 Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); 
Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Co lum bia University 
Press, 1988); Mrinalini Sinha, Colonial Masculinity: The ‘Manly En glish man’ and the ‘Effemi-
nate Ben gali’ (Manchester, U.K.: Manchester University Press, 1995); Antoinette Burdon, 
Gender, Sexuality, and Colonial Modernities (New York: Routledge, 1999); Stearns, Gender in 
World History; Merry Wiesner-Hanks, Gender in History: Global Perspectives, 2nd ed. (Hobo-
ken, N.J.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010); Pamela McVay, Gender in World History (Upper Saddle 
River, N.J.: Pearson, 2011).

90 On the cri tique of civilizational frame works, see Edward Said, Orientalism (New 
York: Vintage, 1979); Samir Amin, Eu ro cen trism, trans. Russell Moore (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1989). On di as po ras, see Cohen, Global Diasporas; Stéphane Dufoix, Diaspo-
ras, trans. William Rodarmor (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008).

91 There were peo ple of elite sta tus in Africa as well as in the Af ri can di as po ra, but they 
were com monly de nied rec og ni tion by Eu ro pe ans, of ten ret ro spec tive ly.
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and di as po ra, this per spec tive gives at ten tion to fam ily and com mu nity 
(more than em pire), to work (more than in dus try), to un free la bor (as 
much as to free la bor), to po lit i cal pro test and cit i zen ship (more than 
na tion hood), to ba sic ed u ca tion (more than higher ed u ca tion), to pop-
u lar cul ture (more than elite cul ture), and to the re cur ring prob lems in 
so cial and eco nomic in equal i ty.


