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For more than a decade Berkshire Publishing has 
collaborated with an extraordinary worldwide 

network of scholars and editors to produce award-
winning academic resources on cutting-edge subjects 
that appeal to a broad audience. With “Berkshire Essen-
tials”—inspired by requests from teachers, curriculum 
planners, and professors who praise the encyclopedic 
approach we often use, but who still crave single vol-
umes for course use—we at Berkshire have designed a 
series that “concentrates” our content. 

Each Essentials series draws from Berkshire publi-
cations on a wide-ranging topic—world history, Chi-
nese studies, and environmental sustainability, for 
starters—to provide theme-related volumes that can 
be purchased alone, in any combination, or as a set. 
(For example, individual volumes of the Essentials in 
World History series take a global approach to art; big 
history; religion and belief systems; war, diplomacy, 
and peacemaking; women and gender studies; world 
environmental history; and of course, with this volume, 
Africa.) Teachers will find the insightful, illustrated ar-
ticles indispensable for jump-starting classroom dis-
cussion or independent study. Individuals—whether 
students, professionals, or general readers—will dis-
cover the articles invaluable when exploring a new line 
of research or an abiding interest. 

Africa stretches more than 11 billion square miles 
from the Sahara in the north (the world’s largest des-
ert), to rich mineral resources of the south (think dia-
monds and gold), to endangered rainforests in the west, 
and to the Serengeti savannahs of the east. Today the 
continent is home to nearly 800 million people speak-
ing more than a thousand different languages. Fossils 
found in Ethiopia tell us that Africa is where the human 

species originated, and scholars posit several theories 
about the journey out of Africa made by Homo sapiens 
some 60,000 years ago.

We open our volume on Africa with Jonathan Reyn-
olds’s look at diverging perspectives on the continent’s 
role in world history: the Afrocentric view credits an-
cient black civilizations with advances equal to or sur-
passing the achievements of other cultures in similar 
eras, while the Eurocentric view isolates Africa from 
the majority of history-shaping events. Maps and car-
tographic representations in his introduction show how 
perceptions of Africa’s “place” in the world changed 
over millennia, from Homer’s day in the ninth century 
bce to sixteenth-century European explorers.

About this “Berkshire 
Essentials” volume

This detail from the 1375 Catalan Atlas of the known 
world, drawn by Abraham Cresques of Mallorca, 
depicts Mansa Musa, ruler of the Mali Empire in the 
early fourteenth century, holding a gold nugget and 
wearing a European-style crown.
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Recent scholarship stresses Africa’s interrelatedness 
to other regions and cultures, writes Reynolds, and the 
articles herein help readers make the connections. Ross 
E. Dunn’s “Afro-Eurasia” looks at themes and events 
in history that overlapped and crossed conventionally 
defined borders on three continents. In “Trading Pat-
terns—Trans-Saharan,” Ralph A. Austen traces the ex-
change of goods, gold, and eventually slaves as trade 
transpired across a landscape where camel caravans 
were ubiquitous well after the building of railways and 
roads. Other articles examine the ramifications of Euro-
pean colonial expansion, the independence movements 
of the postcolonial period, and difficulties (such as the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic, apartheid, and religious disputes) 
that have thwarted efforts to establish African unity. 

Biographical articles document the lives of high-
profile Africans (Hatshepsut and Desmond Tutu, for 

instance) and the lesser known (such as the once-en-
slaved abolitionist Olaudah Equiano), as well as the em-
inent African American W.E.B. Du Bois, who grew up 
in the New England town where Berkshire Publishing 
is based. Du Bois intended to create an Encyclopedia 
Africana and died in Africa. He is sometimes described 
as the first truly global or transnational historian. 

From the kingdom of Askum to the state of Great 
Zimbabwe—with stops in Egypt, Kanem-Bornu, the 
Kongo, Meroë, and others—Africa in World History is 
a truly essential tool for teaching Africa in the twenty-
first century.
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For many centuries, camel 
caravans traversing the 
Saharan desert of North 
Africa brought gold and 
slaves from West and 
Central Africa into the  
world economy.


