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For just over two decades, scholars have debated modernity, seeking to clarify the dynamics of 

recent social transformation. “Modernity” provides a flexible and provocative framework that has 

facilitated exploration of the interplay among industrialization, nationalism, democracy, expanded state 

regulation, social movements, science, technology, and cultural change. The debate has strained the 

limits of the social sciences and humanities because of its breadth and complexity, yet the effort of 

participants to develop a comprehensive explanation of accelerating social change has attracted wide 

interest. Meanwhile, a debate on globalization unfolded at virtually the same moment: it focused 

initially on the expanded global interactions in economy and culture. With time, globalization came to 

be seen not just as an event of the late twentieth century but also as a process recurring over a longer 

period of time. While the debates on modernity and globalization overlap greatly, part of what 

distinguishes them is that the study of globalization emphasizes interaction on a world scale while the 

study of modernity emphasizes social transformation, as much locally as globally.1  

 

The debate on modernity, though intentionally comprehensive, has naturally focused on certain 

topical and geographic areas rather than others. Leading voices in the debate have come from Western 

Europe and North America, and the discussion has focused primarily on events and processes in those 

same regions. Some widely read contributions have come from South Asia while others have focused on 

the place of East Asia and the Middle East in an evolving modernity. Another segment of the literature 

has focused on the Soviet Union, China, and other communist-led states as a great experiment in 

modernity.2 Interestingly, this debate on broad social transformation has some similarities to the debate 

on “modernization” that unfolded some fifty years earlier. The current discussion of modernity is at 

once more interdisciplinary, global, and multidirectional than the earlier analysis of modernization.3 

 

People of the African continent and African diaspora, however, have been notably marginal and 

often entirely invisible in this debate. The main interpretations of modernity give brief references to the 
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experience of black people—in enslavement, emancipation, decolonization, and civil rights campaigns—

but decline to situate these references in central discussions of the construction of modernity. Black 

people are virtually absent from the tales of constructing the modern economy, national identity, 

governance, or culture. As I will argue, this choice reflects more than a matter of selective or unbalanced 

coverage: it reveals fundamental biases in the overall understanding of modernity. While the 

contemporary debate on modernity has advanced substantially over the now-discredited precepts of 

modernization theory, I argue that it has yet to incorporate the advances in history, theory, and 

empirical scientific knowledge that would enable scholars to surmount the current myopia and develop 

a more satisfactory account of modernity. 

 

Decolonization after World War II brought independence to nearly half of the world’s 

population, including some fifty African nations and a dozen Caribbean nations. Demographic analysis, 

once brought up to date, revealed that black people comprise one sixth of the human population, 

spread widely through the world—a population very near to that of South Asia or East Asia and 

exceeding that of Europe.4 Racial discrimination met formal rejection at numerous levels, formal 

education of black people expanded dramatically, and black people entered many social arenas from 

which they had previously been excluded. Popular culture continued its twentieth-century revolution 

and expansion, with black people in roles of leadership not only as artists but as creators and producers. 

And in a basic revelation of the unity and equality within the human species, geneticists verified in the 

late 1980s that Homo sapiens had emerged in Africa roughly 200,000 years ago, thus demonstrating that 

humans had, in that brief period of genetic history, spread to all corners of the world and developed the 

remarkably parallel societies of today.5 If black people are the equal of others in individual intelligence 

and in the skills to construct societies, why should such a large proportion of humanity be so marginal to 

the main story of modernity? 

 

This essay reconsiders the debate on global modernity from the standpoint of Africans and 

people of African descent. It contests the marginalization of blacks in studies of modernity by 

documenting black agency in construction of the modern world. In analytical terms, the essay contests 

the view of modernity as a moment of innovation, in which well-placed individuals or groups launch 

waves of historical change. Instead, it affirms a view of modernity as a process of response in interaction 

with existing conditions. Thus, the essay incorporates both analysis and historical narrative, although my 

approach gives more attention to modernity as a historical phenomenon than as an analytical category. 
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In analytical terms, I argue that the positivistic search to narrow the problem down and locate the most 

fundamental innovations in human development has distorted the understanding of society and history 

more broadly. In historical terms, I argue that black people of Africa and the diaspora, in elite roles but 

especially as common people, have shown an agency that has brought modernity to their own lives and 

transformation to society generally. The role of black people in modernity, if obscured in previous times, 

became unmistakably clear because of two shifts in social-science research during the past fifty years: 

the abandonment of previously dominant racially-based theories and the expanded historical study of 

the black experience on several continents. As a result, both racial inferiority and insufficient 

documentation can now be dismissed as reasons for the absence of black people in interpretations of 

global social change.  

 

Calls from black scholars and black communities for updating the scholarly understanding of 

modernity have met with responses that must be labeled, in sum, as meager. Apparently, black people 

remain marginal in debates over modernity not only because of lingering racial discrimination but 

especially because of elite bias in the study of social change.6 Later sections of this essay highlight 

countervailing theoretical and practical work that has argued for the agency of common people in major 

social transformations and has traced social interactions across spaces. Overall, an expanded view of 

modernity, accounting for history from below and for interregional social interactions, confirms the 

place of black people in modernity’s social transformations and opens the path toward revising the tale 

of modernity for every region of the world.  

 

 

 “MODERNITY,” THE EXPANDED TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIETY, is commonly understood to be 

governed by forces for change emanating from centers of power. David Harvey added an influential 

impetus to the emerging discussion of modernity with his 1989 The Condition of Postmodernity. In it he 

gave particular emphasis to a shift in aesthetics, beginning in the 1970s, from a “modern” emphasis on 

grand narrative, metaphysics, and design to a “postmodern” emphasis on anti-narrative, irony, and 

chance.7 In the same analysis he linked these aesthetic shifts to changing patterns of capitalism, notably 

the expansion of economic inequality from c. 1970. He saw both of these shifts as associated with an 

accelerating time-space compression. For instance, he described the previous rise of modernism as 

associated with an explosion, from 1910 to 1915, of scientific and cultural work challenging the 

“categorical fixity” of the Enlightenment with “divergent systems of representation.” As Harvey 
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summarized it, “It is not hard to conclude that the whole world of representation and of knowledge 

underwent a fundamental transformation during this short space of time.”8 In summarizing, he offered a 

sketch of the “condition of postmodernity” in the era after the 1970s—a summary of his effort to 

explore “the general relations between modernization, modernity, and the aesthetic movements that 

draw their energies from such conditions.”9 Harvey thus argued that the debate over modernity arose 

out of an immediate and specific conjuncture—the shifts in aesthetics and knowledge that drew 

energies from changing structures of capitalism.  

 

Anthony Giddens—the British sociologist whose career shows how many applications there can 

be of the thought of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber—took a longer-term approach in his two books on 

modernity. In the first, published in 1990, Giddens articulated his “discontinuist” position, arguing that 

the real discontinuity between traditional and modern ways of life emerged in seventeenth-century 

Europe, while the late-twentieth-century era of social and epistemological disorientation arose from 

continuing consequences of this modernity rather than from a fundamentally new way of being.10 

Giddens argued further that modernity brings a consistent reflexivity—reflections and comparisons of 

the contrasts of tradition and modernity, and especially a consistent review and critique of every type of 

convention.11 In a modest contrast, the version of sociologist Stuart Hall—intended as a comprehensive 

introduction to modernity—was attentive to people of color, but assumed that modernity began in 

Europe and slowly expanded, nation by nation.12 

 

In another large-scale historical interpretations of modernity, combining narrative and analysis, 

Immanuel Wallerstein investigated “the modern world-system” from 1500 to the 1890s. The four 

volumes of this work, which appeared over nearly 40 years, actually encompass the debates over 

modernization and modernity. The sparseness of Wallerstein’s references to Africans and blacks of the 

diaspora certainly did not arise from a lack of knowledge about Africa – his early specialization in African 

politics set up personal relations that persisted through his career.13 Yet Wallerstein drew especially on 

Fernand Braudel – taking more from the economic side of Braudel’s thinking than from his multiplicity of 

systemic factors.14 For other works, the pattern remains the same, and the main tale of the modern 

world unfolds with scant reference to the large and in many ways prominent African portion of 

humanity. Thus Michel Beaud’s history of capitalism, in multiple editions, leaves out Africans and people 

of African descent except for cursory references to slave labor.15  
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Perhaps most prominent among historians recently addressing modernity is C. A. Bayly. His 

synthetic volume discusses a world of growing uniformity (but also complexity) in state, economy, and 

ideology. It argues that changes after 1780 “were so rapid, and interacted with each other so 

profoundly,” that this period can be seen as “the birth of the modern world.”Bayly waits until late in this 

story to offer his only substantial discussion of the African diaspora: entitled “Slavery’s Indian Summer,” 

it rapidly recaps the history of slavery worldwide, and wonders about the persistence of slavery at the 

end of the nineteenth century. (The cover illustration of Bayly’s volume is a 1797 portrait of Jean-

Baptiste Belley, a Haitian political leader, but the text offers concise examples rather than sustained 

argument on the place of blacks in the birth of the modern world.)16  

 

In an attempt to extend the discussion of modernity beyond Europeans at home or abroad, 

some historians have come to treat modernity as plural. Thus Dominic Sachsenmaier, S. N. Eisenstadt 

and Jens Riedel, in their 2002 volume, chose to emphasize “multiple modernities” as a way of addressing 

the modernities of China, Japan, India, and other regions in addition to Europe or The West.17 Huri 

Islamoglu and Peter Perdue led in publishing a collection of studies proposing a “shared modernity” that 

focused on commerce and the state across Eurasia.18 The 2011 roundtable on modernity published by 

the American Historical Review includes a complex matrix of views reflecting the geographical and 

analytical perspectives of nine authors, again emphasizing plural modernities.19 In a more encompassing 

response to this comparative framework, Carol Gluck proposed the notion of “blended modernities” to 

include the “modern experiences produced by such improvisational experiences.”20 Nevertheless, in this 

roundtable, black people came up for discussion only in Africanist Lynn Thomas’s essay; this also is the 

essay giving most attention to common people.21 

 

Specialists in the history of Africa and its diaspora sought, without much success, to challenge 

the neglect of black people within the framework of modernity. In earlier years, many skilled writers on 

the black world declined to celebrate modernization, focusing critically on such negative aspects of 

global transformation as enslavement, racial discrimination, and cultural deprivation.22 Philosophers V. 

Y. Mudimbe and Kwame Anthony Appiah advanced additional such arguments in the 1980s.23 Paul 

Gilroy, in his 1993 The Black Atlantic, offered the approach to modernity that has perhaps been the 

most influential not only among black people but more broadly, though perhaps because it too takes an 

elite perspective. His point is that, in post-emancipation society, black artists and intellectuals drew on 

their cosmopolitan experience to produce innovative works in literature and music. The “Black Atlantic,” 
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for him, was the cosmopolitan network of black artists whose vision of modernity inflected the 

dominant English-language culture.24  

 

Historians Tiffany Ruby Patterson and Robin D.G. Kelley advanced, in a 1998 article, a detailed 

claim for the universality and modernity of the African-American experience, identifying key issues in 

social, economic, and cultural history that demonstrated the global significance of transformations in 

African-American communities. In a somewhat parallel essay with a standpoint in the African homeland, 

Maghan Keita reviewed analytical narratives on Africa’s place in the world and argued, point after point, 

that world-historical and even Africanist scholars had neglected the role of Africa in the past.25 These 

two pleas for recognition of the universality and modernity of Africans and African-Americans might 

have carried more weight if they had been linked to each other in the debate as they were in history. 

But even when Colin Palmer wrote to encompass the whole world of black people and attempted to set 

them in the context of global modernity, the echoes from elsewhere in the literature remained faint 

indeed.26  

 

The debate on modernity has thus expanded over two decades to include additional issues: the 

analysis of unity and self-awareness, the place of the state in modernity, the analysis of multiple 

modernities (including colonial modernity), and interpretations of modernity based in all parts of the 

world.27 Despite this broadening of the analysis, both sociological and historical analyses of modernity 

systematically consign the people of Africa and the African diaspora to the footnotes. More generally, 

the currently dominant understandings of modernity restrict their clarity by limiting the analysis to 

narrow social strata and limited regions. I seek to document these two restrictions and show how they 

provoke myopia in the understanding of modernity. 

 

 

DECOLONIZATION BROUGHT THE DECLINE of racial and civilizational theory and the flowering of 

study in black history. Theories that postulated racial hierarchy at the individual level—and civilizational 

hierarchy at the social level—declined in influence gradually and unevenly in the aftermath of World 

War II. Notions of “race” suffered first, followed more erratically by declines in scholarly belief in the 

analytical integrity of “empire” and “civilization,” although with new formulations commonly replacing 

the old. The social changes of the era of decolonization and civil rights accelerated the critique of 

theories that had previously sustained white racial supremacy and Euro-American imperial hegemony. 
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This transition is perhaps best seen through the last gasp of several hierarchical theories. These theories 

of human behavior, posed both at the individual level and at the level of social groups, had offered 

explanations for difference among people’s behavior that might correlate with race, class, or culture. In 

addition, some theories argued that differences in the land or climate of Africa (or the tropical lowlands 

of the Americas) made it inherently difficult for black societies to advance.28 At the civilizational or 

societal level, modernization theory, developed in general by Talcott Parsons and applied in politics and 

economics especially in the 1960s, argued that most societies were mired in traditional structures and 

needed to be led forward by elites socialized in the ways of the Europeans. The theory thus privileged 

hierarchy in civilization and in social class, assuming that creativity came from Europe and from the 

upper classes.29 In familial terms, Daniel Patrick Moynihan in the 1960s famously argued that African-

American families were sociopathic, and that single motherhood condemned a whole social group to 

inferiority.30 

 

Occasionally such theses encountered glancing challenges, as when Africanist anthropologist 

Jacques Maquet tried to redefine “civilization” in terms of life style rather than in terms of high 

culture.31 At other times, the hierarchical paradigms met with frontal attack, as in psychology where 

Leon Kamin demonstrated in 1974 that Cyril Burt, in his earlier studies of twins to document the 

heritability of intelligence, had distorted the evidence by exaggerating the genetic correlation with high 

intelligence.32 In physiology and medicine, there were steady demonstrations of an overall, trans-racial 

physiological equality that greatly counterbalanced the small though persistent physiological specificities 

of various social groups.33 

 

In this same era of decolonization and citizenship, historical studies of black communities 

expanded in a dramatic, worldwide recovery of a neglected past. This research and publication came 

especially out of black communities, as expanding opportunities in education allowed the recording of 

community histories in Africa, the Caribbean, Latin America, North America, and in the expanding black 

communities of European cities and Asian workplaces. In Africa and Latin America, high schools and 

universities expanded; in the United States as elsewhere, black enrollment shot upward in schools at all 

levels. European and American university programs in area studies, which had already begun for Asia 

and Latin America, expanded to the study of Africa; a somewhat parallel wave of Black Studies programs 

arose in the late 1960s, although in response more to community demand than to the concerns of 

policy-makers. 
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The new historical studies amplified the slim thread of key works by black authors published 

from the sixteenth century forward. Writings composed in Africa and Europe were recovered, 

disseminated, and supplemented by an expanding sequence of authors from within black communities 

or in close contact with them during the era of emancipation.34  By the twentieth century these works 

had expanded to include visions of the black world, interconnected analyses of social change, and 

sociological studies of plantation and urban life: the writings of W.E.B. Du Bois, C.L.R. James, and Eric 

Williams stand out as particularly formative.35 Postwar publications included the first successful survey 

texts on African-American history and then on African and Caribbean history.36 Studies of imperial and 

plantation dominance of black communities came to be supplemented by interactive studies of African 

trade and politics and then by chronicles of black nationalism throughout the diaspora. The search for 

African agency led researchers to document African kingdoms,  commerce, and technology.37  

 

The studies of plantations hit a peak with the controversy over Time On the Cross (1974), at 

once a leading study in economic history and an apparent justification of slavery.38 A census of the 

Atlantic slave trade launched a huge research effort that ultimately linked economic and demographic 

studies of the four Atlantic continents.39 As of the 1970s, historical monographs and interpretations 

were appearing on every section of the black world.40 Countless community studies appeared, 

documenting various regions of Africa, the Caribbean, and North America.41 Frederick Bowser’s 1974 

study of Africans in early colonial Peru was one of the strongest contributions of that era to social 

history. A. I. Asiwaju’s study of cross-border communities documented some of the many breaches of 

colonial African borders. Walter Rodney’s appropriation of the notion of underdevelopment enabled 

him to present a transhistorical interpretation of Africa and its interrelations with Europe. Studies of 

pan-African ideas and action linked regions on both sides of the Atlantic from the eighteenth to the 

twentieth centuries.42  

 

The literature in black history expanded in numerous languages, especially English, French, 

Portuguese, and Spanish.43 Similarly, the studies of history and culture spanned all main religious 

groupings – Christianity (Catholic, Protestant, Monophysite, and Pentecostal), Islam (with a focus on Sufi 

orders), and religions of African heritage in Africa and the diaspora.44 Small publishing houses and 

historical journals appeared in many regions. Not all survived, but the published works remain part of 

the historical record. Larger projects began in the 1980s, including the Cambridge History of Africa, the 
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UNESCO General History of Africa, and publications of the papers of Booker T. Washington and Marcus 

Garvey; later came a UNESCO history of the Caribbean.45 From the 1980s, historical studies of black 

people gained increasing recognition as an established element of the social sciences and humanities, 

and the volume of publication expanded steadily—especially for the United States and anglophone 

Africa, but ultimately for every region of the African diaspora.  Documentary collections added to the 

continuing stream of monographic studies.46 Nationalism and nationhood gained growing recognition, 

although attempts to tie Africa to the global economy did not work out as well.  To the degree that 

transnational trends gained attention, pride of place was given to the struggle with hegemonic power: 

that of imperial rulers for the eastern hemisphere, and the contest with colonial and national elites for 

the western hemisphere.47 Studies of art and culture poured forth in these years; recognition of the 

literary skills of black and African writers deepened with the award of five Nobel prizes for literature in 

the seven years from 1986 to 1993, to Wole Soyinka, Naguib Mahfouz, Nadine Gordimer, Derek Walcott, 

and Toni Morrison. 48 

 

From the 1990s forward, the expanded study of black history brought more regional breadth, 

topical depth, and attention to spatial and topical links. Historical publication and political activism grew 

in parallel among the African-descended populations of Latin America, the Indian Ocean region, and 

Europe. South American nations, especially Venezuela and Colombia, gave formal recognition to African 

ancestry as part of the national heritage, and thereby brought substantial change in education, law, and 

public recognition.49 The African heritage in the Indian Ocean began to gain attention equivalent to that 

of Western Africa and the Atlantic.50 The substantial black population of North Africa and the Sahara re-

entered the historical record, helping to clarify relations among that region, sub-Saharan Africa, Europe, 

and the Middle East.51 Beyond regional specificity, links among regions of the black world began to gain 

increasing attention—especially through Michael Gomez’s tracing of the links of Africans to the 

American South and then again for the heritage of Islam in the Americas.52 Through recognition of such 

links in Africa and overseas, the notion of an “African diaspora” expanded in the 1990s from an 

academic formulation to become a broad and powerful popular identity.53 With time, the similarities 

and connections in history of African-descended people across this wide region provided the basis for a 

reinterpretation of the African diaspora in terms of three great regions in historical evolution: Africa, the 

Americas, and Eurasia. 
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As of the early twenty-first century, this expanding literature reflected the continuing 

accumulation of scholarly explorations in numerous directions—innovative in some cases, reviewing 

long-debated issues in others. The literature in black history included achievements in the established 

genres of biography and political narrative.54 At the same time, it brought pioneering work in application 

of multidisciplinary methods, including advances in oral history, quantitative history, social 

anthropology, archaeology, linguistics, and folklore.55 Altogether, an immense and sophisticated 

literature on the history of Africa and the African diaspora is now at the disposal of historians.56  

 

 

DID THE INITIATIVES OF THE MODERN ERA spring only from elite agency or also from the choices 

of commoners? The call for more attention to history from below, while widely echoed, brought little 

response within social-historical studies of modernity. The absence of black people from the 

interpretations of modernity, reproduced as much by habit and tradition as by conscious choice, has 

been little challenged even as racial hierarchy and discrimination have been contested and in some 

sense vanquished in society at large. The problem is that the theorists and analysts of modernity are 

falling prey to elite assumptions.  

 

Anthony Giddens—seeking an analysis of modernity that went beyond the political positioning 

of international relations and the economic hierarchy of world-system analysis—went on to identify four 

dimensions of global transformation: surveillance, military power, capitalism, and industrialization. 

These in turn led, he argued, to institutionalization through the nation-state system, the world capitalist 

economy, the international division of labor, and the world military order. This broader and more 

flexible framework incorporated a wider range of social phenomena, yet treated the initiative as coming 

from elites: only later, in Giddens’ formulation, does space open up for popular responses in social 

movements of laborers and for free speech, peace, and ecological protection.57 David Harvey, restricting 

his analysis to the late twentieth century, focused on the economic shift to what was later to be called 

neo-liberalism and to the equivalent aesthetic shifts in architecture and cinema.58 In contrast to these 

formulations, it may be argued that the conjuncture of the 1980s and 1990s included shifts well beyond 

those in high culture and the commanding heights of the economy to which Harvey refers, and that a 

broader analysis of this conjuncture will help clarify the understanding of modernity. The authors in the 

AHR roundtable, focusing on such issues as the Nazi order and American liberalism, predominantly 
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addressed modernity as a transformation launched in privileged segments of society which only 

gradually evoked responses from society generally. 

 

One interesting effort to broaden the issue of modernity is that of Robin Blackburn, whose The 

Making of New World Slavery makes a forceful effort to link the emergence of modernity and the rise of 

slavery.  Blackburn explicitly contests Giddens’ picture of modernity simply appearing in Europe by 

arguing that the expansion of slavery in the Americas, especially from the seventeenth century, brought 

social transformations in production and labor relations of a brutal sort that nonetheless contributed 

substantially to the rise of modernity overall. Blackburn’s argument thus expands the hearth of 

modernity from one to three continents, allows for interregional connection in the development of 

modernity and, especially, emphasizes modernity’s dark side in slavery’s reliance on oppression and 

brutality.59 In the end, however, his effort to broaden the scope of modernity extends only horizontally 

and not vertically: he allows no significant space for the agency of Africans, slave or free, in responding 

to the expanding system of slavery or in constructing alternatives. Blackburn’s text is not lacking in 

sympathy for the enslaved, as he notes some of their techniques of survival and accommodation, yet 

the primary point of the book is that “the contribution of New World slavery to the evolution of 

industrial discipline and principles of capitalist rationalization has been neglected.”60 In sum, Blackburn 

demonstrates that initiative in the launching of modernity could be generated in the colonies as well as 

the metropole, but he shares with others the assumption that initiative was a monopoly of the elite. 

 

The issue of initiative is thus, implicitly, central to the understanding of modernity. The elite 

version of modernity suggests that some early modern initiative, based on intellectual, political, or 

economic insight, broke the bounds of tradition and created an accelerating sphere of self-reflexivity 

and accumulation. In this view, regions and social strata outside of this homeland of modernity were put 

in the position of responding, with greater or lesser effectiveness, to this initiative. But if the world is 

seen as changing and interconnected rather than as a body at rest, then every initiative can be seen as a 

response—a reaction to some set of preceding conditions. The question no longer remains who acted 

first, but who reacted most effectively, most influentially. One historical basis for such an interpretation 

is to argue that the entire world—and not just Europe—was seriously shaken by the large-scale and 

ultimately planetary interactions from the thirteenth through the sixteenth century. The Mongol 

expansion, the waves of disease, the cultural encounters, the new trade routes, the innovative and often 
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exploitive social relations—these and other processes put every regional society and every social 

stratum in the position of responding.61 

 

The critique of hierarchically-centered views of society, meanwhile, has developed along various 

paths. Social history has become a leading approach in historical studies of communities, though its 

impact at broader levels has been relatively weak.62 Various threads of social theory and social practice 

treat society in terms of the contestation of multiple interests rather than the imposition of hierarchical 

visions. These theoretical gambits have arisen in tandem with the decline of racial and civilizational 

theory. The literature on social movements, with its focus on revolutionary upheavals, peasant 

movements, and twentieth-century mobilizations, provides an arena where such theory is gathered and 

tested. The work of Antonio Gramsci, as it has become part of the academic canon, has a dual 

significance: in one sense his notion of hegemony has led to new and subtle analysis of domination from 

above; in another sense the same notion of hegemony provides a comprehensive framework for 

studying the interplay of ruling strata and subordinate strata. E.P. Thompson, in his effort to articulate 

the voices and consciousness of English workers, created a notion of agency in the lives of these often-

anonymous workers that has come to be widely applied. Other analytical contributions to the study of 

history from below come from the work of Paolo Freire in education, Edward Said on orientalism, Frantz 

Fanon on the critique of national consciousness, and Charles Tilly on social movements.63 In sum, these 

bodies of theory and research provide a basis for investigating how elite and bottom-up influences 

combined to create successive compromises, truces, and unanticipated transformations.  

 

 

 THE HISTORY OF THE AFRICAN DIASPORA REVEALS THE AGENCY OF BLACK PEOPLE IN THE 

CONSTRUCTION OF MODERNITY—agency which has made itself felt along two axes. Along a vertical 

axis, blacks in subaltern positions have repeatedly influenced both the hierarchical relationships with 

elites and cross-community social patterns generally. In addition, along a horizontal axis, developments 

in one part of the black world affected other regions. Of the many and complex historical processes, 

here are a few to illustrate the character and connections of that agency. 

 

The European-African maritime contact of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries brought 

standoffs as much as great transformations for each continent. Africa had neither the concentrated 

wealth of Asian centers nor the vulnerability that brought chaos to the Americas, yet Africans of all 
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social stations found themselves caught up in the initial vortex of Atlantic connection. Artisans diverted 

a portion of their works from local elite consumers to an expanding Portuguese and European market 

for fineries from distant lands.64 Emerging merchant elites included the “nhara” or “signares” of 

Senegambia and Upper Guinea, female merchants whose business model involved setting up marital 

and commercial alliances with immigrant Europeans.65 African captives at home and abroad, while 

formally labeled as social inferiors, occasionally found openings enabling them to gain positions of 

security through marriage, artisanal and commercial skill, and through skills in political negotiation and 

religious practice. The legal framework of the Siete Partidas, adopted in thirteenth-century Castile and 

later influential throughout Iberian territories, confirmed the legality of slave status yet provided various 

protections and opportunities for redress for the enslaved.66 To characterize this early modern era of 

social mobility, Ira Berlin coined the term “Atlantic creole” to represent those among the early 

generations of migrants who, in region after region, skillfully and imaginatively played leading roles in 

developing the colonial order, even while formally enslaved.67 

 

From the mid-seventeenth century, a wave of contradictory socioeconomic transformations 

surged throughout the Atlantic world. Best known of these shifts are the commercial, military, and 

settlement expansions of the Dutch, English, and French.68 In addition, as brutal systems of enslavement 

expanded, Africans now moved across the Atlantic in greater numbers than Europeans, while African 

societies underwent new sorts of transformations. An outstanding economic initiative took place among 

free people of West Africa: the burst of artisanal production in villages of the Gold Coast during the 

seventeenth century, as documented by Ray Kea. This expansion in productive energy, in a region where 

the busy gold trade provided the basis of intensive commercial contacts, presents an economic initiative 

parallel to the contemporaneous “industrious revolution” identified by Jan de Vries for the Low 

Countries. In both cases, families of modest means took the initiative to invest in artisanal production to 

expand their consumption, notably of luxury goods.69 In another pattern, the trade diasporas of Africa 

and elsewhere demonstrate ways in which commercial families and communities maintained their 

interconnections over great distances. New states arose in several African regions; their rulers 

apparently attempted to limit slave trade, but ended up being drawn more deeply into it.70 In the 

diaspora, families struggled with occasional success to gain freedom; individual blacks rose to elite 

positions, and escapees formed maroon communities. The most remarkable such community was 

Palmares, which grew at several days’ distance from the sugar colony of Pernambuco, alternating for 
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most of the seventeenth century between peaceful trade and holding off Dutch and Portuguese 

expeditions.71 

 

As individuals and as groups, blacks in the diaspora were arguably escaping the limits of elite 

control. Then events of the late seventeenth century put a cap on their ambitions. The French Code noir 

of 1685, commonly presented as a unilateral decision of Louis XIV and his minister Colbert, confirms in 

its text the preceding social conflicts that brought it into existence: too many enslaved people gaining 

freedom and recognition through marriage, self-purchase, and escape. With this code came an 

affirmation that African ancestry was a perpetual condemnation to social inferiority.72 At virtually the 

same moment, the Moroccan sovereign Mawlay Isma’il took the unprecedented step of forcing all black 

males within Morocco into his army, incorporating their families as well. A large and upwardly mobile 

black population had grown up in Morocco, including long-time inhabitants and recently arrived captives 

from the Sudan. Mawlay Isma’il, whose mother was born in the Niger Valley, effectively enslaved these 

free Muslims and imposed a legal rationalization for his acts.73 He sent an elaborate dossier to legal 

scholars at al-Azhar University in Cairo, seeking and in effect gaining their approbation for his 

unprecedented action. The pairing of this action with the enactment of the Code noir shows how the 

racialization of slavery expanded simultaneously in both Christian and Islamic worlds.74 As a 

confirmation of this timing, an escalating set of Portuguese attacks destroyed Palmares in 1694. 

 

Such concerted repression of black initiative was by no means universally successful. In this 

same era, especially from 1690 to 1730, the prices of captives on the African coast rose by a factor of 

roughly four, perhaps because of a shortage of people to enslave but perhaps also because the 

prospective captives found ways to make their enslavement more costly.75 Black women and men, in 

Africa and abroad, their lives disrupted by captivity and migration, nevertheless developed adaptive 

social practices including fictive kinship constructed out of informal associations and female-headed 

households, able to nurture the next generation. All the same, women in slavery cared for children born 

from their wombs who were in an important sense not theirs; the very institutions of marriage slipped 

away for people who had little access to property. Still, in the realms of culture and ideas, specific 

conceptions of witchcraft and divination developed to handle major conflicts; at a more general level 

beliefs and practices of toleration in religion and social affairs arose and spread among peoples of the 

American colonies.76 In artistic representation, a growing distance developed between African purveyors 

of elite visions of dominance and the more widespread, communal notions of community solidarity and 
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renewal. Thus the militaristic King Agaja of Dahomey, wrapped in garments from India, took the image 

of a Portuguese slave ship as his icon; while the Yoruba-speaking Nago, within reach of his armies, 

developed instead the tradition of gelede masks to portray senior women in terms both humorous and 

respectful. It is the latter which have more recently become iconic representations of African 

creativity.77  

 

For the remainder of the eighteenth century the expanded Atlantic system of enslavement 

became a multipolar system in which the British and French warred for dominance in slave trade and 

colonial production, while the Dutch, Portuguese, and Spanish continued to play significant roles. Late in 

the century, however, the system ran into two sorts of limits: first, the increasingly militant rebellion of 

the enslaved (most effectively in what became Haiti); and second, a growing anti-slavery movement in 

imperial homelands, especially in Britain. 

 

The campaign for emancipation and its ramifications, from roughly 1800 to 1930, brought 

additional creative struggles in modernity. For the people of Africa and the diaspora, the nineteenth 

century was a time of continued enslavement, movements for emancipation, and consolidation of free 

communities. In one of the key global dynamics of emancipation, the restriction of oppression in some 

regions brought its expansion in others. Thus slavery ended in Haiti and declined in the British Empire 

but expanded in other regions (Cuba, Brazil, much of Africa, and some of Asia) so that the total number 

of persons held in bondage rose until the late 1860s, even as the number of emancipated blacks rose at 

key moments throughout the century.78 The end of slavery came often through warfare, and black men 

fought in war after war to create social change and gain personal advance. The Haitian initiation of this 

process is widely known, as is the follow-up in the U.S. Civil War. Equally significant, in the aggregate, 

were the sacrifices of black warriors in the civil wars of Venezuela and Colombia, the wars of Brazil, the 

Cuban rebellions of 1868 and 1895, the many wars of Africa, and the Great War of 1914-1918. Perhaps 

most distinguished of these warriors was Antonio Maceo, a general in each of Cuba’s wars for 

independence.79 Freedom from slavery was not enough – those who gained formal freedom sought full 

emancipation and citizenship. Free but still subaltern communities relied on the systems of informal 

self-government developed in days of slavery and colonialism. Quite aside from formal political theory, 

they worked through village and religious institutions, social movements, and long experience in 

governance among the subaltern. The methods of their claims for land, civil rights, and a share of 

national political power provide a central part of modern political tradition. 
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The rise of militant white supremacy and explicit racial theory, starting in the 1870s, may be 

seen as a response to the accelerating wave of emancipation. White supremacy advanced a new form of 

ideological control to replace the expiring system of legal subjugation over a large, subordinate 

population.80 This backlash and wave of social oppression, in response to the assertive social 

organization by emancipated people of Africa and the diaspora, came as a clear echo of the crackdown 

of the late seventeenth century. Remarkably, however, this era of maximal white supremacy and 

cultural chauvinism coincided with the post-emancipation burst of cultural creativity in black 

communities on every continent. Urban popular culture expanded with new forms of music, dance, 

literature and film in every region of the Americas, throughout Africa, and in Eurasia.81 Jazz and blues are 

well known for the U.S.; rumba for Cuba, samba for Brazil, calypso for Trinidad, costeño for Colombia, 

high life for Ghana, and Swahili songs for East Africa. Black popular culture renewed itself repeatedly 

through new technology, new audiences, improvisation, and continued borrowing. It aimed at popular 

not elite audiences; it relied on new venues and new media. In fact, improvisation and attention to new 

audiences or new techniques characterized not only jazz but most genres within black popular culture, 

diaspora-wide. In all these cases, urban music generated by black communities came to be adopted by 

wider communities.  

 

Perhaps the most striking case of innovation in black popular culture came from a rural African 

anthem, “Nkosi Sikelel’i Afrika.” This song, created at the end of the nineteenth century in the Xhosa-

speaking region of South Africa and translated as “God Bless Africa,” was sung a capella by communities 

as a statement of identity and destiny. With time, it was heard in many languages up and down the 

eastern African littoral. The musical and social power of this anthem brought repetition within the 

communities and expressions of amazement by observers from outside the community.82 The choirs 

relied on an inherited medium but a new social organization, and they demonstrated that the processes 

of modern transformation had been taking place in Africa as well as in the diaspora. By the mid-

twentieth century, this and other instances verified that black cultural production provided a platform 

for political mobilization: struggles over land, literacy, and urban work congealed into a planetary 

challenge to racial discrimination and colonial rule. 

 

To restate this historical case for black agency through more recent events: the great outbursts 

of social struggle in 1968 and 1989 are told in sharply contrasting fashions according to whether they 
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include or exclude the lives of black people. The versions centering on Paris in 1968 and Berlin in 1989 

reaffirm a modernity that is European-centered, racially white, elite-focused, and diffusionist in its 

dynamics. But the inclusion of black people shifts the perspective: the story of 1968 includes 

decolonization, civil rights, expanding education, and national liberation struggles; the story of 1989 

extends to majority rule in southern Africa, the wave of African national conferences, the succeeding 

wave of African civil wars, the expansion in Latin American social reform, and the tightening web of 

communication among prominent black figures everywhere.83 Soon “Nkosi Sikelel’i Afrika” became a 

national anthem of a reconstituted South Africa. 

 

Narrating the African diaspora as a whole reveals not only remarkable patterns in cultural and 

social transformation, but also in politics. With the peak of white supremacy at the end of the 

nineteenth century, black people in every region lost almost all positions of responsibility. Yet equally 

suddenly, in the 1960s, black people gained positions of public trust on four continents. The narrative—

expulsion from leadership, sixty years of exile from formal politics, and return to official roles—was 

distinctive in each region, but the pattern was synchronous and interdependent everywhere.  

 

 

 THIS INTERVENTION IN THE DEBATE ON MODERNITY is not just a claim for inclusion of blacks in 

the discussion on modernity—though it is that—but a critique of the conceptualization of modernity. It 

contests the logic of a modernity that proclaims the equality of all yet leaves out of bounds one sixth of 

the world’s population. To summarize the argument to this point: the inherited debate over modernity 

inquires into the accelerating transformations of modern society, but it gives disproportionately small 

attention to black people in the African homeland or the many lands of the diaspora. Participants in the 

debate on modernity tend to focus on elite initiatives as the forces shaping modernity, and tend to carry 

out their analyses within the limits of nations or continental regions. The neglect of blacks in the debate 

seems illogical, given that social science analysis no longer labels black people as individually inferior and 

no longer claims that social structures of black societies are inferior—and given that information on 

black people and their historical experience is now ample. The neglect, in global analysis, of people of 

the African continent and diaspora may continue in practice but it no longer has the support of historical 

analysis or social science theory. Analysis of modernity, meanwhile, has been unreasonably narrowed by 

the focus on elite initiative to the exclusion of social initiatives from below, and by the continued 

drawing of civilizational lines so as to study regions separately rather than in interaction with each other. 
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Analysis crossing these limits would provide an approach to modernity highlighting the struggles, 

exchanges, and compromises of elites and common people as they result from both local and 

interregional interaction.  

 

The experience of black people, because it is so distinctive, has served as a natural experiment. 

Black people, since they lost much of their elite from the seventeenth century on, counted for little in 

elite history. But black commoners continued to make history and forge modernity—in economic 

innovation, in social organization, in popular culture, and in subaltern governance—and, once we look, 

we find an unmistakable record of their role. Drawing on this lesson, we can rewrite modernity for 

blacks and, by extension, for humanity in general.84 This will be a more complex history of modernity, 

treating it as an interactive process rather than as sequential moments of inspiration. The historical 

perspective of the African continent and diaspora highlights a distinctive list of big issues and turning 

points in modernity. From the standpoint of black people throughout the world, the interpretation of 

modernity gives attention to family and community (more than empire), to work (more than industry), 

to political protest and citizenship (more than nationhood), to basic education (more than higher 

education), to popular culture (more than elite culture), and to the recurring problems in social and 

economic inequality. These experiences of modernity need to be included in global debates rather than 

limited to local discussions.85 

 

This focus on modernity as broad social process does not mean that Harvey and Giddens – or 

even Parsons in his day – were mistaken in seeking out specific and localized changes in the unfolding of 

modernity: we need to continue their search for specific factors and key moments in social change. But 

by describing these changes as the start, rather than as another step in a long process, analysts have 

accommodated to the exclusion of black people from the dynamic factors in their analysis. The result 

was demeaning to the people excluded, and it fatally narrowed the effectiveness of the analysis. In 

contrast, a broader handling of modernity will lead in two beneficial directions. It will bring exploration 

of more social groups and levels of society to identify the innovations (both creative and destructive) 

that have combined to propel the overall process of modernity. And it will direct our analyses toward 

the question of inequality in the socio-economic divergence of elites from common people, helping 

historians to ask: has inequality been productive of overall social advance? Has it been deleterious to 

social welfare? 86 
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Historians would do well to keep in mind a broadly systemic framework, with attention at once 

to developments within each community, to interactions up and down the social scale, and to 

interconnections linking one region to others both near and far. The view of modernity in such a 

framework may overcome some of the myopia that has characterized past discussions. By implication, 

for study of human social dynamics in the past few centuries, there is great advantage to treating the 

world as a set of interacting subsystems rather than as distinct, autonomous societies. The problem with 

concepts of “plural” or “multiple” modernities is that they tend to reaffirm the notion of unchanging 

tradition in each region of the world, challenged successively by various sorts of European intervention. 

Of course it is logical that modernity should take varying social forms in different communities. The 

problem arises when acknowledgment of local distinctiveness leads the analyst back to a default, 

positivistic approach to plurality – assuming that each modernity was independent of the other.  

 

 Widespread initiative, arising in response to life’s challenges, has showed up both vertically and 

horizontally at all levels of society and in all directions. The unique experience of black people was that 

the marginalization of their elite strata for centuries—by empire, slavery, and racial categorization—left 

black initiatives in modernity to come overwhelmingly through the lives of commoners. Black 

commoners, while they paid heavy prices both in resisting and accommodating to their status, 

contributed to modernity beyond the shadows cast by an elite. As a result, their innovations in popular 

society and culture gained attention not only within their own communities but well beyond. The 

experience of the African diaspora teaches one to seek out a vision of modernity based on the 

heterogeneity of interaction, not only on the purity of localized innovation. Instead of inventiveness 

resulting unilaterally from the insights of a privileged elite, it has come from broad exchange of ideas 

and experience. True, there commonly arises a struggle over who gets control of the benefits of 

innovations, and sometimes that control comes to be guarded tightly by a small group. That big 

historical question—the expansion of social inequality—may be easier to address once we have written 

a broader history of modernity. 
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