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Letter from the President

Spring 2006

Dear Colleagues,

It is my great pleasure to write this, my first message as your president. I am honored and excited as I begin my two-year term of

office and look forward to the opportunities that lie ahead of us. I consider myself fortunate indeed to lead the WHA at this time. My

predecessors in this office have led the creation of a stable and active organization supported by a part-time executive director and an

assistant in our office in Hawaii. We produce two publications, a first-rate professional journal and an excellent bulletin that includes

a teaching forum and a selection of articles as well as shares news, announcements, and information. Our organization holds outstand-

ing annual conferences, such as the one last June at Al-Akhawayn University in Morocco. Al Andrea and his hard-working

Conferences Committee are already planning well into the future. Our upcoming conference in Long Beach, California in June prom-

ises a variety of exciting offerings, and just this past week I signed the contract for our conference in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in June,

2007. Planning is in process for the following conference in London in 2008 and for possible sites for 2009. With these and other

solid achievements as a foundation, I have identified three priorities to begin my work. With your help I seek to build on the WHA’s

impressive accomplishments to date.

First, to improve communication I have asked Jacqueline Swansinger and Jonathan Reynolds to undertake a review of our website

with the aim of upgrading and expanding it. The website is an essential tool for communicating with our members, potential mem-

bers, and others seeking information about the WHA. To strengthen our web presence and increase our visibility, the Executive

Council voted at the January meeting to formally align the WHA with World History Connected, an on-line journal devoted to the

scholarship of teaching. With a projected 175,000 readers and a high rate of sustained visits, World History Connected will inform a

large number of readers from around the world about the existence and work of the WHA.

Second, I want to follow through with our commitment to a strong research agenda. Pat Manning, working with members of the

Research Committee, has agreed to lead the way in developing and implementing a research symposium. Scholars will have the

opportunity to share new research in our field and collaborate on setting new directions. As the articles in our journal attest, we have

a growing and exciting body of research in world history.

Third, I plan to focus on membership, placing special emphasis on increasing the number of international members among us. Our

stronger web presence will be an important part of efforts to grow and sustain our membership. I will appoint co-chairs for the

Membership Committee, one person for higher education professionals and independent scholars, and one for high school teachers.

The WHA stands out as the organization of historians that most extensively and successfully effects collaboration among higher edu-

cation professionals, high school teachers, and independent scholars. We serve as a model for other professional organizations, and I

am proud to say that the WHA is a home for all of us.

In addition to the above, I plan to work closely with Robert White, our executive director, to serve members more effectively and effi-

ciently. Rob and I have been in frequent contact; he has been most helpful as I have continued to learn about the functioning of our

Hawaii office. I am also grateful for the wise counsel of other WHA members who have helped me immeasurably. 

Other important initiatives for future emphasis include increasing the involvement, not just the numbers, of international members;

strengthening our efforts to improve teaching; supporting our affiliates; and increasing our collaboration with other professional

organizations. In all of the work before us I ask for your involvement; this organization that represents and serves us so well is the

result of years of the dedication, creativity, determination, and hard work of its members. Please join me in the work ahead. See you

in Long Beach for a wonderful conference!

Sincerely,

Michele Forman



2

Call For Papers - World History Bulletin

The World History Bulletin is seeking quality essays for

inclusion in upcoming issues.  

Fall 2006 Issue: Central Theme:  Latin America in World

History. Deadline: 15 September 2006. Guest Editor:
Richard Weiner

Spring 2007 Issue: Central Theme: Religion and World

History. Deadline: 1 February 2007. Guest Editor: Joel
Tishken

Essays and classroom activities are also sought which deal

with any aspect of the teaching of world history. Interested

parties should direct their inquiries to Micheal Tarver, WHB

Editor, at either bulletin@thewha.org or (479) 968-0265.

International submissions are especially encouraged.

Submission guidelines are available online at:

http://lfa.atu.edu/ssphil/WHB.pdf

Seeking Contributors

ABC-CLIO, the world’s leading publisher

of history reference books, is producing a

twenty-one volume World History

Encyclopedia and is currently looking for

prospective contributors. The work will be

arranged thematically within historical

eras, rather than listed alphabetically.

Anyone interested in contributing should

email the publisher at cneel@abc-clio.com

with an attached C.V. The publisher asks

that applicants clearly indicate areas of

interest and expertise in their transmittal

message. For more information, contact

Carolyn Neel, Project Editor - World

History Encyclopedia, ABC-CLIO, PO

Box 1911, Santa Barbara, CA 93116.

Telephone (800) 368-6868. 



WHEN FIELDS COLLIDE:

AFRICA AND THE EVEN

NEWER WORLD HISTORY

In the past few years, there has been a flurry of
attention to the topic of “Africa in World
History.”  In 2003, Prentice Hall released a text-
book entitled Africa in World History.1 Shortly
afterwards, the African Studies Association
Executive Board saw fit to sponsor two roundta-
bles on the subject of “Globalizing Africa:
Placing Africa in World History” and identified
them as being “of special interest” to
Africanists.2 In 2004, both the H-World and H-
Africa listserves saw extensive (and occasionally
heated) exchanges on the topic, and the journals
Historically Speaking and World History

Connected each hosted special forums on the
subject. Also in 2004, the Ohio University Press
announced the launching of a series entitled
“Africa in World History.”3 In 2005, the World
History Association held their annual conference
at Al Akhawayn University, Morocco, with
“Africa in World History” sharing the masthead
with “the Mediterranean in World History” as
the conference theme. Finally, the current year
(2006) will see the publication of this focus issue
of the World History Bulletin on the subject, and
the Annual Meeting of the African Studies
Association will be built around the theme of
“(Re)Thinking Africa and the World: Internal
Reflections, External Responses.” 

All of this attention represents quite a
change in fortune for a continent that, only a few
short decades ago, was generally dismissed as
lying “outside” of the historical world. What

could possibly account for such a dramatic shift
in the relationship between Africa and world his-
tory? The answer, perhaps, lies in the fact that the
practice of history, just like the world that histo-
rians seek to describe and explain, is always in
motion. Indeed, a number of substantial develop-
ments in both African and world history seem to
have acted to facilitate a particularly fertile
exchange of ideas. On the African history side,
the field has recently grown beyond its early
physical confinement at a handful research-inten-
sive universities. Now, even second and third-tier
teaching institutions generally consider it neces-
sary to have at least one or maybe even two
Africanists on staff – many of whom not only seek
to make African history relevant to a host of stu-
dents with little or no connection to the continent,
but who also find themselves teaching world his-
tory surveys. Placing African events and develop-
ments in a wider historical context is a logical
response to such a situation. Quite to the con-
trary, world history developed first and foremost
as a teaching field. However, as an increasing
number of world historians have sought to devel-
op their field’s legitimacy as a discipline worthy
of not only pedagogy, but also scholarship, many
have found in African history a methodological
and interdisciplinary diversity useful also to
world history.  Thus, Africanists and world histo-
rians may have been heading in different direc-
tions, but they seem to have managed a meeting
of minds, all the same.

The recent synergy between Africanists and
world historians also represents a near-seismic
(though still ongoing) shift in each field’s self-
identity. African studies, as David Northrup elo-
quently discussed in his 2005 WHA presidential
address reproduced below, has long been built
around the assumption that there is something

uniquely “African” about what has happened
within the physical boundaries of the African
continent. Notably, the logical extension of such a
perspective is that influences from outside Africa
are inherently undesirable because they threat-
ened to dilute that “Africanity.” While this
assumption might at first seem obvious, deeper
reflection reveals that it also suffers from a
degree of “essentialism” that has become
increasingly distasteful to many scholars.
Notably, as many Africanists have become
involved in teaching world history, quite a few
have found their notions of African exceptional-
ism (and unity) challenged. Conversely, and per-
haps counter-intuitively, the scholarly record of
Africanists (and other “non-Western” area stud-
ies specialists) has forced world history to move
away from its early racial and methodological
biases, and accept that there is more to world his-
tory than lauding the inevitable rise of the West.
Thus, the increasingly syncritic relationship
between African and world history has helped
scholars in these fields both to critically examine
some of their most cherished assumptions and
paradigms, and to look to the wider world for a
new sense of context, comparison, and meaning.
I, for one, see this shift as a good thing. Others,
particularly those whose scholarship and self-
identity are more closely intertwined, likely will
not.

The interaction between African and world
history has, of course, been more of a process
than an event. Early on, there was simply an
effort to insert some “appropriate” degree of
African history into the world history narrative.
Unfortunately, this laudable desire all-too-often
took the form of rather hamfisted “meanwhile in
Africa” chapters in world history textbooks.
However, recent years have seen a shift to a
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world history that is both more interested in con-
nections and more thematic, which in turn has led
African issues and themes to appear more as
threads in the world history fabric than as patch-
es in the world history quilt.   

Perhaps, if all goes well,  in a few years or
decades scholars will look back and argue that
Africa not only came to get its due in world histo-
ry, but also played a role as a sort of catalyst for
a more complete globalization of world history.
Certainly Africa is well placed to play such a
role. Could any other region of the world be more
obviously a part of world history and yet have
been so viciously excluded? Today at least, for all
but the most stubborn, the historical record clear-
ly shows that Africa was not only very much a
part of the historical world, but an active partic-
ipant in many, if not all, of the “grand narra-
tives” of world history. Thus, the emergence of
African history, and the growing incorporation of
that history into world history, have helped to
point up just how painfully narrow (dare I say
wrong?) our earlier models of world history
were.  More so, this shift has helped us in the
ongoing movement towards a more complete and
complex picture of world history. As new para-
digms and frameworks are constructed to help us
better incorporate information and methodolo-
gies from other “area studies” regions into world
history, the field will continue to develop, and will
almost certainly be the better for it.

The articles which make up this Focus Issue
of the World History Bulletin eloquently address
many of the fascinating ways that African and
world history have been and are interacting.
Craig A. Lockard’s prescient piece from
1993/1994 provides us with a glimpse into the
early efforts to provide a more textured appraisal
of Africa in world history. Trevor Getz’s and
Esperanza Brizuela-Garcia’s creative article
offers a unique insight into the forces that have
led many Africanists to become active in world
history. In a remarkably personal way, David
Northrup’s address to the WHA gives an insight
into how stepping out of one’s area of specializa-
tion and into world history forces even the most
accomplished of scholars to question their
assumptions and cognitive frameworks.  Finally,
Jesse Benjamin’s examination of the place (or
lack thereof) of the East African Coast in world
systems analysis highlights the tensions between
paradigmatic systems which are deeply rooted in
particular centrisms – whether Western or
African.

Kudos to the WHA and WHB Editor H.
Micheal Tarver for so embracing the issue of
Africa in world history and bringing us this fasci-
nating collection of essays.

Jonathan T. Reynolds
Northern Kentucky University

1. Erik Gilbert and Jonathan T. Reynolds, Africa in World
History: From Prehistory to the Present (2004).

2. These two panels were chaired by Jonathan T.

Reynolds and Erik Gilbert, and featured presentations and

insightful commentary by Kathleen Ramage-Smythe, John E.

Mason, Andrew E. Barnes, Iris Berger, Alfred Andrea, Joseph

C. Miller, Edward A. Alpers, Janet Ewald, Indrani Chatterjee,

and Paul Finkelman.  The author would like to extend his thanks

to Joseph C. Miller for his help in organizing the panels and

gaining ASA sponsorship for them.

3. The Ohio University Press series is edited by Joseph C.

Miller and David Robinson.

Going Global, Part I:

A Reconnaissance into the Role of

Africanists in the Evolution of

World History

Trevor Getz
San Francisco State University

&
Esperanza  Brizuela-García

Montclair State University

Both African studies and World History are recent

and somewhat kindred developments within the

academy.1 Thus, historiographers have been able

to trace the evolution of these two young fields

with reasonable accuracy.  Patrick Manning’s

Navigating World History: Historians Create a
Global Past, for example, is a compendious

analysis of the origins and growth of World

History. In the first chapters of the volume,

Manning, a leading practitioner of World History,

not only sets out to define the field but also to

develop a virtual genealogy of world historians.

In subsequent chapters, Manning identifies core

institutions, journals, professional associations,

and movements both within and outside of the

academy that have contributed to the evolution of

World History. 

Yet, while Manning is unarguably one of the

leading world historians of our time, like almost

all of his colleagues, he did not receive a PhD
from a World History program.  Rather, he is a

convert from regional history. By training,

Manning is an Africanist, and he does not try to

hide the role his background in African studies

has played in his own development as a world

historian. In Navigating World History, for exam-

ple, he suggests that “the history of Africa as a

useful model for world historians” for several

reasons.2 In the first place, African studies

expanded rapidly in the last quarter of the twenti-

eth century from a position of relative neglect,

and is now widely accepted as a major regional

specialization.  Manning suggests that world his-

torians hoping to overcome a similar neglect

emulate the processes and strategies employed by

Africanists. Perhaps more importantly, however,

Manning suggests that the field of African

Studies possesses exceptional attributes that

should inform World History.  These include the

uniquely-interdisciplinary approach of the

African studies community and its inclusivity; as

evinced by its study of micro-regions side-by-

side with regional and even global analyses.

Manning’s vision of World History is of a field

similarly globalized, inclusive, and interdiscipli-

nary.

All of this could, perhaps, be dismissed as

the biased perspective of a regionalist-turned-

generalist, were it not for wider evidence of the

disproportionate role of Africanists in World

History.  This article represents a reconnaissance

into that role.  Both of the variables in this equa-

tion are relatively well defined. Africanists are

formally trained academics in the sciences, social

sciences, and humanities who graduated from

Africa-centered programs or - in the case of

mature scholars trained prior to the widespread

development of formal programs dealing with

Africa – whose early work was pioneering in

African studies fields.  World History is defined

as the study of the relationships, exchanges, and

links among human societies including the role of

ecosystems/organisms, commerce and economy,

culture, social institutions, politics, war and con-

quest, inventions and technologies, and ideas. It

is also the term for an evolving epistemology that

takes into account perspectives and world views

from outside the Western professional historical

tradition. Even by maintaining these strict defini-

tions, we still emerge with an impressive list of

names, many of them major players in World

History.  A preliminary list includes Ross E.

Dunn, Walter Rodney, John Thornton, Michael

Gómez, Joseph Miller, Immanuel Wallerstein,

Patrick Manning, Philip D. Curtin, David

Northrup, Erik Gilbert, and Jonathan Reynolds.

Any knowledgeable scholar would, we believe,

agree that the contribution of these scholars to the

developing field of World History is significant.

Africanists arguably make a deep pedagogi-

cal contribution to the field as well. Preliminary

evidence suggests that historians of Africa teach a

significant proportion of history survey courses

that are global in scope.3 This may in part be

because of lingering associations between ‘third

world’ regions, such as Africa and Asia, and early

World History courses, because Europeanists and

Americanists continue to teach Western

Civilization or American History surveys, or

even, in part, because Africanists’ courses of

study tend to be, at a greater detail, generalized at

the undergraduate level than some other special-

ists.  Jonathan Reynolds, for example, came to

World History as a result of being required to

teach freshman surveys.  However, as an under-

graduate, he had taken classes in Asian and Latin

American History, and majored in anthropology

and ancient Mediterranean civilizations. He is co-

author of the important textbook Africa and
World History. Erik Gilbert, completed a World

History MA before moving on to do his PhD on

the Swahili Coast within the context of the Indian

Ocean World, and is now the lead instructor in the
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Global History MA at Arkansas State University.4

The global orientation of Gilbert’s and

Reynolds’ generation was made possible by pro-

grams developed by an earlier generation, espe-

cially the Program in Comparative Tropical

History at the University of Madison, Wisconsin.

The program’s founder, Philip Curtin, has written

about its development in his new autobiography

On the Fringes of History. Curtin, had as an

undergraduate, been trained exclusively in

Western History and has completed a doctorate

on Jamaican history.  He then migrated into both

African and non-Western History at about the

same time in the mid-1950s. By 1959, Curtin had

seized the opportunity to develop a course of

study in non-western history.  The curriculum

was initially comparative, dealing with tropical

America, sub-Saharan Africa, and South Asia.

Curtin recruited a number of important

Africanists, including the musicologist Alan

Merriam and the anthropologist Jan Vansina.

Both interdisciplinary and – for the time – star-

tlingly global, this program brought both Africa

and the world to numerous graduate students, and

encouraged interaction among scholars of differ-

ent fields and regions of study.5

It is impossible to understand the develop-

ment of World History except in the context of its

epistemological and historiographical develop-

ment, and Africanists have for various reasons

played important roles in that process.   Yet, some

critics suggest that they have a potentially even

greater role to play in introducing to World

History the historical narratives, world views, and

epistemologies of Africans.  To date, they have

not yet embraced that role.

While the place of Africa in the history of

the world has been explored to the degree that its

treatment begins to assume certain essentialist

characteristics in textbooks and polemical studies

alike, the role of Africanists in World

Historiography has been the focus of only very

few treatments.  This article represents a foray

into this subject. We will begin by looking at four

broad topics: two themes addressed by both

African Studies and World History (the move-

ment of peoples and underdevelopment) and two

methodological questions (periodization and

interdisciplinarity).  We hope that the questions

we raise will elicit responses from Africanists and

non-Africanists alike.  These responses will then

inform our ongoing analysis of the personal,

intellectual, institutional, methodological, and

topical contributions of Africanists to World

History.

The movement of peoples 

Along with the diffusion of ideas and technology,

the spread of species, and the exchange of com-

modities around the globe, the migration of peo-

ples is a central theme in World History.   It is also

a story in which Africa occupies a unique place as

the birthplace of humanity, from where the globe

was populated.  Africanists-turned-world-histori-

ans frequently depict the peopling of Africa and

the rest of the world as a single story, with

Africans playing the role of “the frontiersmen of

mankind… link[ing] the earliest human beings to

their living descendents in a single story.”6

The populating of Africa is, in fact, a far

older story than the peopling of the rest of the
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globe, and one that has been successively pushed

back as new techniques have brought to light evi-

dence of very early human migrations.  It is also

a topic upon which Africanists focused a great

deal of attention as far back as the pioneering

work of Jan Vansina and Roland Oliver in the

1960s.  Vansina (an anthropologist based in the

US, Belgium, and the Congo) and Oliver (an his-

torian based in Britain) debated the settlement of

Africa’s diverse and often challenging environ-

ments, and the discourse has since expanded to

draw in historians, archaeologists, linguists, and

anthropologists working on populations across

Africa.   Beyond merely forming a constituent

narrative, their work is significant for World

History inportant in two ways. The first,

described below, is the interdisciplinary and non-

documentary nature of the research.  The second

is the sophistication of the modeling of the

processes of diffusion, invention, and adaptation

– processes that are at the core of World History.   

The so-called “Bantu migration” is an espe-

cially-featured progression in this study of the

peopling of Africa. Africanists like Oliver,

Vansina, and Christopher Ehret, as well as global-

ists like Jared Diamond, have variously ascribed

the development of iron-wielding Bantu-speak-

ing populations to processes of conquest, migra-

tion, and diffusion.  The classical view is that the

Bantu were conquerors, defeating non-iron-using

foragers and occupying their territory. Jared

Diamond has even compared the spread of Bantu-

speakers from ancestral homelands in the

Cameroons region across and down the trunk of

Africa, to the European conquest of the America.

Some extreme revisionists, however, suggest that

people may not have moved at all, but rather, that

the spread of Bantu languages and culture merely

accompanied the diffusion of technologies of cul-

tivation, pastoralism, pottery, and metallurgy

from Bantu-speaking areas.  It was partly to

resolve this debate that African historians turned

to linguistic analysis, archaeology, and oral histo-

ry, while anthropologists like Vansina began to

challenge historians’ periodization.  By integrat-

ing various methodologies, these scholars devel-

oped highly-sophisticated models for periods that

predate written history and account for the devel-

opment of technologies, cultural and social sys-

tems, and even, states.  Recent studies by Vansina

in West-Central Africa and by African historian

Christopher Ehret, uncover processes of active

adaptation, diffusion, migration, and invention,

that worked concurrently and together in the

development of sedentary, segmented states and

societies.7 These texts clearly reveal Vansina and

Ehret as masters of the techniques necessary for

investigating pre-literate periods in and relevant

to other region of the world.  Yet, the extent to

which researchers studying particularly-early

periods of history in other regions actually have

studied and adopted methods pioneered by these

Africanists, remains to be assessed.8

There are clearer connections, however,

between Africanists who have explored the

movement of Africans to other continents, and

the evolving field of World History.  This is espe-

cially true of the involuntary migration of the

intercontinental slave trades, of which the

Atlantic slave trade has received the most atten-

tion.  The expanding discourse on this topic from

an African perspective has had major global

implications.  Certainly, on even the most super-

ficial level, research on the Atlantic slave trade

has had a central place in the development of the

study of the Atlantic world as a component of

World History.  More recently, the less well-

developed research on the Indian Ocean and

Mediterranean slave trades has informed the

evolving studies of these regions.  Studies of

these commercial networks have variously-

depicted Africans as victims, agents, and com-

modities. These perspectives demonstrate

Africanists’ evolving challenges to the

Eurocentric master narrative of World History.

The depiction of Africans as victims – either as

slaves or as members of societies that have suf-

fered slavery – helped to undermine historio-

graphical positivism and to expose the price paid

for Western ‘progress’.  The portrayal of Africans

as agents – both in participating or opposing the

slave trade, and as immigrants to the Americas –

undermined the notion that the fates of non-

Europeans in the modern world was merely a

product of European initiatives.9 Finally, the

quantification of Africans as commodities led to

the development of what is arguably the largest-

organized set of intercontinental economic data

prior to the twentieth century, the Transatlantic
Slave Trade Database.10 Indeed, Philip Curtin

parlayed his seminal work on the Atlantic slave

trade, starting with the 1969 text The Atlantic
Slave Trade: A Census, into studies of global

commerce such as the equally important and

groundbreaking 1984 study Cross-Cultural Trade
in World History.11 More recently, Africanists like

Sandra E. Greene have begun to represent the

slave trade in the terms of African participants,

victims, and survivors.  This historical contextu-

alization is distinctly African, yet it has important

lessons for World History in the development of a

much-richer tapestry of meanings and under-

standings of cross-societal interactions.

The study of the Atlantic slave trade also

forged very real institutional and professional

contacts between Africanists and specialists of

other regions, and the interdisciplinary nature of

African studies played a highly-significant role in

this.  Perhaps most productive has been the evolv-

ing debate over the development of African-

American cultures, and the cultural contributions

of Africans to societies in the Americas.  The ini-

tial research on this topic was carried out by US

and, to a lesser extent, Latin American and

Caribbean anthropologists.  Their work focused

most on the question of whether African cultural

traits were ‘retained’ or had ‘survived’ in the

Americas.12 Africanists responded by suggesting

that many of these scholars had failed to develop

a sophisticated-enough understanding of the

African context from which slaves brought to the

Americas came. They suggested that

Americanists needed to look beyond the notion of

cultural survival to a more dynamic model that

saw peoples of African descent as cultural inno-

vators and syncretists, combining various African

heritages together with ideas and concepts

learned in the Americas.  Chief contributions to

this debate include John Thornton’s Africa and
Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World,
1400-1800, and Islamicist Michael A. Gómez’

Exchanging our Country Marks.13

Such studies form just a small segment of

the proliferating body of work that deal with the

topics of slavery, enslavement, abolition, and

emancipation at a global or, at least, interconti-

nental scope.  Perhaps no other topic has enjoyed

as comprehensive a partnership between special-

ists of different regions and from different disci-

plines.  Indeed, it is possible to argue that collab-

oration in Slavery Studies has acted as a model

for other World History topics.  Perhaps the most

significant institutions are Joe Miller’s annually-

updated slave trade bibliography, the compara-

tive/global journal Slavery and Abolition, and a

well-attended conference in Avignon that often

results in the publication of a text with a global

scope.14 In each of these endeavors, Africanists

have played a leading role.  Moreover, many of

the most significant cross-cultural works have

been written or edited by Africanists.  These

include Breaking the Chains: Slavery, Bondage,
and Emancipation in Modern Africa and Asia,
edited by Martin Klein, Suzanne Miers’ Slavery
in the Twentieth Century, and From Chains to
Bonds, edited by Doudou Diène.15 The way in

which pioneering studies by Africanists such as

Klein, Claude Meillassoux, and Paul Lovejoy,

have informed the work of the new crop of theo-

rists studying slavery and un-free labor as a glob-

al phenomenon, is a topic that deserves further

investigation.

Underdevelopment, colonialism, and Africa

The study of slavery and the slave trade in

African and global history also has broad impli-

cations for the current debate over underdevelop-

ment, colonialism, and world-systems.

Development studies and dependency were not,

of course, the creation of Africanists alone.

Nevertheless, their contributions have been sig-

nificant and, at times, rather specific.

The struggle to achieve intellectual, politi-

cal, and economic independence in the postwar

era forms the main context from which

Africanists’ contributions to global dependency

studies have emerged.  Scholars have especially

labored to explain the apparent failure of African

states to attain economic parity and empower-

ment despite achieving sovereignty. In conjunc-

tion with such important dissident scholars of

other regions, such as Andre Gunder Frank and

Samir Amin, a wide spectrum of Africanists have

sought to problematize the perceived ‘African’

and ‘third-world’ conditions of poverty and
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dependency.  While some lines of inquiry focused

on internal conditions, as early as the 1960s,

some theorists developed sophisticated under-

standings of the global context as a key factor in

Africa’s development. One of the most far-reach-

ing early studies of this nature was Walter

Rodney’s How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.

Rodney posited that African History “cannot be

fully comprehended without first deepening our

knowledge of the world at large, and yet the true

picture of the complexities of the development of

man and society can only be drawn after intensive

study of the long-neglected African continent.”16

Thus, he argued, African underdevelopment must

be viewed as resulting from wider trends, includ-

ing the Atlantic slave trade and the industrializa-

tion of Europe. This thesis - influenced both by

the work of Eric Williams on the industrial revo-

lution in Britain, and by the burgeoning study of

the slave trade of which he was part – opened a

gateway to a more global understanding of the

causes of seemingly-internal events and situa-

tions. Although even nineteenth century aboli-

tionists and former slaves had chronicled the

deleterious effects of the slave trade upon African

development, it was How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa that presented this argu-

ment as a coherent thesis to the academic com-

munity.  Subsequently, any serious historiograph-

ical work on the development of development

studies on a global level had to examine both

Rodney’s work and that of critics such as C.C.

Wrigley.17 It is also significant to note that the

globalization of the study of underdevelopment in

Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere seems to

have preceded the globalization of the study of

development in Western Europe by historians like

Andre Gunder Frank and Kenneth Pomeranz,

who have come to argue that it was not something

special to Europe, but rather Europe’s position

within global networks, that led to the ‘rise of the

West’.18

One Africanist who read Rodney’s work

closely was Immanuel Wallerstein, a historian of

decolonization in Africa engaged How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa extensively in his African

Studies Association (ASA) address of 1973.19

Wallerstein, a fellow Africanist by training, iden-

tified Rodney  as a forefather of the study of “cap-

italism as a world-system.”20 This world-systems

theory, which has become Wallerstein’s lifework,

arose largely from his own early work focused on

decolonization in Ghana and the Ivory Coast. In a

short autobiographical account, he has written

about the role his research and experiences in

Africa played in his formulation of world-sys-

tems theory: “I credit my African studies with

opening my eyes both to the burning political

issues of the contemporary world and to the

scholarly questions of how to analyze the history

of the modern world-system.  It was Africa that

was responsible for challenging the more stultify-

ing parts of my education.”21 This declaration

deserves further examination. Are Africanists like

Wallerstein inclined towards World History, at

least partly, because the African experience that

they study so clearly illustrates the failings of the

positivistic, whiggish master narratives of west-

ernization and modernization?  It is possible to

posit that it’s a series of short steps from examin-

ing regions marginalized by the Eurocentric mas-

ter narrative, to attempting to reinsert these

regions into a global narrative, to writing alterna-

tive master narratives.  Wallerstein seems to have

used African History to challenge the Eurocentric

master narrative, but largely as a stepping stone

toward constructing an alternate theory of change

in the global context.

Certainly not all Africanists embrace World

History as it is currently constituted.  This was

demonstrated convincingly at a roundtable debate

on African and World History at the 2003 African

Studies Association annual conference, in which

practitioners of the new field came under fire for

overgeneralization and distortion of the African

past. Yet, it is significant that many of these crit-

ics, rather than turning their backs on the work

they view as inadequate, seem largely to have

understood that these problems can only be cor-

rected by a greater engagement by African spe-

cialists. Joseph Miller, perhaps the leading critic

of world historians’ treatment of Africa, has

argued for the relevance of Africa to World

History:

World historians… have reached the

limits of gains achievable within the

framework of an essentially nationalist,

particularist, exclusive, and progressive

epistemology. In fact, Africans (like the

vast majority of the world’s peoples)

have had, and have, distinctive ways of

thinking of themselves, and their

world(s), as well as the greater world

they share with us. These are worth

knowing, not just for their abstract

value as human creations, but also for

the very practical and revealing high-

lights that their alternatives cast on the

modern Western imaginings that make

up our reality.22

Miller in fact argues that, while Africanists

may have succeeded in inserting Africa, as a

place, into World History narratives, they have

failed to help their fellow historians understand

how Africans understand that history. If Africa

has perhaps begun to force its way in from the

periphery - as is evinced by the special ‘Africa

and World History’ issues in journals such as this

one – Africans have yet to be accorded the role of

partners in those projects.  Instead, Miller asserts,

they are usually depicted either as essentially

“foils for modern preoccupations with racial cat-

egorization or other forms of domination”, or

alternately as masters of “literacy, science, state-

craft, and so on long before Europeans misused

these techniques in the modern era to dominate

Africa and the rest of the world.”23 Miller largely

blames Africanists for these essentialist interpre-

tations, writing in a response to an e-mail ques-

tionnaire that “Africanists are the worst offend-

ers, because they are the most capable of chang-

ing the situation.”24 Both Wallerstein’s celebra-

tion of his Africanist roots and Miller’s critique of

Africanists’ contributions to World History,

demonstrate the necessity of investigating the

impact of Africans and African perspectives on

Africanists, and in exploring the Africanists’ role

as cultural translators.  

Africa and the Boundaries of History

Thus the potential for Africanist contributions to

a new World History goes beyond the recovery

and redefinition of historical themes such as

human movement and development. In a variety

of ways, African Historiography has pushed the

boundaries of historical thinking. In doing so, his-

torians of Africa have ideally positioned them-

selves to offer significant contributions to histor-

ical theory that can have a transformative effect

on fields such as World History. Although the

impact of African Historiography on historical

thought is still to be felt, here, we would like to

suggest a couple of ways in which this influence

can have a positive effect on World History and

historiography at large.

The first of these relates to an old historical

problem: periodization. Periodization is arguably

one of the most formidable tasks facing scholars

engaged in the writing of World History. In the

words of William A. Green, “Periodization is

rooted in historical theory. It reflects our priori-

ties, our values, and our understanding of the

forces of continuity and change.”25 Thus, the

question of periodization is one that should force

us to rethink some of the most fundamental

aspects of historical thinking and writing.

Africanists have especially challenged a fun-

damental element of the periodization of World

History, namely the distinction between History

and prehistory. Traditionally, the conventional

boundary for historians has traditionally been the

advent of writing. Anything that happened before

belonged to the study of prehistory, and was

mostly left to paleontologists, archaeologists, and

physical anthropologists. The study of non-liter-

ate societies, such as Africa’s, has thrown into

question this fast distinction, effectively high-

lighting for historians the question of the borders

of history.

Clearly, this issue is epistemologically sig-

nificant. The division between history and pre-

history reveals some of the most fundamental ele-

ments of modern historical thought and practice.

The first of these refers to the methodological

limitations of the field. When post-enlightenment

Western professional historians first identified

their methods and objects at the end of the nine-

teenth century, their work was mainly character-

ized by the analysis of documents. The justifica-

tion for this was that the systematic study of his-

tory required an empirical foundation, and the

documents provided the basis for a more “scien-

tific” examination of the past. Thus, the distinc-
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tion between history and prehistory was present-

ed as a way of defining an important rule of his-

torical practice if there were no documents, writ-

ing history was impossible.26

At a more philosophical level, the prehisto-

ry/history divide was founded on a teleological

and decidedly progressive master narrative of his-

tory. Although it may seem to mark the beginning

of history, it implicitly signals to its theoretical

end: the achievement of civilization. Writing was

used as the primary marker to identify societies

that had entered the road towards civilization and

found themselves at different stages of the

process to achieve it. Peoples that had not devel-

oped systems of writing were not part of this

selective group and were left outside the confines

of history. The distinction between history and

prehistory, therefore, defined both the epistemo-

logical and the ontological boundaries of histori-

cal practice. By questioning this first point of

periodization -the prehistory/history divide- his-

torians of Africa have called into question signif-

icant aspects of the accepted theory of history. 

The teleological nature of the periodization

of World History hardly needs to be overstated.

As William Green points out, most attempts to

produce a periodization of World History have

followed a “progressive, evolutionary, materialist

theory of change.” Most of them have asked the

question “how do people become civilized?”27 A

teleological narrative may help provide unity to

the intrinsically- complex task of writing World

History. However, the notion of civilization, as it

has been commonly understood, has failed to

incorporate the historical experiences of numer-

ous societies, and has created the idea that some

communities are closer to the accepted view of

civilization than others. This may be the reason-

ing behind Green’s comments when he states:

“The balance being struck by most writers of

World History seems to me a correct one. Peoples

who functioned at great distance from the main-

stream should not be ignored; neither should they

serve as major elements in the presentation or

periodization of World History.”28 Statements

like these reveal how deeply entrenched is the

idea that there is an unproblematic notion of “the

mainstream,” and how this constitutes a powerful

way of defining the teleologies that guide World

History’s periodizations.

Africanist historians have not yet challenged

the teleological nature of historical writing.

However, their work could allow them to ques-

tion the accepted notion of “civilization” as the

major guiding principle in the understanding of

our shared human experience.  Consider, for

example, Patrick Manning’s dual critique of a

World-History model proposed by Jerry Bentley

in the article: “Cross-cultural interaction and the

periodization of World History.”29 Here, the

author proposes a global periodization focused on

the concept of cultural interaction, rather than on

the notion of civilization. Manning praises

Bentley’s attempt, particularly for his aim at pro-

ducing a non-teleological narrative:

…he offers a narrative of periodic

expansion in scale and of  transforma-

tion in character of cross-cultural inter-

actions. The latter point is worth under-

scoring: if Bentley’s interpretation

focused mainly on expressions of the

scale of cross-cultural contacts, we

would have yet another narrative of

progress. Instead, he sidesteps a linear

interpretation of World History by

emphasizing successive changes in the

character of cross-cultural interactions

along with their growing magnitude.30

However, despite Manning’s approval on the

area of teleology, he has important objections to

Bentley’s model, objections that reveal much of

his Africanist background. First, Manning says, it

is important to:

identify the type and character of inter-

actions. Historians, in adopting such

terms as ‘interaction’ and ‘diffusion’,

have set them into distinct and compet-

ing analytical and philosophical sys-

tems, and thus, their meanings become

quite variable. For guidance in charac-

terizing interactions in the past, World

historians need to be aware of the

development of World-historical debate

and its relationship to broader trends in

analytical modeling, from romanticism

and positivism through systems analy-

sis and post-modernism 31

One could argue that it is precisely

Manning’s sensitivity to Africanists’ engagement

in the nature of human interaction, together with

their well-groomed suspicion for terms that are

often taken for granted by Europeanists and

Americanists, which translates into his concern

about the lack of conceptualization of the notion

of interaction in Bentley’s model.  Manning also

made a second critique that addressed the issue of

“culture”. He rightly reminds historians that

scholars’ – and especially historians’ - under-

standing of this term are far from unambiguous. A

periodization based on cultural interaction

requires a serious engagement in debates about

the nature and definition of culture.  In the words

of Manning: “Historians speaking of ‘cultural

interaction’ need to know that they cannot get

very far without acknowledging the contested and

problematic nature of the term” – a precondition

already accepted by African historians who work

in the multidisciplinary world of African Studies

in close contact with anthropologists and cultural

geographers.   “Indeed, one may hope that by

involving themselves in the study and conceptu-

alization of cross-cultural interactions, historians

will be able not only to survive the debate, but

also contribute significantly to its clarification.”32

Manning’s engagement in this model of

periodization is one example of the kinds of

issues that historians of Africa can bring to the

table. In the words of Miller, “The future lies in

learning to use the same language of process and

broad periodization to talk about all regions of the

world –not the phenomenologies, specific mani-

festations, but the processes through which many

people have pursued similar strategies”.33 Thus,

the contribution of Africanist history is not about

finding ways in which Africa can be fitted into

pre-existent periodizations and historical narra-

tives, but about challenging the underlying theo-

ry of history and progress that engendered them

in the first place. By blurring the boundaries

between history and prehistory or by demanding

greater reflections on notions such as interaction

and culture, Africanist historians can give the first

step into what should be the process of rethinking

the epistemological boundaries of our discipline,

and establishing the foundations for a new theory

of history.

A good explanation for why Africanist histo-

rians have been able to question the pre-estab-

lished limits of historical thinking is that they

have been forced to transcend the boundaries of

their own disciplinary practice. Joseph Miller has

addressed this point to a mixed audience in his

AHA presidential address, rightly pointing out

how African historians:

…in relying, faut de mieux, on mytho-

logical oral traditions, reified lan-

guages, mute archaeological artefacts,

and … ethnographic descriptions,

…tested multiple limits of how they

thought as historians.34

Few fields of historical writing have been so

deeply committed to interdisciplinary practice as

African History. Without debate and dialogue

with archaeologists, linguists, anthropologists,

just to mention a few, the inroads made by

African Historiography would be unthinkable.35

Interdisciplinary practice has allowed historians

to uncover aspects of the past that were never pre-

served in documents, but which still provide evi-

dence of rich, complex, and diverse experiences.

Disciplines such as Archaeology, Linguistics, and

Anthropology have provided new empirical foun-

dations that make the writing of African History a

very unique exercise, when compared to other

fields of historiography. What remains to be seen,

however, is to what extent Africanists’ experi-

ences with interdisciplinarity can go beyond serv-

ing empirical needs, and may have a more radical

effect on the wider discourse and on historians’

theory of history.

Undoubtedly, there is enormous potential for

historians of Africa to reflect on the ways in

which they use interdisciplinary practice, and on

the many concepts and questions that emanate

from that experience. We have seen how dialogue

with archaeologists has raised questions about the

definition of “civilization,” and by talking to

archaeologists and linguists we have contributed

to a more sophisticated debate about human inter-

action.36 However, Anthropology is probably the
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discipline that has had the most significant episte-

mological and ontological impact on African

Historiography. Although the interaction between

the two fields has been plagued with tension, this

may well originate, as Bernard Cohn points out,

from the fact that both disciplines are preoccu-

pied with “otherness.”37 The recognition of this

common object has produced a dialectical rela-

tionship between historians and anthropologists

regarding the study of Africa. This relationship

has effectively blurred the limits between History

and Anthropology and, has produced what could

be one of the most important historiographical

discussions in the twentieth century for its episte-

mological implications: namely the debate on

oral traditions.38

Historians in general have had an ambiva-

lent attitude towards interdisciplinary practice;

worried that it would create more fragmentation

in an already broad historical field.39 Our argu-

ment, however, is that interdisciplinarity can pro-

vide innovative areas of inquiry that will push the

boundaries of our own discipline. Since our

objective is to challenge the theory of history that

underpins traditional World History narratives,

Africanists will do well by tapping into their own

interdisciplinary experiences to provide some

much needed leadership in this process.

Conclusions

This is not intended to be an exhaustive examina-

tion of the engagement of Africanist historians in

the writing of World History. However, it repre-

sents a first attempt at tracing and assessing that

involvement and emphasizing the potential of

future empirical and theoretical discussions

between Africanists and World historians.

As the first part of this essay illustrated,

there has been a significant and valuable engage-

ment on the part of Africanist historians in the

writing of World History. This has been encour-

aged by the position of Africanist historians as

teachers of World History, and exemplified by

their contributions to the study of human migra-

tion and underdevelopment, both important top-

ics in World History. However, we would argue,

Africanists can still make further inroads by using

their experiences in pushing the boundaries of

historical practice to their work in World History.

It is not enough to point out the deficiencies of

Eurocentric narratives; it is necessary to produce

new epistemologies that can produce more uni-

versal accounts of past human experience.

Ultimately, our goal is to reflect not just on

the role that Africanists have played in the devel-

opment of the field, or in the promise of their con-

tinued participation; we want to encourage seri-

ous reflection on what we expect World History

to become, and what the best are avenues to

achieve it. Africanist historians have much to

contribute to both discussions.

ENDNOTES

1 A particularly interesting assessment of the early devel-

opment of African studies fields is Philip Curtin’s address as

president of the African Studies Association.  Curtin, Philip D.,

“African Studies: A Personal Assessment”, African Studies
Review, Vol. 14, 3 (December 1971), 357-368.

2 Manning, Patrick, Navigating World History, New

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, 156-160.  See also by the

same author “African History, World History: The Production

of History on a Global Scale,” a paper presented to the Program

of African Studies, Northwestern University, 25 April 1991.

3 We are currently in the process of assembling quantita-

tive data.  

4 Reynolds, Jonathon T., and Erik Gilbert, Africa in
World History, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2003. The authors

would like to thank both Gilbert and Reynolds to their respons-

es to an e-mail questionnaire.

5 Curtin, Philip, On the Fringes of History, Athens: Ohio

University Press, 2005, 70, 129-133.  See also Lockard, Craig

A., “The Contributions of Philip Curtin and the ‘Wisconsin

School’ to the Study and Promotion of Comparative World

History,” Journal of Third World Studies 11, 1 (1994), 180-223.

6 Iliffe, John, Africans: The History of a Continent, New

York: Cambridge University Press, 1995, 1.  A particularly sig-

nificant text that practices this interpretation is Curtin, Philip D.,

Migration in African History: Why People Move, Waco: Baylor

University, 1995.

7 Vansina, Jan, How Societies are Born: Governance in
West-Central Africa before 1600, Charlottesville: University

Press of Virginia, 2004.  Ehret, Christopher, An African
Classical Age: Eastern and Southern Africa in World History,
1000 BC to AD 400,  Charlottesville: University Press of

Virginia, 2001.

8 An argument for the value of the work of Vansina and

other interdisciplinary Africanists was made by Joe Miller as

part of his American Historical Association (AHA) presidential

address in 1998.Miller, Joseph C., History and Africa/Africa
and History, AHA presidential address, January 8, 1999.

Permanent URL

http://www.historians.org/info/AHA_History/jcmiller.htm.

9 See also Gilbert, Erik, “Putting Africa in World History

and vice-versa”, World History Connected, 2, 1, (2004), para

17.  Permanent URL

http://worldhistoryconnected.press.uiuc.edu/2.1/gilbert.html.

10 Eltis David, Stephen D. Behrendt, David Richardson,

and Herbert S. Klein, The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade: A
Database on CD-ROM. Cambridge and New York: Cambridge

University Press, 1999.

11 Curtin, Philip D., Cross-Cultural Trade in World
History, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984.

12 One of the most important of these texts is Mintz,

Sidney W. and Richard Price, The Birth of African-American
Culture: An Anthropological Perspective, Boston: Beacon

Press, 1976.

13 Thornton, John, Africa and Africans in the Making of
the Atlantic World, 1400-1800, New York: Cambridge

University Press.  First published 1992.  Second edition 1998.

Gómez, Michael A., Exchanging our Country Marks, North

Carolina: University of Chapel Hill, 1998. 

14 For example Miller, Joseph C., Slavery: A Worldwide
Bibliography, 1900-1982, White Plains: Kraus, 1995.

15 Klein, Martin, ed., Breaking the Chains: Slavery,
Bondage, and Emancipation in Modern Africa and Asia,

Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1993. Miers, Suzanne

Slavery in the Twentieth Century: The Evolution of a Global
Problem, New York: Altamira Press, 2003.  Diène, Doudou,

From Chains to Bonds: The Slave Trade Revisited, New York:

Berghan Books, 2001.

16 Rodney, Walter, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa,

Washington: Howard University Press, 1972, 80. Page 69 in the

revised edition, 1981.  It is significant that Rodney wrote this in

reference to the pre-1500 period, which earlier studies treated as

a period of African isolation.

17 Wrigley, C.C., “Historicism in Africa: Slavery and

State Formation”, African Affairs, 70, 279 (1971).

18 Frank, of course, was an early contributor to the study

of underdevelopment, specifically in Latin America.

19 Wallerstein, Immanuel, “Africa in a Capitalist

World”, ASA Presidential address, reprinted in Issue: A Journal
of Opinion, 10, 1-2, 1980, 21-23.

20 Wallerstein, Immanuel, “Walter Rodney: The

Historian as Spokesman for Historical Forces”, American

Ethnologist, 13, 2 (1986), 330-337.  Rodney may have been a

model for Wallerstein, who admired the author’s “coherent…

intellectual viewpoint” and “long-term intellectual agenda”,

characteristics often attributed to Wallerstein as well.

21 Wallerstein, Immanuel, The Essential Wallerstein,

New York: The New Press, 2000, xvii.

22 Miller, Joseph C., “Beyond Blacks, Bondage, and

Blame: Why a multi-centric World History needs Africa”,

Historically Speaking, 4, 2, 2004.

23 Miller, Joseph C., draft 4/14/04 of “Beyond Blacks,

Bondage, and Blame: Why a Multi-centric World History

Needs Africa”, 9 March 2005.  We are grateful to Professor

Miller for sharing this draft with us.

24 E-mail response of 22 January 2006.

25 Green,William A., “Periodizing World History,”

History and Theory 34, no. 2, Theme Issue 34: World Historians

and Their Critics (1995), 99.

26 Cañizares-Esguerra, Jorge. How to write the history of
the New World: histories, epistemologies and identities in the
eighteenth-century Atlantic world. Stanford, Stanford

University Press, 2001.

27 Green, “Periodizing World History,” 1995: 103,04.

28 Ibid.: 110.

29 Bentley, Jerry H. “Cross-Cultural Interaction and

Periodization in World History,” The American Historical
Review 101, no. 3 (1996), 749-770.

30 Manning, Patrick. “The Problem of Interactions in

World History,” The American Historical Review 101, no.3

(1996), 771.

31 Ibid.: 777.

32 Ibid.: 779.

33 E-mail response of 22 January 2006.

34 Miller,Joseph C. “History and Africa/Africa and

History,” American Historical Review 104, no. 1 (1999): 2.

35 Philips, John Edward ed. Writing African History,

Rochester in African Studies and the Diaspora. Rochester:

University of Rochester Press, 2005.

36 Ehret, Christopher. “Writing African History from

Linguistic Evidence,” in Writing African History, ed. Philips,

John Edward. Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2005,

86-111; Nurse, Derek,  “The Contributions of Linguistics to the

Study of History in Africa,” Journal of African History 38, no.

3 (1997), 359-391; Posnansky, M., “Archaeology: Its Uses and

Abuses,” in Emerging Themes of African History: Proceedings
of the International Congress of African Historians Held at
University College, Dar Es Salaam, October 1965, ed. Ranger,

T.O. Nairobi, East African Publishing House, 1968, 61-73;

Posnansky, Merrick and Christopher Ehret, The Archaeological
and Linguistic Reconstruction of African History, Berkeley:

University of California Press, 1982.

37 Cohn, Bernard S. “History and Anthropology: The

State of Play,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 22,

no. 2 (1980), 198-221.

38 Comaroff, John L. “Dialectical Systems, History and

Anthropology: Units of Study and Questions of Theory,”

Journal of Southern African Studies 8, no. 2 (1982); Henige,

David The Chronology of Oral Tradition: Quest for a Chimera,

Oxford Studies in African Affairs. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1974); Miller, Joseph C. The African Past Speaks: Essays on
Oral Tradition and History (Folkestone: Dawson, 1980).

39 Horn, T.C. R. and Harry Ritter, “Interdisciplinary

History: A Historiographical Review,” History Teacher 19, no.

3 (1986).

9

WHA Vision Statement

With an enlarged and further diversified mem-

bership, professional administration from its

Headquarters, and funding adequate for its

expanded role, the WHA will improve services

for its members, expand outreach and profes-

sional development programs for secondary and

college instruction in world history, stimulate

research and publication on world history, and

further internationalize its scholarly activities.



INTEGRATING AFRICAN

HISTORY INTO THE

WORLD HISTORY COURSE:

SOME TRANSREGIONAL

PATTERNS*

Craig A. Lockard
University of Wisconsin – Green Bay

“Same old human story/ The saddest winds

do blow/ While we are trapped in the lan-

guage of dark history/ Underneath the

human rainbow.” – Johnny Clegg and

Savuka.1

“Africa is at once the most romantic and the

most tragic of continents… .  There are

those, nevertheless, who would write univer-

sal history and leave out Africa.” W.E.B.

DuBois2

Africans and Americans have been in

direct contact for over 400 years.  Indeed, at

the time of the American Revolution, 20 per-

cent of Americans were from Africa.  The

ancestors of the average African-American

family in the United States today arrived by

the late eighteenth century, whereas the

average white American family can only

trace their roots in this continent back to the

late nineteenth century, a striking refutation

to the notion that the U.S. should be seen

essentially as a Europe-derived society.3

Much of what Americans think of as their

own music, speech, style, cuisine, and art

originated in, or was heavily influenced by,

African immigrant communities.

Africans brought a rich cultural heritage

to the New World, including proverbs, apho-

risms, and folk tales that entered America’s

oral and written tradition.  Many African

terms enrich American English, including

the Western African “OK”.4 Most varieties

of American popular music have some

African-American origins or connections,

including blues, jazz, soul, reggae, blue-

grass, and rock.  Indeed, great musicians like

Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong drew

directly on African rhythms and melodies.

Art historians have long noted how African

sculpture and masks influenced Picasso,

Matisse, Modigliani, and other master of the

Western art tradition.  Cartoons, from the

Road Runner to Disney characters, were

clearly influenced by African figure carica-

ture.  It is too often forgotten that the U.S.

owes much of its power and wealth to black

labor, slave or free, and that Americans

make heavy use of raw materials exported

from Africa, from chocolate and cola to

chrome and oil.

Yet, most Americans know little about

Africa.  The media images of the continent

have long been misleading and stereotyped,

from King Solomon’s Mines and The
African Queen of an earlier era to Tarzan
and the Phantom of today’s  comic strips,

not to mention the ethnocentric jungle rides

at Disneyland.  More dangerously, the

notion of “Darkest Africa” and “heathens”

remains fixed in the U.S. imagination, and

reinforced by news reports of “tribal” con-

flicts, AIDS epidemics, and “barbarous”

African leaders like Idi Amin and Bokassa.

It is sobering to note that the U.S. media do

not refer to “tribalism” in Yugoslavia, the

former Soviet republics, Canada, or

Northern Ireland; nor do they note that Idi

Amin was just as atypical of African leaders

as Serbia’s ruthless president Milosevic is of

European leaders.  As Bohannan and Curtin

argue, “only after we strip away the perva-

sive web of myth about Africa can the reali-

ty of Africa emerge.”5

A major contributor to American mis-

perceptions is the way world history has

been taught – or not taught – in U.S. schools

for many decades.  For much of this century

the core non-U.S. history course in both sec-

ondary and higher education was some ver-

sion of Western civilizations, with an

emphasis on the rise of Western Europe and

its antecedents in the Near East.  As many

critics have noted, this amounted all too

often to a view of the “mainstream” of histo-

ry as essentially “American history pushed

back through time,” as Philip Curtin phrased

it.6 In this scenario, civilization arose in the

ancient Near East, passed through southern

Europe (Greece and Rome) to northwestern

Europe, and then across the Atlantic to North

America.  Hence, it provided a distorted

view of history, denying most non-Western

civilization any real relevance.  The

Eurocentric view of history undoubtedly

exaggerated Europe’s role in world history

(at least before 1500) and conveyed the mis-

leading impression that European history

existed in some sort of vacuum, underplay-

ing the role of imported ideas, technologies,

and the like in the rise of the West.  Indeed,

there was a pronounced contempt for

African history, exemplified by the classic

statement of Hugh Trevor-Roper that this

history only amounted to “the unrewarding

gyrations of barbarous tribes in the pictur-

esque but irrelevant corners of the globe.”7

Africa, then, had no history, or at least none

worth nothing until the arrival of the more

“advanced” Europeans introduced

dynamism into Africa

Even world maps used in the U.S. dis-

torted reality to conform to the American

world-view; the notorious (but still much

utilized) Mercator projection greatly exag-

gerated the size of Europe (a dubious “con-

tinent”) and North America while diminish-

ing the actual size of Africa (no to mention

southern Asia).  Maps never reflect a neutral

reality; they subtly shape perception of the

world.  Hence, for many years, what passed

for historical writing on Africa mostly

revolved around the actives of Western indi-

viduals and governments.  Only in the 1960s

did this situation begin to change substan-

tially; decolonization and the independence

of most African nations, not to mention the

burgeoning civil rights movements in the

U.S., forced a reappraisal of African history

by Western scholars less influenced by

social Darwinism, racism and the ideologi-

cal assumptions of colonialism.  By the

1970s the academic study of African history

had grown far more sophisticated and

knowledge of indigenous historical patterns

grew apace.  But this growing knowledge

base, and the more sympathetic treatment it

encompassed, was very slow to permeate

into the secondary schools, or for that matter

into history department curricula and the

emerging course on world history/civiliza-

tions that began to develop in the late

1960s.8 The majority of college world histo-

ry courses remained for the most part

“Eurocentric,” with Western civilization as

the heart, supplemented by some attention to
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other “great traditions,” especially China

and India.  Depending on the course or text,

Africa, the Middle East (after the Egyptians,

Sumerians, and Hebrews), Southeast Asia

and Latin America were accorded sparse or

negligible treatment.9

Perhaps due to that lacuna a bitter reac-

tion to the old Eurocentric history emerged

in the late 1980s known as Afrocentrism.

The assumptions of leading Afrocentric

scholars provided a mirror image to the old

Eurocentric school, indeed in its most

extreme form dismissed the older history as

essentially a lie designed to perpetuate the

power of whites and denigrate non-whites.

In the Afrocentric view Africa, not the West,

was the fountainhead of civilization, and a

whole new way of conceptualizing world

history must be developed.  In their critique

of the ideological assumptions of

Eurocentric approaches and their claims for

the significance of African history, the

Afrocentric scholars offer some valid points,

even if many historians of world and African

history have been making some of the same

arguments for several decades.10

But, like the more rigid adherents to

Eurocentrism who reflexibly dismiss chal-

lenges without acknowledging the evidence,

some of the Afrocentric scholars go well

beyond the available sources and historical

evidence in their zeal to forge a new para-

digm.  Rather few of the Afrocentrics have

academic credentials on the subjects about

which they propound, leading most histori-

ans of African and world history to dismiss

many of their arguments (such as the absurd

notion of “Ice People” and “Sun People”

propounded by Leonard Jeffries) as propa-

ganda rather than scholarship.  Historians

have rather easily demolished many of the

claims in the Portland African-American
Baseline Essays, which oversimplify ancient

Egyptian society, are based mostly on out-

dated and generally discredited sources from

early in the century, promote the dubious

notion that African mariners established the

Olmec civilization of ancient Mexico, and

offer scientific theories with little or no

empirical evidence.11

But we need not accept the more

extreme arguments of some of the

Afrocentrists in order to be able to integrate

African history into world history and

demonstrate the authenticity of African his-

tory.  For historians of African and world

history have long been making a good case

for both the essential importance of Africa in

its own right and as a critical component of

world history.  What is needed is not a Euro-

or Afrocentric history but rather a “human

rainbow” or globalcentric history.  It is

important for teachers to understand that

Africa was not isolated from world history;

rather, many African peoples were very

much tied to what Marshall Hodgson termed

the “Afro-Eurasian Historical Complex”:  A

common zone of interaction beginning with

the dawn of civilization and encompassing

Eastern Asia, Southeast Asia, the Indian sub-

continent, Western Asia, southern Europe,

north and northwestern Africa, and Eastern

Africa.12 In the remainder of this essay I

will briefly outline six themes that will sug-

gest how Africa can be integrated into cours-

es on world history.

1.  The People of the World from Africa

The first long chapter in the human past

began in Africa.13 There is a scientific con-

sensus that, absent any real contradictory

evidence, the ancestors of Homo sapiens
sapien (modern humans) evolved exclusive-

ly in eastern and southern Africa between

five million and one million years ago.

Archaeological discoveries seem to point to

several states in this evolution, even if there

is a controversy about the various species

and their relationships. These early hominids

demonstrated increasing specialization in

survival activities, with men increasingly

hunters and females increasingly gatherers;

the latter was probably more crucial for food

provision but in any case cooperation

between the sexes and group members was

the key to survival.  About 1.6 million years

ago Homo erectus (“upright human”)

evolved in east Africa; by about 1 million

years ago some of them were migrating out

of Africa, carrying with them primitive

tools, more sophisticated hunting skills, and

an ability to adapt to new environments

(including knowledge of fire).  Over the next

800,000 years or so Homo erectus occupied

northern Africa, Europe, southern Asia, and

China, as evidenced by the fossils later

termed “Peking Man” and “Java Man.”

Although there is considerable debate about

their identity and the nature of the migration,

this can certainly be considered the first

great migration in human history, a migra-

tion corresponding to climatic change with

the ebb and flow of the Ice Ages as well as

the periodic drying out of the Sahara region.

At this point the story becomes more

complicated and controversial.  Homo sapi-
ens sapien clearly descended from Homo
erectus but there is much debate about the

mechanisms.  Some scholars postulate that

the evolution of Homo erectus into Homo
sapiens occurred in different parts of the

Afro-Eurasian Historical Complex simulta-

neously, perhaps 70,000 years ago, with fre-

quent contact and interbreeding between

various groups so that genes spread widely

throughout the hominid pool and perpetuat-

ed a single species even if there were pro-

nounced (but essentially superficial) differ-

ences in skin color, eye shape, and the like.

This is sometimes termed the “candelabra

model” of evolution.14 An alternative

approach is provided by scholars supporting

what might be called the “Eve model.”  In

this scenario Homo erectus evolved into

Homo sapiens only in east Africa, and then

spread throughout the Afro-Eurasian

Historical Complex, displacing and ulti-

mately dooming Homo erectus.  The physi-

cal differences that were perceived as dis-

tinct “races” emerged later.  The evidence

for the “Eve” model includes the fact that (so

far anyway) the earliest Homo sapiens
remains have been found in east Africa

(from 100-200,000 years ago).  More con-

troversial is the study of genetic codes, espe-

cially the mutation history of mitochondrial

DNA; these studies postulate a common

“mother” (or “Eve”) to all present-day

Homo sapiens who lived in east Africa some

200,000 years ago.15

Recently the genetic studies have come

under serious attack which has compromised

their credibility; but the notion of Homo
sapiens deriving from Africa has by no

means been discarded as one of the possibil-

ities.16 If accurate, it would suggest a sec-

ond great migration out of Africa, through

Asia to Australia and the Americas.

Certainly, regardless of how they evolved,

there is evidence of Homo sapiens in

Southeast Asia and Australia by some

40,000 years ago.  Traditionally the first

migrations across the Bering Straits to North

America and beyond were dated at around

12,000 years ago, but some recent (and still

controversial) discoveries as far south as

Chile suggest human settlement as far back

as 35,000 years ago.  Ultimately then, Africa

was the source for human societies which

gradually developed more sophisticated

ways of life before some of them moved to

the continents.  All Homo sapiens constitute

one species who can interbreed, communi-

cate, and trade with each other.  Close genet-

ic links between peoples do not always cor-

respond with observable physical differ-

ences, which is why many anthropologists
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reject the concept of fixed “races” entirely;

there has been too much genetic intermix-

ing.17 Essentially we are all cousins whose

antecedents can be traced ultimately to

Africa.

2.  Egypt as a Gateway to Africa, Asia and

Europe18

Recently there has been a major historical

controversy as to whether ancient Egypt

should be seen as essentially a

European/Near Eastern  civilization (the

forerunner of Western civilization) or rather

as an African civilization populated mostly

by black Africans  who then sprinkled the

evolving European culture (including

Greece) with African ideas and influences

(the idea of Black Athena).19 In other words,

the controversy revolves around the debate

between Eurocentrism (a strong force

among Western classicists) and (in various

permutations) Afrocentrism.  Generally

most specialists on world or African history

would probably take an intermediate view,

seeing Egypt as very much a mixed civiliza-

tion with roots in, and ultimately varying

degrees of influence on, Africa, Europe, and

Western Asia, in other words the “gateway”

to north, south, east and west.  Egypt (the

upper Nile valley and delta) was populated

over the ages by people from the south, the

west, the northeast, and later even the north;

emphasizing one source at the expense of

the others is misleading.  Inflated

Afrocentric claims for advanced Egyptian

technology such as gliders cannot be sub-

stantiated; but the reality of Egypt was

remarkable enough that it does not need

exaggeration.

Study of the art left by the ancient

Egyptians suggests that some pharaohs were

light-skinned and some dark, no doubt

reflecting the racial mixture of the society.

The Nile River runs deep into Africa and

certainly was a highway for people and

ideas, including quite probably the notion of

divine kingship that underpinned Egyptian

royalty.  Some historians speculate that early

Egyptian civilization may have received

major boosts from the migration of Saharan

peoples (of various skin hues) into the Nile

as the once heavily populated region dried

out.  Invaders and settlers (probably in small

numbers) from the Near East also arrived at

various times; later Hellenistic Greeks

brought their blood and ideas.  It is quite

possible that the people of the Nile delta

(Lower Egypt) had lighter skins that the peo-

ple of the hill-framed valley south of Cairo

(Upper Egypt); the two regions were quite

distinct although united under one kingship.

Very likely the Egyptian populations includ-

ed peoples of Semitic, Berber, Hamitic

(Ethiopian-Somali) and Nubian (black) ori-

gins.20

The Egyptians had long connections

with black Africans to the south; well-estab-

lished trade networks reached the black peo-

ples of the middle Nile and beyond the

Congo basin in the south and the Ethiopian

plateau to the southeast.  In fact, Egypt was

a crossroads of trade, with probable connec-

tions to the Berber peoples of Libya and

Algeria to the west, the Hamitic peoples to

the west along the Red Sea, the Semitic peo-

ples to the northeast as far as Syria, and the

Caucasian peoples of southeastern Europe.

From the south came ivory, ebony, animal

skins, gold and later iron, exchanged for fur-

niture, silver, tools, paper, and linen, among

other commodities.  At various times the

Egyptians controlled places as far afield as

Palestine and Nubia; periodically Egypt

itself would be conquered or dominated by

outsiders, including Libyans, Nubians,

Persians, Macedonian Greeks, and finally

Romans.

For African history it is important to

understand the connection between Egypt

and the black Africans of Nubia (roughly

present-day northern Sudan).  The civiliza-

tion of Kush arose in Nubia as a major trad-

ing terminus; later, as caravan routes linked

Kush with Niger basin, the Congo basin, and

the Ethiopian highlands, it would provide

goods from central, southwestern and south-

ern Africa to the peoples of the

Mediterranean region as well as the Red Sea

region.  Some Kushite goods were trans-

shipped to India and China; Chinese copper

vessels have been found at Meroe.  Long a

colony of Egypt, the Kushites succeeded in

conquering Egypt for a time in the eighth

century B.C.E. before being pushed out by

the Assyrians.  From 600-100 B.C.E. Kush

became a major African producer of iron,

with the capital of Meroe sometimes termed

the “Pittsburgh of ancient Africa.”  Iron

technology, originated in the Middle East,

may have passed through Egypt to Kush,

which had many sources of iron ore; from

Kush it may have permeated into other parts

of black Africa although some historians

postulate an independent development of

iron making.  It is clear then that both Egypt

and its related civilization of Kush, linking

the peoples of Africa and the Mediterranean,

played central political and economic roles

in the larger Afro-Eurasian Historical

Complex.  Many African states should be

seen as successors to these civilizations and

some African peoples trace their political

ancestry back to that region.21

3.  Islam and Global Commerce in West

Africa22

The rise of the great kingdoms of the

Sudanic region of West Africa is closely

linked to the expansion of both global reli-

gion, Islam, and a global commerce that

linked southwestern and central Africa with

North Africa, the Mediterranean basin, and

the Middle East.  Between the eighth and fif-

teenth centuries Islam expanded out of its

Arabian heartland to become the dominant

religion in North Africa, parts of West

Africa, Iberia, Western Asia, Central Asia,

South Asia, the archipelago realm of

Southeast Asia, and the East African coast,

with spurs to Muslim minorities in locations

as afar afield as China and the Balkans.

Hence was created Darul Islam (the “Abode

of Islam”), an interlinked Islamic world

stretching from Morocco to Indonesia and

joined by both a common faith and trade

connections.  Ibn Battuta, the great four-

teenth-century Moroccan traveler, spent

years touring the length and breadth of Darul

Islam, as far as the coastal ports of China.

One of his last trips was to the kingdom of

Mali in West Africa, on the southwestern

fringe of Darul Islam but linked to the Afro-

Eurasian Historical Complex through the

Muslim-dominated trans-Saharan trade roots

that ultimately reached as far as the South

China Sea.23

Beginning in the ninth century C.E.

Islam filtered down the trade routes across

the Sahara, carried peacefully by merchants,

teachers, and mystics in much the same way

it had arrived in the islands of Indonesia.

Islam tapped into camel caravan routes that

had existed for centuries.  Indeed, it was

likely trade between West and North Africa

that prompted the formation of the early

states such as Ghana, which was flourishing

by the eighth century C.E.  For generations

kola nuts, palm oil and especially gold from

the Guinea coast to the south had been trad-

ed northward for salt, dates, textiles and

horses.  The Sahel (the vast grasslands just

south of the Sahara also know as the Sudan)

had become the terminus between north and

south.  By the tenth century Ghana’s rulers,

at their pinnacle of power, had converted to

Islam, adding a new dimension to West

African life even if it took many centuries
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for Islam to permeate throughout, and recon-

figure some of the sociocultural values of,

the population.  Sudanic civilization became

very mixed, demonstrating absorptive quali-

ties and the ability to tolerate varied patterns

of belief and lifestyle.  As was so common in

the world, not least in Africa, the societies

that evolved combined external influences

and local genius.24

Ghana was the first of the great empires

and kingdoms that rose and fell in the Sahel

over the next half millennium, the best-

known of which were Mali and Songhai.  All

had Muslim rulers (but only partly Muslim

populations) and also derived some of their

economic rewards from taxation to the cara-

van trade.  The famous pilgrimage to Mecca

of the Mali ruler Mansa Musa, taking with

him thousands of retainers, in the fourteenth

century exemplified the wealth and power of

his state.  It was said that he spent so much

money in Cairo that the Egyptian currency

was devalued.25 These kinds of internation-

al connections enticed many visitors and

sojourners to the Sudan, including poets,

architects, teachers and traders from places

like Spain and Egypt.  Islamic universities

were established, most famously at

Timbuktu in the fourteenth century; its fac-

ulty and student body were drawn from

many lands.  Eventually the Sudanic style of

state, influenced by the world beyond,

would become a model for kingdoms to the

south and southeast in the forest zone.

As trade expanded, slaves became more

permanent as a commodity to be shipped

north, where they were sold in North Africa

and (to some extent) Iberia.  The black

slaves filled various niches as domestic ser-

vants, laborers, soldiers, and even adminis-

trators; over 700 years perhaps 2-4 million

slaves were transported northward on the

trans-Saharan caravans, a significant figure

but small-scale compared to the numbers

that would eventually be taken across the

Atlantic by Western nations over a 400-year

period.26 Nonetheless, this trans-Saharan

salve trade acquainted West Europeans,

most especially the Portuguese, with the

prospects of eventually procuring slaves

directly in West Africa, one of the spurs to

Portuguese exploration down the West

African coast in the fifteenth century.

Hence, the caravan trade and expansion of

Islam brought many West Africans into clos-

er communication with the peoples of the

larger world and generated more sophisticat-

ed civilization; but they also ultimately con-

tributed to enticing rapacious Westerners to

explore the “mysterious” lands to the south.

4. The East African City States and World

Trade27

The expansion of both Islam and global

commerce also integrated another African

region, the East African coast, into Darul

Islam and the wider world.  The coast

stretching from present-day Somalia down

to central Mozambique was a cultural melt-

ing pot, where a unique hybrid society

emerged as a result of the evolution of a

great trading system linking East Africa with

varied societies of the Indian Ocean and

beyond.  For at least 2000 years the coastal

peoples of East Africa have been in constant

contact with seafaring folk from Arabia,

Persia, India, Southeast Asia, and even

China, a confluence that generated a fasci-

nating mosaic of various cultures, lan-

guages, religions, and economics.  The pre-

vailing wind patterns facilitated sailing up

and down the coast.  Not surprisingly then,

ancient Phoenicians visited the area, and

trade with Greece and Rome flourished.

Indonesian seafarers visited the coast for a

millennium beginning around 200 B.C.E.,

bringing with them various tropical plants

(bananas, coconuts, yams) witch proved

well adapted and spread throughout tropical

Africa, and also settling the island of

Madagascar.  Later Arabs would come to

dominate the coastal trade, seeking ivory,

shells, skins, gold, and copper from what the

called the “Land of Zanj” (“Land of

blacks”).

The major permutations occurred when

Bantu-speakers began settling along the

coast in the first millennium C.E. Bantus and

Arabs intermixed in the coastal cities that

developed along the coast such as

Mogadishu, Mobasa, Zanzibar, Kilwa, and

Sofala; they were soon joined by small num-

bers of settlers from Arabia, Persia, and

India.  Although Bantus remained numeri-

cally dominant there was much intermar-

riage and cultural fusion; the result was the

evolution of a new people, language and cul-

ture known as Swahili, essentially a mix of

Bantu and Arab Islamic with many cultural

features similar to other Islamic hybrid peo-

ples around the Indian Ocean realm.  The

Swahili language became not only a venue

for powerful literature but also the lingua

franca of the coastal zone, later permeating

deeper into east and central Africa as far as

the Congo basin.  Islam became dominant

along the coast but in a flexible form that

accommodated many local realities and cus-

toms.  The Swahili settlements became inde-

pendent states, with no political uniformity

but domination by influential trading fami-

lies; interregional and international trade

was their main activity.28

The “Golden Age” of the coast com-

menced around the ninth century and

reached its peak from the twelfth-fifteenth

centuries.  Ships from Arabia, Persia, and

India regularly visited the coast; Ibn Battuta

traveled south as far as Kilwa.  In the early

fifteenth century peaceful Chinese trading

fleets arrived, the largest expedition in histo-

ry before the expansion of the West.  The

various foreign traders brought pottery,

Chinese porcelain, glass beads, and Indian

cotton, trading them for iron, ivory and

slaves.  Slaves from East Africa were sent to

Arabia, the Persian Gulf, and Western India;

the magnitude of the trade is unclear, per-

haps 1-2 million before it was terminated in

the nineteenth century.29 The East African

city states were an integral part of the great-

est trading network of the pre-modern world,

the Great Indian Ocean Maritime Trading

Route that was generally dominated by sea-

faring Muslims (Arabs and Indians) and

linked China in the east through Southeast

Asia to India, Persia, the Arab societies,

southeastern Europe, and East Africa.30

By about 1000 C.E. trade networks into

the interior expanded, a situation facilitated

by the discovery of gold in the plateau of

Zimbabwe.  The Shona people developed a

great kingdom in Zimbabwe from the thir-

teenth through sixteenth centuries, with their

prosperity based on mining gold, copper,

and iron.  Soon they were trading these min-

erals to the Arab and Swahili traders down

from the Zambezi River at Sofala, turning

this coastal port into a major designation of

merchants seeking to export gold around the

Indian Ocean basin; Zimbabwe flourished

from the trade.  But the wealth of the East

African coast, not to mention the products

that flowed northward and westward along

the India Ocean trading networks, would

prove a terrible temptation to Europeans

who were, in the 1400s, developing the

naval and military capability to seize and

dominate the trading systems, in the process

devastating and destroying the Swahili city

states.

5. Africa and the Trans-Atlantic Slave

Trade31

One study has contended that “modern

race relations have their origins in, and can-

not be understood apart from, the global

13



expansion of Europe that began in the fif-

teenth century,” which forged an unequal

relationship between white and nonwhite

peoples while also creating “a global distri-

bution of power and privilege along the lines

of color.”32 Contemporary racism and the

exploitation of black peoples have their ori-

gins in early Western relations with tropical

Africa.  The most prominent factor in this

situation was the trans-Atlantic slave trade

which developed beginning in the sixteenth

century.  Slavery had existed in many

African societies just as it had worldwide,

and some black slaves had long been trans-

ported along the caravan and sea routes to

North African and the Middle East just as

Caucasian slaves had for centuries been dis-

patched from the Black Sea region to south-

western Europe.33 But the economic evolu-

tion of the newly discovered lands of the

New World,” especially the introduction of

sugar planting, created a tremendous market

for labor that could not be filled by free

labor.  Soon ships from various European

nations (first Portuguese, then English,

Spanish, French, Dutch, Danish, and

American) began procuring slaves in West

Africa and shipping them across the Atlantic

to meet the limitless demands of the new

plantation economies.

Profits from the slave trade soured

along with the volume of slaves, and the

West African coast from Senegal down to

Angola was soon dotted with European forts

to obtain, store, and ship slaves.  Europeans

traded cotton goods, guns, iron, rum and

tobacco for slaves, often with the coopera-

tion of local African chiefs but sometimes

acquiring slaves by force, as exemplified by

the Portuguese conquest of the great and

prosperous kingdom of the Kongo and their

ruthless depredation in Angola.  The total

number of Africans involved in the slave

trade is a matter of great debate among his-

torians, but most sources point to something

on the order of 9-12 million Africans landed

in the Americas over four centuries.34 But

for every slave sold at auction several had

died in storage or on the notoriously over

crowded, disease-ridden slave ships.

Estimates of the total number of Africans

originally enslaved who either died or sur-

vived the various legs of the journey run as

high as 50 million.  Westerners invented

many rationalizations to support the trade,

including the notion that Africans were sub-

human savages unworthy of civilized treat-

ment; the heritage of that dehumanization

can be easily seen today.  The slavers, the

cooperating African chiefs, the plantation

owners, shipbuilders, and other groups

linked to the trade directly or indirectly were

all reluctant to abandon a lucrative source of

profit.35

The slaves transported across the

Atlantic became largely a plantation labor

force.  Unlike slavery in traditional African

societies these New World slaves had few if

any legal or customary rights; they were

simply treated as cost items in the produc-

tion processes, to be bought and sold at the

whim of the owners, their lives on plantation

governed by the imperative of the market-

place.  Slave owners sought maximum prof-

it regardless of human consequences since

the markets for sugar and other plantation

crops expanded constantly.  Other perhaps

than subtle passive resistance or conceivably

escape to the remote interior, African slaves

had little choice but to tolerate the situation;

the myriad of slave revolts were brutally

crushed.

The impact of the slave trade on Africa

is the subject of much historical debate, with

varying balance sheets being offered.36

Clearly the negative consequences varied

from region to region, group to group.

Without a doubt coastal regions of West and

Central Africa did succumb to chronic war-

fare, “an enslave your neighbor or be

enslaved” syndrome.  European guns made

the region a vast battleground.  Some peo-

ple, among them Kongolese, Ibos, and

Yorubas, were disproportionately transport-

ed, their societies badly disrupted.  Some

districts were badly depopulated.  But the

degree of African complicity in the tragedy

is disputed.  Traditional interregional trade

was clearly hampered; external trade was

lubricated mostly by the Western desire for

slaves.  Conservative historians argue that

the trade facilitated the diffusion of new

food crops (corn, peanuts), that some

African states developed a highly dynamic

commercial orientation, and that Africa

quickly recovered demographically from the

population losses.37 And yet, the heritage of

racism made Africans and their descendants

in the New World a permanent underclass,

treated with contempt; learned Western

intellectuals once argued (and some appar-

ently still do) that Africans were naturally

inferior in intelligence.  Africa came to be

seen as a continent in desperate need of

Christianity and Western tutelage, setting the

stage for, and justifying, the later colonial-

ism of the continent.

But the greatest impact on the African

slave trade was to more forcibly link black

Africa to the larger world, especially to the

Americas.38 The triangular trade saw the

movement of slaves from Africa to the New

World, where they grew sugar, cotton, and

tobacco for shipment to Europe; the lucra-

tive proceeds would then purchase guns,

rum, textiles, and other commodities for

shipment to Africa to obtain more slaves.

Perhaps more than any other commodity,

sugar (grown by African slaves) generated

the European drive for empire and also facil-

itated the transition to an industrial economy

in Britain.39 African culture influence and

population came to be especially predomi-

nant in the slavery-defined plantation zone”

stretching from Virginia southward through

the West Indies to northern Brazil and the

Pacific coast of Colombia.  A substantial

percentage of all people of African descent,

probably at least one-third by 1800, live

today in the Western Hemisphere.40 They

constitute most of the population of coun-

tries like Jamaica, Barbados, and Haiti, half

of the population of countries like Trinidad,

Belize, and Guyana, and substantial minori-

ties in countries like Brazil (37%), Cuba

(27%), Panama (30%), Venezuela (10%),

and the U.S. (11%).41

The African diaspora left its imprint in

the New World.  Some slaves escaped from

plantations and set up African-type maroon

communities in the interior of places like

Jamaica and Surinam.  Many African

descendants showed a tendency to synthe-

size Western and African customs, creating

hybrid religions (Haitian voodoo, Cuban

santaria), music, and sometimes even lan-

guage (the Gullah dialect of the Georgia Sea

Islands).  African words enriched the

English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese

patois, in some cases substantially.  And yet

everywhere African Americans faced dis-

crimination or racism long after slavery

ended.  Some freed slaves returned eventual-

ly to West Africa, becoming important seg-

ments of the urban population in states like

Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Nigeria; some of

their descendants became nationalist propo-

nents or even presidents.  All of these pat-

terns created what might be called an

“Atlantic System that spanned Western and

central Africa, the U.S. South, the Caribbean

basin, and northern and eastern coastal zones

of South America, defined by a particular

sort of economic activity, some shared soci-

ocultural traits, and the numerical promi-

nence of Africans.  Ultimately then, as

Manning argues, African slavery was linked
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in some way to most of the major develop-

ments of modern world history, including

the industrial revolution, the rise of capital-

ism, the scientific revolution, rapid popula-

tion growth in the Americas, and the expan-

sion of colonialism.42

6. Africa and the Global Order of

Colonialism43

Between 1500 and 1914, and particularly

between 1870 and 1914, that portion of the

globe now called the “Third World was con-

quered or impacted by Western nations and

divided up into colonies or spheres of influ-

ence, in the process brought into an emerg-

ing world economic system dominated by

the West.  These societies were then catego-

rized as “backward” or “underdeveloped”;

lubricated by the ethnocentric pretensions of

social Darwinism, Westerners took the

innate inequality of peoples and societies for

granted while the imperatives of capitalism

spurred Western businessmen (and their sup-

porting governments) to seek new resources

and markets in the tropical world.  And yet,

the wealth gap between Europe and the more

sophisticated Third World societies (includ-

ing some in Africa) was small or even non-

existent in 1500; by 1914 it had grown wide

indeed and continues to grow.

Many scholars believe that “underde-

velopment” and “development” are two

sides of the same coin; the imperialism of

the Western powers transferred wealth from

the “periphery” (Third World) to the “core”

(the colonizing powers) for investment in

their own productive capacity while locking

their colonies into dependency based on

extractive economies and labor exploitation.

Hence, it is argued, first the trans-Atlantic

slave trade and the colonialism contributed

to the underdevelopment of Africa by drain-

ing away the most productive sector of the

population and then imposing a new kind of

economic system discouraging diversified,

multifaceted growth, rendering many of the

former colonies economically vulnerable

today.44

For Africa the most common form of

Western imperialism was colonialism, that is

direct political control.45 While a few areas

such as Angola, Mozambique, and South

Africa became Western colonies in the era of

the slave trade, the fullblown scramble for

Africa would only commence with the end

of the slave trade and the onset of the indus-

trial revolution in Europe which greatly

accelerated the need for natural resources

that could be processed into industrial or

commercial products as well as new markets

to consume these goods.  Soon European

traders were obtaining African products such

as peanuts, palm oil, gold, timber, and cot-

ton; but the Westerners encountered impedi-

ments to their activities, not the least of them

an emerging African mercantile class that

competed with them.

Economic factors, combined with

European political rivalries, and a powerful

industrial technology (including weapons)

soon combined to generate a more forward

and ruthless policy of incorporating African

territories.  By World War I the great

European powers had divided up the African

continent between them, paving the way for

full-scale economic penetration and incorpo-

ration of Africa into the world-system.

Conquest was achieved peacefully if possi-

ble (through deceptive treaties, bribery,

divide and rule, and the like), by ruthless

force if necessary (such as the notorious

punitive expeditions in Kenya which slaugh-

tered many uncooperative villages in the

imposition of the “Pax Britannica”).  There

were many episodes of resistance (such as

Samory Toure in the western Sudan and the

British wars with Ashante) as well as rebel-

lions which punctuated colonial rule (such

as the Maji Maji in Tanganyika and the Ibo

women’s protests in Nigeria).

The impact of colonialism in Africa had

many parallels to other regions such as

Southeast Asia.  Politically it created artifi-

cial countries as European colonizers drew

up boundaries that ignored traditional ethnic

relationships, dividing some ethnic group

and joining some incompatible or historical-

ly antagonistic societies together; this creat-

ed a basis for later political instability.

Christian missionaries accompanied

European bureaucrats and businessmen, set-

ting up schools and clinics but also denigrat-

ing African culture and promoting

Westernization; Christian converts often

became divorced from their traditional cul-

tures and communities but were never

accorded equality in the racist colonial sys-

tem.  In some colonies (such as Kenya,

Southern Rhodesia, Angola, and South

Africa) many European settlers arrived,

obtaining the most fertile land for them-

selves and establishing strongly discrimina-

tory laws and customs to restrict African

civil and economic rights.

Colonial economic policies tended to

undermine African society in various ways.

In the quest for revenues colonial govern-

ments imposed taxation policies that pro-

moted a shift from subsistence food growing

to cash crop farming and mineral exploita-

tion; hence many Africans became involved

in growing crops like cotton, cocoa, rubber,

and palm oil or mining copper, gold, oil,

chrome, cobalt, and diamonds for the world

market; their livelihoods now became sub-

ject to the chronic fluctuations in the world

price for their commodities, determined

largely by the whims of Western consumers

and corporations.  If economic incentives

did not work authorities and planters some-

times resorted to forced labor, most notori-

ously in the Belgian Congo where perhaps

half of the population died from overwork or

brutality over a twenty-year period.  Much

land was turned over to Western-owned

plantations and Western companies owned

most of the mines.  Many African men were

recruited or forced to migrate to other dis-

tricts or colonies for mining or industrial

labor, establishing a permanent pattern of

short or long-term labor migration.  Many of

the major cash crops that dominated African

lives were not indigenous; for example,

peanuts and rubber were brought from South

America.  Colonial governments imported

Asians to build railroads, work on sugar

plantations, or become middle-level retail

traders; soon Indians had become the com-

mercial middle class of East Africa and the

Lebanese of West Africa, increasing the plu-

ralistic nature of the society.

Gradually Africans came to be integrat-

ed into the world economy as producers of

raw materials and consumers of Western

food and consumer goods.  Many colonies

became economic “monocultures,” depend-

ent on the export of one or two major com-

modities (copper from Zambia, cocoa from

Ghana, peanuts from Senegal, cotton from

Sudan, etc.).  Conservative historians argue

that colonialism increased the productive

capacity of the land and constructed an eco-

nomic infrastructure.46 This is true but the

question must be asked as to the purpose and

ultimate beneficiaries of these policies that

globalized the African economies.  Whether

colonialism stimulated modern development

or retarded and distorted is one of the central

questions of modern African history as it is

of South and Southeast Asian history.  The

end of colonialism (for most, in the 1960s)

has not in most cases dramatically trans-

formed the economic structure and prospects

of the African nations or the essential struc-

ture of the world economy in which they are

enmeshed.  The rise of nationalism and the

consequent wave of decolonization and lib-
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eration constitute another phase in the glob-

alization of African history and politics that

deserves a more extensive treatment than

can be mounted here.47

Conclusions

African history then must be seen not

only as an authentic and dynamic saga of

indigenous African development but also as

integrated into larger global processes.

Historian Ronald Segal has argued that:

Africa has its own rich sweep of

events, outside those which

European conquest and settlement

have recorded.  The era of

European dominance is short even

within the margin of human history.

Long before, in the evolution of

man himself, Africa has helped

shape history.  And while the cen-

ters of European culture flourished,

decayed, and sprouted in their turn,

empires in Africa rose, ruled, resis-

ted, and succumbed.  Scholars stud-

ied and disputed in Timbuktu and

Paris, and what the Italians accom-

plished with pigment, the artists of

Benin achieved with bronze.  The

cultures were different, but only on

the horizontal.  The vertical, the

separation into superior and inferi-

or, was a product of conquest.48

Africa was an integral part of world history

and needs to be studied as such.

* This paper is based on a presentation at a

workshop for high school teachers on

“Teaching Africa in World History,” spon-

sored by the Milwaukee History Teachers

Alliance, the Milwaukee Metropolitan

Historians Association and the Milwaukee

Public Schools Humanities Council, held at

Riverside High School  in Milwaukee,

November 14, 1992.  I would like to thank

Jean Fleet and Bruce Fetter for inviting me

to participate in the workshop.
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Imagining Africa in World

History: Perspectives and

Problems*

David Northrup
Boston College

There can be no doubt that Africans have played

important roles in world history. Africa was the

birthplace of humankind, the ancestral homeland

of all people, and the site of important early

domestications of plants and animals. Ancient

Egypt was one of the very earliest ancient civi-

lizations and had a strong influence on the lands

of the eastern Mediterranean and North America.

Africans were among the earliest converts to

Christianity and to Islam and today Africans are

numerically important Muslim and Christian

adherents. Africans were major players in the

commerce of the Mediterranean, the Indian

Ocean, and the Atlantic. In recent years several

Africans have won Nobel prizes for their contri-

butions to peace and literature and have been cho-

sen as secretaries general of the United Nations.

On a sadder note, tropical Africa is also the birth-

place of HIV/AIDS and home to the largest num-

ber of infected persons, as well home to recent

brutal wars and genocides. Africa is home to

many of the world’s poorest people—tragic cir-

cumstances that make the continent the focus of

global concern.

Despite these contributions, there are many

issues to be resolved in trying to make appropri-

ate generalizations about Africa in world history.

First, is there a common pan-African history that

embraces all parts of the continent and does this

history hold together chronologically, so that one

can trace a common thread through the lives of

King Tut, Augustine of Hippo, Ibn Battuta, Leo

Africanus, James Africanus Horton, and Nelson

Mandela? Second, if one responds in the affirma-

tive, what  is this common history based on?

In seeking to answer such questions, one is

aided by the fortunate fact that the topic of Africa

in world history has recently been the subject of a

number of thoughtful papers and essays. At the

African Studies Association’s annual meeting in

Boston in late 2003, the ASA’s Board of Directors

sponsored two panels on this topic. In 2004, the

WHA’s on-line publication World History
Connected featured a series of essays on Teaching

Africa in World History in 2004, and the

Historical Society’s publication Historically
Speaking featured  a lively exchange of views on

the subject.1 Finally, the WHA’s 2005 conference

in Morocco featured Africa in world history as

one of its themes.

The forum on Africa in world history that

appeared in Historically Speaking was structured

around a central essay by the distinguished histo-

rian of Africa, Joseph C. Miller of the University

of Virginia. Miller proposed that it was possible

to identify a “communal ethos” in Africa in the

early modern period and as an example of this he

suggested that most black Africans viewed the

exploitation of the Atlantic slave trade as the

work of evil magic or “witchcraft.” The various

scholars who commented on Miller’s essay were

generally appreciative of his effort to identify a

popular ethos, a broad common African point of

view regarding the continent’s place in history.

However, a number questioned the validity of

such a proposition. The distinguished pioneer in

world history, William H. McNeill, wondered

how historians could “hope to know what really

happened among Africans in general and com-

mon folk in particular” in that period and

described Miller’s proposal as a “caricature of

reality.” However, McNeill did acknowledge that

a “caricature ” was much more appealing than a

blank slate. 

McNeill and others also felt that Miller’s

“Africa” suffered from over generalization, priv-

ileging his own area of research in West-Central

Africa, but not adequately taking into account the

diversity of views and experiences in other parts

of the continent. Northeastern University’s

Patrick Manning wondered whether in seeking to

place Africa in world history Miller hadn’t come

too close to making the continent “a single place”

with a single point of view, what he called “a civ-

ilization-wide unifying principle.” Jonathan T.

Reynolds, co-author of Africa in World History,
was “uncomfortable” with Miller’s stress on

Africans’ uniqueness compared to other peoples.

In the World History Connected forum,

Reynolds’s co-author, Eric Gilbert, similarly

warned of the dangers of “treating Africa as a

coherent place, a sort of nation writ large.2”

I tend to agree with these criticisms.

However desirable it may be to know the mind of

Africa, such a quest has little chance of success in

pre-modern times when few Africans were able to

record their thoughts. Of course, some writings

exist, but, while my own efforts to highlight pre-

colonial Africa thinking in Africa’s Discovery of
Europe brought to light individual perspectives

that were authentic and diverse, they also tended

to be elite and eccentric rather than normative,

and transformed by the experience of European

contacts rather than pristine.3 Like McNeill, I am

also uncomfortable with presenting a slate that, if

not entirely blank, is mostly so. I think we need to

be cautious in talking about a common African

experience, but, like most students of African his-

tory, I am reluctant to reject the proposition that

in some contexts there has been a common

African historical experience. Certainly the

growth of African Area studies in the past fifty

years is built on such premise. The multivolume

UNESCO and Cambridge histories of Africa (as

well as other works) demonstrate that common

African threads can be traced meaningfully over

time, though they also highlight enormous

regional differences.

Among scholars writing about Africa

there is great ambivalence about how to balance

the continent’s unity and diversity. A striking

example of this ambivalence can be found in the

work of the distinguished Belgian anthropologist

Jacques Maquet. In 1972 Maquet published

English translations of two small books on

African culture he had written in the 1960s. The

first, called Civilizations of Black Africa, divided

sub-Saharan Africans into six ecologically dis-

tinct culture areas based on differences in geogra-

phy and ways of life but also pointed out the great

diversity within these groupings. The second vol-

ume, called Africanity, argued that black Africans

possessed broad cultural unity, based partly on

their historical isolation and struggle with nature

for survival and partly on their experiences of

European exploitation and racism.4 Maquet

acknowledged the tension between these two

approaches but argued that they reflected differ-

ent frames of reference. Of the two, I suspect

Civilizations of Black Africa might be more

appealing to Africanists, while Africanity might

have a greater appeal to world historians seeking

a simple formula that would encompass the con-
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tinent. As a specialist in both areas, I am attracted

by both approaches.

But I also think a more subtle analysis is

needed to probe Africa’s cultural unity. Three

issues crop up immediately.  First, which mean-

ing of Africa should be used? Both Maquet and

Miller equate Africa with sub-Saharan Africa,

black Africa. By implication the lands of North

Africa are separate world, distinguished by their

greater and earlier involvement with the

Mediterranean and their early incorporation into

the Islamic world. The Middle Eastern Studies

Association and most area studies programs

include North Africa as part of their field of study. 

A second difficult issue is how to define

cultural commonalities and differences. Many of

the characteristics Maquet details for Africanity

are broadly human traits: struggling for make a

living, living on little, migrating, borrowing,

being ruled and exploited, etc. The problem of

identifying clear cultural boundaries was brought

home to me vividly when I went to Honolulu to

attend the WHA convention in 1993. It was my

first visit to the islands and, arriving early, I used

my first day to tour the wonderful Polynesian dis-

plays at the Bishop Museum. Many of the artistic

motifs seemed oddly familiar, suggestive of

African artistic forms. As I pondered this, a voice

from the gallery above me exclaimed, “Gosh,

these sure look African!” I looked up to discover

two other historians of Africa, who had also

arrived early for the conference, pondering the

same conundrum. No scholar suggests that there

is a cultural link between Africa and the Pacific,

but the story does suggest that the subjective

judgment of what is intrinsically African may

reflect broader human sensibilities and the limits

of certain technologies and media.

This last point suggests a third issue to

ponder: whose point of view defines Africa? The

rest of this essay explores these issues.

The Unity of Africa?
As was suggested above, scholars have

taken quite different positions on African cultural

unity and how much of the continent it includes.

Bill Freund may serve to illustrate one end of the

spectrum. He argues that the supposed cultural

unity of black Africa rests on racist European

assumptions. Striped of these outdated theories,

he suggests: 

There is no foreordained African cul-

tural oneness that has been convincing-

ly defined that suggests otherwise. The

broadest themes of African history do

reflect continent-wide developments

precisely because they are themes that

belong to the basic stock of social and

economic developments of mankind

elsewhere.5

Others have argued that a common African

cultural heritage emerged from the continent’s

early history. The long millennia of early human

development in Africa may have been instrumen-

tal in creating a common culture, but as yet the

evidence of cultural (as opposed to biological)

unity is very limited. Anthropologist Igor

Kopytoff has suggested that an “ancestral

‘hearth’ of African culture” was incubated in the

period from about 5000 to 2500 B.C.E. in the

then fertile Saharan-Sahelian band where most of

the continent’s population was then concentrated.

As this region grew drier, these populations

moved out to the south, as well as to the Nile

Valley and to North Africa, spreading common

practices and ideas. The subsequent dispersal of

peoples further southward, such as the often-cited

Bantu migrations, spread “the ancestral pan-

African culture patterns” to the rest of the conti-

nent. An important later phase of this was the

Bantu migratory dispersal through the tropical

rain forest and to regions to the southern cone.

The formative nature of the latter phase has led

historian Christopher Ehret to refer to the last

millennium BCE as Africa’s “classical age.”6

The validity of such learned arguments in

a particular historical context, however, does

enable them to overcome the problem that the

dominant trend in most of Africa during these

millennia was toward the erosion of cultural

unity. Centuries of dispersal, migration, and sub-

sequent isolation produced profound cultural

divergences, which can most easily be illustrated

by the enormous proliferation of African lan-

guages. A second problem is that continental and

global historians rarely define cultural unity and

common history on the basis of such folk cultures

but rather on the basis of a pervasive elite cul-

tures. These elite overlays (often imposed by con-

quest) are usually called “civilizations,” but

because that term tends to be used in contrast to

primitive barbarism, I prefer to speak of great tra-

ditions instead. Although the study of great tradi-

tions is important and rewarding in world history,

a near exclusive emphasis on them leads to the

omission or misrepresentation of areas of the

world that avoided imperial conquests and

exploitation.

The distinctiveness of North African his-

tory, compared to the rest of the continent lies in

the early and pervasive influence of a number of

imperial great traditions. Although there is good

evidence of underlying folk customs and tradi-

tions that united people on both sides of the

Sahara, historians recount North African history

primarily in terms of the region’s incorporation

into the great empires and imperial traditions that

overlay (and partly absorbed) popular culture:

from the ancient Egypt, Hellenistic, and Roman

empires through the early Islamic empires. This is

in keeping with the near exclusive attention world

historians are also inclined to give to imperial tra-

ditions in China, India, and elsewhere in Eurasia. 

Many of the difficulties of incorporating

sub-Saharan Africa into world history derive

from a failure to recognize this pattern. From a

global perspective what is strikingly different for

most Africans living south of the Sahara before

about 1000 C.E. (and much later in many places)

is the absence of a great tradition associated with

the elite culture of enduring empires. This is why

the region lacked written records and why it dis-

plays so much political and cultural diversity.

Why has this distinctive feature of sub-

Saharan Africa’s history has been neglected by

recent historians of Africa and of the world? In

part this is a reaction to the older tradition of

Western (and Islamic) history that stigmatized

sub-Saharan Africa for the absence of an elite lit-

eracy and the other trappings of “civilization.”

Historians have rightly rejected this prejudicial

judgment and the view of history as the story of

progress, whether divinely guided or not. But in

practice it has also been common to downplay the

significance of this difference. Thus, sub-Saharan

Africa is rightly celebrated for its oral literature

and arts, vernacular architecture, sophisticated

decentralized trading systems, and political insti-

tutions at a variety of levels, but without

acknowledging that these “achievements”

occurred in a different structural context from

places where norms tended to be defined by

canonical norms of a great tradition.

I think Africanists and world historians

need to face up to this distinction, not sweep it

under the carpet. Sub-Saharan Africa challenges

world history is to recognize that the great tradi-

tion model is not the only model or even the most

pervasive one in most periods of history. great

traditions are thin veneers. While as a practical

matter one cannot include in a world history nar-

rative the details of various common folk and

their folk cultures, one needs to acknowledge that

significant global development came from below

as well as from above. This insight works in sub-

Saharan Africa, but it was not the only place.

Modern globalization studies rightly contrast

global/local inputs.

In addition, it is important to recognize

that while great traditions are not essential, they

can be very useful. Africans have clearly appreci-

ated the advantages brought by their incorpora-

tion into such larger worlds. The spread of Islam

is a major example. After the Arab conquest, the

subsequent conversion of North Africa and the

spread of Muslim ways into sub-Saharan Africa

were gradual and largely peaceful process,

involving the use of political advisors, the con-

version of merchants and later rulers, the spread

of literacy (initially in Arabic but later in the ver-

nacular). As David Robinson points out in his

excellent little book Muslin Societies in African
History, the Islamization of Africa was accompa-

nied by the Africanization of Islam – a reminder

of a theme of interaction of great and folk tradi-

tions in world history generally.

By 1800 much of Africa lay within the

Muslim world and Islamic beliefs and traditions

were spreading. In 1800 or even 1850 it would

have seemed inevitable to a neutral observer that

the rest of Africa would eventually be absorbed

into the great tradition of Islam. But, as is well

known, European influences, which had been

spreading slowly and very largely peacefully

along coastal Atlantic and southern Africa, sud-

denly advanced in a violent rush as European
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imperialists reduced the continent to their domin-

ion. The long-term significance of this European

conquest has been the establishment of a second

great tradition in Africa, not just in the non-

Muslim parts of the continent but everywhere.

Indeed, it is becoming obvious that the pervasive-

ness of Western tradition has grown notably

stronger in Africa since the end of colonial rule.

Of course, the Westernization of Africa

has also been accompanied by the Africanization

of Western culture. One sees this in new forms of

Christianity that Africans devised but equally in

the infusion of traditional Western denominations

that Africans joined with African spiritual vitali-

ty. If one starts in North Africa and moves south,

one passes from states where over 90 percent of

the population is Muslim to gradually lower per-

centages. If one starts in South Africa and moves

north, one moves from societies that are 90 per-

cent Christian to gradually lower numbers.

Somewhere in the middle there are states like

Nigeria where the percentages are similar.

Nigeria also illustrates another aspect of

the Western great tradition. After the US and UK,

Nigeria has the third largest number of English

speakers of any country in the world. This phe-

nomenon partly resulted from colonial rule

(though a few Nigerians were speaking and writ-

ing in English before the colonial period), but it is

much more the product of the decisions by inde-

pendent Nigerian governments to promote uni-

versal education (of a Western curriculum) in

English and to use English as the national lan-

guage. Nigeria has also produced prize-winning

writers nearly all of whom use that national lan-

guage—even in the Muslim north. This has not

led to the extinction of local languages, though

the spread of Islam and Christianity have certain-

ly affected folk traditions and been affected by

them. For the last century or so the difficulty of

writing the history of sub-Saharan Africa in terms

of the area’s engagement with great traditions dis-

appears, even though that remains an invalid rea-

son for ignoring popular culture.

Whose Africa?
It is no secret that Africa was named and

invented as a continent by outsiders. In antiquity

and for centuries afterwards African identity

existed only in the minds of outsiders. Under the

conditions of isolation existing within the conti-

nent any pan-African identity was devoid of

meaning. The spread of Islam unified African

Muslims and promoted contacts among them, but

it does not seem to have promoted a pan-African

identity. Rather converts were drawn into mem-

bership in a pan-Islamic world. Possibly encoun-

ters among African pilgrims led to a common

African identity among Muslims—a topic merit-

ing further investigation. Possibly people from

various parts of the continent held in slavery in

the Middle East came to prize their common

Africanness, but the evidence seems to meager to

say. 

Rather, the first recorded examples of

self-identified Africans come from the disapora

created by the Atlantic slave trade.  Between 1750

and 1850 growing numbers of individuals began

to refer to themselves as Africans. Nearly all were

outside of Africa or outside their natal home-

lands, in the case of liberated Africans in Sierra

Leone and elsewhere. Nearly all were pushed in

that direction by forces of discrimination and

color prejudice by Westerners. As is well known,

a new stage of pan-Africanism began to flourish

in the West Indies and North America in early

twentieth century among people of African

descent recently liberated from slavery but still

struggling against dominant forces of inequality.

Only from the 1940s does one see pan-

Africanism establishing itself within the conti-

nent, where it was important in the so-called

“nationalist” movements. After independence

Pan-Africanism was fundamental in the establish-

ment of the Organization of African Unity and the

newer African Union. In both cases the meaning

of “African” included people on both sides of the

Sahara.

This suggests an interesting parallel:

world history’s growth also dates from the late

twentieth century and reflects similar (though not

identical) circumstances. The study of world his-

tory is heavily concentrated in North America

(though it is spreading). The concern about

Africa’s place in world history inevitably reflects

the sensibilities of the African disapora and the

desire to address the injustices of slavery and dis-

crimination. Thus, the study of African history as

a unit and the study of world history are both

products of contemporary points of view derive

from particular historical tracks. 

Both Pan-Africanism and world history

have imposed a conception of common experi-

ence that, if not actually contrary to the historical

record, is contrary to the perception of reality in

earlier times. So in a very real sense African his-

tory and world history employ conceptual frame-

works that are fundamentally alien to to the past.

In asking how Africa is to be understood in world

history we are asking a question that is very pre-

sentist, both in its identification of Africa and of

an interactive world. It is a question that few

Africans before recent times would have found

intelligible and those few would surely have

interpreted it through the different lenses of

Islamic or Christian worldviews. Yet in so doing

we are continuing a tradition of historians who

have regularly used longer trajectories to uncover

meanings in the past that were unknown to those

who inhabited those ages. 

For Africans (as for the rest of the world)

most of history has been a process of differentia-

tion and growing diversity. If there is a common

cultural underlying all African societies as most

students of the continent would like to believe, it

is still true that the movement was away from it

or in devising multiple variations on it: compre-

hending diversity in unity is the puzzle of modern

African studies. However, the spreading forces of

convergence gradually drew Africans into the

wider orbits of Islam and Western culture. The

contemporary forces of globalization have sped

and spread this coming together. Looking at mod-

ern Africa, the Tanzanian political scientist Ali

Mazrui celebrated the continent’s triple heritage.

In his 8-part television series he used himself to

illustrate that heritage: an African, a Muslim from

a learned Swahili family, and a Western educated

professor with a lyrical and elegant command of

English. Thus Africa’s histories have worked to

make a single African history meaningful to mod-

ern Africans.

In conclusion, Africa’s place in world his-

tory is a topic for thoughtful discussion not a sub-

ject for pontification. Africa’s complexities and

commonalities admit of many (simultaneous)

perspectives. Africa’s long history makes the con-

tinent the ancestral home of all humans as well as

a place that has been interactive with other conti-

nents. The place of the continent in world history

may look different from each of the external con-

tinents and different still from various points of

view within the continent. Africa specialists may

be inclined to see a bounded experience, whether

from a Pan-African point of view or from the pre-

sumptions of an area studies perspective. World

historians, on the other hand, may instinctively

prioritize interactive experiences. There is no

right and wrong in this, but, as Eric Gilbert, has

written,  “When Africanists say that Africa is not

represented in world history, what they really

mean is that they are uncomfortable with the ana-

lytical lens that world historians use.” 

It is notable that many scholars trained in

African history have also become world histori-

ans. Having attempted to find common meaning

in Africa’s diversity, perhaps we find it easier to

find meaning in the entire human experience.  My

own studies of Africa, by forcing me to confront

popular as well as elite experiences, has continu-

ally informed my understanding of the larger

human experience. I feel deeply the insight of a

second century B.C.E. North African playwright,

Publius Terentius Afer: “Homo sum. Nihil mihi
humanis alienum est (I am human. Nothing of the

human experience is foreign to me).”

* An earlier version of this paper was presented as a

keynote address to the fourteenth annual conference of the

World History Association in Ifrane, Morocco, in June 2005.
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“The World and Africa”:

World-Systems Theories and 

the Erasure of East Africa

from World History

Jesse Benjamin
St. Cloud State University

World historical and world systems narratives
have increased in both frequency and quality in
recent decades.  This essay seeks to examine how
some of these emerging models have or have not
incorporated Africa or various parts of the
African continent into their models.  An immense
amount of local knowledge is produced in the
world’s various regions, through local universi-
ties, research institutions, and grant-funded
explorations.  However, as this information is
synthesized into more general texts and texts
more available to the lay reader or general
Western audiences, much of the detail and nuance
of local scholarship is lost.  In this essay, I look at
the case of East Africa, an area which has under-
gone a considerable revolt against colonial bias-
es since the 1960s that has changed much of the
discourse in the field, especially the notion that
Africans were not capable of the examples of civ-
ilization that were in obvious evidence through-
out the region.  Since this reorientation, against
the denigration of local agency, some Western
scholars have begun to argue that a reverse bias
is taking shape, in which external forces are
negated, and only nationalist African achieve-
ments are valorized.1 By reviewing several of the
most popular, as well as most critical and
acclaimed scholars of world historical scholar-
ship, I hope to demonstrate that the colonial bias-
es of African negation [physical, historical, dis-
cursive] have not been as definitively swept aside
as most would like to think, but instead continue
to appear within the critical texts of even those
scholars working to counter such biases.  The
numerous implications that arise from this inves-
tigation are both discursive and epistemological,
and bear deeper consideration.

In this essay I look at what world historical analy-

ses say about Africa, how Africa is incorporated

into their schemas, what role the Continent and its

societies are seen as playing, what the depth of

historical investigation is, and which interpretive

perspectives are privileged.  I proceed then, with

a close reading, from an East African perspective,

of four leading world historical scholars from dif-

ferent disciplines, whose works have, to differing

degrees, contributed to the very grounds of our

contemporary historical understanding: Fernand

Braudel, Andre Gunder Frank, Janet Abu-

Lughod, and Eric Wolf.  We will see that these

authors take up debates with Western scholars,

but ignore almost altogether important African

and Pan-African contributions and debates that

challenge the conventional historical record as

well as aspects of the underlying Western episte-

mology itself.  I focus on, but do not limit myself

to East Africa, because I think it is a neglected but

representative case whose broad outlines of era-

sure and inclusion will be reminiscent of, but not

identical to, other regions of the African conti-

nent.

I proceed below with some of the most

powerful generalists of world history, a major

Annales School historian, two major contributors

to world systems debates, and an anthropologist

writing world history — thus providing examples

spanning twenty-five years and the four disci-

plines of history, sociology, anthropology, and the

amalgam: world-systems theory.  In each case, I

focus on a particular major and influential text by

the author, and look specifically at the position of

Africa, or parts of the continent, in their analyses.

All of these authors have included Africa to some

degree in their work, although with the exception

of Wolf, this is more in theory or terminology

than the empirical core of their work.  Each of the

authors, at their time of writing, missed the bulk

of relevant historical materials and debates on

Africa and, therefore, failed to adequately place

the continent or its parts within their broader proj-

ects.  I have chosen these authors in large part

because, all faults aside, they provide necessary

theoretical tools for the (re-)formulation of East

African historiography that I undertake and par-

ticipate in here and elsewhere. I begin with

Braudel, because his writings were the earliest.

In this way, we may see how the changing terms

of academic discourse reveal discontinuities as

well as continuities in the representations of

Africa in world history.

Fernand Braudel’s major contributions to

historiography over a period of several decades

were both theoretical and empirical.  I focus here

on Braudel’s treatment of Africa, only briefly

engaging his larger corpus of work.  While schol-

ars have criticized Braudel’s treatment and dis-

missal of Africa,2 most acknowledge his theoret-

ical contributions, such as his notions of the long
duree and his analysis of material civilizations.

Some might protest that it is unfair to scrutinize

Braudel on Africa, since that was not the core of

his project, but it is precisely the peripheral role

that Africa occupies in his work which helps to

define his core project – the effacement of Africa

is what makes Europe seem so central.  Once

again, discursive representations are relations,

negation at one extreme means presence at the

other.  As Jacque Depelchin recently put it, 

Braudel’s ideological slants do not

appear until he ventures into geograph-

ical and historical areas outside his area

of specialization, France and Western

Europe.  The excuse that Braudel was

writing on matters about which he

knew little only sidesteps the nature of

the problem, which is how power rela-

tions are reproduced, generation after

generation, through the production and

reproduction of historical knowledge

(1999: 159).

Many are familiar with Braudel’s problemat-

ic and frankly racist statements concerning

Africa, wherein distinctions between colonial

sources and his own colonial exposition become

deeply blurred.  In Volume III of his magisterial

Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century,
The Perspective of the World (1992[1979]), only

11 of his 650 pages are devoted directly to Africa.

Speaking of West Africa’s shores as “mostly

unhealthy,”3 he goes on to say of the “black peo-

ple of the Congo,” that: “All in all, these were

suppliers and customers whom it was easy to

dupe, easy-going, sometimes lazy, ‘taking each

day as it comes’” (pp. 431-432).  African

economies were to Braudel “still primitive,” and

one of his major goals, encapsulated in the sec-

tion’s title: ‘Black Africa: Collaborator as well as

Victim?’ is to show that “Black Africans” share

responsibility for the slave trade, and blame can-

not fall “only” on Europeans.  

It has to be said that if there was a traf-

fic in human beings in Africa, it was

undoubtedly because the Europeans

desired and dictated it.  But it is also

true that Africa had already developed

this bad habit long before the

Europeans arrived, sending slaves to

Islam, the Mediterranean and the

Indian Ocean.  Slavery was endemic in

Africa, part of the structure of everyday

life, within a social framework we can

only wish we knew better. (pp. 435)

Such equalizations of entirely incommensu-

rate social practices within the singular terminol-

ogy of “slavery” are not only misleading but also

endemic to much of Western historiography and

its popular discourses.  Rather than highlighting

the distinctly brutal nature of Atlantic chattel

slavery and its lack of relation to previous social

practices of debt peonage and subordination in

African societies and elsewhere,4 this uniquely

violent set of social practices is universalized, so

that Europe seems to be just another participant in

events that were already taking place and would

have no doubt continued to do so whether or not

it had become involved.5 This should be an indi-

cation of the dangers inherent to an approach

which constantly seeks to find “the middle path,”

to see “both sides” of every issue, as if symmetry

existed around all social issues, as opposed to the

sort of asymmetries of power which critical

scholars should be working to expose.  Speaking

of another of Braudel’s works, Depelchin similar-

ly uncovered a [perhaps unintentional] ideologi-

cal objective at play in his work: “Grammaire des
Civilizations can be seen as Braudel’s translation

of the French desire to continue to be seen as self-

less civilizers,” (1999: 160).

Further underscoring his distinction between

advanced “civilization” and a backward Africa,

Braudel states: “Curiously, no black explorers

20



ever undertook any of the voyages across either

the desert or the ocean that lay on their doorstep,”

and a few lines later: “In these first encounters,

the blacks did not even imagine that the whites

lived or had any existence outside their boats”

(1992: 434). However, African explorations and

trade across both the Sahara and the Atlantic are

well known, although the latter is less well

accepted as yet in mainstream academia or popu-

lar Western discourses.6 Furthermore, both Abu-

Lughod (1989) and Tibbetts (1981), whose work

she draws heavily upon, have shown that boats

were common on African coasts, circumnavigat-

ing toward the west as far as North West Africa,

even if they originated in East Africa, Arabia, and

South Asia.  While boats in this trade did not orig-

inate in Europe, African and Asian vessels did

reach what later became Europe, but generally

found it commercially uninteresting.  

I want to focus here on Braudel’s even short-

er (three paragraphs) treatment of East Africa.  He

begins the chapter by separating “White” from

“Black Africa,” determined to focus on the latter,

a move quite common then and still widespread

today, albeit under the newer terminological

guise of “sub-Saharan.”  Feierman (1995: 43-45)

recently critiqued this usage at length showing

that it rests on assumptions of racial essences, and

ultimately on the idea that only whiteness pro-

vides a society with the qualities of civilization

and historical-motive force, whereas “black” cul-

tures are represented as passive and inert.  Having

divided north (“White”) Africa from sub-Saharan

(“Black”) Africa, Braudel proceeds to dismiss the

significance of East Africa to his discussion7 with

the following statement: 

As for the long east coast of Africa,

looking out on the Indian Ocean, it

belonged to the Indian world-economy

for which it had been at once an impor-

tant route and a peripheral zone, well

before the arrival of the Portuguese in

1498 (pp. 430, itals. added).

Again, we encounter the notion that East

Africa, cut off from the rest of the continent, is

actually a part of the Indian Ocean system, part of

Asia.  These and related notions are classic colo-

nial elements of a broader complex of diffusion-

ist theories8 which collectively deny African and

other non-Western peoples historical agency and

centering.  Braudel specifically reproduces the

colonial and explicitly racial Portuguese notions

of civilization versus barbarism when he desig-

nates (Christian) Ethiopia a “civilization”9

because “…it undeniably possesses white ethnic

elements, and is founded on a metisse population,

very different, however, from those of the true

Melano-Africans,” (quoted in Feierman 1995:

44).

Brief mention of the gold trade in “the vast

state of Monomotapa” is made, as would be done

by Eric Wolf, reviewed below.  However, agency

is quickly given back to Portuguese and “Arab”

elements.  The very mention of Monomotapa as a

“state” defies the logic of much of Braudel’s pre-

vious dismissal of sub-Saharan Africa as not con-

taining “civilizations,” reviewed above, and

explains why this could not be more deeply

explored without threatening the whole structure

of his argument.  East Africa, actually just its

“coastline,” was used by Braudel simply as a foil

against which to situate his discussion of West

Africa and the Atlantic coast.  He concluded his

dismissal of East Africa with the following para-

graph:

But we can on the whole accept the

pessimistic conclusion reached in a

memorandum addressed to the Russian

government on 18 October 1774, con-

cerning this long coastline.  ‘It is a long

while since the river of Sofala or any of

the adjacent streams rolled any gold

down with their waters.’ The ports of

Malindi and Mombasa north of

Mozambique were all but deserted and

the few Portuguese families still resid-

ing there were ‘more barbarian than

civilized’; their trade consisted of ‘the

dispatch to Europe of a few degenerate

Negroes, most of whom are good for

nothing’.  The message thus conveyed

to the Russian government, which was

looking for international outlets, was

that this was not a promising spot.  So

we shall not lose a great deal by leaving

aside the ‘Indian’ side of southern

Africa; its great days were by now over

(pp. 430-431).

This speaks for itself.  Source criticism is

supposed to be a central element of critical histo-

riography, so one has to wonder why and on what

basis Braudel could assert that “we can on the

whole accept the pessimistic conclusion” reached

by this particular author in the late eighteenth

century.  The gold trade did not end, but ultimate-

ly expanded during the colonial period a century

later.  Malindi and Mombasa were not then and

really never were deserted [except briefly in ear-

lier centuries after destructive Portuguese raids],

and thrive today in contradistinction to the

report’s claims.  Does Braudel expect the reader

to “accept the pessimistic conclusion” that the

“Negroes” transshipped to Europe were “degen-

erate” and “good for nothing”?  Finally, his last

statement is doubly problematic.  He expects us

to dismiss East Africa because “its great days

were by now over,” which is itself not true.  Yet,

this is, not coincidentally, the only place where he

acknowledges a “great” past in the region, just as

the dismissal is complete.  Perhaps this is some-

how internally logical because this past was sup-

posedly “Indian.”

These criticisms are not intended to slight

the accomplishments of this great historian, but to

call attention to the sorts of erasures that can be

manifested in such broad and synthetic works.  As

Feierman points out, “Fernand Braudel, the great

leader of the second-generation Annales histori-

ans, opened up the boundaries of historical space

in a way that made it easier to understand Africa

in world history,” (1995: 42).  However, this

promise has yet to be fully realized either in the

subsequent works of Braudel himself or in the

works of most Braudelian, third generation

Annales scholars.10 This ‘opening up,’ of which

Feierman speaks, is significant of course only in

the already circumscribed field of Western and

colonial discourse, which is hegemonic, but cer-

tainly not universal.  We might even ask why

Braudel did not partake of the, by then well-

developed, Ibadan School’s contributions, and

later the Dar tradition of historiography, coming

out of Dar es Salaam?  These sources were cer-

tainly available to him.

Depelchin (1999), in a recent essay, went

considerably further than Feierman in his critique

of Braudel, and the discursive tendencies that he

represents. Braudel’s apparent dismissals of

Africa function as affirmations of Europe, and he

makes this explicit at several points in his work.

This [unconscious?] relationality mirrors closely

the “African presence” that Toni Morrison refers

to in her brilliant essay, Playing in the Dark
(1992), in which she maps a consistent literary

and discursive racial relationality at the heart of

U.S. literature and culture.  Or as Depelchin put

it, at a somewhat more prosaic level of analysis,

“By the time Europe took possession of colonial

territories in Africa, they were no longer two sep-

arate entities.  By then European economic

wealth and political power were, at least in part,

the result of Europe’s exploitation of the African

continent” (op. cit.: 164).  

Depelchin’s critique of Braudel is a device

to enter into critiques of Africanist historiography

and Western historiography more generally. His

aim is to uncover unconscious ideological invest-

ments that perpetuate contemporary structures of

knowledge and power. His goal is to tackle the

problem Edward Said posed, of unsettling the

axiomatic discourses that govern our age by lis-

tening to the voices at the periphery of the sys-

tem.  Elsewhere in my own research, I have jux-

taposed the hegemonic academic voices of

Braudel, or Wolf, Abu-Lughod, and others dis-

cussed below, with those of Pan-African scholars,

activists and ordinary people, and found that an

entirely different orientation emerges, that was

already well-established long before the world-

historical writings reviewed here were ever pub-

lished.  In the first half of the twentieth century,

scholars such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Carter G.

Woodson, C. L. R. James, Drusilla Houston, and

John Jackson had already rejected the colonial

Arab-bias that said all accomplishments in East

Africa were due to Arab influence, and had begun

to explore what, in fact, were Africa’s and East

Africa’s contributions to world history. What

emerges, among other things, from this juxtaposi-

tioning, is that entirely different discursive and

epistemological foundations based largely on

race and racial identity or location, lay at the root

of the differences in these scholarly communities.

Of course, what Maghan Keita refers to as the

hegemonic epistemology of the West (2000),

rarely if ever engaged the largely extra-institu-
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tional Pan-African scholarship alluded to above,

thus contributing to what I call an apartheid struc-

ture of knowledge in the West. In East Africa,

African agency was finally asserted in the post-

colonial context of the 1960s and is now general-

ly accepted in the West, but the genealogy of this

academic production is never, to my knowledge,

tied African and Pan-African scholars writing

both before and after the Second World War.  As

such, most Western scholarship continues to

strictly separate academics from activists or

socially-engaged historical figures in African

resistance movements.  As Depelchin put it, in

more general, Jamesian terms:

It is doubtful that historians such as Braudel

and Feierman would acknowledge that, despite

the almost two centuries separating them, figures

such as Toussaint L’Ouverture and Patrice

Lumumba had in fact posed similar questions

concerning the histories of their people (op. cit.:
172-3).

As such, we can see that scholars such as

Braudel not only erased Africa from the historical

record, but also contributed to the discursive era-

sure of African and Pan-African scholarship, sim-

ply in their politics of citation and discursive

engagement.  Writing mainly from the 50s to the

80s, encompassing the end of the period of High

Colonialism in Africa, it might not be surprising

to see Braudel partaking of well-established colo-

nial myths about Africa, or generally leaving

Africa at or beyond the very periphery of world

civilizations and histories.  The same cannot be

said of the next three scholars reviewed, for they

were trained and/or wrote during the moment of

decolonization and global upheaval that charac-

terized the 1950s and especially the 1960s.

In discussing Andre Gunder Frank, I am not

concerned here with his earlier, well-known work

on dependency theory,11 but instead, with his

more recent work on a five thousand year world

system centered in Asia, in which European dom-

inance and the capitalist mode of production are

but peripheral, recent (nineteenth century), and

possibly epiphenomenal aspects (Frank 1990,

1997, 1998; Frank and Gills 1993).  I focus here

on the unpublished manuscript that he circulated

through Giovanni Arrighi to the Binghamton

University community.  The version we read,

entitled East and West: Global Economy in the
Asian Age (1997), was slightly revised and later

published as Reorient: Global Economy in the
Asian Age (1998).

The titles of these works encapsulate his

central point, and one of my main objections.

Namely, the fact that while radically decentering

Europe in a generally productive if provocative

manner, Frank fails to redress, and therefore, inti-

mately colludes in the ongoing erasure of Africa

within the world system. Unlike most authors

who address world systems, Frank extends his

theorization backward in time further than almost

any other mainstream scholar has dared to.  In so

doing, he illustrates the newness of capitalism

while, against his own previous positions, still

adopting Wolf’s dating of its inception at 1800.

Unfortunately, by recentering Asia, he also

extends the erasure of African history further

back in time than most scholars have ventured.12

Ultimately, one is left feeling that his decentering

of Europe by centering Asia may recenter the

Eurocentric process of centering itself, rather

than suggesting multiple centers, collaborations,

mutual interests and support, or complexity

between and amidst regions, as is suggested by

Abu-Lughod for the pre-capitalist era.

The main attraction in his work is his radical

questioning of temporalizations of world-sys-

temic social and economic relations. His is the

only work of the four reviewed here, which pro-

vides an adequately broad framework for the

antiquity of East African history that, contrary to

its widespread erasure, is among the richest and

oldest in the world.  He raises numerous other

points of theoretical significance — such as the

provocative idea that Europe used its “American

money [silver, etc.] to buy itself a ticket on the

Asian train,” (p. 10) rather than the presumed sig-

nificance of the Atlantic in Europe’s rise to capi-

talist predominance — but these are not the con-

cern of this chapter.13

As for Africa, while at times he incorporates

the continent into his formulations and terminol-

ogy, as when he adopts Toynbee’s term “Afrasia,”

in general, his focus on Asia, and specifically

China, tends to eclipse almost entirely events in

Africa and their historical significance to the

world.  One brief mention is made of the flow of

West Africa gold into the world system through

Cairo, but nothing more.  “East African trade,” he

concludes, following the main bias of colonial

historiography, “as already stated in the Periplus
of the Erythrean Sea in Roman times, was pre-

dominantly oriented northward to the Fertile

Crescent and eastward across the Indian Ocean”

(chapter 2, pp. 15).  This colonial reading of this

ancient text allows him to see East Africa as

peripheral to world centers of those times, and is

used to justify his exclusion of East Africa from

almost the entirety of his lengthy work.  In work

elsewhere,14 I have discussed the general unrelia-

bility of the Periplus, and showed that multiple

readings of most important passages are possible.

It is a limited text, coming from a particular per-

spective and context, omitting much that its

author and her/his sources did not know, or did

not wish to popularize.  Was East African trade

really oriented toward the author’s home areas, or

was that just a whimsical reflection of desire, a

lack of geopolitical knowledge, or a focus exclu-

sively on his local business pursuits?

I argue not only that Rome and the Fertile

Crescent may have been oriented toward East

Africa15 (or that they were all oriented toward

each other, without a clear dependency or uni-

directional flow as regards power, money, bene-

fit, and culture), but also that East Africa, partic-

ularly two thousand years ago, was oriented in

numerous other directions as well.  The southern

Swahili coast, including Madagascar and the off-

shore islands, were a center in themselves, and

were also part of a cultural and economic flow

between present-day Indonesia (and environs)

and southern Africa, even before the Roman

empire (Shepherd 1982, 1984, Wilding 1987,

Allen 1993).  Beyond this, the even more neglect-

ed dimension of East African orientation is its

connections with the interior regions of the conti-

nent, which have been falsely and pervasively

imagined in colonial historiography as somehow

artificially cut off from the coast, the Indian

Ocean, the rest of the interior regions of Africa,

and the worlds beyond.16

There is another point in Frank’s work that is

of major significance to our discussion here.

Frank insists that:

The ‘world economy and system’ of

which Europe was the ‘Core’ in the

sense that Braudel (1992), Wallerstein

(1974), and others including Frank

(1967, 1978) [conceptualized it], was

itself only a minor and for a long time

still quite marginal part of the real

world economy as a whole (chapter 1,

pp. 4).  

Such a generalized decentering of Europe in

world history, particularly from the point of view

of a longer time frame, suggests much for partic-

ular historical moments and their interpretations.

On the next page, Frank concludes that: “in no

way were sixteenth-century Portugal, the seven-

teenth-century Netherlands or eighteenth-century

Britain ‘hegemonic’ in world economic terms.

Nor in political ones.  None of the above!”  (pp.

5).

This radical insight is crucial for and exem-

plary of most of Africa and Asia from the fif-

teenth to the eighteenth centuries, and goes

against the assumption by many other historiog-

raphers that Europe has been central since the fif-

teenth or sixteenth centuries, or in some cases

even further back, since Rome and Greece.  Some

of the most important and critical scholarship

lapses into the former assumptions (Abu-Lughod

1989, 1993, discussed below), while others lapse

further, into erasure of Africa and more systemat-

ic centerings of Europe (Braudel 1981, 1992;

Biermann and Campbell 1989).17 As significant

and insightful as the work of these and other

scholars may be, they too often buy into the

assumption, either directly or by implication, that

upon rounding the Cape of Good Hope under

Vasco da Gama in 1498, the Portuguese immedi-

ately ushered in a period of uninterrupted

European hegemony over East Africa and the

Indian Ocean.18 This aspect of Frank’s theory is

very useful then, in arguing that capitalist or other

externally based hegemonies did not arise on

[parts of] the East African coast until the nine-

teenth century.  Scholars in several disciplines

have argued that East Africa was not implicated

in externally-based hegemonies (European, Arab,

or South Asian) until relatively late in the modern

era (Salim 1973, Wallerstein 1978, 1989, Cooper

1980, and Zeleza 1993).
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Janet Abu-Lughod, in Before European
Hegemony (1989), contributed what many right-

fully regard as the major work on pre-European

world-systemic organization, focusing on the

thirteenth century — the thirteenth century,

because of the lull at this conjuncture which was

partially responsible for Europe’s subsequent and

gradual conquest of the world’s systems.  Like

Frank, she includes Africa in what amounts to her

own, brilliant theoretical reconstruction, but then

proceeds in the body of her work to eclipse Africa

both in actual coverage of the continent general-

ly, and in several major specific omissions.  

Abu-Lughod does go into more of the histo-

ry of the African territories and their connections

to world economies and cultures than had either

Braudel or Frank.  However, in several respects

she too erases African history in her model.  On

the one hand, I point out places where she failed

to incorporate African cultural and economic cen-

ters into her archipelagos of the world system

(Timbuktu, Mali, Songhay; other West African

cities, states and empires; Axum; Sudan; Central

Africa; Swahili and Eastern Africa; the Southern

Swahili of Madagascar, the Comoros,

Mozambique, and adjacent islands). On the other

hand, there are also instances where it is the way
itself in which African history is incorporated into

the narrative that erases and flattens history, such

as when she refers to  African cities as “Arab”

(Abu Lughod 1989: 243).

Her scholarship has had a major influence

on my thinking, and is bristling with theoretical

insights and provocative hypotheses in need of

further investigation.  The critique that follows is,

therefore, respectfully intended to contribute in

an Abu-Lughodian fashion to spatially and tem-

porally extending and even reorienting her thesis

of thirteenth-century world systemic interactions.

Abu-Lughod consistently omits East Africa from

her work and her model of the world, even though

the region asserts itself several times throughout

her work, always on the periphery and fleetingly.

Ultimately, these slippages lead her back into the

Eurocentrism her work otherwise so boldly con-

fronts.  

In many respects, and particularly in certain

sections, her work might be said to center Islamic

Arabia too much, even though some of this is due

to the time frame of her study.19 The tension that

orients Abu-Lughod’s understanding of ancient

world systems is between Europe and Asia, and

this is referred to repeatedly. I would suggest,

instead, that this is attempting to place Europe

backward in time before its actual existence, and

ignores Frank’s suggestion, that “Europe” such as

it was at this time [not a coherent or self-imag-

ined entity], was deeply peripheral to the rest of

the world.  Abu-Lughod does acknowledge this

European marginality in her introduction and

elsewhere, but then contradicts it, seeming to sug-

gest that the continuous tension and relation ori-

enting the ancient world was between Europe and

Asia, from Roman times to the fifteenth century.

Why were the major tensions not internal to Asia,

between and or among its three major circuits?

More germane to this chapter, why was Africa not

seen as being central to the ancient world, and

should we not speak of African and Asian rela-

tions of many varied and changing sorts, and even

as the forces that were central in driving and

defining ancient world connections for several

millennia, perhaps all the way into the nineteenth

century?  

As intimated above, throughout her work

she continually reinforces the assumption  —

never demonstrated — that the Portuguese gained

immediate dominance throughout the Indian

Ocean almost immediately upon their arrival

there in 1498, ushering in the seamless age of

European hegemony from that time presumably

until now.20 Since the arrival of the Portuguese

into the Indian Ocean is one of the primary points

marking the end of her study, it seems that this

may have lead Abu-Lughod to over-explain the

Portuguese. Her work is constructed as a

response against world-systems theories that cen-

ter Europe by starting with the rise of Europe,

implying, therefore, that Europe was the only civ-

ilization capable of world systems.  Therefore,

she demonstrates a pre-European world system in

the thirteenth century, with variably ancient roots,

and is then left to explain why Europe rose when
and how it did.  This may contribute to explain-

ing, at least in part, why the automatic assump-

tion of power by the Portuguese became so nec-

essary.21 They were to have been filling a vacuum

left by the decline or collapse, from internal pres-

sures, of the previous world systems.  

In the introduction, Abu-Lughod reveals the

important position taken by Tibbetts (1981), that

much like Columbus in the Atlantic, Vasco da

Gama had not really “discovered” East Africa and

India. Instead, Africans and Asians had, in fact,

already sailed in the reverse direction and “dis-

covered” or connected the long way to the

Mediterranean and North Atlantic (Abu Lughod

1989: 19).22 However, in the next paragraph, she

begins: “Nevertheless, Arab and Indian vessels

proved no match for the Portuguese ‘men-of-war’

that appeared in their waters in the early 1500s.”

(ibid.)  This point is far from the truth, as I detail

below.  However, I do agree when Abu-Lughod

then argues that Portuguese expansion into the

Indian Ocean was an important element in the

rise of the West, pushing the dates back further

than either Braudel or Wallerstein, and ultimately

focusing on the thirteenth to the sixteenth cen-

turies as a period of transition in which: “geopo-

litical factors within the rest of the world system

created an opportunity without which Europe’s

rise would have been unlikely” (1989: 20). 

Further on, making a brilliant point about a

“shift to the south” in Asian trade routes, — from

Persian Gulf to Red Sea routes — she states:

“The shift to the south reshaped the world system

that persisted into the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries and that, once the Portuguese made

their end run around Africa, ultimately was trans-

formed into a Eurocentered one” (pp. 147).  Yet,

we must ask: why are we to assume that the world

system in the Indian, Arabian, and East African

regions was instantly subject to the Eurocentered

world at this point, or even that the world was yet

anywhere European centered? Yes, genocides and

their accompanying influxes of capital into

Europe had begun, but when exactly did Europe

emerge as the new center of a new capitalist sys-

tem? Interestingly also, her southern hypothesis

correlates precisely with events on the East

African coast as far south as Madagascar and

Mozambique.  

Salim (1992) speaks of the “Golden Age” or

efflorescence of trade and wealth from the thir-

teenth to sixteenth centuries, which corresponds

in part to the increased trade that this southern

shift, to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean, might

have brought to East Africa, via Omani, Swahili,

Somali, and Indian merchants.  He also recounts

the trade in Kilwa, centered on the lucrative

Sofala gold mines, “which it had wrested from

Mogadishu in the late 1200s or early 1300s” (p.

750).23 What this indicates is that East Africa and

the rest of the world system that Abu-Lughod

describes were not only connected, but may have

been mutually determining in a multi-directional

relationship.  East Africa, affected by numerous

other relations with the interior regions of the

continent, may have boomed when other regions

did not, and even spread wealth and prosperity

outward. In this period, its efflorescence did, in

fact, correspond with events throughout the wider

world system. These relations could and should

be traced out for earlier periods as well, as schol-

ars such as Wilding (1987) have already begun to

do.  

Nevertheless, in the time period under her

consideration, Abu-Lughod speaks of “an enor-

mous vacuum” in world-systemic power that the

Portuguese later “filled with their own brute fire-

power” (1989: 259).  This “vacuum of power” is

later also referred to more generally as a “vacuum

of power in the Indian Ocean” (1989: 361).  Abu-

Lughod also speaks of the “sudden and frighten-

ing appearance at the end of fifteenth century,” of

the Portuguese (1989: 272).  These facts are con-

tradicted in writings by scholars of East African

historiography, such as Salim (1973, 1992),

Sheriff (1976, 1981), Allen (1976, 1993), and

Wilding (1987), the latter of whom in particular

highlights the incessant inability of European

boats to maneuver against the dhows, majahazi,
and maingalawa of the East African coast.  The

local, Indonesian, and Arab vessels had no keel

and exceptionally little draught, and were thus

capable of accessing extremely shallow regions.

Coupled with superior local tidal and geographic

knowledge, and the ability of [lateen rigged]

dhows to run downwind [in open waters] with

almost double the sail area and thus speed of typ-

ical Western vessels, East African craft were con-

strained only in the tightness with which they

could tack, and in their onboard cannon firepow-

er.

Several years before Abu-Lughod, Eric Wolf
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contributed his Europe and the People Without
History (1982), a richly synthetic historiography

aimed at countering Eurocentric world histories.

Yet, amidst his sensitive and rich account, there

are major slippages into colonial historiographic

practices and myths of exactly the same type he

successfully seeks to avoid otherwise. It is per-

haps more significant that Africa and its histories

are still being profoundly and passingly erased

even in some of the most successful and progres-

sive mainstream and generalist literature, than the

fact that outwardly colonial perspectives them-

selves are published and cited in contemporary

times.

Like Abu-Lughod, but several years earlier,

Wolf identifies three major trading and contact

routes across the Old World, the third of which

“involved portage across the Isthmus of Suez and

maritime transport through the Red Sea and the

Gulf of Aden to East Africa and India beyond” (p.

31). This third route is most important to my con-

sideration of East Africa’s place within world-

systemic cultural and economic forces.  However,

in description of these routes, as in the title of the

book, Europe is still at the center of history, of the

world, of motive force itself.  As in Abu-Lughod,

trade traverses the Old World in three major

routes only to converge on Europe.  Never is the

possibility of “South-South” trade raised, the idea

of India and Africa for example trading without

concern for peripheral Europe.  

Wolf begins his placement of East Africa

admirably by locating it in a “network of over-

land routes and sea-lanes” from well before 1400.

A good cultural anthropologist, Wolf also astute-

ly goes against the prevailing notion that the East

African coast was entirely cut off from the interi-

or regions. Unfortunately, he retains the prevalent

notion of colonial and Arab-Omani (nineteenth-

century) historiographies that interpret all coastal

settlement and commerce as Arabian in nature,

and/or otherwise externally based.  Coastal entre-

pots are called “Arab trading posts” and are seen

as going back, as such, until at least the tenth cen-

tury, while Zanzibar is also seen as settled by

“Arabs” rather than or in addition to Africans (pp.

41-42). The interior is framed as Bantu-speaking,

and “the Bantu migration” theory is briefly revis-

ited.  Some have critiqued this version of Bantu

expansion theory because it implies that the

majority of “sub-Saharan” Africans were them-

selves recent arrivals and, therefore, that colonial

displacements were not that unfounded.24 My

issue here concerns his omission of numerous

pastoralist and specialist populations (“hunter-

gatherers,” iron smelters, well diggers, etc.),

which is all the more remarkable due to the fact

that elsewhere Wolf is among the most admirable

of world historians in correcting agricultural/civi-

lo-centric biases.25

A further irony is reproduced in the next

page, where Wolf discusses the ruins of Great

Zimbabwe and the gold-mining and trading soci-

eties that existed between the Limpopo and

Zambezi Rivers. Concerning the book’s title,

Europe and the People Without History, scholars

have wondered if this work restored the latter’s

history or naturalized its absence, and most agree

that while expanding the boundaries of world his-

tory, the perspectival centering of Europe is nev-

ertheless reinforced.  For example, Wolf asserts a

new relationality to world history and anthropol-

ogy, and concludes: “Nor can one understand

Europe without a grasp of the role Africa played

in its development and expansion,” (p. 231).

However, the copper and gold mining map illus-

tration on p. 43 is entitled “Prehistoric mining in

eastern Africa” and one is left to wonder why this

was “pre-”historic.  This is the sort of slippage

that holds back the broader reconstructive

attempts of Wolf’s immense work.  

There can be no question that Wolf incorpo-

rates African specificities into his conception of

world history more than most other scholars, par-

ticularly those reviewed here. The problem is the

different ways in which this incorporation takes

place, and the fact that it does not always go far

enough. Most of his material is derived from

colonial sources26 which had, by that time, start-

ed to come under sustained (mostly African) cri-

tique for their biases. This is the more ironic

given that Wolf is straightforward in stating that

“a history written by slavers and their beneficiar-

ies has long obliterated the African past, portray-

ing Africans as savages whom only the

Europeans brought into the light of civilization”

(p. 229).  Yet, he does not ground the rewriting of

colonial histories “written by slavers and their

beneficiaries” in African social agency and move-

ments, nor in African and anti-colonial scholar-

ship.  Contrary to Wolf, I suggest that movements

for formal political decolonization of African

nations in the Fifties and Sixties coincided with

the resurgence of a vast movement still working

to decolonize African historiography and knowl-

edge itself.  

To his credit, Wolf does not assume

Portuguese dominance in the Indian Ocean after

1498,27 and even posits Portuguese dependence

on East African gold for its mercantilist enterpris-

es in the spice trade elsewhere in Asia, (p. 44).

Yet, his discussion of ivory and the escalation of

its use for luxury and industrial products in the

West in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

bears no citation, failing to note the works of Du

Bois (1965[1946]) or Sheriff (1976, 1987) in this

regard.  Instead, Wolf characterizes “the Asian

seas”28 as “the domain of hegemonic Islam,”

which helps explain why he continually reverts to

seeing East African ports as Arab outposts and

trading posts, (pp. 233-234).  

Similarly, this allows Wolf’s subsequent dis-

cussion and assessment of the spice trade as a

purely Asian and not African phenomenon, an

error and erasure common to much of Western

scholarship. James de vere Allen’s (1993)

provocative thesis regarding cinnamon and frank-

incense trades from and/or through East Africa to

world markets from antiquity until the rise of

Europe, has yet to be engaged by historians.  The

centrality of Zanzibar in world clove and other

spice production is, of course, well known, but

often this offshore island is still seen as an exten-

sion of Asia rather than part of Africa’s produc-

tive base.  Wolf’s explanation of fifteenth- and

sixteenth-century Portuguese competition with

Venice for dominance in the spice trade, center-

ing on pepper, ginger and other spices, returns to

a centering of globally peripheral agencies in his

narrative.  

Wolf’s slippages, in his otherwise brilliant

intervention, are finally underscored in the end

map (pp. 506-507), which shows shaded “Core

Areas” as “Regions of Growth and Civilization,”

in “The Old World.” Mediterranean (North

African and southern European), Indian, Chinese,

and Southeast Asian regions are shaded in as

“core regions” and the entirety of Africa is

excluded, other than the coastal Mediterranean

strip. This map reveals that although Wolf

includes West African gold-trading civilizations

in his analysis, as well as Great Zimbabwe, and

numerous East African polities, these still slip

back off the map of civilized and core areas.  In

this regard, Wolf’s work can be seen as an histor-

ical piece, beginning a movement away from

Eurocentric perspectives, but which is ultimately

still unable to fully extricate itself from this web

of discourses.

Conclusions

A few general conclusions may be drawn from

the preceding analysis. First, in constructing

world historical narratives, scholars must guard

against the very Eurocentrism they so often overt-

ly resist. The centering of Europe and its episte-

mology can happen at many levels, some of them

unintended and unconscious, yet nonetheless,

very real in their discursive and political effects.

Second, we see here a warning against compla-

cency within progressive scholarship to these

sorts of issues. Walter Rodney called our atten-

tion to this in one of his lesser known essays,

ironically delivered as a speech at the Braudel

Center at SUNY Binghamton shortly before his

assassination in Guyana (1981).  In his essay,

Rodney analyzed the subtle and discursive ways

in which Marxist and other progressive or liberal

historiographic accounts of Guyanese history

shared many assumptions with the very colonial

historiographies they openly opposed and

attempted to differentiate themselves from.

Another issue which emerges in this context is

the fact that many non-Western, or African-

Diasporic/Pan-African [thus marginalized] schol-

ars did not make many of the mistakes exhibited

in contemporaneous and later world systems

scholarship, a point I explore in greater depth

elsewhere. This also suggests connections

between the production of knowledge and the

subjectivity or lived experiences of those produc-

ing it.  This suggests a [largely] hidden racial

component in Western theoretical formulations,

or as Maghan Keita recently put it, a divergence

between hegemonic and marginal epistemologies

(2000). I would argue that the rewriting of
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African history and world history with greater

appreciation of African sources and Pan-African

perspectives, and attentive to the residual effects

of colonialism in the discourses and epistemolo-

gies of modernity may in fact have a destabilizing

effect on hegemonic thought structures through-

out the world, especially in the West, where a

notion of Africa as inferior still seems discursive-

ly necessary to the formation of [superior]

Western subjectivities and identities. It is my

hope that this essay has made a contribution in

that general direction.

ENDNOTES

1. This is the general perspective of M. N. Pearson

(1998), for example, as well as Biermann and Campbell (1989)

before him, who make much the same argument.

2. Before going ahead with the critique of his later work,

it should be acknowledged that in his earlier work on the

Mediterranean (1972), he credits West Africa as the source of

the world’s gold supply, even though this is played down.  See

also: A. G. Hopkins (1973), and E. W. Bovill (1933, 1958).

3. Thanks to Kelvin Santiago for pointing out that this

formulation relates directly to an entire genre of seeing Africa

as the “white man’s grave” as revealed in C. Miller (1985) and

P. Bratlinger (1988).  The overt racism of the succeeding pas-

sage needs no comment.  It is a well-known structure of racism

throughout the modern era to use tropes of disease and illness

for racialized subjects, whether Jews as the internal Other of

Europe, or Africans and the Tropics themselves as places of dis-

ease and danger for white men outside Europe.

4. The tendency to universalize different types of servi-

tude under the label of slavery, in such a way that it equalizes

and, therefore, diminishes the brutal uniqueness of European

chattel slavery, has been critiqued by many scholars. The fol-

lowing is an excerpt from Du Bois writing in 1946, who quotes

Napoleon Bonaparte at length showing that this distinction was

clear to Europeans themselves in the early nineteenth century,

and probably openly used by them: “Slavery has never been in

the Orient what it was in Europe.  The customs in this respect

have remained the same as in the Holy Scriptures; the servant

marries with the master. In Europe, on the contrary, whoever

bore the imprint of the seal of slavery remained always in the

last rank...” (1965[1946]: 193-194). Thirty years earlier, Du

Bois had stated: “When we speak of modern African slavery we

think of modern slavery as a survival of ancient slavery.  But it

was not. The cleft between the two was absolute.  Modern

African slavery was the beginning of the modern labor prob-

lem...  Modern world commerce, modern imperialism, the mod-

ern factory system and the modern labor problem began with

the African slave trade.” (1917: 653)

5. This argument logically leads, by extension, to the

other end (temporally) of Atlantic chattel slavery, namely its

abolition, and mention should be made of the way in which

Europe is further recuperated in many discourses, such as the

one we see here in Braudel, so that it appears as if Europe and

Europeans were the only and first nations or peoples to realize

the evils of slavery and the necessity of its abolition.  Eric

Williams (1944) challenged this thesis, as had C. L. R. James

(1939: 81-82) and others before him, showing European self-

interest in abolition and the advent of formal colonialism and

wage slavery.  Du Bois (1935), James (ibid.), and many others

have also shown that it was primarily the slaves and Black abo-

litionists who freed themselves.

6. For example, see the works of Ivan Van Sertima, his

Journal of African Civilizations, and the historians Bovill

(1933, 1958) and Davidson (1961).

7. While studying East African history and constantly

scouring sources for information, one comes across flippant dis-

missals of East Africa on a regular basis, in what seems to fol-

low a widely accepted format. One example, beyond those

reviewed in this essay, may be seen in Chaudhuri’s massive

Braudelian work, Asia Before Europe: Economy and
Civilization of the Indian Ocean from the Rise of Islam to 1750
(1990), when he states: “The exclusion of East Africa from our

civilizational identities needs a special word of explanation. In

spite of its close connection with the Islamic world, the indige-

nous African communities appear to have been structured by a

(sic) historical logic separate and independent from the rest of

the Indian Ocean.”  This is the last we hear of East Africa in his

450-page study.  It seems that since East Africa, which the

author should be credited for realizing was not just an outpost

of Asian cultures, was not considered to be a civilization or a

culture for that very same reason, because its “indigenous... his-

torical logic” was supposedly grounded in African and not

Indian Ocean culture.  Of course, neither he nor most other

scholars in the academy have ever committed the anathema of

suggesting that Indian Ocean cultures and civilizations may

themselves have been “African.”  Instead, East Africa is seen

either as an Asian [Arab] colony, or is separated from the world

because of its African-ness — in either case, its role in the world

becomes erased.  

8. This raises an interesting question about the racial

geography of [colonial] theory and discourse, whereby we see

here a discredited nineteenth-century theory [diffusion] persist-

ing in regions of the world considered less evolved/advanced,

long after they are no longer accepted in regions perceived as

more modern/advanced/white.

9. Feierman (1995: 44-48) critiques the racial basis of the

notion of civilization in this particular application.

10. More work remains to be done on this later genera-

tion of scholars and the residual limitations of their perspec-

tives, some of which are unfortunately in keeping with the bias-

es of Braudel, particularly the contributions of Chaunu,

Chaudhuri (1989, 1990), and Biermann and Campbell (1989).

11. A number of African and Africanist scholars not only

contributed to, but also helped define dependency theory

throughout the Seventies, including Rodney (1972), Brett

(1973), Leys (1975), Shivji (1976), and Sheriff (1976).

12. Actually, most Western scholars, by starting African

history at the onset of European contact, also erased Africa infi-

nitely into the past.  However, in attempting to write world his-

tory over five thousand years, and ignoring Africa in doing so,

Frank erases Africa in a more specific way than others have.

13. In more detail, Frank states in his opening pages:

“...Europe did not pull itself up by its own economic bootstraps,

and certainly not thanks to any European ‘exceptionalism’ of

rationality, institutions, entreprenuership, technology, geniality,

in a word - of race.  We will see that Europe also did not do so

primarily through its participation and use of the Atlantic econ-

omy per se, not even through the direct exploitation of its

American and Caribbean colonies and its African slave trade.

This book will show how Europe used its American money

instead to muscle in on and benefit from Asian production, mar-

kets, trade - in a word from the predominant position of Asia in

the world economy.” While I find much of this provocative, and

will not directly take up these issues here, I should express my

reluctance to remove the agency of the Black Atlantic and the

Americas, from their formative roles, not only in the rise of cap-

italist economies based in Europe, but also of the central themes

of modernity, such as freedom and democracy, as suggested by

C. L. R. James.  Inikori (1992), does an admirable job of com-

bining these insights, showing the rise of Europe as based on its

buying and fighting its way into Asian systems which remained

independent until the nineteenth century, but doing so not only

with Atlantic monies and technologies, but also on the cultural

and historical basis of these developments. Dussel (1995) also

has a more balanced global perspective, incorporating Asia, the

Americas, and Africa with Europe, and preferring the term

“interregional system” (p. 146n11) to the more common “world

system” in referring to those years before the rise of modern

capitalism. Interestingly, like Frank, he also assumes a 4500 to

5000 year old timeframe for his interregional system, (p. 11)

and he too does not go far enough in reintroducing Africa back

into world historical formulations, though he does go consider-

ably farther than Frank.

14. Jesse Benjamin, “Of Nabateans and Nubians: The

Case for Ancient Connections between Africa and Asia,”

Journal of Asian and African studies, Winter 2001.

15. Many variants of this perspective have been common

among scholars of African descent, for example: Jackson (1939,

1970), Hansberry (Harris 1977), or Van Sertima (1985).

16. While Paul Tiyambe Zeleza (1993) has recently

argued against external biases in African economic history (in

trade and production) for the continent generally, and has treat-

ed East Africa in a more even manner in this regard, other local-

ly grounded scholars, particularly in archaeology, have done

more detailed work in this regard, for much earlier time periods.

For example, see Abungu (1990), Abungu and Mutoro (1993),

Horton (1994), Horton and Mudida (1993), Kusimba (1999),

Sinclair (1991), Sinclair et al. (1993), and Shaw (1993).  For

another recent general accounting of African history that is cor-

rective in its inclusion of internal regions in relation to external

influences, see Isichei (1997). Other important works on interi-

or connections include Gray and Birmingham (1970), and

Ochieng’ (1992).

17. Among the major exceptions, scholars of non-

European descent predominate, such as St. Clair Drake (1987,

1990: 241-255).  Several East African scholars will be reviewed

below. 

18. Eric Wolf (1982) is unusual among these authors, in

that he does not do this, but instead replaces an assumed

Portuguese hegemony with an equally problematic if wide-

spread notion of “Islamic hegemony”, which I critique below.

19. She is focusing on the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-

turies, so her historical contextualizations at various points lead

her back several centuries, generally not further than the birth of

Islam. This then centers Islam as a driving force that acted on

an empty world, when, in fact, its quick growth and certain of

its forms also grew out of extant world systems and cultures,

particularly in regions surrounding Mecca and Medina.  This is

why, following Frank and others, a longer approach is impor-

tant, so that events of the last millennium may be situated in

their larger contexts. Importantly, many regions where instanta-

neous Islamic contact [during or right after the life of the

Prophet Muhammad] and even dominance is now claimed, and

has been claimed for centuries, were in fact independent of

Islam for most of its first millennium of existence, and these are

recent reinterpretations. On the other hand, where Islam or sim-

ply its adherents did in fact spread so quickly throughout the

world in the seventh century, this attests to the preexistence of

world systemic contacts between regions that then allowed this

new culture to mobilize. Islam’s rapid rise, itself, then attests to

and traces the existence of more ancient world cultures and con-

tacts, and should not be our beginning point in questions of

world systems.

20. It should be noted that Immanuel Wallerstein, anoth-

er prominent world systems theorist and one of its primary

interlocutors, does not fall into this trap, stating: “The modes of

trade in the Indian Ocean arena did not seem to change very

much in the period between 1500 and 1800. The intrusion first

of the Portuguese and later of other Europeans into this mar-

itime zone changed the personnel somewhat, but hardly the

nature or extent of this trade” (1989: 23). This is a slight revi-

sion of his earlier position (1974), when he argued that

Portuguese dominance was somewhat more immediate.  Asia

was another world economy into which Portugal entered as

“unequal partners.” However, because his definition of incorpo-

ration was based on a distinction between production and luxu-

ry trade, he argues that most of Africa was not incorporated into

the capitalist world system until after the 1750s, and East Africa

not until the 1850s/1870s (1978, 1986, 1989). For him, the slave

trade was not a form of incorporation into the world capitalist

system, nor were the forms of trade existing in Eastern Africa,

because these were all “luxury” trades not affecting African

social relations of production. Du Bois, for example, had long

disagreed, particularly regarding the place of the slave trade in

the modern capitalist world [(1917) and Inikori (1992)]. My

own approach attempts to balance the shortcomings of both

Abu-Lughod’s and Wallerstein’s arguments, namely that

European contact did not initiate immediate European hegemo-

ny, but also that the lack of external hegemony can not be used

to rule out involvements and even incorporation into world-sys-

temic and capitalist world-systemic economies — multiple

forms and levels of incorporation and integration should be

posited instead of a unilinear, hierarchical format.

21. This phenomenon of colonial historiography [assum-

ing automatic Portuguese hegemony in East Africa] is also

widespread, taken as a given by numerous scholars, particular-

ly those not familiar with the details of coastal historiography,

and thus further explains the context for Abu Lughod’s

approach.

22. Tibbetts is actually representing the widely-known

facts that Arab and Indian Ocean navigators had known about

the “Western Sea” [“the Atlantic Ocean”] and the fact that it

could be reached around the southern tip of Africa, for several

millennia. This may be seen explicitly in the writings of the

famous Periplus of the Erythrean Sea or Claudius Ptolemy’s

Geographia, both excerpted in Freeman-Grenville (1962).

23. More about this will be presented below. Salim, in

this article (1992), contributes to a vast body of literature which
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presents the more complex picture of Portuguese attempts to

gain and hold footholds in East Africa, its general failure, as

well as the constantly shifting alliances Portugal made with

Malindi and Mombasa, or Kilwa and Sofala in order to hold

them. He also echoes Abu-Lughod’s reference to Muslim cir-

cumnavigations of Africa: “Also, in the Maghrib the Portuguese

had learnt that Arab Muslims had travelled by sea to Eastern

Africa and that Africa could therefore be circumvented, the

Muslims checkmated and their commerce taken over.”

24. In another context, colonial America, Vine Deloria

(1997) has recently confronted the Berring Straights migration

hypothesis of American settlement on almost exactly the same

grounds, claiming that there is no scientifically-valid evidence

to support this myth, which is so pervasive for obviously ideo-

logical reasons of similarly white-settler colonial provenance.

25. On this bias, from Biblical until modern times, see

Horowitz and Little (1987).

26. Extensive use is made, for example, of H. Neville

Chittick’s work, and that of G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville, Robert

Rotberg, Roland Oliver, and J. D. Fage, (pp. 396-7).

27. “When the Portuguese attempted to expand their

beachhead in China by force in 1521, they were decisively

defeated by the Chinese coastguard fleet.  From then on, they

made use of their foothold in Macao to acquire a share of the

China trade, but it was on the terms of the Chinese emperor.”  I

have already briefly outlined a similar argument for the central

and northern East African coast above.

28. Some wonder why the Indian Ocean retains this

name, reflecting the British conquest of this important part of

Asia and its wealth/power in the eighteenth century, instead for

example names such as the African Ocean, the Afrasian Ocean,

the Swahili Sea, the Madagascar or Comoros Ocean, etc.  
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Robert O. Collins.  Africa: A Short
History.  Markus Wiener Publishers,
2005.  vi + 250 pp. 

Leland Conley Barrows
Voorhees College

A lament that repeatedly comes across in contem-

porary policy studies on higher education is that

top professors in almost all disciplines spend too

much time doing research on increasingly nar-

row, specialized topics, denying to the undergrad-

uate student and the general reader the benefit of

their erudition regarding the broader themes of

their disciplines.  Such is not the case of Robert

Collins, Professor Emeritus of African History at

the University of California at Santa Barbara and

a distinguished expert on the history of the

Southern Sudan.  Collins’ wide variety of publi-

cations, including this Short History, stands as

proof of his capacity to write insightfully—over a

career spanning more than forty-five years—on

general as well as highly specialized topics.

Professor Collins established his reputation

with The Southern Sudan 1883-1898: A Struggle
for Control (1962), his revised Yale PhD disserta-

tion, and reaffirmed it with Shadows in the Grass:
Britain in the Southern Sudan, 1918-1956 (1983).

Alone or with collaborators, Collins has also

written or compiled a number of volumes intend-

ed for undergraduate survey courses in African

history, particularly his Problems in African
History: The Precolonial Centuries, now in its

third edition.

Professor Collins must have had his

“Problems...” book in mind when structuring the

present volume.  He presents the history of Africa

coherently—from the dawn of humankind to the

present—in only 232 pages, alternating between

detailed descriptions of key issues, followed by

broad generalizations that lead to more rounds of

detailed descriptions, and then more generaliza-

tions.  This recurring pattern begins with a short

Introduction and runs through six chapters cover-

ing (i) “Prehistoric Africa”; (ii) “Ancient and

Medieval Africa”; (iii) “Islam, Trade, and States”;

(iv) “Europeans, Slavery, and the Slave Trade”;

(v) “European Conquest and Colonization of Sub-

Saharan Africa”; and (vi) “Independent Africa.”

The Introduction and Chapter 1 argue

strongly for the legitimacy of historical writing

about non-literate peoples.  Deftly employed

techniques of oral tradition gathering and inter-

pretation, Collins argues, along with use of the

written record, when available, and the inputs of

anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics will

reveal the rich cultural heritage of Africans and

its evolution over time. Africa, adds Collins, is

the mother both of continents and of humanity.

He familiarizes the reader with the geography, the

climate, and the main physical features of the

continent and concludes the chapter with a brief

description of the origins of animal husbandry,

agriculture, and iron smelting in Africa.

Regarding the latter, Collins cites the probable

Anatolian origins of iron smelting while specify-

ing that “there is evidence from East and West

Africa of independent development of iron work-

ing” (17).

Chapter 2 is particularly detailed with regard

to the histories of ancient Egypt and Kush, refer-

ring to the latter as the “corridor to Africa” (25).

Collins is careful to point out the separateness of

Egypt and Kush/Nubia, particularly from a lin-

guistic point of view, but also their history of

inter-penetration.  At the same time, he underlines

the African-ness of Egypt.

In Chapter 3, the longest chapter, Collins

outlines the rise and fall of representative and

mostly first generation African state-systems.  He

begins with the western Sudanic states of Ghana,

Mali, Songhai, and Kanem-Bornu and then shifts

over to the Swahili city-states of the East African

coast, stressing the formative roles of agriculture,

long-distance trade, and Islam.  Surprisingly, he

makes no mention of the Hausa states in this con-

text.  He compares the Niger Delta trading states

with the Swahili city-states.  Next, in rapid suc-

cession, Collins describes the origins of Cwezi,

Hima, and Bito state-building activities in the

interior of East Africa and state-formation in the

West African forest zone, underlining the origins

of Oyo, Benin, and Ashanti.  Then, shifting back

to South Central Africa, he introduces the Luba,

the Lunda, and the Lozi state formations, as well

as Kongo, Ndongo, Mapungubwe, Zimbabwe,

and Mutapa.

Chapter 4 concentrates on the Portuguese,

the first (modern) Europeans to involve them-

selves in Sub-Saharan Africa.  Collins evokes the

importance of the early Portuguese exploration

expeditions and the Portuguese importation into

Africa of such American food crops as cassava

and Indian corn, the adoption of which initiated

Africa’s first “green revolution.”  Because the

Portuguese also inaugurated the Atlantic slave

trade, Collins devotes the rest of this chapter to a

comprehensive examination both of slavery in

Africa and of the slave trade from Africa to

Europe, the Americas, Asia, the Indian Ocean

islands, and within Africa itself.

In Chapter 5, Collins explains the sudden

late Nineteenth Century European partition of

Africa and imposition of colonial rule throughout

the continent as the result of the decisive conver-

gence of a set of disparate trends and events.

These included the Eighteenth Century

Evangelical movement in Great Britain, the gath-

ering British-led European crusade against slav-

ery, the contradictions of European stimulated

“legitimate commerce” in Nineteenth Century

Africa, European technological and medical

advances, the colonial greediness of King

Leopold II of Belgium, and late Nineteenth

Century European power politics.  Collins

explains the equally sudden collapse of colonial

rule with reference to the devastating effects in

Europe of the two Twentieth Century world wars,

the educational and material advances resulting

from colonialism in parts of Africa, and the oppo-

sition of the Africans themselves to colonial

rule—often expressed in the rhetoric of European

nationalism.  Collins views South African

apartheid as a form of internal colonialism that

did not end until after 1990.

Although the final chapter on post-colonial

Africa must, per force, evoke the problems of

poverty, economic stagnation, mismanagement,

military coups d’état, civil wars, ethnic cleansing,

environmental degradation, and neo-colonialism,

Collins ends on a note of optimism evoking

“more than twenty” African countries that “have

quietly and purposefully improved the lives of

their citizens” (231).

Professor Collins has written an extremely

perceptive introduction to the principal themes of

African history. Africa: A Short History will serve

as an excellent basic textbook for use in the sorts

of one-semester surveys of African history and

civilization that are frequently offered in

American community colleges and in the lower

division general education components of many

four-year colleges. It should, however, be supple-

mented with a volume of collateral readings of

the kind that Collins and his collaborators have

themselves produced, plus a few Internet links.

Students wishing to read further will find many of

the standard works on African history listed in the

“Selected Readings” section that concludes the

volume.
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Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch. The
History of African Cities South of the
Sahara: From the Origins to Colonization,
transl. Mary Baker. Markus Wiener
Publishers, 2005. xviii + 422 pp. 19 maps.

Eric S. Ross
Al Akhawayn University (Morocco)

“…every city is unique. Is there any point in gen-

eralizing about African cities...?” This thought

opens the concluding chapter of The History of
African Cities South of the Sahara. Perhaps no

one today is better qualified to answer the ques-

tion than Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, the

doyenne of African urban history, as no single

researcher has visited more African cities than

she. The resulting historical survey, first pub-

lished in 1993, is now available in English trans-

lation. The text has been updated and the bibliog-

raphy augmented to include major English titles:

both fundamental sources and recent research.

The author begins by addressing the peren-

nially thorny issue of what constitutes a city, a

question of importance to geographers, sociolo-

gists and archaeologists as well as to historians.

Are archaeological sites the remains of rural or

urban settlements? Which of the “villages” and

“camps” encountered in African historical

sources should be considered as towns and cities?

Coquery-Vidrovitch argues that, with few excep-

tions, cities are part of all of Africa’s history:

“there are forms of urbanization adapted to each

era and every set of socioeconomic features.”

Moreover, the imposition of colonial rule in no

way marks the great rupture postulated in classi-

cal Africanist historiography. With colonization,

cities and urbanization changed, but Africans

have never been “strangers to the city.”

One of Coquery-Vidrovitch’s propositions,

the use of the adjective “ancient” to designate

Africa’s pre-colonial cities, has significant reper-

cussions for methodology and for the teaching of

African history generally. While she does not

make the argument explicitly, what is implied is

that researchers approach historic African cities

with the same methods used for the study of

ancient cities elsewhere, in the classical world for

instance, with due consideration given to archae-

ology and legends. In particular, based on an

analysis of the terms used to designate urban set-

tlements in various African languages, the author

proposes that ancient African cities were polities;

many of the terms designate at the same time the

settlement, its citizens and/or the political system.

All things considered, these conceptions

approach that of the city-state, or polis, of ancient

Greece. This new conception of the African polit-

ical system is shared by a number of other

researchers, Jean Schmitz and Tarikhu Farrar in

particular.

Theoretical issues aside, Coquery-

Vidrovitch is at pains to emphasize the great com-

plexity of the phenomenon under study. While the

book is about cities, it is also about urbanization

as a process, a political, economic, social and cul-

tural process. The author proposes a periodization

of urbanization on the continent (ancient, Islamic

contact, European contact, colonization), rather

than a typology of cities. The nineteenth century

urban revolution, which is one of her own contri-

butions to the field, is given great coverage. This

may also be due in part to the proportionately

larger number of textual sources for this period as

compared to earlier ones.

The organization of the book is not linear;

within the broad periodization adopted, cities

from one end of the continent to the other are

invoked as needed. Case studies are used

throughout in order to illustrate the issues under

discussion. Population estimates of historic cities

are given wherever available, with due consider-

ation for the often uncertain nature of these fig-

ures.

Both the political and economic contexts of

urbanization are emphasized. Types of states and

state structures are discussed and it is seen how

pastoral as well as agrarian activities have sus-

tained urban populations. Local craft production

and trade routes are also seen as constants of

urbanization across the continent. Moreover, this

urbanization process is situated within a much

wider global process, that of the transition from

tributary systems to insertion within the mercan-

tile capitalist system. This insertion, it is argued,

occurred long before the imposition of colonial

rule in the late nineteenth century and it had

already partially transformed cities and urbaniza-

tion.  

Yet macro-level political economy is not the

whole story. In Africa as elsewhere the city is

seen as a “cultural mediator.” The themes of cos-

mopolitanism, creolization, encounters,

exchanges, synthesis, and the diffusion of ideas,

know-how and modes of production run through

the book. At the micro, or local, scale this is

developed, among other ways, through a discus-

sion of architecture, building materials and tech-

niques, and urban design.

Coquery-Vidrovitch’s historical survey of

urbanization in Africa constitutes a welcome con-

tribution to the urban history curriculum as up

until now sub-Saharan Africa has rarely made an

appearance. Indeed, the existence of cities in

Africa south of the Sahara prior to colonization is

mostly dismissed in the classic works on urban

history by Mumford and Bairoch. Only recently,

after a couple of conferences brought together

several hundred researchers of the phenomenon,

has Africa’s urban history been the object of aca-

demic publication in English. Significantly, it is

Catherine Coquery-Vodrovitch who wrote the

introduction to both of these edited volumes

(Africa’s Urban Past, ed. Anderson and

Rathbone, 2000; and African Urban Spaces in
Historical Perspective, ed. Salm and Falola,

2005).

The History of African Cities South of the
Sahara has been selected for a Choice award for

outstanding academic titles by the Association of

College and Research Libraries.

Nationalism in 

German East Africa, 1900-1945

Alex Zukas
National University (CA)

At its core, nationalism, a political ideology

developed by nineteenth-century European mid-

dle-class intellectuals and state-builders, asserts

that a “nation,” “people,” or “ethnic group” are

the primary elements of human social life, and

that each nation is entitled to its own sovereign

state (a political community that occupies a defi-

nite territory, has an organized government, and

is self-governing). Modern theories of national-

ism, however, contend that national identity and

unity were not the result of spontaneous popular

desires, but instead, were invented or imagined

communities carefully crafted by politicians

seeking greater control over a state’s economy

and society. In colonial territories like German

East Africa, ease of governance involved a

“divide and conquer” strategy, and

“Tanganyikan” or “Tanzanian” nationalism was

not promoted by the German state. Indeed, it was

actively subverted and the autonomy of existing

ethically-based states, like the Hehe and

Nyamwesi, was not respected. Nevertheless, the

actions of the German colonial government inad-

vertently created the necessary conditions for the

“invention” of Tanganyikan nationalism under

later British rule.

The people who lived in what became

German East Africa after 1889 (modern Tanzania,

Rwanda, and Burundi) shared quite diverse and

privileged local loyalties and identities. In the

interior, there were mostly Bantu-speaking, polit-

ically-independent ethnic units which lived main-

ly by crop farming (Hehe, Ngoni, Kimbu,

Makonde, Chagga, and Myamwesi), as well as

Nilote-speaking Masai herders. On the coast,

Swahili-speaking Arabs and Africans had long

engaged in commerce and were nominally sub-

ject to the Sultan of Zanzibar, while Hindu-speak-

ing Indians were deeply involved in commercial

activity. Around 1900, the densely populated

kingdoms of Rwandi and Burundi came under the

“protection” of German East Africa.  Rwandi and

Burundi had developed a class structure similar to

medieval Europe, but the aristocrats were drawn
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exclusively from the Tutsi ethnic group (about

one-tenth of the population) who ruled over the

mainly peasant-farming Hutu, from whom they

exacted taxes and labor services.

Uprisings against the German intruders were

common before 1900. The major revolts were the

Abushiri’s uprising (1888-1890), the Uzigua

revolt (1890), the Nguru revolt (1891), the

Nyamwesi rebellions (1892-1894), and the Hehe

resistance (1891-1898). These uprisings were not

based on a sense of shared ethnicity or nation-

hood, but rather on multiple grievances against

the new German rulers: new taxes, disrespect for

Islam, disregard for sovereign African polities,

and generally brutal behavior. While the

Nyamwesi and Hehe were ethnically-based and

highly-organized African states, they had no ritu-

als, myths, or institutions creating a national alle-

giance. In their campaigns and punitive expedi-

tions, German commanders exploited the rival-

ries between ethnic groups and used them to pit

certain groups to fight against others, rewarding

them with money, land, or privileges. Paramount

chiefs who acknowledged German suzerainty

were confirmed in office and ruled as representa-

tives of the German government whereas in

Burundi, Rwanda, and Bukoba German govern-

ment representatives became “residents” (advi-

sors) to the kings who kept control over the

administration of their state. The main task of the

chiefs outside the kingdoms was to collect a hut

tax, organize a workforce for German plantations,

and muster workers for road construction projects

or the cultivation of new crops. The collection of

taxes after 1900 resulted in a dramatic deteriora-

tion in the living conditions of the rural popula-

tions, who could only meet their tax obligations

by selling off assets (mostly livestock) or work-

ing at back-breaking jobs.

While the uprisings in the colony between

1900 and 1905 were often confined to single eth-

nic groups organized into autonomous states,

while reasserting their traditional independence

against German claims to suzerainty, the Maji-

Maji uprising that began in the Rufiji River

Valley in July 1905, was a new form of resistance

to colonial rule: it was mass movement of protest

against the hut tax, forced labor on roads and

plantations, and autocratic local officials that

spread swiftly across dozens of ethnic groups in

the southern third of the colony. Using religious

rather than national belief as a unifying force,

Bantu-speakers attacked not only Germans and

other Europeans, but also Arab, Indian, and

Swahili traders and government agents who had

infiltrated their lands under the aegis of German

sovereignty. The uprising began among the

Matumbi, a stateless people without a traditional

structure of centralized leadership, to regain their

independence and to resist the forced cultivation

of cotton. The Matumbi rubbed holy water (maji)
from the prophet Kinjikitile onto their bodies

(which they believed made them invulnerable to

German bullets) and then destroyed German

plantations and forts. Within weeks, the Ngindo,

Makonde, Ngoni, and other groups joined the

revolt, but the Hehe and many of the groups who

resisted the Germans in the 1890s did not. By

July 1907, the revolt was put down in a scorched-

earth policy that devastated the southern half of

the colony and depopulated large areas of it. An

estimated 300,000 Bantu-speaking Africans were

killed.

Other rebellions followed (e.g., the Turu

Rebellion of 1908, the Chagga uprising of 1909),

but none of the anti-colonial uprisings from 1889

to 1914 were framed within the language and

ideas of nationalism. Instead, they were local

movements of resistance to direct exploitation

and to German cultural, political, and economic

incursions. Germans were, in fact, reluctant to

educate native Africans in more than the rudi-

ments of reading, writing, and arithmetic needed

for working in the colonial economy, for fear that

education would make Africans presumptuous,

give them notions of equality with Europeans,

and give them a common language (German)

which could unite them across linguistic and eth-

nic lines against the German Reich and create a

modern nationalist movement. In the belief that

the power of Europeans was based on their liter-

acy and numeracy, starting in 1907, local chiefs

and sultans set up schools to educate Africans,

and while these independent schools often aimed

to improve African’s positions in the colonial

hierarchy, they also educated future national lead-

ers.

Tanganyikan nationalists, in the process of

creating national myths in the 1950s and later,

argued that the Maji Maji rebellion was the first

inkling of Tanganyikan (later, Tanzanian) nation-

alism. Later historians have challenged this view,

claiming that the rebellion was not a unified

“Tanganyikan” or “Tanzanian” movement, but

rather a series of revolts conducted by a large

number of ethnic groups or “nations.” Tanzanian

nationalism, and the imagined community it cre-

ated, did not cross the historical horizon until the

late 1940s.  It certainly did not exist in German

East Africa: what did exist were the clan-based

states and the feudal states of Rwanda and

Burundi, which were ethnically-based lineage

states but not “national” states in the modern

sense. The Maji Maji rebellion did, however, pro-

vide an example of united mass action upon

which later Tanganyikan and Tanzanian national-

ist leaders would draw.  
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Ashanti-British Relations,

1826-1902

Dawne Curry
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

The 1900 Ashanti Rebellion was the culminating

war between the British and the Ashanti over land

and control of Ghana’s coastal region.  This rebel-

lion, which was led by Yaa Asantewa, the Queen

Mother of Edweso, had a long sustained history,

whose roots can be traced back to the early nine-

teenth century. Then, most of the Gold Coast’s

fortresses were under British control.  British ter-

ritorial reign included the area where the Ashanti

(who form part of the Twi speaking people of the

Akan in present day Ghana) lived, and enjoyed

relatively peaceful relations with the Dutch in the

central part of the country, some 300 kilometers

from the coast. 

The Ashanti Confederacy, which was a

major state from 1570 to 1900, was ruled under

paramount chiefs called Asanthenes.  These

chiefs supervised an area abundantly rich in gold

deposits.  Besides the trade in gold, the Ashanti

participated in slave-trafficking. The Ashanti cap-

tured human chattel that they obtained from

neighboring nations, either through raids or

through bartering, which they then sold to

European slave traders. Because the Ashanti

focused principally on the selling of slaves, they

neglected other enterprises such as agricultural

production and cloth manufacturing. Then, with

the banning of slave trading in the 1850s, which

the Ashanti did independently of the British and

other European powers, the Ashanti further weak-

ened their economy because they no longer had

their main revenue generator, slaves, to sustain

their state’s economic growth.  The Ashanti’s

prominence and stature in the region similarly

declined. The Ashanti’s weakened state captured

the attention of their former European allies, the

British, who viewed the Ashanti’s vulnerability as

an opportunity to further their geopolitical aims.

These aims included controlling the land that the

Ashanti inhabited and creating a European colony

over the entire coastal region. 

The Ashanti were one of the few African

nations which offered the British serious and

recalcitrant resistance.  British presence present-

ed a geopolitical problem for the Ashanti, who

viewed the intrusion of colonial forces as an

infringement upon their sovereign rights, and

therefore wanted to expel the British from their

territory. In 1826, the Ashanti Army launched an

offensive attack against the British along the

coast.  During this encounter, the Ashanti suffered

major casualties and had to retreat from the

coastal plains near Accra, because the superior

fire power of the British and the Danish had mil-

itarily overwhelmed them.  With the Ashanti

defeated and the Europeans having a tactical

advantage, the two warring factions signed a

peace treaty in 1831.  That treaty did not end the

Ashanti’s woes.
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The British were relentless in their pursuit of pacifying the entire cen-

tral area as they signed a political agreement, referred to as the Bond of

1844, with a confederation of Fante states.  That agreement not only extend-

ed protection to the signatory states, but also allowed the British to have

authority over them. With Britain purchasing all the territory once owned by

Denmark and the Netherlands, it became the sole European country exercis-

ing influence over the indigenous people.  The Ashanti, who felt further

threatened by Britain’s systematic consolidation of power and territorial

ownership, launched an invasion in 1873.  The British responded by dis-

patching an expeditionary force to the Ashanti territory, where they captured

the capital, Kumasi, and then razed the villages and administrative center.

Fearing further retribution, the Ashanti retreated.

That short-lived invasion led to the Ashanti signing yet another treaty

with the British.  The treaty’s stipulations were as follows.  The Ashanti

agreed to recognize British sovereignty over the entire coastal region, to pay

war-reparation costs, and to renounce authority over all territories which

resided under British protection. In return, the Ashanti received Britain’s

pledge about the coastal area. Following this treaty, the British immediately

proclaimed the coastal territories as the Gold Coast Colony, and then moved

their administrative headquarters from the Cape Coast to Accra.  

In the subsequent years, tension between the Ashanti and the British

mounted. The Ashanti soon lost their autonomy when the British attacked

and occupied their territory, and then proclaimed it a protectorate. British

officials captured several Ashanti elders, including King Premph, and

imprisoned and exiled them to the Seychelles, a small island nation situated

on the Indian Ocean.  The British were not satisfied with this military gain,

they wanted to possess the Golden Stool, the supreme symbol of Ashanti

prominence and nationhood, and demanded its surrender on 28 March 1900.

British officials dispatched Captain C. H. Armitage to find the golden stool,

bring it back, and place the symbolic artifact under British custody.  Visits

to several villages produced no results, and when Armitage found the home-

steads populated only by children, as the parents were hiding, he bound and

beat them.  Armitage meted out the same reprisal to the parents when they

surfaced from their hideaways.  All of these occurrences instigated the 1900

Ashanti rebellion known as the Yaa Asantewaa War for Independence. 

Under the leadership of Yaa Asantewaa, who served as the military tac-

tician and spiritual guide, the Ashante held a meeting to galvanize the Army

and prepare for war.  Yaa Asantewaa motivated the Army with these inspir-

ing and provocative words:

Is it true that the bravery of the Ashanti is no more?  If you men
of Ashanti will not go forward, then we will.  We the women will.
I shall call upon my fellow women.  We will fight the white men.
We will fight Till the last of us falls in the battle fields.1

With this call to arms, the Ashanti, who used musketeers, bowmen, and

spearsmen, laid siege to the British mission at the fort of Kumasi, where the

British governor and his entourage took refuge.  The Ashanti occupied the

fort for three months.  The British responded by sending 1,400 troops and

additional artillery to quell the rebellion. When the revolt ended in 1901, the

British captured and exiled Yaa Asantewaa and fifteen of her closest advi-

sors.  The last Ashanti rebellion resulted in the formal annexation of the

Ashanti empire as a British possession on 1 January 1902.
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Jane Samson. Race and Empire. Seminar
Studies in History. Pearson Longman,
2005. xx + 158 pp.

Kenneth Banks

NEH Fellow
American Antiquarian Society

With the rise of World History as standard intro-

ductory or advanced thematic courses, there has

also emerged a veritable armada of supporting lit-

erature to allow a deeper plunge into subjects the

larger texts cover quickly or superficially. Race
and Empire, by accomplished British and Pacific

imperial scholar Jane Samson, is a welcome addi-

tion that should make more than a ripple in these

dense waters.

The text is divided into four uneven parts.

The brief Introduction alerts students to the prob-

lems of defining race, although sadly does not

subject the equally treacherous term ‘empire’ to

the same light. The second section, the backbone

of the book, is an ‘Analysis’ of four chronologi-

cal chapters of European imperial development

covering the immediate background and first cen-

tury of transatlantic and Indian ocean contact, the

rise of modern empires to 1820, European trans-

plantation to 1880, and, bucking traditional

chronological demarcations, ‘high’ imperialism,

which is carried right through until the independ-

ence and partition of India in 1947-48. Within

each period, Samson smartly treats the racial

dimensions of imperial policies and social rela-

tions thematically. The writing style is simple but

not simplistic, and peppered with poignant

quotes, such as one English official in pre-

Amritsar India who foresaw the decline of the

British Empire if its Indian overlords allowed

“the Bengali Baboo to discuss his own schools

and drains” (85). Samson is at her best when

examining the intellectual underpinnings of

imperial racial ideology, such as the ‘The Rise of

Anthropology’ in the early 19th century, or

explaining the tortured maze of inter-European

racism in a section tellingly entitled with the

question “White Supremacy?” Part Three is a

short, difficult chapter that tries to chart the out-

comes of decolonization and the legacy of

European imperialism, without quite doing either,

and Part Four gathers together 26 short primary

source documents, all keyed to relevant sections

of the text. Framing these sections are several

useful addenda, including several sparse maps, a

useful timeline, and a ‘Who’s Who’ of major fig-

ures.

A simple but effective thematic thread uni-

fies the book: the ongoing conflict between the

Christian-inspired ‘universalist’ impulse of gath-

ering non-Europeans under self-styled, benign

guidance, in stark contrast to the reckless demo-

nizing that brutalized relations with non-

Europeans around the globe. Samson refers to

this conflict almost playfully as “brothering and

othering.” But, using this tension as a kind of

lens, Samson is able to pointedly and consistent-

ly keep the focus on the dilemmas of imperial

constructions of racial identity. For example, the

study of philology in the 19th century generated

intense interest in notions of a superior Aryan

race (of which Europeans were the ‘pinnacle’) on

the one hand, yet that on the other produced

equally intense anxiety since the Aryan homeland

lay in faraway, decadent India (44). Another real

strength of the book is placing American and

Canadian westward expansion and its concomi-

tant indigenous degradation or outright conquest

into the larger narrative of 19th century imperial

expansion. In a section on “Miscegenation as

Contamination,” for example, Samson describes

the fear over intermarriage with a large Hispanic

population as the dominant theme in the debate

over whether to incorporate occupied Mexico in

the aftermath of the Mexican-American War (63),

a precept that still comes as a surprise to

American undergraduates.

Despite such excellent work, there remain

several drawbacks to the use of the text in the

classroom. The author regretfully left out the

Russian Empire on the grounds of space limita-

tions; fair enough. But also absent are the

Ottoman, Chinese, Asante, and Japanese imperial

domains, to name some of the more prominent,

for the same reason. Such absences underscore

the Western European and especially British

imperial framework Samson is working within,

and suggests at the very least that the book should

be re-titled. The relative de-emphasis of the

racially-motivated dismemberment of the

Chinese Empire by the Western European imperi-

al powers and the U.S. over the course of the 19th

century is particularly regrettable, given the soar-

ing interest among students in China. In addition,

the secondary material outside the British Empire

is in some cases annoyingly sparse. For example,

in the case of French imperial pretensions in

North America, Samson relies heavily on Olive

Dickason’s Myth of the Savage, but did not cite,

or apparently consult, the works of James Axtell,

Denys Delâge, Richard White, or most recently,

Guillaume Aubert. Studies in Transatlantic

Slavery and research on the Atlantic World, two

subfields that have contributed important work on

race within imperial contexts (John Thornton’s

Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic
World, 1400-1800 [1998] and David Eltis’ The
Rise of African Slavery in the Americas [1999]

come readily to mind) are also conspicuous by

their absence. Such gaps serve students poorly,

especially at the upper undergraduate or graduate

level, where updated reading lists are essential.

Finally, this reviewer finds the documents too

short. Most are barely a page; and while they are

about as representative as one might hope, it is

unclear how they might serve for any substantive

classroom discussion, debate, or for in-class writ-

ing exercises. The very brevity tends to render the

issues superficial, and thereby undercut the com-

plexity of the imperialism-racism ‘nexus’ which

Samson has so skillfully presented.

With these caveats in mind, Race and
Empire offers a quick but intelligent discussion of

a very complex set of issues. One hopes that

Pearson-Longman will allow Samson to outfit a

second edition to navigate the turbulent historical

swells where race and empire collide.

The Arab - Israeli Conflict, ed. Shasta
Gaughen. Contemporary Issues
Companion. Greenhaven Press, 2004. 160
pp.; The Challenge of Terrorism. A
Nextext Historical Reader. McDougal
Littell, 2003. 270 pp.

Sam Gellens
Horace Mann School

Each of these volumes represents an attempt to

grapple in relatively short space with two current

and crucial issues. While their publishers most

likely intend them for both the high school and

college markets, these books might work best,

beyond of course the specific topics expressed in

their titles, as supplementary texts in high school

electives on, for example, international politics

and modern southwest Asian history. The read-

ings are generally short and an instructor could

combine them easily with other materials.

Additionally, these books are not readers in the

conventional sense, i.e. they contain excerpts

which, for the most part, are from recent journal-

istic pieces and are not collections of primary-

source documents. Historical depth has been sac-

rificed to a degree for ”presentism” and contem-

porary relevance. Whether they can serve as

stand-alone texts will be a decision which the
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individual instructor will have to make.

Part of a series which already includes read-

ers on censorship, eating disorders, and learning

disabilities, The Arab-Israeli Conflict is com-

posed of four chapters: Chapter 1: the history of

the Arab-Israeli conflict; Chapter 2: Arab and

Israeli approaches to the conflict; Chapter 3: liv-

ing with the Arab-Israeli conflict; and Chapter 4:

proposals for creating peace between Israel and

Palestine. The majority of the readings are by

westerners, Americans in particular, and some of

the authors are very well-known and their argu-

ments familiar, e.g. Henry Kissinger and Edward

Said. This book works hard to be fair-minded and

succeeds in most cases. In Chapter 2, for exam-

ple, the readings deal with terrorism and extrem-

ism on both sides and will hopefully elicit

thoughtful discussion. Chapter 3 takes the reader

down to ground level, so to speak, with its

excerpts on the experience of both Israeli and

Palestinian families. Chapter 4 is of course now

to some degree dated but does raise issues which

yet bedevil the conflict.

In a book of such short length, there are the

inevitable lacunae: the crucially important

Ottoman background to the conflict is barely

touched; at no point do any of the articles address

the much-ignored problem of the 800,000 Jews of

Muslim countries who became refugees after

1948; the Islamist factor is really not addressed at

all; and there is no mention of how the conflict is

treated in Palestinian and Israeli school texts. But,

effectively supplemented, this book is

one palatable path into an emotionally-

charged and hotly-debated contempo-

rary issue, and includes a useful glos-

sary, chronology, organizations to con-

tact, and a bibliography of books and

articles.

The Challenge of Terrorism is one

in a series of seventeen volumes pub-

lished thus far which deal with such top-

ics as the Great Depression, Irish

Americans, Japanese-American intern-

ment, and the Vietnam War. The book is

divided as follows: Introduction:

Episodes of Terrorism, 1963-1995

(which uses photographs and excerpts

from news stories to review major

episodes of terrorism during the later

20th century); Part I: September 11,

2001; Part II: Examining Terrorism; Part

III: Responding as a Nation; and Part IV:

Responding as Individuals. In addition,

there is a chronology of terrorism since

the end of World War Two and five

small, black and white maps.

While the book’s chronological

parameters limit its effectiveness, e.g.

important, trend-setting instances of ter-

rorism in India and Palestine (before

1947-1948), and Algeria (1954-1962)

get no coverage, its brief excerpts

explore nonetheless a very diverse range

of topics any number of which could be

highlighted for more in-depth examination.

Among these are a profile of a terrorist

(Muhammad Atta of 9/11), types of responses to

terrorism, bioterrorism, helping children under-

stand, and memorials to the victims.

A discussion of terrorism in the movies

would have been a welcome addition, for films

such as “The Battle of Algiers” (1966) can teach

a great deal which printed sources cannot. The

book is also thin on how states respond to terror-

ism. In this regard, it might be very profitable for

students to read the recent (2005) English transla-

tion of General Paul Aussaresses’s The Battle of
the Casbah: Counter-Terrorism and Torture and

reflect on its relevance say, for example, to the

Bush administration’s behavior.

Whatever flaws each of these readers have,

instructors will find them useful, especially if

they supplement them with other materials which

enrich and broaden the topics they seek to eluci-

date.

32

Reviewers Need for the Following Books

WHA Student Paper Prize (Undergraduate and Graduate Divisions)

The World History Association and Phi Alpha Theta History Society, Inc. are

accepting submissions for their annual co-sponsored Student Paper Prizes in

world history. Two awards in the amount of $200 will be granted for the best

undergraduate and graduate-level world history paper composed during the cur-

rent academic year. Abstracts of the winning papers are also published in the

World History Bulletin. To qualify, students must be members of EITHER the

WHA or Phi Alpha Theta and must have composed the paper while enrolled at an

accredited college or university during the current school year. Papers must be no

longer than thirty (30) type-written, double-spaced pages of text, exclusive of title

page, endnotes and bibliography. Submissions for the 2005 award must be post-

marked by August 15, 2006. For more information, please visit the WHA website

at www.thewha.org or contact Professor Alfred J. Andrea at the Department of

History, The University of Vermont, Burlington, VT 05405-0164,

aandrea@uvm.edu



Minutes of the Executive Council 

Philadelphia, American Historical

Association, January 5, 2006

Marriott, Rm 408

Open: 3:10 pm

Members present: Ken Curtis, Robert White,

Jonathan Reynolds, Al Andrea, Ralph Croizier,

David Northrup, Linda Black, Deb Johnston,

Jerry Bentley, John Voll, Adam McKeon, John

Meyers, Laura O’Connell, Ane Lintvedt, Roger

Beck, Marc Gilbert, Avi Black, Bob Bain, Anand

Yang, Pat Manning

David Northrup moderated this last meeting of

his term. 

David opened by thanking those members of

the executive council who were attending their

last meeting and passing the baton to the new

members.  A special thanks was extended to Deb

Johnston, who represented those who were leav-

ing us, for her frequent and extensive service in

many different capacities.  A few ground rules

were enumerated to clarify procedures for both

new and old council members.  Deb, representing

departing members, votes until the end of this

session.  John Reynolds, serving in a replacement

capacity and finishing an incomplete term has a

vote for this session, all new members are wel-

come to speak but do not have a vote until the

next council meeting.   

The Texas affiliate (WHAT) is having a meet-

ing in late Feb on Africa and world history.   A

web search for TheWHAT.org will find the con-

ference and the CFP.

Conference Committee Report

Al Andrea, chair of the conference committee,

reported on the work of the committee. 

CSU at Long Beach in 2006 – The details

regarding this conference were included in the

package sent to council members.  

Milwaukee in 2007 – The contract with

University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee is being

forwarded by Merry Wiesner-Hanks and will

make its way to Michele Forman for signature

next month.  

London in 2008 is moving a little slower, but

still looks good.  Following the conclusion of the

Milwaukee contract, Al Andrea will devote more

time to finalizing the details.  He mentioned that

he is also discussing possibilities for a potential

2009 site.  Details will be offered at next council

meeting.  

Members asked if the London conference was

slow due to loss of direct connections, Al

responded no difficulty had occurred, the Queen

Mary site is looking strong, and they are excited.

They presently are working on discussions with

Prentice Hall for subvention of that conference. 

No further questions were raised.  Dave

Northrup congratulated Al on this strong achieve-

ment.  This is the best position the WHA has ever

held regarding conference planning.  Jonathan

seconded that comment, as did members of the

council. 

Further discussion focused on the Long Beach

conference.  It is expected that the registration

will be up on the web by the end of next month.

If there are any other questions, please contact

Robert White (www.thewha.org).  Kerrie Ward is

assembling the program and bringing together

paper proposals.  The deadline is January 10.

More papers are expected within the week.

Executive Director’s Report

This report covers the period from July to Dec

05.  Four major items have been the focus of

WHA headquarters during these six months. 

The first item is the successful completion of

the 2005 WHA conference in Morocco.  Our final

count was 137 registered participants, 14 non-

registered, and 86 who attended the post confer-

ence tours.  The conference produced $14,500 of

revenue.   

The WHA web site is finally fully controlled

by this organization; the relationship with Duomo

Media has been severed.  The next phase is to

recruit a designer to develop or update the web

site.  

This item led to discussion from the council

members, which evinced their urgency to move

beyond this bottleneck.  The web site needs con-

centrated attention and the executive director is

busy handling too many other items to focus

exclusively on its development.  The council

needs to devote some energy to this matter.  The

conclusion was a motion to charge Jonathan

Reynolds and Jacky Swansinger in conjunction

with Robert White to develop a web site plan,

create a budget, and offer firm proposals as soon

as possible, but no later than the June meeting.

This was voted unanimously.    

The finance committee has not convened as

often as necessary.  A good deal of time has

passed as the WHA centralizing accounts from

our previous multiple state base to the headquar-

ters site.  However, the next challenge remains

the matter of reporting on finances in a clear and

consistent manner.  WHA has built a relationship

with Allan Arakaki, a CPA in Hawaii.  We need to

explore the possibility of obtaining quarterly

reports and reporting transparently through the

financial committee to the council on finances.

David Northrup presented some categories and

charts that he believed would be useful in devel-

oping this pattern.  

The fourth item requiring the time of the exec-

utive director are home office operations.  Office

operations were hindered by the resignation of

Kristy Ringor, HQ’s administrative assistant.

This has required a search for a replacement.  An

ad was placed in late November and the pool will

be examined carefully in the first two weeks of

January.  There is every expectation that this hire

will occur quickly.   Achievements have included

the WHA elections and continued efforts to

recruit members. 

The executive director was pleased to

announce that membership appeared to be strong;

250 applications were received in the last week.

Discussion of the report centered on creating

greater efficiencies at headquarters.  There ranged

from electronic ballots to a better web site.  Also

covered were the need to organize more efficient-

ly, the loss of Kristy Ringor and explanations for

her resignation, difficulties encountered while

working through Hawaii University’s personnel

procedures, and the need for clear procedures.

Ralph Croizier reminded the council that Kieko

Matteson, just prior to her departure, had created

a procedure manual and perhaps it was time to

return to that document. 

Financial committee report

David Northrup pointed out that one of the dif-

ficulties of the organization has been a lack of

consistency in financial reporting and inherent

difficulties compounded by our calendar.  We

need to move our financial reports to a timelier

schedule.  Presently we report in early January

based on information collected until December

31.  If the WHA were to move to a financial year

closing on September 30, we could have time to

create the reports needed for policy development.

The purpose of these reports is both to know the

financial health of the organization and to create

policy and plan for the future.  Recommendation

is that the council agrees to a change of date, that

a basic format be agreed upon and that the debate

be concluded.   

A wide-ranging discussion ensued.

Suggestions included asking Mr. Arakaki to do

both the audit and the quarterly reports, and dis-

covering the costs involved in this request.  The

issue of officer liability was also raised, the coun-

cil asked Linda Black to investigate the question.

Roger seconded the idea of moving towards a

September 30 year-end.  The question of financial

oversight was the biggest issue that ran through

the discussion. 

David Northrup presented the reporting forms

he brought for consideration of council and sug-

gested they might become standard.  He added

that the executive director must report to the

finance committee and set up standard time

frames.  There is also a need for timely presenta-

tion of the endowment report. 

Fund Raising Committee

Al Andrea reported on the fund raising com-

mittee.  He is presently working on initiatives to

bring Asian scholars to Long Beach.  One foun-

dation is the Freeman Foundation; another possi-

bility is soliciting the Chinese government in

Beijing, which might be interested in developing

some funding.  Suggestions were offered: public

service office that might be willing to spend

money to bring scholars to conferences; lifetime

memberships could be used to bring in more

money; etc.   
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Proposals Presented to Council

Proposal 1: Request for Funding to digitize the
World History Bulletin.

A proposal to digitize the World History Bulletin

for $400 was presented by Micheal Tarver and

approved unanimously.  

Proposal 2:  Request for Affiliation of the World
History Association and the World History
Network from Pat Manning.

The World History Network is an independent,

non-profit corporation, chartered in

Massachusetts in 2004 and granted non-profit

501c3 status by the U.S. government. 

The purpose of the WHN is: “the principal pur-

poses of the Corporation shall be (i) to advance

research, conceptualization, and institutional sup-

port fort the academic field of world history,

encompassing studies o f the past that analyze

global patterns of historical interaction over a full

range of time and space, topical coverage and

interdisciplinary exchange; (ii) to nurture world-

wide ties among individual scholars, disciplines,

universities, and other institutions that desire to

participate in world-historical research; (iii) to

affiliate with relevant organizations of historians

and other scholarly institutions in order to

advance the study of world history; (iv) to pre-

pare and promote a research agenda in world his-

tory, seek funding for research on high-priority

projects, and encourage design and implementa-

tion of large-scale projects of data collection and

analysis in world history; (v) to serve as host of

research projects, resources, and institutions in

world history; and (vi) to provide active support

for curriculum development, teaching, and com-

munication among teachers in the field of world

history.”

The proposal requests affiliation in order to

assist the WHA in strengthening efforts in

research.  The WHN proposes to support and col-

laborate with the WHA’s program for research. 

Discussion focused on the nature of WHN

activities and whether a greater emphasis on

research would create an impression of secondary

citizenship for secondary teachers who are mem-

bers of the organization. The officers of the WHN

are well known for their strong commitment to

secondary education, to research and to inclusive-

ness.  The council engaged in some discussion of

the advantages of a closed conference and its

ability to generate conclusions and action; these

results could then be brought to open confer-

ences, such as the WHA or AHA and lead to fur-

ther development. 

Another issue debated: Is there a danger that

research driven scholars participate in WHN and

undercut the nexus of teaching and pedagogy and

development?  The answer focused on the impor-

tance of affiliation and its ability to allow both

sides to work together even if one is more

research driven than the other.  It is the interplay

between the two concepts that will lead to origi-

nal work in both areas. 

Motion to approve the affiliation and that a

committee be formed to appoint people to the

WHN steering committee was passed unanimous-

ly.     

Proposal 3: Request from Heidi Roupp to fund
some expenses of World History Connected

World History Connected is the field’s only jour-

nal devoted to the scholarship of teaching.  Since

its launch in November 2003, World History

Connected (WHC) has been the subject of more

than 90 million searches, including hits from 120

countries, and a projected readership of over

175,000 visitors or individuals who select eight

or more choices within the website during a visit. 

WHC proposes that the World History

Association become a financial sponsor of the

journal.  A financial relationship will result in

planning and closer integration between the two

organizations, enabling both to work on common

goals and to enjoy mutual benefits of integration. 

This proposal asks the WHA to support the WHC

with an annual budget of $6,500 to cover the cost

of course release time for one co-editor ($6000)

and the costs of annual membership in the

History Cooperative ($500).  

Discussion:  This is a fairly standard expense

and the membership costs are very reasonable.

Does this money cover only one specific co-edi-

tor or is this for the position?  What is the equity

concern raised by this funding for the World

History Bulletin? What future do we see for the

WHB and WHC?  Will World History Connected

facilitate membership for the WHA?  

David concluded the discussion by pointing

out that this was a very long proposal with some

written inconsistencies, therefore we will not vote

on its present language.  It will need to be exam-

ined more carefully in the near future.  However,

can we vote to fund this position for the next

three years with continued conversation?  

A motion was approved to authorize funding

for three years, to work out the exact details and

to request membership promotion on WHC as

part of the agreement.  Passed unanimously.  

Nominating Committee: Elections

The council needs to vote on members of the

nominating committee.  These nominations are

made by the president and voted by the council.

A quick look indicates that membership is strong-

ly geographical biased towards California; it

would be good to have greater Eastern represen-

tation.  Two terms are currently expiring: Maggie

Favretti (chair) and Heidi Roupp.  Continuing

members include: Kenneth Pomeranz (1/08) UC-

Irvine and Bob Bain (1/08) University of

Michigan; and Ken Curtis (1/07) CSU, Long

Beach and Monty Armstrong (1/07) Cerritos HS.

We need everyone to consider members who

might wish to serve in this capacity.  

President proposes two nominations:  Consider

nominations: Linda Black and David (?) as two

new nominees.  [Maggie Favretti and Michele

Forman arrived at that moment.]  Michele held

the vote and the two nominees were unanimously

approved. 

New business 

The College Board has decided to revise old

examinations as part of their policy to raise stan-

dards; they are moving towards a best scholarship

practice from their prior standards.  They will be

holding meetings to discuss this issue shortly.

They are trying to assess whether or not the

exams need to be revised and gathering names of

people to serve on these committees. 

Marc Gilbert stated that Church History will

begin soliciting articles on other churches besides

Christianity.  Bob Bain raised the issue of the

national history standards that will be assessed in

2010.  Mary Corvo at NAAHA is responsible for

setting assessing standards for world history.

Anand will bring information regarding joining

American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS)

at the next meeting.  

Don’t forget the WHA Annual Conference at

Long Beach, press the flesh, and bring everyone

to southern California!

Motion to adjourn.  6:10 pm

World History Association

Business Meeting

AHA Philadelphia

January 6, 2006

Rm 302 Marriott

Meeting commenced at 5:05 pm; 17 people
attending

Michele Forman opened the meeting as new pres-

ident of the WHA

“I find myself equal parts excited and terrified

as I open this business meeting of the WHA.  I’m

excited because I found a home here and mentors

to aid me develop as a world historian.  Terrified

because I want to do a good job and this is such

an exciting and awesome responsibility.

However, I know that I am among friends and

that you are willing to help me as we work

together to sustain the efforts of the WHA and its

membership.“

Michele’s first public action was to thank the

members who were leaving the executive coun-

cil: Steve Gosch, Deb Johnston and Bob Bain –

“we all appreciate your work and commitment;”

and welcome the new council members: Jenn

Linden, Adam McKeown, Laura O’Connell and

Jonathan Reynolds. 

President’s Report

One of the big agenda items passed by the
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executive council this session was proposal to

offer funding for the WHC or World History

Connected.  This support will extend over the

next three years, consists of $6,500 for a course

release for one co-editor ($6000)  and an annual

membership fee for WHC to join the History

Cooperative ($500).  In exchange, the WHA will

obtain higher visibility and connection to a larger

potential membership and a chance to work out a

written contract to support this effort.  Presently,

this is an agreement in principle; we will need to

be more attentive to all the details over the next

few months.  A written report of these activities

will come to the executive board in June.

The program deadline for the WHA annual

conference at CSU – Long Beach in Southern

California will be flexible as we put together the

final panels.  The focus for annual conference in

Long Beach is America in the world, and teach-

ing world history.  Thomas Bender will be one of

the keynote speakers and this will continue the

conversation begun at the OAH about America in

world history. 

Report of Executive Director

Accomplishments over the past six months

include better communication, improving the

web site, the Moroccan conference and holding

the WHA elections.

The Conference in Morocco netted $14,500 in

revenue.  127 participants registered, and 86

joined in the conference tours.

The web site is now under the full control of

the WHA; the next step is to decide how the web

site could be more useful to the organization and

to create a new profile.  Headquarters will work

with a new committee consisting of Jacky

Swansinger and Jonathan Reynolds to develop a

plan, establish a cost structure and obtain propos-

als.

Database membership is growing, but we are

still working on making the information in that

database more user-friendly.

Our finances are in good order, but we need to

become more transparent in our reporting to the

membership. 

Areas of Focus:  Kristy Ringor resigned in

November, the office needs an administrative

assistant and that will be the first issue upon

Robert White’s return to Hawaii.  Membership

remains an area of need.  This past year some

good efforts were made to encourage member-

ship at the AP reading and at conferences, we

need to work harder and more efficiently to

repeat this effort in 2006.  WHA also needs to be

more connected with the affiliates and develop

better communication between the organizations.

Our present membership, December 2005, is

1240; this breaks down into 110 students, 160

new professionals and 1017 members.  New pro-

fessionals are new to the field of world history,

defined as less than 5 years in their present field.

We have 16 life memberships.

Discussion arose regarding the decision to fund

the WHC when the World History Bulletin

remains under funded.  The editor of the WHB

pointed out that equity did not appear to exist

based on this decision.  Response from officers

and proponents indicated that the WHC had 90

million searches from 120 countries and 175,000

individuals made eight or more choices on line.

This audience indicated that the WHA could not

deny such a large audience.  Marc Gilbert point-

ed out that the WHB presented for members who

were already in the WHA, while the WHC was

for outsiders who still did not know about the

WHA and its work. 

Report on Conferences

The 2006 conference will be at CSU – Long

Beach this June.  In 2007, the WHA will hold its

annual conference at University of Wisconsin –

Milwaukee; the details are in the final stages and

the contract should be signed in February.  In

2008, the WHA expects to be in London at Queen

Mary’s College for its annual conference.  Al

Andrea has concluded a great deal of work with

these three sites and the WHA thanks him for his

gargantuan efforts. 

Financial Committee

There will be a change in the nature of WHA

financial reporting.  The new end of year will

occur on September 30.  This will enable the

executive director, the treasurer and the financial

committee to pull together the end of year reports

for sharing at the AHA meeting.  There is a need

for greater transparency and consistency in the

manner of reporting.  This new date should facil-

itate that process.  Outgoing president David

Northrup has formulated some reporting forms

that might be used to ease the reporting process

and answer the most frequently asked questions

of members. 

Fund Raising Committee

It has been a little slow, but intends to kick

back into high gear beginning this February.  Al

Andrea chairs this committee, and members who

understand fund raising have joined him.  Three

large efforts include the Kresge foundation, and

an outreach initiative to bring in Chinese schol-

ars.  Suggestions from the audience included:

Henry Luce Foundation, Center for Global

Foundation, the Gates Foundation, the Chinese

Government and the McCormick Foundation. 

Prize Essay

There were only three submissions.  However

due to conversations between Al Andrea and

Charles Cavaliere (senior history editor for

Pearson Prentice Hall) the prize money will be

doubled.  We need to publicize this prize much

more thoroughly and encourage students to apply. 

Addendum to President’s Report

Two proposals were accepted by the executive

council yesterday afternoon.  One was a $400

payment to digitize the WHB and enable it to be

on the WHA web site.  The second was an agree-

ment to recognize the World History Network as

an affiliate of the WHA.

Old Business/New Business

Deadline for WHB spring issue is February 1.  

The journal of Church History has decided to

open its articles to other churches beyond

Christianity.  World Historians should look for a

call for papers.  Motion to adjourn.  Passed unan-

imously. 6:00 pm  23 people dismissed at the end
of the meeting.  
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The Mid-Atlantic World History Association (MAWHA) will hold
its 10th annual fall conference at East Stroudsburg University in
Pennsylvania on Friday, Oct. 13, and Saturday, Oct. 14, 2006.
Please visit the MAWHA website for details later in the spring at:
www.mawha.org 

WHA Book Prize

Composition of the Committee: Three WHA

members, preferably representing a cross-sec-

tion of geographic, temporal, and methodolog-

ical approaches. Committee is selected by the

WHA President, subject to approval by the

WHA Executive Council. There are no fixed

terms. For current committee members, see

below.

What are we looking for? New scholarly

studies of history from a global perspective; i.e.

thematic in a transregional context or else

overtly comparative, that make a significant

contribution to the field of world history.

Anthologies may be nominated, but single or

dual-authored works are preferred. For past

award winners, see below. 

Who can nominate? Authors, publishers,

WHA members, or other interested parties may

nominate books published in the current calen-

dar year. Nominations should be sent to the

Chair of the committee.

Award amount: The award is currently

$500. Formal bestowal of the check is made at

the WHA annual meeting, normally held in

June. 

Deadline: Nominations must be received by

October to allow time for juror evaluations.

Works published after that month will be

placed in the following year’s pool of candi-

dates. The committee should make its selection

by November/December of the award year.
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World History Connected, Inc., an official publication of the WHA, presents innovative classroom-ready

scholarship, keeps readers up to date on the latest research and debates, presents the best in learning and teach-

ing methods and practices, offers readers rich teaching resources, and reports on exemplary teaching. WHC is

free, articles may be downloaded for classroom use. Link to our site: http://www.worldhistoryconnected.org or

through our new mirrored site in the History Cooperative archive at http://www.historycooperative.org.

The 16th Annual Conference will be held at

The University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee

June 28-July 1, 2007
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Research Agenda Symposium, November 2006

Research in World History: Connections and Globalizations

The World History Network and the World History Association seek proposals for participation
in a Research Agenda Symposium (John Hancock Conference Center, Boston, November 10-12,
2006). Up to 40 participants worldwide will be selected for a meeting intended to develop a con-
sensus statement on priorities in world-historical research, with a focus on the theme of Research
in World History: Connections and Globalizations. Conference fee of $250 includes conference
materials, meals, and receptions. Travel costs may be covered, depending on availability of fund-
ing, especially for participants from outside the U.S. Applicants should submit, by 1 June 2006,
a statement of up to 1000 words proposing priorities in world-historical research, and a curricu-
lum vitae of up to two pages.  Invitations will be issued to selected participants by 30 June 2006.
The conference committee will select up to 40 participants, based on the strength and interest of
initial proposals, but also with attention to balance by national origin, gender, age, and discipli-
nary focus. Details are available from the World History Network,
www.worldhistorynetwork.org. 
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Online Membership Registration Now Available!

The World History Association announces online membership registration.
Prospective and current members may pay for their membership online with
Visa, Mastercard, Discover, American Express or by check.  The option to
download, print and mail the membership form will still be available.  To
join or renew your membership with the World History Association, visit the
WHA website at www.thewha.org

JOIN US IN LONG BEACH!



Membership in the World History Association can be achieved by mailing your name, address, and institutional

affiliation, along with the applicable membership amount listed below. The WHA accepts Visa, MasterCard, and

Discover (please include the type of card and expiration date) or check payable to the WHA.

Regular Membership $60 per year

Two-Year Membership $110

Three-Year Membership $155

Students/Independent Scholars $30/year

New Professionals $45/year

Life Membership $1200

Mail to: The World History Association, Sakamaki Hall A203, 2530 Dole Street, University of Hawai`i, Honolulu, HI 96822

U.S.A. Email: thewha@hawaii.edu

WHA dues are payable on a yearly basis. During each year, members will receive two issues of the Journal of
World History and two issues of the World History Bulletin. Memberships run on a calendar year. Applications

received before September 1 will receive that current year’s publications. Applications received after September 1

will begin membership the following January unless otherwise requested. If your address has changed since the last

issue of the World History Bulletin, please send notification to the WHA Headquarters.  

The World History Bulletin appears in April and December.  

The World History Association
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Michele Forman Robert White Anand A. Yang A. Jacqueline Swansinger Ane Lintvedt
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