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 IntrodUCtIon

Tejumola Olaniyan and James H. Sweet

the african diaspora has become a most vibrant area of research and 
teaching interest across the disciplines in the past two decades in 

the american academy. the larger context of this boom is the rise of va-
rieties of minority, postcolonial, transnational, and migration studies. In-
stitutional units or subunits dedicated to african diaspora studies have 
multiplied across universities, and scholarly books, journals, special is-
sues of journals, and articles continue to be published on the topic.1 much 
of the scholarship is devoted to the primary work of excavation, interpre-
tation, and analysis. within those frames, we can affirm that the yield 
of insight so far has been truly substantial. there is a glaring lack, how-
ever, in our existing body of conceptual and definitional knowledge. most 
scholars of african diaspora studies have been trained in one particular 
discipline, but the area of study to which they are such committed cham-
pions is evidently vaster than particular disciplinary boundaries. african 
diaspora studies, in its most robust and enabling conception, covers the 
african world comprehensively conceived: africa and its diaspora popula-
tions wherever we find them, from all disciplinary perspectives. It is obvi-
ously a tall order, if not impossible, for one scholar to master the protocols 
of more than a few disciplines. so how does one, solidly based in a disci-
pline as is still the hegemonic norm, practice african diaspora studies, 
an inherently interdisciplinary enterprise?2 the current ebullience of the 
field notwithstanding, there is a deafening silence on this crucial matter. 
little effort has been made to clearly situate, delineate, and reflect on the 
practice of diaspora scholarship within the possibilities and constraints 
simultaneously afforded and imposed by the disciplines. Interdisciplinary 
dialogue on the theoretical contours of the african diaspora is even rarer. 
By identifying and speaking of this lack in the field, we are calling nei-
ther for encyclopedic knowledge of the disciplines nor for the abandon-
ment of rigorous disciplinary training and specialization as a condition 
for african diaspora scholarship. on the contrary, our goal in this volume 
is more modest but potentially widely transforming and transformative: 
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2 Tejumola Olaniyan and James H. Sweet

to begin a serious conversation on the intersections of african diaspora 
studies and the disciplines.
 the central goal of the book is twofold: (1) to theorize and define 
methods, problems, and conflicts of “doing” african diaspora research 
and scholarship from various disciplinary perspectives, and (2) to initiate 
and facilitate interdisciplinary and cross- regional dialogues and debates 
on african diaspora studies. we aim to illuminate the ways that the af-
rican diaspora is understood, produced as an object of study, enabled, and 
constrained in and by the various disciplines. rather than an emphasis 
on primary research and analysis, we tasked our authors with the appro-
priately self- reflexive and challenging meta- level scrutiny of the practice 
of african diaspora studies within and at the interstices of disciplines. 
Here then are some of the specific foundational questions we posed to the 
authors:

1.  Is the african diaspora seen as a discrete field within your discipline? 
If so, how is it distinguished from other fields like african american 
studies, migration studies, etc.? In short, how does your discipline de-
fine the african diaspora?

2.  what are the major methodological conventions of your discipline, par-
ticularly as they relate to the african diaspora? are these methodologi-
cal conventions consistent across fields in your discipline, or does the 
study of the african diaspora require different kinds of approaches/
questions?

3.  are there conflicting approaches to african diaspora studies within 
your discipline? does the diaspora include africa, or does it include 
secondary migrations like those from Brazil to nigeria, or jamaica to 
england or Canada? are there any theoretical/methodological tensions 
between those who study earlier streams of the diaspora (like those as-
sociated with the atlantic slave trade) and those who study more recent 
streams (like those of contemporary african migrants to the United 
states)?

4.  what is the relationship of your discipline to other disciplines as it re-
lates to the study of the african diaspora? does your discipline draw 
heavily from the approaches and methodologies of other disciplines? Is 
your discipline in conflict with another discipline over approaches to 
diaspora?

5.  Has the practice of african diaspora studies impacted your discipline 
in any way? what are the constraints and possibilities of doing african 
diaspora in your discipline?

In addition to the broad questions outlined above, we also gave contribu-
tors the freedom to address more specific issues that are germane to their 
particular disciplines.
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 apart from our central emphasis on disciplinary and area coverage 
intersections, we also specifically commissioned more or less discipline- 
anchored “state of the field” studies of a more global reach, particularly in 
regions where the study of the african atlantic diaspora is not so obvious, 
namely, europe and south africa. For these authors, we asked how the 
peculiarities of race, region, and politics impact the production and dis-
semination of research on diaspora. If we are appropriately self- conscious 
about the possibilities and constraints of the study of the african dias-
pora within the disciplines, we must also recognize that differing spatial 
and temporal configurations impact heavily on the practice of diaspora 
studies. we should not expect the african diaspora to be understood and 
practiced similarly in the United states, europe, and africa, places where 
academic- institutional, socioeconomic, and political imperatives often di-
verge. differing imperatives frequently result in differing conceptualiza-
tions and institutional iterations, challenging us to recognize that the dis-
ciplines are not the only obstacles toward a more illuminating theory of 
praxis.
 we want to stress that this book is not exhaustive in its coverage of 
the possible disciplinary and regional perspectives on the african dias-
pora. our original goal was to cover as much ground as we could, and in-
deed, the conference from which this volume is derived did much more in 
this direction.3 In addition to the essays found in this volume, there were 
papers on literature, religious studies, archaeological chemistry, and the 
study of the african diaspora in Brazil. lamentably, some of the papers 
were already committed to other venues; in other instances, we were un-
able to secure revisions from the authors. such is the peril of edited vol-
umes. to be sure, we recognize these gaps, as well as others (including 
only passing references to the african diaspora in asia and the Indian 
ocean). nevertheless, even in the absence of these crucial perspectives, 
the essays in this volume finally begin to critically articulate the diffi-
cult intersection of the disciplines and african diaspora studies and to 
suggest methods and practices most applicable to that endeavor. this self- 
conscious reflection on how we study the african world from within our 
specific and narrow disciplinary perspectives raises new questions, new 
methods, new theories, and new institutional formations that move be-
yond the confines of the disciplines, while at the same time acknowledg-
ing their boundaries.
 scholars have long discovered that in doing african diaspora studies, 
they frequently needed to alter some of the entrenched canons of their dis-
ciplines. For example, african and african diaspora studies have moved 
away from traditional fixations on the literate archive, toward an array of 
nondiscursive sources, including oral history, art, popular culture, em-
bodied and ritual memory, etc. likewise, african diaspora studies often 
eschew theoretical perspectives drawn from european intellectual and 
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philosophical traditions, favoring questions and paradigms more pertinent 
to african experiences. the authors in this volume view these challenges 
to the disciplinary canons as a reflection of the health and vigor of af-
rican diaspora studies as an emergent field. at the same time, there is 
little indication that african diaspora studies should become a discipline 
unto itself. Indeed, precisely because of the overlapping and intersecting 
methods, languages, literatures, and institutional configurations of the 
various disciplines, it is absolutely imperative that students and scholars 
of the african diaspora first anchor themselves in their respective disci-
plinary canons and then branch out from this foundation. If anything, stu-
dents of the african diaspora bear a greater burden in “disciplining” their 
scholarship, lest it become haphazard and ungrounded. neither scholarly 
method as a crucial arena of meta- level inquiry, nor the african diaspora 
as area coverage, would be served well by superficiality. mastery remains 
crucial for both intellectual and practical reasons, such as the increasing 
diversity, multiplicity, and complexity of areas of inquiry, limitations of 
graduate training, and a job market still ruled by disciplines.
 once a disciplinary baseline has been established, what then con-
stitutes the african diaspora as an interdisciplinary field? How does one 
expand from within a traditional discipline to engage broader interdisci-
plinary african diaspora perspectives? the authors in this volume make 
at least four major suggestions: First, africa must be the intellectual start-
ing point of african diaspora studies. research questions centering on 
africa, whether as a real or imagined homeland, reconfigure many of our 
traditional disciplinary understandings. In some instances, the very sanc-
tity of the discipline is called into question by such inquiries. For ex-
ample, the idea of african “philosophy” represents a revolutionary idea in 
a discipline which sees itself as largely european in provenance. In other 
instances, explicit references to “africa” sometimes disappear from de-
bates, obscured by overlapping expressions of race, class, gender, sexu-
ality, and so on. nevertheless, africa remains intertwined out of con-
text. this intertwining of “africa” with a complex globality brings us to 
the second suggestion: the african diaspora is mutually constitutive of 
other political formations such as race, class, gender, sexuality, and en-
vironment, and must therefore be studied from an overlapping, compara-
tive perspective. though adhering to differing local configurations, all of 
these political formations traverse the boundaries of the disciplines and 
therefore demand global, interdisciplinary analysis. third, there must be 
a renewed emphasis on an african diaspora intellectual genealogy, focus-
ing on the pioneering works of scholars like w. e. B. du Bois, C. l. r. 
james, aimé Césaire, eric williams, oliver Cox, George Padmore, Frantz 
Fanon, and walter rodney. again, this emphasis is not to the exclusion 
of traditional canons. rather, a consideration of an african diaspora in-
tellectual tradition offers ways of conceptualizing a new field as well as 
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pushing the boundaries of traditional disciplines. For instance, instead of 
viewing walter rodney simply as a “marxist,” as many sociologists or po-
litical scientists have done, perhaps it would be better to trace the impacts 
of George Padmore on C. l. r. james or james on rodney. Fourth, schol-
ars must be open to the multitude of nondiscursive expressions that con-
stitute “sources” for the study of the african diaspora. In some instances, 
african diaspora political formations create these new sources. For ex-
ample, only recently have politically conscious scientists pushed the dis-
cipline of Genetic Biology to see dna as a potential tool for mapping the 
african diaspora. In other instances, sources are inscribed in some of the 
most unexpected places—objects, memories, shrines, and even bodies. For 
example, scholars now read gesture and body posture to outline new ways 
of understanding african diaspora history and popular culture.
 taken together, these four suggestions constitute a core of general 
guidelines on a theory of praxis for african diaspora studies. Ultimately, 
the essays in this volume demonstrate how african diaspora studies is 
beginning to create its own unique set of scholarly imperatives; they also 
show how african diaspora studies is challenging disciplinary traditions 
from within. In this way, the intellectual vitality of the african diaspora 
and the disciplines is mutually reinforcing.
 the book is divided into four sections that run roughly from histo-
ries and the sciences to arts and cultural studies. Part 1 addresses those 
disciplines most closely related to the peopling, ethnography, and history 
of the african diaspora. Kim Butler explores “history’s possibilities as a 
component of many disciplines for research on the african diaspora and 
how work in the discipline stands to expand our understanding of diaspo-
ras in general.” In the process, Butler “historicizes” diaspora history, trac-
ing its roots to the late nineteenth century and following it through its 
various scholarly iterations in the twentieth century. though ideas about 
“diaspora” and “africans abroad” circulated from early in the twentieth 
century, it was not until 1965, when George shepperson drew attention to 
the specific term “african diaspora,” that the idea gained greater traction 
in the historical profession. By the 1990s, almost anyone researching the 
descendants of african peoples could define himself or herself as a histo-
rian of the “african diaspora,” without any critical inquiry into exactly 
what the field entailed or how it should be conceived. according to But-
ler, demands for greater clarity on the meaning of the “african diaspora” 
resulted, to some extent, in a decline of the field. as scholars realized the 
limitations and demands of african diaspora history, some moved on to 
similarly ill- defined fields such as atlantic history and global history. Ul-
timately, Butler views the study of comparative and overlapping diaspo-
ras, employing interdisciplinary methods and ideas, as the path to a fuller, 
more complete understanding of the processes by which the african dias-
pora was forged.
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 richard Price’s essay on anthropology echoes some of Butler’s con-
cerns about charting the process of identity formation in the african di-
aspora. In particular, Price highlights recent debates over the meaning of 
“creolization,” critiquing the utility of these debates and pointing to fu-
ture directions for research. Price takes special issue with an “influential 
group of scholars, who style themselves ‘african- centrists.’” according to 
Price, these african- centrists often overly generalize historical particu-
lars of time, space, and power, rendering the processes of cultural change 
static. In addition to his methodological critique, Price argues that debates 
over creolization are overtly marked by present- day realities of north 
american racism, with african- centrists often articulating “ethnic” or 
“nationalist” political positions through their scholarship. Price does not 
completely reject the importance of africa to the diaspora. rather, he calls 
for a more subtle, complex, and historically informed rendering of the 
“miraculous” process by which africans and their descendants forged cul-
tures in the americas.
 Fatimah jackson and latifah Borgelin take up the role of genetics in ex-
plaining the biological history of african diaspora roots and routes. they 
summarize the scholarship of mtdna and y chromosome analysis in 
various diasporic locations, concluding that a determination of ethnic or 
regional location of one’s oldest maternal and paternal ancestors is theo-
retically possible; however, precise pinpointing of “ethnic” homelands is 
simply not feasible at this time, due to deficiencies in data collection in 
africa. to date, only a miniscule portion of the african continent has 
been genetically mapped, reducing potential american- to- african home-
land matches to just a small number of african “ethnic” possibilities. 
thus “these databases can only give us, at this time, a partial and in-
complete interpretation of african diversity.” Perhaps more egregiously, 
some scientists ascribe present- day ethnic identities to the partial  genetic 
matches elicited from this incomplete database. even if a fully complete 
database existed, the genetic variants that mark african origins are tens 
of thousands of years older than the ethnic identities now associated with 
particular african geographies. Genetic science might demonstrate that 
an african american shares direct ancestry with a person in yoruba land, 
but their shared ancestor lived in a time well before the yoruba, as a  
people, ever existed. Ultimately, scientific findings are not often in ac-
cord with popular and some scholarly perceptions about the centrality 
of genetics as a key to unlocking the african american past. difficulties 
with such popular perceptions, and even uncertainties in the  science, are 
demonstrated in the television series African American Lives by Henry 
louis Gates jr. Indeed, jackson and Borgelin state that genetics “entrepre-
neurs . . . have misrepresented the data and deceived their customers.” 
nevertheless, despite deficiencies in data and poor interpretive outcomes, 
genetics can indeed answer many important questions related to the popu- 
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lation history of the african diaspora. the authors conclude that, in sus-
tained collaboration with historians, ethnographers, linguists, and archae-
ologists, geneticists will eventually help us better understand and detail 
the migratory patterns of the african diaspora.
 In chapter 4, judith Carney demonstrates how the discipline of Ge-
ography bridges “the social and biological sciences . . . offer[ing] a holis-
tic  approach to contemporary and historical problems.” Carney finds that 
 Geography has been slow to embrace ideas and methods of african dias-
pora scholarship; however, the discipline is slowly changing. In particular, 
cultural geographers and biogeographers have begun demonstrating the 
ways that africans and their descendants shaped american landscapes. 
according to Carney, these african influences include foods (rice), medi-
cines (healing plants), and spatial settlements (runaway slave commu-
nities). Carney concludes that african cultural- environmental contribu-
tions are just now receiving the attention they deserve from geographers. 
she holds out hope that african systems of environmental and botanical 
knowledge in the americas will soon command the same respect as amer-
indian ones.
 the discipline of archaeology is the subject of theresa singleton’s 
chapter. Contrary to the marginal place of the african diaspora in Ge-
ography, singleton finds that the proliferation of recent research on the 
diaspora has led some archaeologists to conclude that the african dias-
pora constitutes a separate field of study within the discipline, one that 
encompasses a broad geographic range across five continents. singleton 
points out that the methods employed by archaeologists of the african 
diaspora center on identity (ethnic and racial) and diaspora (comparing 
various sites of peoples emanating from the same homeland). these in-
quiries are inherently interdisciplinary in scope, particularly drawing on 
History. However, as singleton reveals, the relationship between archae-
ology and History is not without its difficulties. singleton explores in de-
tail these interdisciplinary tensions and points to ways that future schol-
ars can transcend old geographic and disciplinary boundaries.
 Part 2 shifts away from explicitly historical concerns toward the more 
presently focused disciplines of sociology, politics, and philosophy. In chap- 
ter 6, Paget Henry reflects on the emergence of africa and the african 
diaspora as fields of inquiry in Caribbean sociology. It was not until the 
1960s and 1970s that Caribbean sociologists, often collaborating with their 
american mentors, began to examine the Caribbean, through the lens 
of either culture contact theory or modernization theory. according to 
Henry, these scholars tended to overlook the seminal contributions of 
w. e. B. du Bois and the atlanta school of sociology, not to mention lo-
cal afro- Caribbean intellectuals such as antenor Firmin and C. l. r. 
james. In the late 1970s, dependency theory and other marxist- leaning 
approaches largely supplanted culturalist and modernization approaches, 
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but this era was short- lived. By the 1980s, neo- liberal economic theory 
displaced ideas about culture and development, thereby pushing africa 
and the diaspora to the extreme margins of american sociological con-
cerns. Henry argues that the fields of africa and african diaspora soci-
ology are still suffering the effects of the “cleavages and contradictions” 
of this period and have “not produced . . . books and articles to match 
the quality of the output of the earlier period.” In order to remedy this 
problem, Henry urges a more explicit engagement between Caribbean so-
ciology and its africana “intellectual tradition.” Instead of viewing af-
ricana thinkers in terms of western schools of thought—existentialist, 
marxist, post- structuralist, etc.—Caribbean sociologists should consider 
the influences of their own scholarly lineage—George Padmore’s impact 
on james, aimé Césaire’s impact on Frantz Fanon, and so on. Henry con-
cludes that only by engaging this “local intellectual stream” will Carib-
bean sociology reclaim a central place in the discipline.
 robert Fatton argues similarly to Henry that the discipline of Po-
litical science has no subdisciplinary field devoted to the african dias-
pora. rather, african diaspora concerns are usually articulated through 
“race or minority studies within the field of american politics” or through 
“comparative politics.” these disciplinary subfields reflect some of the 
same “modernization” imperatives that drove the discipline of sociology. 
Indeed, those working in comparative politics, or “area studies,” “simply 
assumed that all countries went through the same sequence of develop-
ment that had led to western industrialization and liberal- democracy.” 
mirroring the same trajectory described by Henry for sociology, Fatton 
argues that the neoliberal economic model became even more entrenched 
in the late 1980s after the fall of the soviet bloc. In essence, the west had 
won. History ended. there was no alternative to capitalist modernity, cer-
tainly not in the african diaspora. Characterizing the discipline’s obses-
sion with western models as “provincial,” Fatton calls for new approaches 
that “reject the benignity of existing arrangements of power and wealth.” 
like Henry, Fatton calls on political scientists to return to “radical and 
critical traditions of left- wing scholarship,” particularly that produced by 
africana figures like du Bois, Cox, Fanon, james, Cabral, and rodney. 
Fatton goes one step further, arguing that “the politics of the belly”— 
economic dependency, forced migration, racism, and class warfare— 
manifest similar symptoms in africa and the diaspora. the same concep-
tual tools utilized to understand political modalities in senegal or Congo 
can be used to better understand politics in Haiti, but only through a se-
rious engagement with local forms of knowledge. Fatton does not romanti-
cize the “local.” like Kim Butler, he sees the promise of african diaspora 
politics in the shifting and overlapping identities that are at once local, 
national, and global.
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 olúfémi táíwò’s essay on the discipline of Philosophy reflects many 
of the same concerns raised in Henry’s and Fatton’s chapters. taiwo notes 
that the african diaspora claims no discrete field in the discipline of Phi-
losophy; however, the recent emergence of black or african american phi-
losophy opens potential spaces for thinking diasporically. as táíwò sees 
it, the problem is not so much one of intellectual production. rather, it is 
the discipline’s propensity to reject african- descended thinking as “philo-
sophical.” Black and african american philosophy are thus deemed to be 
outside the discipline’s boundaries, most often categorized as “history or 
area studies.” like Henry and Fatton, taiwo views the last thirty years 
as crucial ones in the silencing of african diaspora concerns. In his ren-
dering, once africans and their descendants achieved freedom from colo-
nialism and state- sanctioned white power, “philosophical interchanges 
between africa and its diaspora declined in importance, and the cross- 
fertilization of ideas that used to mark their common relations almost 
ceased.” Ultimately, táíwò calls for a diaspora philosophy that explicitly 
engages discourses of freedom and ideological struggle in a comparative 
context that includes africans, african americans, and Caribbeans.
 Part 3 examines theater, music, art, and cultural studies. sandra rich-
ards’s chapter on drama, theater, and performance studies unravels impor-
tant differences between the academic pursuits of theater and per formance 
studies, on the one hand, and actual performance, on the other. accord-
ing to richards, the african diaspora does not exist as a separate field 
in theater studies, despite texts and criticism that fall under apparently 
promising categories like “postcolonial” and “intercultural.” In each of 
these instances, the categories of analysis tend to reify colonial categories, 
“orientalizing” the african diaspora, rather than revealing it. richards 
finds performance to be one venue where a broader diaspora conscious-
ness might be expressed—as say in the similar sociopolitical reading of 
wole soyinka’s play The Beatification of Area Boy in nigeria and jamaica. 
Contemporary social, economic, and racial conditions often reflect shared 
histories of oppression, but richards asks, how do we separate “ethno- 
transnational” identities from identities based on “post/neo- colonial sta-
tus”? Ultimately, she agrees with other authors in this volume that race, 
class, gender, sexuality, etc., overlap and cleave in ways that complicate 
notions of a singular african diaspora. thus “black globality” challenges 
static notions of community centered on race alone, demanding coopera-
tive, cross- cultural, interdisciplinary research and scholarship.
 melvin Butler’s chapter on ethnomusicology demonstrates the multi-
plicity of ways that african diaspora music is taught and researched in the 
academy. some institutions have departments of ethnomusicology; oth-
ers offer diaspora content through various subdisciplines of music, such 
as the “anthropology of music.” according to Butler, regardless of ap-
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proach, “there is broad institutional consensus that ethnomusicological 
training must involve study across academic disciplines.” Until the middle 
of the twentieth century, african and african- descended musical forms 
were often characterized stereotypically as “primordial,” “rhythmic,” and 
“emotive.” However, anthropological research like that of melville Hers-
kovits began to challenge these stereotypes in profound ways. emerging 
as it did in the 1950s, ethnomusicology has been shaped by the Hersko-
vitsean model. Indeed, Butler argues that “the musical link between af-
rica and its diaspora has been one of the most prevalent themes through-
out the history of ethnomusicological thought.” at the same time, some 
ethnomusicologists have begun to move beyond questions of african mu-
sical “retentions” and “creativity” in slave communities, noting that in-
traregional dialogue, like that between african- descended peoples and 
Indian- descended peoples in the Caribbean, shapes and transforms mu-
sical production. some of the most recent scholarship in ethnomusicology  
concentrates explicitly on “intradiasporic” musical practices, for  instance, 
examining the ways that the music of recent african immigrants is played 
and performed in traditionally “black” spaces in new york City. Here, 
Butler points to some of the same possibilities for overlapping and con-
flicting performances raised by richards in her essay. again, the relation-
ship between the local and the global remains most salient.
 In chapter 11, moyo okediji also calls attention to the overlapping 
“contentions of race, gender, class, and religion” in africana art his-
tory. according to okediji, africana art history is divided into three 
 categories—historical african, contemporary african, and diaspora. each 
of these is separated by a veil “that dismembers the object on view from 
the subject that is viewing it.” For historical african art history, this veil 
is slavery; for contemporary african, the veil is colonialism; and for the 
diaspora, it is immigration. tracing the historiography, okediji reveals the 
hidden and silenced expressions of slavery, colonialism, and immigration 
in africana art. He also shows us how art history maps these erasures 
onto other contentious categories such as gender, class, and so on. Ulti-
mately, like many of our authors, okediji views africana art history as 
deeply contested political terrain that articulates oppressive elements of 
slavery, colonialism, and immigration, even as it systematically silences 
them as explicit categories of analysis. He calls for new methods and theo-
retical approaches to address the asymmetrical power of western “rela-
tivist traditional art history.” In particular, he prescribes a semiological 
system that highlights the values of equity and justice, reading context 
and subtext equally to provide a balanced political assessment of visual 
culture.
 Grant Farred’s essay on Cultural studies, elaborates on the political 
concerns raised in okediji’s chapter and in nearly all of the chapters in 
this volume. In his opening sentence, Farred asserts, “the singular claim 
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of Cultural studies is that there can be no project of the political, no 
thinking of the political, without culture, without the study of culture at 
its core.” Cultural studies’ dependence on explicit political projects as its 
raison d’être forces its practitioners to think outside of “orthodox” disci-
plinary contexts. thus cultural studies becomes a series of dislocations, 
mirroring those of the african diaspora. In Farred’s rendering, african di-
aspora subjects are always “out of context . . . articulated to, disarticulated 
from, and rearticulated through a context that is outside of the place from 
where the subject speaks.” likewise, cultural studies lies squarely outside 
of “pure” disciplinary contexts, even as it capaciously draws from them, 
responding to the political imperatives of the moment. For Farred, “cul-
tural studies and the african diaspora can do more than learn from each 
other. . . . thinking them together demonstrates how these two modes 
of critical thinking, this poacher’s discipline and this political condition 
that is increasingly crucial to the lives of people throughout the world, are 
conceptually constitutive of each other.” through his analytical braiding 
of cultural studies and african diaspora, Farred reinforces the demands 
for a diaspora scholarship that is politically driven, considering local, na-
tional, and global forces, as well as overlapping ones related to race, gen-
der, sexuality, and the environment.
 In keeping with Farred’s theme of the african diaspora as “out of con-
text,” the final section of this volume considers the impact of diaspora 
scholarship in spaces outside the american institutional and political 
spheres of influence. Carolyn Cooper’s chapter on the african diaspora 
in the Creole- anglophone Caribbean follows Farred’s call to read dias-
pora “out of context.” In the first half of her essay, she analyzes jamaican 
dancehall culture as a ritualized form of african female sexuality and fer-
tility. rejecting representations of dancehall as “obscene,” “vulgar,” and 
“pornographic,” Cooper “recontextualizes” working- class women’s roles 
in dancehall to cohere with yoruba fertility rituals and celebrations of 
sexuality, allowing these women to “assert the freedom to play out eroti-
cized roles that may not be available to them in the rigid social conven-
tions of the everyday.” she then turns to more practical matters of the way 
the african diaspora is conceptualized and taught in jamaican universi-
ties. the african and african diaspora studies program at the University 
of the west Indies emerged out of the already existing Institute for Carib-
bean studies. no new courses were added, and no attempt was made to 
distinguish african and african diaspora studies from african american 
studies or Caribbean studies. rather, extant courses on themes related to 
africa and the Caribbean were brought together to create a new compara-
tive, interdisciplinary major.
 Xolela mangcu reminds us that the concept of the african diaspora is 
not merely an “oceanic” phenomenon; it retains salience on the african 
continent, too. the notion of an “african renaissance,” articulated most 
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forcefully by former south african president thabo mbeki, bears a strik-
ing resemblance to scholarly articulations of the african diaspora. Indeed, 
mbeki often invoked the history of the diaspora to contextualize south 
african struggles. yet mangcu asks whether mbeki and others like him, 
who forged their consciousnesses in exile, could actually achieve a “syn-
thesis of diasporic and continental” identity. tracing an intellectual his-
tory of diaspora identity in south africa from the nineteenth century, 
mangcu concludes that the current expression of diaspora identity—the 
african renaissance—is devoid of cultural content, betraying an earlier 
Pan- african tradition in the country. according to mangcu, the african 
renaissance is little more than a proxy for economic development dis-
course, a tool selectively wielded by the state to define an essential “af-
rican” in lockstep with the ruling party’s economic and political agenda. 
like many of our authors, mangcu calls for more active involvement of 
civil society in defining the contours of diaspora politics and scholarly 
production.
 In the final chapter of the volume, jayne Ifekwunigwe turns our at-
tentions to perhaps the least likely venue for expressions of african dias-
pora intellectual production—europe. In the popular and scholarly imagi-
nation, nothing could be further “out of context” than diaspora subjects 
in europe. Ifekwunigwe explains this not simply as a problem of assert-
ing transnational “african- ness” but also as a problem of locating a sin-
gular “europe.” afro- europeans are often divorced from the potent po-
litical formations that emerged out of the common american experience 
of the african slave trade. Internal to “europe,” they also grapple with dif-
fering national expressions of racism, sexism, class discrimination, and 
religious intolerance. this is to say nothing of the profound national divi-
sions of language, culture, and history. In this way, “europe” is no more  
stable than “africa.” still, Ifekwunigwe shows how “strategic identifi-
cation with ‘Blackness’” is sometimes utilized to forge transnational di-
asporic projects like the Black european studies Program (Best). In eu-
rope, especially, Ifekwunigwe argues for conceptions of diaspora that are 
“dynamic, interlocking, interdependent global networks of geopolitical 
spheres each of whose localized intersectional constituencies are also sen-
sitive to and impacted by the political machinations of the nation- states 
of which they are a part.” In short, diaspora is a process of overlapping lo-
cal, national, and global interests. In her analysis of contemporary african 
migrants to europe, Ifekwunigwe reminds us that this process is ongoing, 
intimately connected to the politics of the past, but  expressing new racial, 
gendered, and class configurations. Finally, Ifekwunigwe raises the impor-
tant question of whether the institutional power of U.s. universities dic-
tates the contours of african diaspora “centers” and “peripheries.” Indeed, 
she criticizes the editors of this volume for reifying the “already margin-
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alized status” of african diaspora studies outside the United states, gath-
ering the “international” dimension of the diaspora under a single banner.
 Ironically, our rationale for examining international responses to the 
african diaspora accords exactly with Ifekwunigwe’s concerns. the United 
states has become the institutional hub for study of the african diaspora, 
often absent the voices of the diaspora “subjects” american scholars claim 
to represent in their research. thus we thought it imperative to draw upon 
some of those voices “out of context,” beyond the boundaries of american 
“institutional might.” as Cooper shows, Caribbean institutional engage-
ment with the african diaspora largely mimics the american, albeit with 
strong Caribbean inflections. likewise, mangcu demonstrates that the 
african diaspora, in the guise of the african renaissance, is actually a po-
litical liability for broader civic engagement in south africa. Ideally, we 
would have liked more essays such as these, ones that call into question 
the very efficacy of the american intellectual project of african diaspora 
studies and its powerful (or not so powerful) impacts on local actors. to 
assume that the study of the african diaspora has similar valences in the 
various spaces that constitute the diaspora is to ignore the diverse intel-
lectual and political traditions of those spaces. take, for example, Brazil. 
despite boasting the largest population of african- descended peoples out-
side of the african continent (more than 75 million people, nearly 45 per-
cent of the total population), the idea of the african diaspora is only just 
beginning to register on the Brazilian academic radar. one of the preemi-
nent scholars of the afro- Brazilian experience, joão josé reis, recently 
stated, “the idea of an african diaspora is primarily a discourse associ-
ated with black militant discourse in Brazil and has yet little conceptual 
resonance in our historiography. In Brazilian historiography, the ‘black di-
aspora’ is used more as a catchword than an elaborated concept. this is in-
teresting given the enormous preoccupation with ‘african origins’ in the 
fields of history and anthropology in Brazil.”4

 Until recently, the explicit study of africa and its diaspora was all 
but nonexistent in Brazilian universities, with the exception of three re-
search centers, located in Bahia (Ceao), são Paulo (Cea), and rio de ja-
neiro (Ceaa). In large part due to pressure from Brazilian scholars and 
activists, this situation is beginning to change. In 2003, the federal gov-
ernment passed legislation requiring the teaching of african and afro- 
Brazilian culture and history in all elementary and middle schools. as a 
result, enrollment in africa- related courses at Brazilian universities has 
risen dramatically; likewise, graduate programs in african studies have 
surged.5 some would argue that these new developments are little more 
than american racial concerns artificially and ahistorically implanted 
onto the Brazilian landscape as a new form of cultural imperialism.6 oth-
ers see a direct correlation between expressions of african diaspora con-
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sciousness and broader global struggles against social, economic, and po-
litical inequalities that rend Brazilian society in very unique and peculiar 
(often racialized) ways.7 thus, just as with other political projects of the 
african diaspora, local, national, and global imperatives overlap in ways 
that inform scholarship and activism, often “out of context.”
 Ultimately, whether in Brazil, south africa, europe, or even asia, 
Ifekwunigwe is correct that “any comparative interrogations of african  
diasporas . . . must be interdisciplinary, historically grounded, ethnographi-
cally situated, and mindful of institutional hierarchies and infrastructural 
deficits that contribute to the perpetuation of hegemonic discourses.” the 
United states claims no monopoly on the intellectual production or po-
litical contours of the african diaspora. as this volume demonstrates, no 
discipline can claim a monopoly on the diaspora either. the diaspora is 
often silenced in disciplines such as geography, sociology, political sci-
ence, and philosophy. Part of this erasure relates to the influence of neo- 
liberal philosophies of the past thirty years, which all too easily lend 
themselves to reifying old patterns of racism and colonialism, as much in 
the academy as in the larger global community. yet this marginalization 
is not inevitable. on the contrary, the potential exists at an interdisci-
plinary and international level for politically informed scholarship that 
challenges dominant epistemologies, centering an africana intellectual 
tradition in cooperation with local, national, and global actors. to that 
end, this volume invites scholars with interests across disciplines and 
across geographic space to engage one another “out of context,” in the di-
asporic space that is at once liminal and potentially liberating from the 
boundaries of space and “discipline.”
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the production, management, and dissemination of knowledge. terms such as 
“interdisciplinary,” “multidisciplinary,” and “transdisciplinary” have emerged as 
alternative and supposedly more enabling approaches. the most used and misused 
of these terms is “interdisciplinary,” to which is applied every routine gesture 
against every perceived stricture by the disciplines. “multidisciplinary” gives too 
much of an impression of a jolly collection or meeting of different and separated 
disciplines, while “transdisciplinary” suggests too fancifully that it is possible 
and desirable to get beyond the disciplines. notwithstanding its overly common 
use to the point of being merely gestural, we are working here with “interdisci-
plinary” and insist that it has hardly exhausted its critical possibilities. the in-
herent ambiguity of the prefix “inter- ” as capable of simultaneously signifying 
both connection and separation best suits our stated modest goal of initiating se-
rious dialogue across the disciplines on african diaspora studies from the van-
tage point of deep knowledge of our particular disciplinary locations. “Interdisci-
plinary” in this case authorizes critical dialogue and enables the production of a 
knowledge that may be but is not necessarily bound by the disciplines, a sort of 
knowledge that makes for simultaneous and multiple disciplinary identification  
and disconnection. on debates and discussions about disciplines and disciplin-
arity, see moran (2006), Klein (1990, 2005), Feller (2007), Frodeman and mitcham 
(2007), somerville and rapport (2002), and messer- davidow, shumway, and sylvan 
(1993). see also the useful site www.interdisciplines.org.
 3. the two- day conference in march 2006, sponsored by the african dias-
pora and atlantic world research Circle at the University of wisconsin–madison, 
brought together scholars representing more than a dozen disciplines.
 4. Caulfield (2008), 20.
 5. Zamparoni (2007).
 6. see, for instance, Bourdieu and wacquant (1999).
 7. the Bourdieu and wacquant article engendered a number of responses 
from american and Brazilian scholars alike. see, for example, French (2000, 2003), 
Healey (2003), and the special edition of the Brazilian journal Estudos Afro- 
Asiáticos 24, no. 1 (2002) devoted entirely to this debate.
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1 ClIo and tHe GrIot:  
tHe aFrICan dIasPora In  
tHe dIsCIPlIne oF HIstory

Kim D. Butler

Given the multiplicity of expressive languages with which african 
peoples have encoded, remembered, and recovered their  experiences, 

it may seem at first glance counterintuitive to separate the ways of know-
ing imparted by specific disciplines. yet, upon closer consideration, it pre-
sents an opportunity to assess the analytical tools of those fields to better 
understand their unique contributions and potential for enhancing the fu-
ture study of the african diaspora. what follows, then, is not an overview 
of the historiographic literature but rather an exploration of history’s pos-
sibilities as a component of the collaboration of many disciplines for re-
search on the african diaspora, and how work in the discipline stands to 
expand our understanding of diasporas in general.1

 Upon embarking on this task, I was immediately confronted with a 
host of challenges faced by historians of the african diaspora. the scope 
of the historian’s work is profoundly shaped by place and timing of train-
ing; the types of majors, geographic specializations, and research ques-
tions vary greatly by region and era. For scholars of my generation train-
ing in the United states in the early 1990s, it was generally necessary 
to choose a geographic concentration informed by geopolitics and euro- 
american cultural constructs.2 trained as a latin americanist, I therefore 
come to the project of considering the african diaspora and history with 
limitations on my ability to fully examine sources and dialogues emerg-
ing around the world and in various languages. rather than attempt to 
cover all historical literatures, my commentary draws primarily from the 
examples with which I am most familiar to consider how the discipline 
has contributed to the study of african diasporas. specialization in train-
ing versus a syncretic analysis of diaspora is a widespread challenge to be 
discussed in greater detail below, but it is just one of the philosophical 
problems posed by a project such as this. to consider the discipline re-
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quires some determination of what constitutes professional history—is it 
exclusively the academy, or do griots, shamans, and artists inscribe and 
interpret historical memory in equally valid ways?

t h e  D i s c i p l i N e  o f  h i s t o r y 
a N D  s h i f t i N g  a g e N D a s

In an eloquent reflection on the discipline of history, anthropologist 
michel- rolph trouillot details how the Haitian revolution, so transforma-
tive in world history, has been virtually erased from collective  memory.3 
Far from an innocent retrieval of “the past,” history is a decidedly political 
endeavor with significant implications for making or destroying mecha-
nisms of power and social control. whether practiced by professionals  
within the griot, imbongi, gnawa, or western academic traditions, the 
work of historians has always reflected contemporary concerns and con-
texts.4 Historians access the past to resolve issues in the present (includ- 
ing the creation of social ideologies) and to provide direction for future 
 action. the present also helps determine who gets to become professional-
ized and what types of research questions are institutionally supported.
 the american Historical association published a report in 2004 de-
scribing the discipline of history as the use of empirical evidence as a 
basis for “the imaginative construction of narratives that are explicitly 
referential.” It went on to speak of history’s primary agenda “to examine 
the human experience over time, with a commitment to the explanatory 
relevance of context, both temporal and geographical.”5 Historiographic 
philosophies differ in their interpretation of what constitutes valid evi-
dence and the individual historian’s relationship to that material as well 
as his or her audience. what is constant across cultures and approaches 
is that the way history is practiced and disseminated reveals much about 
the structure, power relationships, and pressing issues of a given society. 
one can read shifts in the profession as indicative of changes in society 
at large.
 In that regard, the writing of african diaspora history is also a record 
of changing realities. developments within the african diaspora itself 
were to affect the ways it entered the written historical record. the disso-
lution of slavery in the americas and the Caribbean, the partitioning of 
africa, and the encroachment of colonialism thereafter led to a major se-
ries of relocations among the people touched by those developments. afri-
cans and african descendants flocked to new “diaspora capitals”— urban 
centers of industrial and manufacturing employment; cosmopolitan hubs 
such as new york, london, Paris, and rio de janeiro, where domestic 
work was plentiful and the economy diverse; and remote sites of capi-
talist entrepreneurship like the Panama Canal and transcontinental rail-
road projects. Unlike the dispersals of the slave era, these secondary mi-
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grations occurred at a time when travel and communications were greatly 
facilitated. not only were people legally owners of their own bodies, but 
steamships, newspapers, photography, and telegraphs were allowing com-
munities to become and remain interconnected in unprecedented ways.
 the question of whether these factors alone may have been enough to 
engender a diaspora consciousness throughout the global african world 
speaks to a fundamental debate about diaspora. If diasporas exist based 
simply on culture and shared history, such opportunities for transnation-
alism would be sufficient to sustain a vibrant diaspora. However, there 
is also an intrinsically political aspect of diaspora, a particular type of 
 mobilization utilized to effect a particular activist agenda. as opportu-
nities for communication increased, it became easier to rally in common 
cause against atrocities visited upon african peoples which could not help 
but demand redress. examples abound. the Panama Canal project con-
sumed countless black bodies working on a discriminatory wage scale. 
King leopold’s agents were lopping off black hands in a gruesome count 
of the price of turning a sovereign land into his personal rubber export 
venture. the partitioning of africa and the rise of colonial regimes, the 
lynchings in the United states, the legal barriers to post- abolition oppor-
tunities, the substitution of immigrant labor to displace blacks, the es-
tablishment of apartheid—these were all understood within a race logic 
that inseparably linked africa and its descendants. Ironically, this was 
also a time when american and Caribbean peoples of african descent 
were seeking to articulate their “rightful share” as citizens of the nations 
they had helped create, but which were now seeking to marginalize their 
blackness.6

 these combined factors (diaspora capitals, communication, common 
political cause, and racial exclusion) gave rise to a flourishing of pan- 
africanist consciousness, within which specific diasporas also came of 
age. the period from the late nineteenth century through the first decades 
of the twentieth century produced the first significant corpus of african 
diaspora history, preceding by several decades the wide usage of the term 
“african diaspora.”

D e f i N i N g  D i a s p o r a  i N  
t h e  pa N -  a f r i c a N i s t  e r a

at the 1965 meeting of the International Congress of african Historians 
in tanzania, joseph e. Harris introduced a session with a talk titled “In-
troduction to the african diaspora.” that session included George shep-
person’s paper, “the african abroad or the african diaspora,” frequently 
cited as the first widely circulated usage of the term within the disci-
pline of history. the proceedings suggest that the term was already gain-
ing popularity; Harris commented that the original title of their session 



24 Kim D. Butler

was to be “the african abroad,” and shepperson noted that the term “af-
rican diaspora” was increasingly circulating as a way to describe the dis-
locations and resettlements of the atlantic slave trade.7 shepperson’s jux-
taposition of the phrases as interchangeable harkens back to much earlier 
conceptualizations of an interrelated global african community. as early 
as 1913, the term “african abroad” appeared in the title of a work by an 
african american lay historian, william H. Ferris.8 africa had long fig-
ured prominently in the imagination of its departed millions; the impor-
tance of the dar es salaam meeting was that it situated the diaspora as 
essential to the understanding of african history.
 as pan- africanism emerged as a transnational political agenda, so too 
did diasporic historiography. much of this work emerged in cosmopolitan 
diaspora capitals, where artists and intellectuals from the continent and 
the diaspora converged.9 self- taught and professionally trained historians 
alike produced a wealth of literature documenting the ongoing relation-
ships, interrelated histories, and shared concerns of africans both on the 
continent and abroad. this literature is perhaps best seen as a product of 
an emerging diaspora consciousness and politics rather than an examina-
tion of the phenomenon of diaspora community formation. their work, 
with strong implications for both local and international contemporary 
politics, emphasized themes also associated with what came to be known 
as afrocentricity by the 1980s, but whose roots reached back to the nine-
teenth century.10 these themes included the need to prove african civili-
zation and the dignity of its ancient heritage, a mandate to reinsert africa 
into the canon of “western” antiquity as the source of western traditions, 
and a call to argue for the global african community’s role in the conti-
nent’s future.11 this was history with an explicit agenda, as Charles v. ro-
man expressed in the title of his 1911 volume, A Knowledge of History Is 
Conducive to Racial Solidarity.
 while some of this early literature was explicitly pan- africanist, it 
may also be understood broadly as a global african historiography framed 
by race. It may be argued that “black” history in the United states has al-
ways been considered within the framework of diaspora. the first three 
professionally trained black historians in the United states (w. e. B. du 
Bois, Carter G. woodson, and George Haynes) all assumed an interrelated 
black/african world. woodson, who often had less than fraternal relation-
ships with fellow historians throughout his professional life, played a 
major role in setting african american history within a global context. 
His book The Negro in Our History had nineteen editions, to include new 
research being published in the Journal of Negro History, and it was the 
most definitive textbook on african american history prior to the pub-
lication of john Hope Franklin’s From Slavery to Freedom in 1947.12 the 
Journal was a fount of information on global black history.13 woodson 
was the founder and guiding light of the association for the study of ne-
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gro life and History (asnlH), organized in 1915, and the creator of ne-
gro History week (now Black History month).
 Because history is not a discipline requiring extensive equipment, 
laboratories, or complex computer programs, there was also a vibrant and 
influential lay historical tradition alongside the work of university- trained 
historians. Professional history had ignored or misrepresented the black 
subject, compelling african descendants to rely on their own inscriptions 
and interpretations of their past. In 1897, alexander Crummell founded 
the american negro academy with the aim of fostering the study of af-
rica and its descendants. By the 1880s, there already existed what ralph 
Crowder has described as a “thriving Black history movement,” which 
considered the histories of africa and the diaspora outside the United 
states as parts of an integrated whole.14 though undoubtedly focused on 
justifying respect and equity in the local context, the positing of trans-
national community is itself a defining gesture of diaspora politics.15 what 
is significant here is that, in the process, it also generated a significant 
diaspora historiography. the flagship publication of the era was George 
washington williams’s History of the African Race in America (1883); 
other titles also set african american history in a global context.16

 Four years prior to asnlH, arturo alfonso schomburg and john 
edward Bruce, among others, had founded the negro society for Historical 
research. although not trained in the academy, its members were among 
the most prolific and widely read authors on the black experience. signifi-
cantly, they were themselves products of diasporic encounters who then 
extended their global sensibilities to a wider public through their writ-
ings in popular community newspapers. john edward Bruce (known by 
his newspaper byline of Bruce “Grit”) was an ardent advocate of trans-
national solidarity. In a 1905 article, he declared, “there are negroes and 
colored men in america who hold with white men—alleged scholars—
that no good thing can come out of africa, or has come out of it. . . . we 
ought to be like the white man, claim everything good, useful, or great, 
animate or inanimate that originated with the black race.”17

 It is important to note that the racialized conceptualization of the di-
aspora held most sway among those it most marginalized.18 It was also 
useful as a rallying point for mobilizing potential power. one sees an ex-
plicitly black african diaspora historicized in the black popular press in 
locations where racial pressures were high, most notably in the Negro 
World, the publication of the Universal negro Improvement association. 
also significant is that transnational community was articulated from 
centers where african peoples of diverse origins encountered each other, 
as was the case with the seminal pan- africanist writings out of Paris. 
the political orientations of these early expressions of diaspora conscious-
ness encompassed a range from local claims of citizenship to global black/ 
african nationalism.
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 the dislocations that created the modern african diaspora were so 
vast in scope that the notion of “africans abroad” has long been quite 
vivid in historical memory and representation. In the west, racialized 
practices, and slavery in particular, tied to a pan- continental conflation of 
africa, sustained identities and identifications of succeeding generations 
as africans- in- diaspora rather than as assimilated immigrants to their 
respective destinations. thus there has always been an awareness of an 
african diaspora in the writings of both professional and lay historians. 
also, history has been a significant tool used to support the political proj-
ect of alliance- building between communities of africa and the diaspora, 
as well as with other groups of common interests. the forging of diaspora 
cannot be separated from its representation and usage by historians; the 
very act of writing diaspora history has helped formulate diaspora con-
sciousness and, by extent, a popular understanding of what diaspora is.
 to illustrate this point, it is instructive to compare the historiography 
of the african diaspora in the atlantic ocean with that of the Indian 
ocean/asia branch. Until recently, very few works framed african dis-
persals to asia as “diaspora”; significantly, their experiences also varied 
in the ways in which race and ethnicity were framed. In january 2006, a 
major conference on the african diaspora in asia set in motion a host of 
new research initiatives, including participation in an asian division of 
the UnesCo slave routes Project. one report noted the differing agendas 
of the scholars and the siddi (Indians of african descent) delegates, com-
menting, “Participation in a conference on the african diaspora in asia 
no doubt invites expressions of ‘diasporic identity.’” the report suggests 
that UnesCo’s involvement will add the asian branch to the history of 
forced migration to the atlantic world and throughout africa, raising the 
issue of how institutional priorities (in this case on slave routes) may de- 
emphasize other modalities of african dispersals.19

c o N v e r g e N c e s

the emergence of the african diaspora as a specialization within history 
is a result of the convergence of several developments within the disci-
pline, along with scholarship in other disciplines that would influence the 
work of historians. the dar- es- salaam conference in 1965 was a call to 
africanists to incorporate the diaspora as a component of the continent’s 
history, and indeed, much of the new generation of scholarship emerged 
from africanist circles. that same year, the preeminent school of ori-
ental and african studies in london created the Centre of african stud-
ies. as those institutions were reframing their work from their imperi-
alist origins in the era of african independence, a new cadre of scholars 
was emerging in the United states.20

 From their base at the University of wisconsin–madison, jan vansina 
and Philip d. Curtin spearheaded professional africanist history in the 
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United states and, along with regional specialists such as thomas skid-
more, helped produce global framings of african history relevant to di-
aspora studies. Curtin’s 1969 book, The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census, 
proved to be a seminal text for studies of the diaspora in the americas 
in that it provided a quantitative portrait of the origins and destinations 
of africans in the americas (though it also provoked great debate). wis-
consin’s significance was not just the scholarly production of students 
and faculty but also the development of a well- placed intellectual com-
munity. In the acknowledgments of his book, Recreating Africa, histo-
rian james H. sweet tells of an encounter with Philip Curtin, who had 
taught sweet’s professor, Colin Palmer. when Curtin greeted sweet as one 
of his “grandchildren,” he called to mind the familial structure of pro-
fessional historical circles.21 academic mentors create lineages through 
which particular approaches and ideas circulate to successive “genera-
tions.” when supported with institutional backing (i.e., scholarships and 
 professorships), some of these lineages can grow into influential profes-
sional networks; in this case, scholars connected to wisconsin were to con-
tribute significantly to the shaping of african diaspora historiography.22

 those who trained at wisconsin during this time published a series of 
important works in african diaspora history. as sweet notes, what distin-
guished these students, as well as a widening circle of other young histo-
rians, was their sensibility to the global scope of african histories. with 
a solid foundation in african history applied to research both on the con-
tinent and in the diaspora, they gathered extensive empirical data on the 
nuts and bolts of africa’s evolving roles within the modern world system, 
particularly as related to the atlantic slave trade.23 It was this circle of 
scholars that began popularizing the construct of diaspora in relation to 
the migrations and communities they were documenting in african ex-
perience.
 the work of these scholars represented the convergence of several 
areas of scholarship. In anthropology, melville Herskovits had elaborated 
theories of culture change and regeneration that both shaped and antici-
pated later works on diaspora. He mapped diasporic movements through 
his outline of african “culture zones” that were discernible in afro- 
american communities, which he saw as an integral and interrelated 
unit.24 such a context informed the work of arthur ramos, roger Bastide, 
and Zora neale Hurston, among others. Caribbeanists were also devel-
oping a comparative afro- atlantic analysis as reflected in eric williams’s 
seminal Capitalism and Slavery and The Negro in the Caribbean.
 the construct of the “atlantic world” opened new possibilities for 
framing the work of U.s. historians, shifting the field away from the pre-
viously popular trope of the frontier. It began emerging during the world 
wars as a rationale for U.s. allegiances to western europe, and consoli-
dated with the creation of transatlantic organizations such as nato. this 
global perspective was also reflected in the development of a “world his-
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tory” subfield and the founding of the Journal of World History in 1953. 
In 1961, the atlantic Council of the United states was formed to promote 
atlantic cooperation. this organization founded the Atlantic Commu-
nity Quarterly in 1963 and began promoting atlantic studies in american 
academies “to make certain that the ‘successor generation’ of leaders was 
similarly devoted to the idea of the atlantic Community.” the original de-
ployment of the “atlantic” was essentially euro- american. Bernard  Bailyn 
credits Philip Curtin’s Atlantic Slave Trade as the turning point for the 
serious inclusion of africa.25 Curtin later became one of the core faculty 
of the Program in atlantic History, Culture, and society at johns Hop-
kins University, jointly administered by the departments of History and 
anthropology. the Hopkins program, and a book series at the johns Hop-
kins University Press, supported a flurry of scholarship on the atlantic 
world. the atlantic framework created a space for historians working on 
the transcontinental interconnected nature of the afro- atlantic diaspora, 
previously constrained by geographic fields of specialization.
 world history is another emergent new framework within the disci-
pline well suited to the transnational nature of african diaspora research. 
However, as an emerging field, its practitioners grapple with many of the 
same issues faced by scholars of the african diaspora.26 History students 
are still primarily trained within national and regional constructs that 
limit the global literacy necessary for transnational studies. nonetheless, 
all these new specializations represent attempts to break free of such in-
tellectual borders and provide multidisciplinary venues for historians to 
enrich their work on the african diaspora.
 around the world, distinct agendas have influenced the trajectory of 
african diaspora historiography. In latin america, it was necessary to 
document an african presence to counteract attempts to minimize and 
marginalize their impact. that literature was necessarily set within a na-
tional context to support their rights as citizens, especially vis- à- vis what 
was typically characterized as “backwards” africa.27 on the continent, 
donatien dibwe dia mwembu describes how a young generation of af-
rican scholars faced a different set of pressing agendas in the post- colonial 
era. Upon gaining access to the academy, they took on the task of decolo-
nizing the historiography, only to discover how their training and insti-
tutional locations were leading them to replicate many of the premises 
they had been taught.28 the relative importance of national versus trans-
national history was recalled by an african scholar working outside his 
home country. as one interviewee asked him, “okay: you’re non- shona. 
Have you finished studying the history of your own country? why did you 
choose Zimbabwe?”29

 these are some of the academic developments that converged to stimu- 
late a dialogue on the african diaspora and possibilities for appropriate 
theories and methodologies for its study. the african diaspora session at 
the 1965 dar- es- salam conference may be considered a turning point for 
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beginning to consolidate diverse frameworks of analysis into a coherent 
field of african diaspora studies.

t h e  e m e r g e N c e  o f  a f r i c a N 
D i a s p o r a  s t u D i e s  i N  h i s t o r y

Comparative diaspora theory was relatively undeveloped at the time af-
rican diaspora began to emerge as a framework in history.30 However, the 
very process of doing this work forced scholars to grapple with essen-
tial questions concerning diaspora itself, and this is reflected in the theo-
retical scholarship focused on african diaspora studies. emerging as it 
did alongside the Black studies movement, one of the fundamental issues 
in the field was whether it was “african” or “Black” diaspora at stake. the 
terms were often used interchangeably, and though there were implicit 
questions about race and essentialism, relatively little debate ensued in 
the literature. each represents a distinct project of interrogation.
 as the african diaspora monolith moved toward increasing sophisti-
cation, historians developed important tenets of diaspora theory. For ex-
ample, the methodological demands to examine discrete  communities 
forced scholars to probe the relationship between overarching meta- 
diaspora constructs and locally lived experience. also of concern was how 
diaspora studies might better illuminate the histories of women of af-
rican descent.31 such efforts have helped propel further development of di-
aspora theory.
 shepperson’s early use of diaspora established from the start a com-
parative perspective that was to characterize african diaspora analysis. 
diaspora had been studied most prolifically as a phenomenon of jewish 
history, although groups such as armenians had also applied the concept 
to their specific experiences. as with others who borrowed diaspora as an 
analytic framework, shepperson made the case for its relevance by empha-
sizing parallels with the jewish experience of forced migration. He wrote 
that not all migrations from africa comprised the african diaspora, which 
he specifically defined as “the study of a series of reactions to coercion, to 
the imposition of the economic and political rule of alien peoples in af-
rica, to slavery and imperialism.”32 joseph Harris, who chaired the 1965 
african diaspora conference session at which shepperson presented his 
paper, outlined a more comprehensive view of african diaspora studies 
when he convened the First african diaspora Institute in 1979. In his in-
troduction to the first edition of the landmark conference volume, Global 
Dimensions of the African Diaspora, he defined african diaspora studies 
as analysis of

the voluntary and forced dispersion of africans at different periods in his-
tory and in several directions; the emergence of a cultural identity abroad 
without losing the african base, either spiritually or physically; the psycho-
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logical or physical return to the homeland, africa. thus viewed, the african 
diaspora assumes the character of a dynamic, ongoing and complex phe-
nomenon stretching across time and geography.33

eleven years of scholarship, some of which was incorporated in the second 
edition of Global Dimensions, published in 1993, reinforced and expanded 
this view.

the african diaspora concept subsumes the following: the global dispersion 
(voluntary and involuntary) of africans throughout history; the emergence 
of a cultural identity abroad based on origin and social conditions; and the 
psychological or physical return to the homeland, africa. thus viewed, the 
african diaspora assumes the character of a dynamic, continuous, and com-
plex phenomenon stretching across time, geography, class, and gender.34

 what is significant about shepperson’s and Harris’s definitions is that 
they emphasize the dynamic processes of diaspora—reactions to politi-
cal oppression, migrations, identity formation, and relationships with 
homeland(s)—rather than defining african diaspora study in terms of 
a fixed subject (i.e., the african diaspora or, more recently, “diasporic  
subjects”).35 Indeed, the extraordinary scholarship produced from the 1980s 
onward documents in rich detail the multiple ways in which diaspora con-
sciousness and politics have been deployed in the history of a global af-
rican community.
 In the rush of empirical work, attention to epistemological issues 
lagged behind. a rich canvas was emerging with little guidance on de-
veloping diaspora as an alternative analytical frame. Historians, who had 
long borrowed from scholarship in such fields as anthropology, turned to 
interdisciplinary efforts to shape an african diaspora epistemology. Begin-
ning in 1988, Harris, along with mildred Fierce and joão josé reis, repre-
sented the discipline of history in the interdisciplinary International ad-
visory Committee of the african diaspora research Project, spearheaded 
by sociologist ruth simms Hamilton of michigan state University. Ham-
ilton’s objective was to move to a “more advanced or mature state of dias-
pora studies” by comprehensively addressing its epistemologies and meth-
odologies.36

 Paul Gilroy’s much- heralded book, The Black Atlantic, in 1993 gave 
visibility to the new framings of african diaspora studies, although Gil-
roy himself did not claim diaspora as his project. rather, his focus was 
on black contributions to modernity. nonetheless, Gilroy provoked histo-
rians to stress that african diaspora studies were not limited to the at-
lantic world, but included multiple diasporic “streams.”37

 despite these efforts, by 1998, Colin Palmer noted that there had still 
not been any “systematic and comprehensive definition of the term ‘af-
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rican diaspora.’” He proposed a chronological and historical disaggrega-
tion of the diaspora into discrete segments.38 His approach defined the 
modern african diaspora as a population group.

the modern african diaspora, at its core, consists of the millions of peoples 
of african descent living in various societies who are united by a past based 
significantly but not exclusively upon “racial” oppression and the struggles 
against it; and who, despite the cultural variations and political and other 
divisions among them, share an emotional bond with one another and with 
their ancestral continent; and who also, regardless of their location, face 
broadly similar problems in constructing and realizing themselves. this 
definition rejects any notion of a sustained desire to emigrate to africa by 
those of its peoples who currently live outside of that continent’s bound-
aries.39

Palmer’s article helped inform the 1999 annual meeting of the american 
Historical association, which had taken as its theme “diasporas and mi-
grations in History.” this was, perhaps, the height of diaspora history in 
vogue as reflected in the numerous conferences being organized on the 
subject.40 In an attempt to press for further epistemological discussion, 
historian judith Byfield invited a group of scholars to contribute to a spe-
cial issue of the African Studies Review, titled “africa’s diaspora.” the 
april 2000 issue featured a forum on an article by historians tiffany Pat-
terson and robin Kelley outlining african diaspora studies, with a set of 
other works engaging diaspora approaches. Patterson and Kelley refrained 
from proposing a fixed definition of african diaspora, opting instead to ex-
plore the multiple uses of diaspora.41

 the proliferation of scholarship and projects that explicitly invoked 
diaspora in the late 1990s used the concept in diverse ways. on the one 
hand, this opened new possibilities for diaspora. on the other, as it was 
deployed more and more broadly, it began to lose the specificity necessary 
for practical application as an analytical tool. although scholars from all 
disciplines were engaged in the struggle to clarify the uses of diaspora, it 
may be useful at this point to address how the particular disciplinary per-
spective of history informed that ongoing conversation.

t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  a s  s u B j e c t

Colin Palmer’s proposed definition challenged historians to clearly iden-
tify their subject, a fundamental mandate of a discipline that narrates. Be-
cause so much existing scholarship had been identified by conventional 
historical specializations as “african” or “african american,” there arose 
a tendency to define diaspora history as the study of black populations 
outside africa or the United states, distinguishing that corpus of work 
from the established subfields. with the vast majority of populations dis-
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persed through the atlantic slave trade residing in latin america and the 
Caribbean, those geographic specializations also became an important in-
stitutional site for diaspora study.42 thus the location of the subjects of 
study designated such research as “african diaspora.”
 as the diaspora became increasingly understood as a historic subject, 
questions arose as to exactly who was included in such a term.43 not only 
did this static definition have intellectual limits as an artificially  reified 
construct, but it was not clear how work on specific diasporic commu-
nities and movements should relate to considerations of the overall di-
aspora.
 a second issue at stake was the orientation of work defined as african 
diaspora—did its research questions engage both african peoples and the 
phenomenon of diaspora? with much of the scholarship centered on nego-
tiations within the swirling currents of race, questions about diaspora in a 
generic sense were rarely taken up explicitly. one possible distinction be-
tween diaspora and “Black” studies is the centrality of diaspora processes 
as the analytical focus of study.
 the question of defining a diaspora subject, however, cannot be avoided 
in the discipline of history. with growing awareness of the multiplicity 
of diasporas in african experience, a critical challenge of african dias-
pora studies became how to engage diaspora constructs at multiple levels 
 simultaneously—an alternative understanding of earl lewis’s “overlap-
ping diasporas.” as new waves of african migration wash onto shores 
around the world, there are ever more layers of diaspora in which peoples 
of african descent exist.44 whereas individuals may emphasize particu-
lar affiliations in their personal lives, they are nonetheless implicated in 
the pan- diaspora context of race and attitudes about africa imposed upon 
them.45 this point was written in blood on the streets of the Bronx in 
1999 when police officers in search of the perennial black male suspect 
shot forty- one bullets into the body of amadou diallo, a newly arrived 
 Guinean immigrant, as he reached for his wallet.46

 If the twentieth century’s problem of the color line has persisted into 
the twenty- first, diaspora offers an opportunity to place the multiple com-
munities of african transnational experience alongside race, recognizing 
the disjunctures and unities that, together, comprise the african diaspora. 
what du Bois portrayed as a double consciousness in the stark contrast 
of the jim Crow/lynching era is today a more fluid ebb and flow of over-
lapping identities, especially when we take into account the countless re-
gional and individual framings evidenced by all “africans abroad.”
 Understanding diaspora as an interplay between sameness and differ-
ence provides a vehicle for historians of particular empirical specializa-
tions to illuminate a diaspora’s common history. as thomas Holt wrote 
in 1999,



Clio and the Griot 33

there is, however, another dimension to the concept of diaspora that is 
 important to our efforts to pursue it in our scholarship. For students of the 
black diaspora it is the differences among the experiences of differently 
situated black peoples that is important as well as, or perhaps even more 
than, the unities or commonalities that define their peoplehood. In other 
words, invoking the framework of “a diaspora” presupposes that through 
a comparative analysis there is something to be learned from experiences 
that unfolded for different black peoples in different places and times. there 
is, of course, an obvious tension between these two frameworks—a same-
ness of experience suggested by the political requirements of diaspora and 
peoplehood, and the difference of experience which any analysis and under-
standing of those experiences requires.47

h i s t o r i c a l  s u B f i e l D s  a N D  
t h e  D i s a g g r e g a t e D  D i a s p o r a

the african diaspora is perhaps the most complex of all diasporas. depar-
tures from africa began at the dawn of human history, and the mother 
continent has been sending new waves abroad from that time onward. It is 
a diaspora of multiple destinations from multiple points of origin, such as 
the afro- atlantic, Indian ocean, and afro- Caribbean branches.48 It is also 
migration from points as discrete as a country or even a specific town.
 the scope of pan- diaspora research is so vast that it is most commonly 
addressed in anthology form, addressing diaspora experience through mul-
tiple disciplinary lenses.49 Historians have been actively involved in those 
projects. among the few attempts at a history of the entire diaspora are 
michael Gomez’s Reversing Sail and Patrick manning’s The African Dias-
pora: A History through Culture. However, several single- authored works 
provide comprehensive treatments of some of the larger segments of the 
african diaspora, complex diasporas in their own right as multiple origin 
sites scattered to multiple destinations. joseph e. Harris’s The African 
Presence in Asia and the work of edward alpers, among others, cover the 
eastward movements into the Indian ocean.50 In the afro- atlantic, leslie 
rout’s The African Experience in Spanish America addressed its themes 
in hemispheric perspective, as do several other more recent works.51 the 
fact that most pan- diaspora work is anthologized is not simply a reflection 
on the impossibility of a single person having that degree of expertise (life 
is not that long!); it speaks also to the fact that diaspora at the meta level 
is generally most meaningful as context for more local and personal re-
alities.
 while it is possible to think broadly about diaspora, the work of his-
torians necessarily requires topical, temporal, and geographic specificity. 
the particular ways in which those dimensions are framed reveal quite 
different perspectives on the african diaspora. what follows is a brief con-
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sideration of some of the diverse configurations used to frame african di-
aspora history.
 the first follows the contours of the empires involved in african dis-
persals. this approach fit well within the structure of most history de-
partments and was the framework within which records were generated 
and archived. a series of seminal texts chronicled the development of the 
major economic, legal, and social systems through which africans would 
travel (although far less attention has been paid to the ottoman empire 
than those based in western europe).52 much valuable work on the af-
rican diaspora put this framework to good use. alison Blakely, for ex-
ample, traced african experience in the dutch world through the lens of 
racial imagery, framing a portrait depicting figures as diverse as the slaves 
of Peter stuyvesant in what would become new york City and suriname 
native otto Huiswood, who became a leading black radical in that same 
city centuries later.53 as africanist scholarship progressed, it became pos-
sible to center africa as distinct diasporas were set in motion within the 
imperial construct, as illustrated by the work of james sweet.54 the im-
perial framework facilitates consideration of the ongoing relationships of 
the diverse peoples brought together under these administrative and lin-
guistic rubrics. However, because individuals circulated across empires, 
and control over certain territories frequently shifted, there are inherent 
limitations to this approach.
 a second framing of african diaspora history focuses on the many af-
rican origins of a single destination community. although this has been 
used primarily to explore creolization in the americas, it is equally ap-
plicable anywhere. Insofar as these studies examine the migration and 
transposition of cultures, technologies, and ideologies, they engage that 
part of diaspora analysis which looks at the dispersal and its implica-
tions and the consolidation of a distinct branch or community of the di-
aspora. what is significant is that scholars working in this field resisted 
conflating a generic “african” past.55 Important debates have taken place 
in this area in regards to the americas, where constructions of national 
identity arose from essentialist positings of european, african, and indige-
nous elements. also, the degree to which transplanted peoples retained or 
lost african cultures, argued prominently by melville Herskovits versus 
e. Franklin Frazier, continues to figure as a problematic for americanists. 
the close analyses of historians into individuals’ lives has illuminated the 
many ways they constructed their own identities within the context of im-
posed categorizations.56 such an understanding of each african diaspora 
community as a layered yet integral unit is vital for pushing beyond as-
sumptions of monolithic “black” communities to probe their diversity and, 
in so doing, more accurately reflect the complexities of black experience.
 Increased attention to specificity and better empirical data is now per-
mitting yet another framing of diaspora history, whereby a particular af-
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rican diaspora can be traced to its multiple destinations. By comparing the 
trajectories of distinct branches, scholars are gleaning new insights into 
long- standing conundrums such as the reasons for the greater adaptability 
and successes of certain groups over others. the yoruba, for example, have 
been profiled as an individual diaspora.57 a regional diaspora approach to 
Central africans in the americas offers much needed insight into a large 
population group whose legacy was less immediately visible than that of 
more recent arrivals.58 their importance, however, was significant.59 For 
the Indian ocean branch, the UnesCo slave routes initiative promises 
to clarify the distinct diasporic streams that took africans to asia and the 
middle east.
 the examples cited above may be considered configurations, or map-
pings, based on the structures of diaspora: homelands, destinations, and 
branches. It is also possible to frame research projects based on the pro-
cesses of diaspora. with this approach, scholars may highlight such dy-
namics as return, homeland/diaspora relationships, the mutually influ-
enced evolution of identities in the diaspora and the homeland. scholarship 
on homeland/hostland relationships is a rapidly growing field given the 
rate of recent emigrations from the continent and its implications for af-
rican economic policy and development as well as transnational politics.60 
while much of the emerging literature focuses on african- born émigrés, 
historians offer a longer view of this dynamic.61

 this is by no means an exhaustive list of possibilities, nor are these 
categories mutually exclusive. For example, the anthology on the yoruba 
diaspora is organized according to its geo- historical structure, but its con-
tent closely analyzes diaspora processes. they are highlighted because 
history requires a narrative contained within some sort of framework, and 
each of these illuminates distinct perspectives on diaspora experience.

t h e  i N s t i t u t i o N s  o f  t h e  D i s c i p l i N e : 
i N s c r i B i N g  D i a s p o r a

Because the material support for research and intellectual dialogue re-
sides primarily in universities and funding agencies, these institutions 
have played a considerable role in shaping african diaspora epistemology. 
It is, therefore, useful to examine how particular institutional interven-
tions have channeled the direction of african diaspora work in history. 
although there are many aspects that could be examined here, I will 
simply take a brief look at graduate education, professional activities (con-
ferences, organizations, seminar series), and publishing.
 as mentioned above, most graduate programs are organized into tra-
ditional geographic, topical, and temporal subfields (e.g., modern europe, 
latin america, africa). Because of the relatively smaller faculties in afri-
can, latin american, and asian history, those fields are rarely subdivided 
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as is common with european history. this facilitates broader ranges of fo-
cused training for graduate students, but each of these fields have estab-
lished tropes into which african diaspora must carve its own niche.
 Because the nature of african peoples’ history in the modern era is so 
profoundly marked by diaspora and transnationalism, diaspora questions 
being explored in any one subfield often demand extension into others. 
african diaspora studies defined in this way required an alternative to 
the imperial framework that had become a fixture within the discipline. 
scholars seeking to trace diasporas from their sites of origin often found it 
necessary to learn new historiographies as they went along. For disserta-
tions, this usually meant having to rely on recommendations “for further 
research” outside one’s primary area of training.62 melina  Pappademos, a 
graduate student in the 1990s, noted that the traditional subfield designa-
tions limited the ability of centering african peoples themselves as his-
torical subjects. addressing the epistemological limitations of colonial 
boundaries, she wrote:

the primary [stumbling block] was that academe grouped african de-
scended people by their european and colonially derived relationships (ex: 
north america, latin america, south america, and the Caribbean) and 
not by their Black derived positions. I may have been naive but this seemed 
problematic to me. Using these categories as points of departure automati-
cally privileges the historical perspective of colonials and national elites 
and relegates the view(s) of african- descended people to the margins of the 
very diasporic discourse in which they are supposed to be centered. this 
process not only shapes the ways in which african americans are refer-
enced and researched but it totally undermines diasporic- wide compara-
tive studies. students are forced to research Blacks solely within a region or 
nation- state even as they are told they can study “the diaspora.63

most of the current generation of diaspora scholars have trained outside 
their areas of graduate work in order to develop a comparative framework 
that includes the full scope of african diaspora studies. that experience 
is now informing the creation of both individual courses and new sub-
fields that will facilitate graduate training in african diaspora history.
 Further complicating diaspora graduate study were the de facto sub-
divisions within the formal concentration fields. latin america and the 
Caribbean are home to the largest african diaspora populations, yet many 
departments cannot support more than one or two faculty members in the 
field. this often marginalizes the Caribbean in favor of the “big” coun-
tries and topics in latin america; Haiti is routinely shortchanged despite 
its importance as the only successful revolt against american slavery.64 
also, linguistic borders separated the spanish americas from other po-
litical units and smaller networks such as the once- powerful ambit of the 
dutch west India Company (which left a legacy of dutch- speaking popu-
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lations in suriname, Curaçao, st. maarten, etc.). the transnational reality 
of the modern world from the colonial era on does not conform so neatly 
with such boundaries, so it has been necessary for scholars to cross the 
discipline’s divides to follow their subjects. For example, Florida now falls 
within United states or “african american” history, but african diaspora 
communities first formed there in spanish colonies, requiring familiarity 
with the canon taught in latin american history.65

 while the african diaspora is a rapidly developing historical concen-
tration in the United states, the availability of diaspora courses, concen-
trations, and full majors varies around the world. Perhaps the most exten-
sive academic center for african diaspora history at present is the Harriet 
tubman resource Centre on the african diaspora within the department 
of History at york University in toronto. the school of oriental and af-
rican studies in london, given its continental orientation, did not at this 
writing offer courses specifically dedicated to the diaspora in the disci-
pline of history. In continental africa, relatively few history departments 
offer courses on the african diaspora.66 In latin america, the participa-
tion of african descendants in the academy is disproportionately low; in 
Brazil, the abysmal rate of african descent representation in universities 
has persisted for decades.67 However, important sites of diaspora research 
have flourished at Bahia’s Ceao (Centro de estudos afro- orientais), rio 
de janeiro’s Faculdade Candido mendes, and the diaspora studies Pro-
gram at the Centro de Investigaciones Históricas de américa Central at 
the University of Costa rica, among others.
 Professional activities such as conferences, research centers, and semi-
nar series have been especially central to the development of african di-
aspora history, particularly because they provide a forum for communi-
cation across branches of research. one of the most influential has been 
what began as the nigerian Hinterland Project in 1995 under the director-
ship of Paul lovejoy. with a generous grant from UnesCo, this project 
to research slave routes has blossomed into numerous projects around the 
world, conferences, volumes, and institutions. Conferences on the african 
diaspora number too many to list here and have led to the publication of 
anthologies, as well as to the formation of organizations such as the asso-
ciation for the study of the worldwide african diaspora (aswad). Profes-
sional groups such as the association for the study of african american 
life and History and the association of Black women Historians have ac-
tively sponsored african diaspora scholarship through their publications 
and activities. one of the oldest institutions for african diaspora history 
is the schomburg Center for research in Black Culture, which offers sev-
eral research fellowships. In publishing, diaspora series in history have 
greatly benefited book production. african diaspora history now regularly 
appears in multidisciplinary journals, and “diaspora” is a standard index 
term in the principal disciplinary journals.68 each of these venues, as it 
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makes its selections, establishes criteria, and defines priorities, contrib-
utes to the forging of a canon of african diaspora history.

m e t h o D o l o g y

History has many subfields—not just regional but also in specializations 
like quantitative and economic history that require distinct methodolo-
gies. the discipline has been enriched in recent decades with the meth-
odological tools pioneered for the study of peoples of african descent on 
the continent and abroad, such as oral history and social history. diaspora 
studies has inherited many of these tools. social history focuses on the 
average people, interactions, and institutions that comprise a given com-
munity, often referred to as history “from the bottom up.” Its techniques 
have been particularly relevant for diaspora studies, because it has helped 
reconstruct the lives of peoples in conditions of slavery and disenfran-
chisement for whom the conventional record is scarce.
 the lives of those who travel and, in the process, help forge  diaspora 
are an important part of diaspora studies that is written primarily through 
the methodology of biography. Biography, in probing people’s motivations 
and the psychology behind their actions, helps illuminate the imaginings 
that make and unmake diaspora. For example, the marcus Garvey Papers 
project, encompassing the Negro World and other UnIa- related contribu-
tions of individual members, is compiling a biography of a movement.69

 Cliometrics, or quantitative history, is a subfield of particular rele-
vance to diaspora studies because it has been used to store and analyze 
the copious extant records on the slave trade. with the advent of acces-
sible computing, it became possible to quantify ships and human cargo 
using data from all possible sources. massive databases listing ports of 
origin and arrival, trade routes, ship names, data on the captives, and 
other documentation have recently been published by historians.70 the 
suddenly available information began to reveal far more detail about the 
trade and was the most significant development in slave trade documen-
tation since the publication of Curtin’s Atlantic Slave Trade. Historians 
have had to be careful not to fall under the spell of numbers that have 
their interpretive limitations. If a plantation had fifty unimposing minas 
and two charismatic and knowledgeable Kongos, the Kongo influences 
could be far more profound than numbers could reflect, particularly given 
that culture and tradition can be inherited by future generations.71 the se-
ductive lure of copious data and research resources centered on the slave 
trade led to an overemphasis on slavery in early understandings of african 
diaspora studies, but this is now shifting to include other forces that con-
tinue to generate african diasporas.
 art history has evolved as a distinct field with its own important lit-
erature on the diaspora, such as robert Farris thompson’s Flash of the 
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Spirit.72 However, because art history is commonly separated from general 
history departments, most Phd candidates never receive formal training 
in the field.
 while professional history offers a variety of subfields, scholars study-
ing the african diaspora find that multidisciplinarity is imperative. But 
does this simply mean reading works by nonhistorians, or is it some-
thing more encompassing? each discipline, both within and without the 
academy, inscribes its own “way of knowing” that can potentially be 
tapped to enrich the historian’s work. as this volume discusses many of 
the contributions of many disciplines to african diaspora studies, I will 
limit my remarks to just a few areas for consideration.
 First, beyond the scholarship focused on african descendants, there 
is a large and growing field of diaspora studies more generally that is in-
formed by the discipline of history. originating as disparate bodies of 
work organized by the group under study (i.e., jewish, Basque, armenian, 
etc.), that work is now cohering as diaspora is considered comparatively as 
a recurring form of human community. with diasporas becoming increas-
ingly viable as virtual communities, there has been much contemporary 
scholarship on the economic and political implications of new diasporas 
and on the migrants themselves.73 History’s orientation toward the past 
offers an opportunity to consider diaspora in the long durée. such a view 
allows us to understand the processes that sustain a diaspora over time 
or that contribute to its dissolution—in other words, the full trajectory of 
particular diasporas.
 second, the historian probing the archives of the african diaspora 
will have to venture beyond the word and into the fields of expressive 
arts. while much important work has been done to situate the arts of 
the diaspora as a repository of philosophy, social thought, and even po-
litical action, it remains a challenge for historians to shape a language and 
methodology for incorporating expressive culture as source material be-
yond textual analysis.74 dance anthropologist yvonne daniel utilizes the 
term “embodied knowledge” to describe a branch of knowledge, or way of 
knowing, in which “many african principles and moral values continue 
to vibrate, and often where other domains of interest—botany, mathe-
matics, philosophy, economics, history, religion, ethics—are revealed and 
reinforced.”75 such embodied knowledge, reflected not only in dance but 
also in facial and corporeal expression, ritual movement, and the martial 
arts, is a valuable complement to the often scant documentary sources 
available to historians.
 Finally, perhaps one of the greatest challenges for historians will be 
reconciling euro- american disciplinary traditions with quite different 
historical philosophies represented throughout the african diaspora. For 
example, if the past is understood as the lived experiences of those who 
are now ancestors, one may take a quite different approach to the inquiry 
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of that past if there are tools available to obtain information directly from 
those ancestors. the concept of ancestor worship may overshadow what, 
for historians, is the more fundamental function of ancestor access. In his 
dissertation on the engolo martial arts traditions of Central africa that 
moved into the diaspora through the atlantic slave trade, t. j. desch- obi 
discussed how the ancestors’ assistance (through mediation) allowed him 
to probe well beyond the limitations of the written record. after repeat-
edly being told that “engolo comes from the ancestors,” desch- obi con-
fronted the issue head- on:

How could I interview the ancestors? I certainly had no written sources I 
could consult for any time periods earlier than the seventeenth century. 
when an african wants to find answers to a question that eludes expla-
nation through direct observation, one option is to consult a diviner who 
can bring these questions directly to the ancestors. of the many forms of 
divina tion in west Central africa, the most potent and esteemed form is 
human divination, in which ancestors are called back through ritual pro-
cesses to enter a medium [kimbanda] and speak directly to the client/seeker 
of answers. . . . once seated in a medium’s head, the ancestors could then 
literally speak to the living through the medium and answer questions 
posed by the kimbanda’s clients. although I learned much from Kahavila 
[a kimbanda], the ancestors also answered many of my pressing historical 
questions through historical linguistics.76

He goes on to describe his initiation into a “process that would lead me di-
rectly to the thoughts and historical experiences of an ancestral commu-
nity through the vocabulary of their descendants.”77 In this case, the an-
cestors guided the historian to an appropriate methodology, but one quite 
outside the realm of euro- american conventions. other interactions with 
ancestors are somewhat more difficult for the profession to accept as “le-
gitimate.” when the ancestral female warrior mbuya nehanda was in-
voked and embodied in a medium during the Zimbabwe independence 
struggle, was the figure talking and acting mbuya nehanda herself or a 
modern woman merely representing herself as the ancestor?78 Indeed, af-
rican systems of accessing ancestral knowledge are themselves diasporic 
subjects insofar as practitioners have carried them abroad and have cre-
ated transnational communities of circulating knowledge.

p u B l i c  h i s t o r y

throughout recent decades, an emphasis on collegiate professional circles 
has tended to overshadow the world of public history within the disci-
pline.79 However, public venues such as museums, television and radio 
broadcasts, and even popular culture constitute important sites for the 
representation of african diaspora community and history. Because pub-
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lic history venues need to be responsive to specific audiences, there are 
sometimes tensions between national exigencies and transnational con-
textualizations. the case of slave trade history at Ghana’s coastal slave 
ports, for example, highlighted the quite different needs of Ghanaians and 
foreign visitors from the diaspora.80 the extent to which public sites in-
scribe commonality or difference, and the ways this is done, is an impor-
tant factor in establishing popular sensibilities of diaspora and should be 
carefully considered as a space for the making of diaspora.

c o N c l u s i o N

why does african diaspora history matter? any formulation of commu-
nity identity is political; it declares allies, objectives, and foes. a century 
ago, radical black activists dissatisfied with the hand they were dealt bore 
witness to the common ills suffered by africans on the continent and 
abroad. today, transnational alliances hold the potential of improving the 
lives of african peoples and their descendants. there are many fronts to 
forge such relationships, of which history is but one.
 In the end, african diaspora history can only move ahead in the con-
text of the combined work of all the disciplines. Professional history has 
flourished because it continues to adapt new methodologies as was the 
case with the emergence of Black studies. Unlike clearly defined ethnic or 
national subjects, diaspora combines topical, regional, and ethnographic 
dimensions. Historians face the challenge of claiming subjects who do 
not themselves identify in the same way and through the same commu-
nities, such as african descendants in asia, the middle east, and latin 
america. despite the voluminous extant literature, much work remains 
to be done on the centuries of slave trading that dislocated millions of 
african peoples, the ways in which those processes forever changed the 
histories of all peoples, and the continued implications today. Countless 
other questions remain to be explored.
 as old as african diaspora history is, the work of african diaspora his-
tory is still quite young.
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arship.
 43. Indeed, the organizers of the conference for which this chapter was written 
asked whether historians understood the diaspora to include africa, or secondary 
migrations like those from Brazil to nigeria, or jamaica to england or Canada as 
well.
 44. Butler, “multilayered Politics in the african diaspora: the metadiaspora 
Concept and minidiaspora realities.”
 45. this dynamic is explored in detail in Hintzen and rahier, Problematizing 
Blackness.
 46. diallo and wolff, My Heart Will Cross This Ocean.
 47. Holt, “slavery and Freedom in the atlantic world.”
 48. my use of these terms refers to the dispersals from africa during the trans-
atlantic and Indian ocean slave trades (afro- atlantic and Indian ocean branches) 
and the secondary diasporization of african descendants in the Caribbean who 
moved in the post- abolition era to new opportunities in latin america, the United 
states, europe, and to other destinations within the Caribbean.
 49. to list but a few: Harris, Global Dimensions of the African Diaspora, 2nd 
ed.; Hine and mcleod, eds., Crossing Boundaries; okwepho, davies, and mazrui, 
eds., The African Diaspora and New World Identities; jalloh and maizlish, eds., 
The African Diaspora; alli, ed., Africa and the African Diaspora: Aspects of an 
Experience.
 50. alpers, “recollecting africa.” see also jayasuriya and Pankhurst, eds., The 
African Diaspora in the Indian Ocean; Hunwick and Powell, eds., The African Di-
aspora in the Mediterranean Lands of Islam. Indian ocean branch scholarship is 
developing distinct concentrations in India/asia and the arabic- speaking middle 
east.
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 51. see walker, ed., African Roots/American Cultures; moore, ed., African 
Presence in the Americas; Conniff and davis, Africans in the Americas; andrews, 
Afro- Latin America, 1800–2000; thompson, The Making of the African Diaspora 
in the Americas, 1441–1900.
 52. see, for example, Boxer, The Portuguese Seaborne Empire, 1415–1825; 
russell- wood, A World on the Move; Postma, The Dutch in the Atlantic Slave 
Trade, 1600–1815. some of the earlier works, such as Postma’s, treated africans 
and colonial enslavement only tangentially.
 53. Blakely, Blacks in the Dutch World.
 54. sweet, Recreating Africa.
 55. examples include Hall, Slavery and African Ethnicities in the Americas; 
Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks; Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, 
1808–1850. although I focus here on historians’ work, this line of research em-
ploys a high degree of interdisciplinarity given the limitations of documentary 
sources produced during the slave trading era, with significant publications in a 
variety of disciplines.
 56. to cite just a few examples, see Bennett, Africans in Colonial Mexico; 
nishida, Slavery and Identity; Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks; Bryant, 
“slavery and the Context of ethnogenesis”; adderley, New Negroes from Africa.
 57. Falola and Childs, eds., The Yoruba Diaspora in the Atlantic World.
 58. Heywood, ed., Central Africans and Cultural Transformations in the 
Ameri can Diaspora. another seminal work on this topic from the field of art his-
tory is thompson, Flash of the Spirit. a comparison with literary scholar warner- 
lewis’s Central Africa in the Caribbean helps illuminate the different types of 
source materials and analyses resulting from diverse disciplinary approaches to 
the same topic.
 59. vansina, foreword to Heywood, Central Africans, xi.
 60. the rapid pace of diasporization has made such issues of increasing con-
cern for countries with significant diaspora populations, such as India. For an af-
rican case study, see Pires- Hester, “the emergence of Bilateral diaspora ethnicity 
among Cape verdean- americans.”
 61. For example, Blyden, West Indians in West Africa, 1808–1880; soumonni, 
“the afro- Brazilian Communities of ouidah and lagos in the nineteenth Cen-
tury”; turner, “les Brésiliens.”
 62. For example, michael a. Gomez, whose book Exchanging Our Country 
Marks contributed to nuancing the african specifics of african american his-
tory in the tradition of such scholars as sterling stuckey and Gwendolyn Hall, 
moved far afield from his initial dissertation research. see Gomez, “malik sy, 
Bokar saada, and the almaamate of Bundu.”
 63. Pappademos, “romancing the stone: academe’s Illusive template for af-
rican diaspora studies.”
 64. trouillot, Silencing the Past.
 65. rivers, Slavery in Florida; landers, Black Society in Spanish Florida.
 66. a search of history programs at 100 african universities yielded courses ex-
plicitly focused on the african diaspora at obafemi awolowo University (nigeria), 
Kenyatta University (Kenya), and the University of malawi. Courses with units 
on the diaspora were found at the University of south africa and the University 
of the western Cape. this search is preliminary and does not include the franco-
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phone universities, nor an extensive review of all academic offerings at these in-
stitutions, but does seem to indicate that history departments have yet to fully in-
corporate diaspora studies as part of the common canon. my thanks to research 
assistant Corbin laedlein for his work on this project.
 67. telles, Race in Another America. a controversial movement to institute 
racial quotas at Brazilian universities has sought to address these disparities.
 68. journals explicitly focused on african diaspora studies include Contours 
(2003–2005) and African and Black Diaspora, founded in 2008.
 69. Hill, ed., The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion Papers. see also lewis’s W. E. B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–1919 and 
W. E. B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the American Century, 1919–1963.
 70. eltis, Behrendt, richardson, and Klein, The Trans- Atlantic Slave Trade: A 
Database on CD- ROM; Hall, Afro- Louisiana History and Genealogy Database; 
eltis and richardson, eds., Extending the Frontiers: Essays on the New Trans-
atlantic Slave Trade Database. see also www.slavevoyages.org.
 71. a fine example of how historians have had to grapple with numbers and 
their interpretation for diaspora studies is Falola and Childs, eds., The Yoruba Di-
aspora in the Atlantic World.
 72. another example of using art to trace the diasporization of philosophy as 
borne in culture is drewal and mason, Beads, Body, and Soul: Art and Light in 
the Yorùbá Universe.
 73. some of this research is anthologized in Koser, ed., New African Dias-
poras.
 74. the Harlem renaissance and negritude cultural movements, and the schol-
ars of those movements, have situated aesthetics and culture as integral to the 
 sociopolitical understanding of global african cultures, particularly given the im-
portance of arts as a vehicle for intellectual and political expression for oppressed 
populations. see, for example, nettleford, “the aesthetics of negritude.”
 75. daniel, “embodied Knowledge in african american dance Performance,” 
352.
 76. desch- obi, “Fighting for Honor,” mss. (2005), 4–5. see desch- obi, “engolo: 
Combat traditions in african and african diaspora History” (Phd diss., UCla, 
2000).
 77. desch- obi, Fighting for Honor mss, 4; desch- obi, Fighting for Honor, 
(2008).
 78. michael- Bandele, “the role of Zimbabwean women in Zimbabwe’s war 
for Independence and national development, 1960–1987.”
 79. Bender et al., The Education of Historians for the Twenty- first Century.
 80. Bruner, “tourism in Ghana: the representation of slavery and the return 
of the Black diaspora.”
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2 aFrICan dIasPora  
and antHroPoloGy

Richard Price

I think the debate over creativity vs. continuity was mostly bootless, 
and feel sort of sorry it even happened—lot of trees cut down for that 
one. . . . But since people keep on having to get tenure, perhaps it is 
unavoidable.

—Sidney W. Mintz, 2006

although w. e. B. du Bois apparently wrote of the “black diaspora” in 
The Crisis,1 anthropology, like its sister disciplines, managed to get 

along without the term “black [or african] diaspora” until quite recently. 
Indeed, a French anthropologist has just now published a brave book to 
introduce her countrymen to this foreign concept, not yet part of French 
academic discourse.2

 despite the absence of the term, which even in the anglophone 
academy became common only in the final quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, the discipline of anthropology can be credited with having pioneered 
the study of its signifier within the academic arena. From Franz Boas, 
whose famous speech at atlanta University in 1906 so encouraged du 
Bois, on through to his student melville j. Herskovits, who devoted much 
of his life to the study of the “new world negro,” to more recent genera-
tions who specialize in “afro- american anthropology” or the “anthro-
pology of the african diaspora,” the discipline has left its mark, often at 
the very center of debates within the academy.3

 Herskovits’s seminal ideas about the diaspora evolved in part from 
interactions with african american scholars who were usually outside 
the walls of elite universities—U.s. pioneers such as w. e. B. du Bois 
and Carter G. woodson, Cubans such as Fernando ortiz, and Haitians 
such as jean Price- mars—not to mention Zora neale Hurston, who was 
Hers kovits’s research assistant at Columbia in 1926.4 nonetheless, in part 
 because of his sheer ambition and in part because of the workings of U.s. 
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racism in the academy, the task of defining the field and training the first 
generation of academic specialists fell largely on his own shoulders.5 His 
first clear formulation—“the new world negro: the statement of a Prob-
lem,” in which he outlined the whole scientific program for the compara-
tive study of africans in the diaspora (from the suriname bush to the 
streets of Harlem)—was published in the American Anthropologist in 
early 1930, only months after he returned from his eye- opening fieldwork 
among saramaka maroons. From there, it was only a small step to the pro-
tean debates with Chicago sociologist e. Franklin Frazier that shaped the 
controversies that still resonate today—to what extent did the africans 
brought to the americas, and their descendants, continue to feel and act 
in “african” ways, and what might this signify? or were african ameri-
cans simply oppressed, “deprived” americans?
 like other Boas students (almost all of whom worked with american 
Indians), Herskovits was trained to search for origins. theirs was mainly a 
backward- looking enterprise, trying to reconstruct for science the pristine 
lives that were once lived by the elders and ancestors of the oppressed and 
degraded Indians they interviewed and photographed. In 1925,  Herskovits 
wrote that “any given culture is comprised of two elements, a certain 
amount, probably the smaller, which has originated within the group, and 
a much larger amount which has been borrowed.”6 Part of every anthro-
pologist’s job, then, was to trace traits present in one culture back to 
an ancestral one. this genealogical imperative, in Herskovits’s case the 
search for the african origins of negro american traits, when combined 
with fieldwork with various diasporic populations, led him to theorize 
processes such as the “retention,” “syncretism,” and “reinterpretation” 
of “africanisms”—all somehow part of the overarching process of “accul-
turation.” these ideas then took on a life of their own, influencing the 
way anthropologists interested in other parts of the world analyzed their 
materials and influencing scholars in neighboring disciplines as well.
 soon after Herskovits’s death in 1963, his genealogical imperative 
gained a second life, but from largely independent sources. In the wake of 
the civil rights movement, ideas that valorized Blackness and africanity—
which had long been an undercurrent in U.s. identity politics (du Bois, 
Garveyism, the new negro movement of the Harlem renaissance)— 
blossomed as never before. From alex Haley’s Roots and robert Farris 
thompson’s Flash of the Spirit to the african- names- for your- new- baby 
and 100- traditional- african- hairstyles booklets at supermarket checkout 
racks, from Harvard to the streets of watts, Black was Beautiful and roots 
were in. there is no doubt that the staying power, within the academy and 
out, of Herskovits’s diasporic vision, and its revitalization during the past 
several decades, has as much to do with ongoing identity politics as with 
its originality or truth.7
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 through much of the twentieth century, anthropologists worked to 
defend the status of their discipline as a science, and these efforts accel-
erated during the scramble for funds and prestige that followed world 
war II and the development of area studies programs. when whitten and 
szwed’s landmark Afro- American Anthropology appeared in 1970, a lone 
critic raised the warning flag. ruth landes, who had been blackballed by 
Herskovits for not following his agenda of seeking african connections,8 
wrote a review in the American Anthropologist in 1971 in which she notes 
that all twenty- five contributors “sound like students of  Herskovits.”

In my new york City college years [the early 1930s], which acclaimed 
america’s “negro renaissance,” writers of all origins marveled at the 
vigor of Black lifeways. In the present volume we have a different order of 
witness, which prefers to emphasize the observers’ absorption in profes-
sional techniques and concepts. thus the editors state that the essays pur-
sue “problems in cultural analysis” and “new directions for research . . . 
of social processes” to reveal the “continuing adaptation” of new world 
Blacks. . . . the “causes” producing similarities of structures are “sought 
in . . . similar environing pressures” called “techno- economic.” . . . [the 
contributors] present individuals as functioning like synapses in socie-
tal circuits, or as links and conductors totaling enmeshed messages. . . . 
 Perhaps because writers here think in terms of “strategy” rather than “crea-
tivity,” they do not consider personalities, nor the Black creative arts, in-
cluding literature. . . . I myself cannot name the afro- Brazilian world I 
knew without instantly hearing, seeing, smelling the vivid actors in it. 
 abstractions from human life plus sensuous personages are complementary 
data; and both awarenesses fill our worlds.

landes’s laudable call for a kinder, gentler, more humanistic diasporic an-
thropology understandably exaggerates—some of the contributors to the 
volume, such as roger abrahams and john szwed, have spent much of 
their lives studying expressive culture, black literature, and music—but 
she did catch the oppressive nature of the regnant scientific paradigm, 
which left practitioners little room for maneuver. Indeed, her critique was 
echoed twenty years later by david scott, a postcolonial scholar who ques-
tions “the theoretical object” of the afro- americanist anthropologist’s 
gaze, which he argues is constructed on the ideological assumption that 
“peoples of african descent in the new world require something like an-
thropology, a science of culture, to provide them with the foundational 
guarantee of an authentic past.”9

 there is, however, a deeply humanistic strain, running from Boas 
through Herskovits to more recent anthropologists of the diaspora, as 
scott acknowledges when he notes that afro- american anthropology 
“manifests a deep, humanist inclination toward a story about continui-
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ties and embraces the earnest task of demonstrating the integrity and the 
intactness of the old in the new, and of the past in the present.”10 and this 
“humanist inclination toward a story about continuities”—this genea-
logical imperative—is shared without shame by many of the anthropolo-
gists and historians concerned with the diaspora today.
 michel- rolph trouillot expresses the underlying awe that still drives 
many of those who seek to understand the african american past in 
this way:

From the family plots of the jamaican hinterland, the afro- religions of 
Brazil and Cuba, or the jazz music of louisiana to the vitality of Haitian 
painting and music and the historical awareness of suriname’s maroons, the 
cultural practices that typify various african american populations appear 
to us as the product of a repeated miracle. . . . their very existence is a con-
tinuing puzzle. For they were born against all odds.11

Creativity, continuity, and resistance in the face of unspeakable oppres-
sion. . . .

* * *

 since there have been several recent and often meaty historiographical- 
cum- bibliographical surveys of anthropology’s contributions to the study 
of the diaspora, I have chosen not to go over that ground here.12 suffice 
it to note, however, that anthropological concepts such as acculturation, 
syncretism, and creolization have moved to and enriched other  disciplines 
engaged in diaspora studies and, on the other hand, insights from an-
thropologists engaged in diaspora studies (particularly in the Carib-
bean), involving phenomena such as resistance, colonialism, migration, 
and transnationalism, as well as the very confrontation with complex, 
heterogeneous, fully historicized societies, have helped challenge anthro-
pology’s own sometimes rigid functionalist models. In this essay, rather 
than recapitulate these surveys, I would highlight some recent debates 
and point to future directions. and given the absence of participation in 
this volume by a linguist, I choose to highlight a major theoretical para-
digm that began in linguistics, became the site of the most heated battles 
in diasporic anthropology and history during the past two decades, and 
has more recently been appropriated and watered down, perhaps to the 
point of meaninglessness, by theorists of globalization and transnation-
alism. I speak of “creolization.”13

 the concept of creolization—the process by which people, flora and 
fauna, ideas, and institutions with roots in the old world are born in the 
new, where they develop and reproduce themselves—migrated from the 
field of natural history to linguistics and thence to anthropology during 
the course of the twentieth century. (the earliest usage in english that re-
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fers to cultural as opposed to biological processes seems to date from 1928, 
when jonkeer l. C. van Panhuys, in a letter to Herskovits, described cul-
ture change among the suriname maroons as “creolisation.”) But it was 
only in the 1960s that “creolization” became common coin among lin-
guists and anthropologists, particularly following the 1968 University of 
the west Indies conference that resulted in the pioneering collection Pid-
ginization and Creolization of Languages. after that, creolization theory 
quickly carved out a place as an analytic tool applied to the unusual pro-
cesses of culture change that first took place in the violent colonial caul-
dron of the early new world (which had previously been conceptualized 
in anthropology in terms of now- outmoded theories of “acculturation,” 
“transculturation,” or “cultural interpenetration”).14

 more recently, there has been a lively debate in the disciplines of an-
thropology and history about the continuing usefulness of “creolization” 
for the understanding of cultural process in the Caribbean and elsewhere 
in afro- america. at the center of these polemics is The Birth of African 
American Culture,15 the scholarly work most closely associated with the 
theory of creolization among new world slaves, which built on and ex-
tended the ideas of melville j. Herskovits. recognizing that creolization 
involves rupture and loss, creativity and transformation, and celebration 
as well as silencing of cultural continuities and discontinuities, that es-
say proposed an anthropological approach for studying african american 
pasts. For the study of slavery across the americas, it tried to lay out the 
kinds of constants (e.g., the realities of power differences) and the kinds 
of variables (e.g., demographic, cultural, and geographic specificities) that 
merited scholars’ attention. It assumed that, despite certain commonali-
ties based on relations of power, slavery in nineteenth- century virginia, 
for example, was in significant ways a different institution from slavery 
in seventeenth- century mexico or slavery in eighteenth- century saint- 
domingue, and it tried to point to the kinds of specific sociocultural pro-
cesses that brought about these differences. the clarion call of that essay 
was historicization and contextualization—the same careful analysis of 
sociohistorical particulars that mintz had first called for in the study of 
creole languages at the 1968 conference in jamaica.16

 the mintz and Price essay sought an answer to certain kinds of ques-
tions (still hotly debated today), as a way of getting at more general cul-
tural processes. For example, how “ethnically” homogeneous (or hetero-
geneous) were the enslaved africans arriving in a particular locality—in 
other words, to what extent was there a clearly dominant group—and 
what were the cultural consequences? what were the processes by which 
these imported africans became african Americans? How quickly and 
in what ways did africans transported to the americas as slaves, and 
their american offspring, begin thinking and acting as members of new 
 communities—that is, how rapid was creolization? In what ways did the 
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african arrivants choose to—and were they able to—continue particu-
lar ways of thinking and of doing things that came from the old world? 
what did “africa” (or its subregions and peoples) mean at different times 
to afri can arrivants and their descendants? How did the various demo-
graphic profiles and social conditions of new world plantations in par-
ticular places and times encourage or inhibit these processes?
 one influential group of scholars, who style themselves “african- 
Centrists,” have criticized those like mintz and me whom they dismis-
sively label “Creation theorists” for emphasizing the creativity of en-
slaved africans and their descendants in the americas. they write, for 
example, “an ‘african- centric’ perspective overcomes a fundamental flaw 
in the history of africans in the americas as analyzed by many historians 
of slavery, particularly those identifying with the ‘creolization’ model ar-
ticulated by sidney mintz and richard Price.”17 However, a number of 
other scholars across a range of disciplines—History, anthropology, Folk-
lore, Postcolonial studies—have found the creolization model  analytically 
useful. as anthropologist michel- rolph trouillot reminds us:

theories of creolization or of creole societies, assessments of what it means 
to be “creole” in turn, are still very much affected by the ideological and po-
litical sensibilities of the observers. . . . all seize creolization as a totality, 
thus one level too removed from the concrete circumstances faced by the 
individuals engaged in the process. all these models invoke history. . . . yet 
the historical conditions of cultural production rarely become a fundamen-
tal and necessary part of the description or analyses that these models gen-
erate. Calls for a more refined look at historical particulars [and here he 
points in a footnote to the mintz and Price essay] remain unheeded. . . . we 
have not thought enough about what went on in specific places and times to 
produce a framework sensitive enough to time, place, and power.18

on this, I stand with dell Hymes, who stressed that, from a linguist’s 
perspective, creolization refers to a very particular sociohistorical nexus, 
representing “the extreme to which social factors can go in shaping the 
transmission and use of language.”19 that is, as an analytical concept to 
describe a precise and unusual set of sociohistorical circumstances—in 
which individuals from diverse societies and cultures are suddenly brought 
together under conditions of vastly unequal power and then, together, cre-
ate new social and cultural institutions—creolization continues to be an 
analytically powerful tool for the study of change.
 the finest recent studies of culture change in the diaspora—stephan 
Palmié’s Wizards and Scientists, david H. Brown’s Santería Enthroned, 
and j. lorand matory’s Black Atlantic Religion—build directly on creoli-
zation to analyze translocal and transnational processes of culture change 
that are central to an understanding of diasporic history. Indeed, I would 
argue that creolization remains a privileged analytic concept for describing 
the special kinds of culture change brought about by african- born slaves 
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(and escaped slaves) and their descendants throughout the americas dur-
ing the formative period of afro- american institutions; that, given the 
current state of knowledge, generalizations about slave creolization may 
be less useful than carefully historicized and contextualized analyses; 
and that the field of Creolization studies continues to be highly charged 
politically, with U.s. identity or race politics exercising a powerful (and 
often counterproductive) influence on scholarly conclusions. a review of 
some recent historical studies of creolization in north america will help 
me advance these contentions.

* * *

 Immense progress has been made since the pioneering north ameri-
can slavery studies of the 1960s and 1970s, which for all their significant 
revisionism tended to view slavery as a monolithic institution and derived 
its particulars largely from the nineteenth- century antebellum south. 
more recent studies engage instead in systematic comparison among re-
gions and through time and emphasize the complexity and unevenness of 
cultural development. taken together, these recent studies point to the 
importance of historical particulars—the significance of local and tem-
poral variation—in understanding creolization, which proceeded at dif-
ferent rhythms and paces in different regions. as Ira Berlin has argued for 
north america as a whole,

Understanding that a person was a slave is not the end of the story but the 
beginning, for the slaves’ history was derived from experiences that differed 
from place to place and time to time and not from some unchanging trans-
historical verity. . . . rather than proceed from african to creole or from 
slavery to freedom, people of african descent in mainland north america 
crossed the lines between african and creole and between slavery and 
freedom many times, and not always in the same direction.20

we now know, for example, that most of the first generation of enslaved 
africans to land in north america did not come directly from africa but 
had labored first in other atlantic regions, where they had learned euro-
pean languages and other aspects of european culture. In some regions, 
such as Florida, these cosmopolitan “atlantic Creoles” and their culture 
managed to survive into the eighteenth century. But in other regions, such 
as the Chesapeake, there was a process of re- africanization, in this case 
under the harsh new tobacco regime, and there was a consequent reshap-
ing of the culture of the original generation of slaves. nevertheless, the 
multiplicity of these new africans’ origins assured that creolization (and 
inter- african syncretism) would dominate the reshaping process. as Ber-
lin notes, “the slave trade in the Chesapeake operated to scatter men 
and women of various nations and diminish the importance of african 
nationality.”21 and then the tide turned again: by 1720 in the Chesapeake, 
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african americans once again came to outnumber those who had been 
born in africa and, as Philip morgan writes, it was these african ameri-
cans (also called “Creoles”) who “set the tone and tenor of slave life in the 
region remarkably early. africans learned the ropes from them. . . . the 
lessons largely flowed from Creoles to africans.”22 Indeed, by 1780, 95 per-
cent of virginia slaves were american- born, and by that time, as in other 
regions of north america, race- consciousness had become a primary fac-
tor in identity politics.
 to take another example, in the Carolina lowcountry, the course of 
creolization was different. the cosmopolitan Creole generation was swamped 
by new africans imported directly to labor on the great rice plantations 
that sprang up at the end of the seventeenth century. (as john thorn-
ton writes of that moment, “african culture was not surviving—it was 
arriving.”)23 morgan describes how, during the relatively lengthy period 
of large- scale african slave arrivals in the lowcountry, “in Charleston, 
even the most sophisticated creole slaves lived cheek by jowl with afri-
cans” but that “in the long run, africans, even in the lowcountry, were 
aliens in a strange land.”24 By the middle of the eighteenth century, sev-
eral decades after the corresponding shift in the Chesapeake, american- 
born slaves once again held a majority in the lowcountry. another sig-
nificant contrast with the Chesapeake was the overall black majority in 
the lowcountry—in 1720, for example, when african americans formed 
no more than a quarter of the population in virginia, they formed two- 
thirds in the lowcountry.
 It should be clear that these demographic and other local variations had 
significant cultural consequences (for example, on the languages slaves 
spoke with one another, the religions they practiced, the way their buried 
their dead) as well as influencing the ways enslaved africans and their de-
scendants conceptualized their identities (as “Ibos” or “Congos,” as be-
longing to the smith Plantation or the jones Plantation, as husbands and 
wives and fathers and mothers, and as field hands or skilled workers). In 
north america as among the suriname maroons that I study, creoliza-
tion based on inter- african syncretism was a driving force, yet in some 
historical situations in north america, where slave- master contact was 
strong, there was clearly more influence from the european side on the 
new african american culture that was emerging. likewise, in those mo-
ments and places when massive importations from africa demographi-
cally swamped those who had been living as slaves, african contributions 
to emerging culture (once again, often in the form of inter- african syncre-
tisms or blendings) came to the fore.

* * *

 studies of north american slavery, like afro- americanist research 
more generally, remain enmeshed in the realities of north american rac-
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ism. studies of creolization are no exception and continue to be deeply 
affected by scholars’ ideological and political positions. nowhere is this 
influence of the present on the interpretation of the past clearer than in 
considerations of the role of african “ethnicities” in the development of 
african american culture and society.
 most recent studies agree that, because of the diversity of labor re-
gimes and the demographic mixes they brought with them, creolization 
proceeded in different ways at different times in north america but that 
everywhere there was constant reshaping of african ideas and practices to 
the necessities of local north american life. whether they take as their 
focus the development of slave institutions—material life, work in the 
fields, skilled labor, exchanges between whites and blacks, family life, re-
ligious life, and so forth—or the comparison of regions through time, the 
best of these studies suggest that african ethnicity was important at cer-
tain moments in certain places but was a variable that faded relatively 
quickly, in terms of the slaves’ own identity politics. as Berlin writes of 
north american slaves,

For most africans, as for their white counterparts, identity was a garment 
which might be worn or discarded. . . . Choice, as well as imposition or 
birthright, determined who the new arrivals would be. . . . In short, identity 
formation for african slaves was neither automatic nor unreflective, neither 
uniform nor unilinear.25

 there is, however, an alternative perspective that argues forcefully 
for the long- term persistence of african ethnicities in north america and 
for their identifiable influences on the lives of african americans. In line 
with earlier cultural nationalist positions about north american slavery, 
this perspective equates creolization with europeanization (largely dis-
missing the realities of inter- african syncretism in the americas). Its ad-
herents, mainly historians of africa, sometimes call themselves, as noted 
above, “african- centric” scholars.
 michael Gomez, to take a prominent example, organizes Exchanging 
Our Country Marks, his study of the development of african american 
society, by presenting chapters devoted to the fate in north america, first 
of people from senegambia and the Bight of Benin, then of Islamicized 
africans, next of sierra leoneans and the akan, and finally of Igbos and 
west Central africans—reflecting a hypothesis of ethnic persistence that 
remains unproven. He concludes, “the development of african ameri- 
can society through 1830 was very much the product of contributions 
made by specific [african] ethnic groups.”26 In my view, such an african- 
centric perspective underestimates both the agency of enslaved africans 
and the inherent malleability and strategic uses of ethnicity in identity 
politics.
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 john thornton, another influential africanist historian, goes so far 
as to speculate that “on the eve of the revolution in saint- domingue, 
Kikongo was also, in all likelihood, the most commonly spoken first lan-
guage, or was a close runner- up to French. In fact, the creole leaders of the 
revolution in 1791 complained that most of their followers could ‘scarcely 
make out two words of French.’”27

 But from an americanist perspective, it might be useful to signal that 
these people’s speech options were not simply an african mother tongue 
or French. Indeed, these Haitians would in great majority have been speak- 
ing to each other in their own shared language—neither Kikongo nor 
French—but a new language that they (and the generations of enslaved 
africans and their descendants who preceded them) had created in saint- 
domingue: Haitian Creole.28

 much of the difficulty with an approach that places such emphasis on 
african ethnicities in the americas is the historically contingent nature 
of these identities in africa (as elsewhere in the world), which has consis-
tently hobbled efforts to establish an african “baseline” for new world 
studies. j. lorand matory, whose ethnographic work in nigeria and Brazil 
is exemplary, writes of yoruba identity that “to call the self- identified 
Òyó, Ègbá, Ègbádò, Ìjèbú, and Èkìtì captives of even the late 19th century 
‘yorùbá’ is, in most cases . . . an anachronism. . . . Calling [these peoples] 
of the 19th century and their pre- 19th century ancestors ‘yorùbá’ reads a 
commonsense reality of the late 20th century back onto a period in which 
that reality was only beginning to be produced.”29 Ghanaian philosopher 
Kwame anthony appiah has also written eloquently on this issue, citing 
as an example Chinua achebe’s remarks about the relative recency of the 
“Igbo” identity in nigeria: “For instance, take the Igbo people. In my area, 
historically, they did not see themselves as Igbo. they saw themselves as 
people from this village or that village. . . . and yet, after the experience 
of the Biafran war, during a period of two years, it became a very powerful 
consciousness.” appiah then cautions:

recognizing Igbo identity as a new thing is not a way of privileging other 
nigerian identities: each of the three central ethnic identities of modern 
political life—Hausa- Fulani, yoruba, Igbo—is a product of the rough- and- 
tumble of the transition through colonial to postcolonial status. . . . modern 
Ghana witnesses the development of an akan identity, as speakers of the 
three major regional dialects of twi—asante, Fante, akuapem—organize 
themselves into a corporation against an (equally novel) ewe unity. . . . 
 Identities are complex and multiple and grow out of a history of changing 
responses to economic, political, and cultural forces, almost always in oppo-
sition to other identities.30

Historian joseph C. miller offers the example of the complexities hiding 
behind such “ethnic” labels as “Congo” when he writes:
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Central africans would have discovered new social identities beyond these 
local, and already multiple, ones along their tortured ways toward the coast. 
yoked together in slave coffles with others of unfamiliar linguistic and cul-
tural backgrounds, they must have gained a sense of familiarity with one 
another and would have created alliances out of it, which the europeans 
labeled “Congo.” . . . the slaves’ further experiences of confinement dur-
ing the middle Passage and the specific circumstances they encountered in 
the americas created changing incentives for Central africans to draw on 
differing aspects of their home backgrounds as they searched for a morally 
 restorative sense of humane community among themselves. the meaning 
of being “Congo” in the diaspora changed accordingly.31

 such considerations undermine african- centric representations of af-
rican american society as a surviving mosaic of african fragments. If, 
as social science theory teaches, ethnicity is indeed malleable and used 
strategically by actors, then the african- centric approach must be seen 
as a form of anachronistic essentialism. Indeed, anthropologist stephan 
Palmié characterizes it as a “theme- park approach” which compresses af-
rican cultural geography in such a way that someone might imagine that 
“in certain new world settings the lower Zaire nowadays abuts south-
western nigeria.”32

 If we are to transcend political and ideological parti- pris in studying 
the diasporic past, we must focus on the historical conditions of cultural 
production. Indeed, when african- centric historians move from general-
izations (where ideological preferences often drive their narratives) to the 
concrete circumstances faced by the individuals engaged in the process 
of creolization, their approach can provide provocative insights and raise 
problems for further study. For example, john thornton’s explorations of 
the role of Kongo- born slaves among participants in the 1739 stono rebel-
lion in south Carolina and in the Haitian revolution open intriguing new 
perspectives.33

 It would appear that the more specific (the more limited in time and 
space) the african- centric study of american phenomena, the better its 
chances of being historically persuasive. studies emphasizing shared af-
rican origins clearly make sense in those relatively unusual cases where 
large groups speaking the same language and sharing cultural understand-
ings landed together in the americas and, together, shaped a new culture. 
one such case is the eighteenth- century danish west Indies. Historian 
ray Kea, a specialist on the Gold Coast, has analyzed an eighteenth- 
century slave rebellion in these danish islands, in which he teases out 
the consequences of the “amina” backgrounds of the slaves involved with 
considerable subtlety, helping us imagine something of the mind- set (ide-
ologies, notions about authority, ideas about death) held by people being 
shipped out of a particular port at a particular time because of particular 
local circumstances in africa, and he describes how some of these played 
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themselves out in a specific event in the new world.34 In short, there is 
little doubt that such an africanist perspective has its place in our tool-
kit for understanding creolization—the ways enslaved africans and their 
descendants created communities and institutions in their new homes. If 
used in the service of greater contextualization and historicization, such 
perspectives, informed by rich knowledge of african history, cannot but 
add to our understandings of events on this side of the atlantic.

* * *

 Given the variety of historical circumstances in which new world 
creolization took place and the weight on the field of presentist ideologi-
cal concerns, our best strategy would appear to be some combination of 
careful historical contextualization and broader comparisons across the 
americas. three such recent studies emerging from different scholarly 
traditions help point the way. each demonstrates that creolization, like 
the continued transformation of individual and group identities through 
time, is a complex process and that later nostalgia for africa (or claims 
about “african origins”) may mask the radical nature of earlier cultural 
processes.
 In “Chi ma nkongo”: Lengua y rito ancestrales en El Palenque de San 
Basilio, Colombia, swiss linguist armin schwegler demonstrates that 
sacred songs sung at the most apparently african of all Palenquero rites, 
the lumbalú, are (in the words of reviewer john m. lipski) “not the par-
tially decreolized outcome of original african songs, but rather are es-
sentially modern [that is, eighteenth- century or nineteenth- century] crea-
tions, based on a combination of regional spanish and Palenquero [the 
local creole language], to which african and pseudo- african words and 
onomatopoeic elements have been added,” and “that the active use of spo-
ken african languages in Palenque disappeared very early, if in fact the 
population ever used an african language as the primary means of com-
munication.” this observation about the early development and predomi-
nance of a creole language is especially interesting in that schwegler is 
able to show that the africans who founded Palenque were characterized 
by a relative linguistic homogeneity, with Bantu languages, particularly 
ki- Kongo, providing the main substratum for the new creole language, 
Palenquero. In his review, lipski calls this book “at once a masterful 
analysis of the elusive lumbalú language and a major breakthrough in 
afro- creole studies . . . a benchmark against which future studies of cre-
ole languages and cultures will be measured.”
 Wizards and Scientists: Explorations in Afro- Cuban Modernity and 
Tradition, by German anthropologist stephan Palmié, is devoted to Cuba, 
where for much of the history of the island (in the words of david eltis), 
“there was no dominant african group.”35 the thrust of his argument, 
which derives both afro- Cuban religious “tradition” and western “mo-
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dernity” from a single transatlantic historical matrix, is that a “focus 
on the putative african origins of locally coexisting new world tradi-
tions [for example, regla de ocha, long associated by anthropologists with 
yoruba- speaking slaves, and palo monte, similarly associated with speak-
ers of western Central african Bantu languages] both obscures the his-
tory of such forms of cultural complexity and fails to address the role of 
representations of difference as a meaningful component of contemporary 
practice.” “we are dealing,” Palmié writes, “with an aggregate formation 
in which notions deriving from western Central african minkisi cults 
and yoruba- derived forms of worship of divine beings known as orisha 
were jointly conjugated through a single new world history of enslave-
ment, abuse, and depersonalization. In the course of this process, yoruba- 
derived patterns of orisha worship and western Central african forms of 
manipulating minkisi objects not only underwent parallel changes but 
also became morally recalibrated in relation to each other.” He describes 
how in the course of the nineteenth century, with the arrival of a large 
number of yorubas, a creolization- like process occurred in which “the 
two traditions [yoruba and Central african] not only merged into a larger 
complex of partly overlapping conceptions and practices but came to of-
fer functionally differentiated ritual idioms that spoke—and continue to 
speak—to fundamentally different forms of historical experience and con-
temporary sociality.” “neither ocha nor palo,” he continues, “could have 
evolved to their present phenomenology and moralized positions along a 
spectrum of differentiated ritual idioms without the presence of the other 
within the same social framework.” like other contemporary anthropolo-
gists plumbing the mechanics of creolization in a particular historical 
context, Palmié stresses shifting social contexts in the shaping of mean-
ing and practice, and he fully expects the course of creolization to be com-
plex as well as extremely difficult, in retrospect, to tease out.36

 african american anthropologist j. lorand matory’s Black Atlantic 
Religion: Tradition, Transnationalism, and Matriarchy in Afro- Brazilian 
Candomblé analyzes the intensely ideological role of african ethnicity 
and the ongoing creation and redefinition of particular african ethnici-
ties through time in Bahia, Brazil. set in the context of other recent stud-
ies of the early Black atlantic world that stress transnationalism and the 
widespread movement of peoples, ideas, and even crops, matory’s study 
expands on Palmié’s remark that “interaction between indigenous and 
scholarly conceptions of traditionality and African purity have engen-
dered considerable discursive slippage.”37 matory explores a case where 
practitioners’ convictions about the history of their afro- Brazilian reli-
gion (and its fidelity to one or another african “nation”) can be shown to 
be discursive formations that emerge directly from historical creolization. 
In this sense, the several branches of Candomblé, like the Brazilian mar-
tial art of capoeira, involve an ideology among participants that stands at 
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the other end of a continuum from that of saramaka maroons, who stress 
their ancestors’ new world spiritual discoveries more than fidelity to 
particular african practices. matory analyzes the often- conflictual his-
torical processes by which certain continuities become privileged and cer- 
tain discontinuities become officially masked, both in Brazil and on the 
african coast, over the course of several centuries. throughout, he stresses 
the agency of a host of actors on both sides of the atlantic and their on-
going interactions in ever- changing relations of power and conflict and 
solidarity, with the emergence of new ethnic identities as one result. He 
demonstrates, for example, that what many scholars have taken to be 
“ direct african continuities” in twentieth- century Candomblé are the 
 result, in part, of the active agency of priests, traders, and others who, 
under specific historical circumstances during the nineteenth century, 
fostered a process of anagonizacão (yoruba- ization) long after Bahian 
Candomblé had first developed. and in stressing continuing historical 
relations throughout the southern atlantic world, he demonstrates the 
contingency of such identities as jeje (important in Candomblé), which 
depended on continuing Brazil- Cuba- nigeria- dahomey interactions and 
culminated in the late nineteenth century with afro- Brazilian returnees 
to africa transforming the Bight of Benin, however briefly, into the djedje 
coast. throughout, matory insists on the slaves’ (and other africans’) stra-
tegic practices of self- representation. Creolization and others forms of cul-
ture change were ultimately effected by enslaved africans and their own 
descendants. “what is often called cultural ‘memory,’ ‘survival’ or ‘tradi-
tion’ in both the african diaspora and at home is, in truth, always a func-
tion of power, negotiation, and strategic re- creation.”38

 these three studies, placed alongside those on north america and 
suriname,39 strongly suggest that african ethnicity remains one (among 
many) of the ways that enslaved peoples who were brought to the new 
world thought about (and in some parts of the americas, continue to 
think about) themselves, and that it played various roles in different as-
pects of life for varying periods in different places in the new world.40 a 
thoughtful summary of this position may be found in an article by Philip 
morgan in which he draws on recent data about the atlantic slave trade to 
consider the overall cultural implications for early new world societies.41

* * *

 during the past two decades, “creolization,” like a good bit else in an-
thropology (including “ethnography”), has been appropriated pretty much 
wholesale by other disciplines, particularly Cultural studies, Postcolo-
nial studies, and the like. In the process, the concept has lost much of its 
vigor and analytical specificity, coming to stand for almost any kind of 
cultural blending or hybridity. mimi sheller, in her book Consuming the 
Caribbean, lays out the case with precision, protesting that the concept 
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“is not simply about moving and mixing elements, but is more precisely 
about processes of cultural ‘regrounding’ following experiences of violent 
uprooting from one’s culture of origin. It is deeply embedded in situations 
of coerced transport, racial terror, and subaltern survival. . . . Creolization 
is a process of contention” (emphasis in original).42 she writes further of 
the “theoretical piracy on the high seas of global culture,” where “the 
creolization paradigm” is now used to describe “the ways in which cul-
tural consumers throughout the world creatively adapt in- flowing goods, 
thereby localising the global and indigenising the universal.” In other 
words, she argues, “Creolization has transmogrified from a politically en-
gaged term used by Caribbean theorists in the Caribbean in the 1970s 
[she’s thinking primarily of Kamau Brathwaite and rex nettleford but 
also mentions mintz and Price], to one used by Caribbean diaspora theo-
rists located outside the Caribbean in the 1980s [she’s thinking of stuart 
Hall and Paul Gilroy], and finally to non- Caribbean ‘global’ theorists in 
the 1990s [she’s thinking of Ulf Hannerz and jim Clifford].” and she calls 
for “returning to the Caribbean roots of the concept of creolisation, re-
grounding it in its specific social and cultural itineraries” in order to “re-
cover the political meanings and subaltern agency that have been barred 
entry by the free- floating gatekeepers of ‘global’ culture.”43

* * *

 readers familiar with my work in suriname may be surprised to hear 
that my current research uncovers layers of africanity among maroons 
that even the most ardent africa- centrists have never dreamed of. my re-
cent Travels with Tooy includes literally hundreds of songs and texts in 
such languages as apínti, apúku, Komantí, luángu, Papá, and Púmbu 
that have strong affinities with languages of africa. and in that book, my 
saramaka friend tooy takes me, and my readers, on journeys back through 
the centuries to the african motherland itself. But he also takes us on trips 
to the land of forest spirits whom saramakas discovered only after their 
escape from slavery in the new world and on visits under the sea to the 
land of the Wénti sea gods, whom they discovered only at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. my hope in this book—one of the deepest explora-
tions of a new world diasporic cosmology ever—is to join Palmié, Brown, 
matory, and other recent ethnographers of the diaspora, but from a wildly 
eccentric, non- urban (maroon) perspective, in showing how and why de-
bates about african continuities vs. new world creativity are indeed, in 
mintz’s words, “mostly bootless.”
 Creolization, which I take to be that “miraculous” contestational pro-
cess that took place as the first generation or two of africans re- created 
lifeways in each new world colony, quickly led to fully formed cultural 
institutions, from languages to religions.44 In the four or five centuries 
that have followed (depending on the new world site), their descendants 
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have, in the case of many urban dwellers (as with practitioners of regla or 
Candomblé), kept up active intercourse and dialogue with african home-
lands as they have developed and embellished their institutions, and in 
the case of maroons (whether in suriname or, say, in jamaica)45 further 
developed their cultural institutions largely out of their own marvelous 
diasporic imaginations (without further direct interaction with africa). 
Travels with Tooy is my own contribution to documenting the second of 
these diasporic situations.
 as the anthropology of the diaspora moves into the twenty- first cen-
tury, it is surely time to go beyond debates about cultural memory and 
forgetting to explore the complex politics of self- representation and iden-
tity through time. we must take account of conflict as well as consensus 
in representing culture and demonstrate its role in shaping and reshap-
ing  institutions. we must grant full agency to african americans, mak-
ing them the central actors in the construction of their cultures. we must 
remain focused on process and change, the ways certain continuities be-
come privileged, the ways certain discontinuities become masked—the 
politics of culture through time. where relevant, we must explore dialogue 
between people in different class positions and in often distant places all 
over the americas and west africa. Historicization and contextualization 
remain a primary responsibility. and we must continue to do the kinds of 
careful ethnography that characterizes the work, for example, of Palmié, 
Brown, and matory. For when all is said and done, all of our theories 
(whether about transnationalism, globalization, creolization, or whatever) 
depend on the adequacies of that ethnography—long- term immersion in 
diasporic sites and situations, speaking the relevant languages, and, ulti-
mately, earning the trust and respect of our interlocutors.
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3 How GenetICs Can ProvIde  
detaIl to tHe transatlantIC 
aFrICan dIasPora

Fatimah L. C. Jackson and Latifa F. J. Borgelin

In addition to the major role that genetic data play in elucidating disease 
susceptibilities, genetic data are increasingly being used to reconstruct 

ancestral origins and identify familial ties, even when they extend back 
for hundreds of years. For those interested in the latter, with respect to 
the transatlantic african diaspora, genetic data are proving to be valuable 
adjuncts to historical, linguistic, ethnographic, and archaeological data 
in these reconstructions. By themselves, however, genetic data are inade-
quate to provide a complete profile of an individual’s or a group’s ances-
tral heritage. Genetic analyses provide data that identify which genes are 
currently present, but such data rarely provide a context or time frame for 
understanding when, why, or how the gene entered an individual or group. 
Geneticists are not known for either confronting the underlying assump-
tions of their research or investing in a comprehensive review of the his-
torical, ethnographic, or linguistic records of the people under genetic as-
sessment. as a result, many genetic interpretations (circulated primarily 
among geneticists) frequently resurrect hypotheses of population, ethnic, 
and group origins that have long been discounted by experts who are more 
familiar with population history (e.g., the Hamitic hypothesis).
 Heritage is too complex to be reducible to simple gene sequences. How-
ever, in conjunction with data from other disciplines, genetic information 
can yield a more robust perspective on the migrations of african peoples, 
their exposures to various selective pressures (both natural and artificial), 
evidence for gene flow among africans from various regions as well as 
from non- africans (e.g., europeans, native americans), and opportuni-
ties for genetic drift and in some cases founder effects in specific locales. 
For example, genetic studies of the general african Brazilian population 
have revealed the notable genetic signature of senegambia region ances-
tries, which contrasts with the strong yoruba cultural signal in this popu-
lation. Furthermore, demographically detailed genetic studies among spe-
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cific groups of african Brazilians indicate different geographical sources 
of african slaves for the four major Brazilian regions (silva et al. 2006). 
these genetic data reveal patterns that differ from those expected on the 
basis of historical registers, thus suggesting the role of regional ethnic 
sex differences in the slave trade. without this genetic information, the 
historical record would be neither complete nor accurate in depicting the 
heritage of african Brazilians. In other cases, the genetics are able to pro-
vide an independent source of data that confirm existing historical re-
ports. an example of this is a recent report among african Brazilians of 
sao Paulo (Gonçalves et al. 2008) which suggests that the relative african 
ancestral contributions are from west Central (0.445), west (0.431), and 
southeast africa (0.123), which supports the historical documents. merg-
ing such valuable genetic data with nongenetic sources (e.g., history, eth-
nography, and linguistics) can yield important details and specificity to 
our reconstructions of the diverse events associated with the transatlantic 
african diaspora and its aftermath. Historically, such events are particu-
larly well suited for quantitative assessment using our current genetic 
technology. this chapter is about how such evaluations can be of benefit 
in collaborative efforts to understand the implications of this major his-
torical event.

B a c k g r o u N D  a N D  r a t i o N a l e

Between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries ce, the atlantic trade in 
enslaved africans resulted in the forced movement of 11 to 13 million 
people from africa, mainly to the americas (Curtin 1969). only 9 to 11 
million survived the transatlantic middle Passage, and many more died 
in the early years of captivity. the middle Passage was a genetic bottle-
neck for enslaved africans in that it severely restricted the initial af-
rican genetic diversity. However, the survivors of the middle Passage were 
able to regenerate much of the original diversity, primarily through gene 
flow in the new world largely unencumbered by african tribal and re-
gional restrictions and secondarily through gene flow with non- african 
individuals. Increasingly, the descendants of those enslaved africans have 
sought to contextualize their ancestry by understanding more about who 
their ancestors were, where they came from, what conditions initiated 
their movements within the african continent and their forced migra-
tions to the americas, and what new world genetic events they may have 
experienced. each of these inquiries is ultimately designed to provide a 
better understanding of the health status, ancestral backgrounds, and po-
tential disease susceptibilities of contemporary descendants.
 Historical records indicate that enslaved africans came from broad 
regions of continental africa, but it has only been with the advent of an-
thropological genetics that we have a serious opportunity to determine  
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their specific regional ancestries. molecular genetic studies have been used 
to trace african regional origins of many of their descendants (see salas 
et al. 2004, 2005a) and to reconstruct the proportions of ancestry derived 
from different african regions (see shriver and Kittles 2004). the more 
varied types of genes and gene systems that are employed in these recon-
structions, the stronger (and more believable) the regional associations.
 reconstructing ancestry to the (african) ethnic level is a different 
magnitude of effort than are the regional reconstructions. this is be-
cause ethnicity is a more tenuous concept than regionality; ethnic groups 
change in composition and identity with greater frequency than groups 
migrate from one ecosystem to another. this is due to the fact that the vast 
majority of the ethnic groups of africa are subsistence agriculturalists— 
either horticulturalists or pastoralists—who have developed behavioral 
and biological adaptations to facilitate their survival in a specific terres-
trial biome. moving out of the local ecosystem to a very different  region 
with very different and new ecological constraints is a serious under-
taking.
 research in reconnecting african regional and ethnic roots has been 
driven by the desire, on the part of many african americans, for a deeper 
understanding of their ethnic origins. Conceptually, african americans 
seek a tribal origin that is independent of those ethnic groups who en-
slaved their ancestors. Genetic advances provide the hope for a better 
under standing of the unique role that ancestry plays in shaping disease 
susceptibility and modulating disease epidemiology.

t h e  i m p o r t a N c e  o f  g e N e t i c s  i N 
a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  r e c o N s t r u c t i o N s

Genetic analysis has become the single most powerful line of new evi-
dence being assessed to bring additional insights into the enormous hu-
man migrations that underlie the transatlantic trade in enslaved africans. 
this chapter highlights the progress that has been made in identifying 
regional and ethnic ancestries and examines the prospects for future in-
sights. we also acknowledge the emerging limitations of genetic- based an-
cestry data, particularly in the effort to link contemporary african ameri-
cans with a specific (presumably ancestral) african ethnic group.
 all discussions of genetic variation among africans of the diaspora 
to the new world must begin in africa, the homeland of all humanity 
(Plaza et al. 2004). this huge and ancient continent presents the most 
complexity in human genetics of any continent. three characteristics de-
fine the genetics of the african continent:

  First, african genetic studies show that the deepest and oldest genetic •	

lineages among modern humans are found in africa. this is a reflec-
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tion of our species origin and long- term residence on this continent. 
africa contains the greatest levels of human genetic variation and is 
the source of the worldwide expansion of all modern humans. this has 
led some researchers to define non- africans (e.g., europeans, asians) as 
technically subsets of african peoples. this is because non- africans 
are derived from smaller groups of africans who, after successfully 
leaving the continent 60,000 to 50,000 years ago, subsequently under-
went their own set of evolutionary changes in the ensuing 3,000 gen-
erations.

  second, continental africans have five times the genetic diversity ob-•	

served in the rest of the world. there are three main reasons for this in-
creased genetic diversity among africans, compared to non- africans:

 our species (Homo sapiens sapiens) and the precursors of our 
species have lived for the longest period of time in africa. modern 
humans emerged in africa approximately 200,000 years ago (10,000 
generations ago). the precursors of modern humans (bipedal homi-
nids) were in africa for nearly 7 million years before that. this ex-
tended residence has allowed for more mutations and recombination 
events, as sources of variation, to accumulate in the genomes of af-
ricans.
 africa is the most tropical of continents and hosts a diversity 
of ecological niches to which various african groups have adapted. 
differences in the natural selection pressures in these niches have 
promoted variations in the human groups occupying and surviving 
in these niches. africa is home to deserts, grasslands, tropical rain-
forests, steppes, mangrove swamps, and temperate forests.
 For much of human history, the average group size remained 
fairly small and the bulk of reproductive matings occurred among 
members of the group. this factor tended to promote genetic diver-
sity between groups and increased the homogeneity within groups. 
this increased the magnitude of genetic mosaicism within conti-
nental africa, compared to many other parts of the world. africa 
maintained, in the early history of our species, a large number of 
stratified and regionally substructured indigenous groups. It is from 
this original african diversity that the bulk of human biodiversity 
emerges.

  third, africa continues to have the highest level of population substruc-•	

ture on a global level. african- descended individuals of the americas 
are primarily derived from ancestors who lived in west, west  Central, 
and southeast africa. today, these areas include the countries of sene-
gal, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea- Bissau, mali, nigeria, niger, Ghana, si-
erra leone, liberia, Burkina Faso, Côte d‘Ivoire, Benin, togo, Camer-
oon, equatorial Guinea, Gabon, the two Congos, angola, mozambique, 
and malagasy republic. additional ancestral contributions may also 
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have come from Central african republic, northern namibia, mauri-
tania, and Chad. this is the conservative list of transatlantic african 
ancestral regions and represents, among them, notable ecological varia-
tion, including areas of deserts, grasslands, and tropical rainforests. 
this ecological variation contributes to the high degree of genetic sub-
structure in the indigenous populations of these countries.  Population 
clusters throughout africa are often correlated with self- described eth-
nicity and shared cultural and/or linguistic properties. Historical rec- 
ords indicate that a great proportion of africa’s substructure was tapped 
during the process of enslavement, travel to the atlantic coasts, and 
transport to the americas. this tells us that the african diaspora was 
an opportunistic sample of diverse africans, a fact which complicates 
the genetic reconstruction of new world african communities.

s o u r c e s  o f  g e N e t i c 
i N f o r m a t i o N  o N  a f r i c a N s

there are several lines of genetic evidence that inform our current under-
standings of where african- descended peoples of the diaspora originated. 
In particular, dna derived from mitochondria, sex chromosomes, micro-
satellite and insertion/deletion markers, and autosomal chromosomes has 
been used to varying degrees to reveal the story of the population disrup-
tions and forced movements of the numerous african ethnic groups. each 
of these sources of genetic evidence (nuclear and nonnuclear dna) con-
tributes to elucidating specific aspects the african diaspora experience. It 
is critical to understand some of the major findings within these lines of 
genetic evidence and integrate this into our historical, linguistic, and eth-
nographic databases in order to begin to decipher the true population his-
tories. table 3.1 lists the major sources of genetic information currently 
in use in ancestry reconstruction and the limits of each.

m i t o c h o N D r i a l  D N a  va r i a t i o N

Until recently, large- scale nuclear autosomal genome sequencing proj-
ects have been impractical for technical and financial reasons ( Hapmap 
2005). Human geneticists have therefore exploited the abundance of non- 
autosomal dna to make inferences about human origins. It is for this rea-
son that the story of the transatlantic diaspora begins in africa with stud-
ies of mitochondrial diversity. the human mitochondrial dna (mtdna) 
genome is approximately 16.6 KB in size and is maternally inherited. Hu-
man mtdna is readily typed by identifying nucleotide sequence motifs 
in the noncoding and highly mutating hypervariable regions, primarily 
regions 1 and 2. mutations in these regions are often shared by related 
individuals, such as within a microethnic group. these shared genetic 
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mutations can be termed a haplotype, and the larger group of similar hap-
lotypes is termed a haplogroup. sequence haplotypes are compared with 
the universally recognized Cambridge reference mtdna sequence stan-
dard. this allows for the identification of numerous individual haplotypes 
in the sublineages of african macrohaplogroups l, m, and U. Contempo-
rary african populations are characterized by very interesting patterns of 
mtdna variation, including haplogroups located close to the very root 
or beginning of the human mtdna tree. this evidence is used to sup-
port the idea of a mitochondrial “eve,” the individual representing the 
common ancestor from which all extant mitochondrial lineages are de-
scended, who lived in east africa (reviewed in templeton 2007).
 mitochondrial dna genetic analyses take us back to our own oldest 
female ancestor in our maternal lineage. since the oldest modern human 
female ancestor lived in africa at least 200,000 years ago, ultimately our 
own oldest female ancestor will be traced to our species’ “ancestral eve.” 
However, since the time that “ancestral eve” lived, her original mtdna 
haplotype has undergone mutations as her daughters (and their daughters) 
migrated around and out of continental africa. the genetic analysis of 
our mtdna actually allows us to identify our oldest female “daughter 
of ancestral eve” based on the observed pattern of mutations in a portion 
of the mitochondrial genome. For most new world africans, the mtdna 
is of african origin, although smaller proportions of new world africans 
have mtdna linking them to native american and european ancestral 
“daughters of ancestral eve.” we have recently identified african ameri-
cans with mtdna haplotypes that are very close to the species mtdna 
root—that is, close to the original mtdna that the “ancestral eve” is hy-
pothesized to have had (jackson et al. n.d.)—and we have plotted the af-
rican geographical distributions of these and about twenty other common 
mtdna variants observed in african americans.
 when anthropological assessments of genetic similarity and linguis-
tic similarity are done, they show that mtdna variation among contem-
porary africans is only weakly correlated with both language and geog-
raphy (wood et al. 2005). simply put, language is often not such a good 
proxy for genetic relatedness. language can change within a generation, 
while, under most historical circumstances, genetics is more resilient. 
For example, the nubian peoples of Upper egypt (southern egypt and 
northern sudan) now speak an afro- asiatic language (arabic) but likely 
originally spoke a nilo- saharan language (dr. shomarka Keita, personal 
communication, February 26, 2009). their genetics did not undergo as 
dramatic a modification as did their language, although there is also some 
 evidence of the absorption of many arab lineages into nubian families. 
Certain historical events can initiate major alterations in population bi-
ology. when Bantu speakers are excluded from the analyses of mtdna 
status, wood and colleagues (2005) found that the concordance of genet-



82 Fatimah L. C. Jackson and Latifa F. J. Borgelin

ics and language increased. this suggests that the expansion and disper-
sion of Bantu speakers was significant enough to disturb many local re-
gional genetic patterns that were previously in place.
 research on african linguistic and geographical correlations with 
mtdna finds that most U.s. african americans have mtdna haplotypes 
found in highest frequency among contemporary speakers of niger- Congo 
languages, and indeed this is consistent with the historical evidence of re-
gional sources of human trafficking for the transatlantic trade. although 
the mtdna variants uncovered in U.s. african americans are predomi-
nantly from contemporary niger- Congo speakers, many of these mtdna 
variants are also observed among many afro- asiatic speakers and a few 
lineages of nilo- saharan and Khoisan speakers. the extensive linguistic 
and geographical distributions of these identical haplotypes suggest that 
african women have been broadly dispersed across the continent for tens 
of thousands of years, long before the transatlantic trade in enslaved af-
ricans. the dispersal of african women to different african regional and 
ethnic groups may be a product of ancient population migrations and mix-
ing associated with the formation and establishment of indigenous king-
doms and empires. such centers of civilization are notoriously affiliated 
with important demography- affecting events such as militarism and war-
fare, regional wealth disparities, consolidated resource placement, popu-
lation displacement, and biocultural assimilation. what is clear is that 
contemporary U.s. african american mtdna heterogeneity is not simply 
a function of more recent colonial or transatlantic slavery admixture. a 
number of studies agree that african american mtdna haplotypes con-
tain variation that is consistent with that described in diverse continen-
tal african populations. the most common specific haplotype among af-
rican americans is l2a (18.8%), followed by l1c (11%), l1b (9.2%), l3e2 
(9%), and l3b (8.1%), all members of the ancient Pan- african l megahap-
logroup. according to the african american swGdam forensic mtdna 
data set, only 8% of the haplogroups observed within african americans 
are more common in non- africans (allard et al. 2005), suggesting that 
 today, african american maternal lineages most profoundly represent 
an amalgamation of african mtdna variants with minimal non- african 
mtdna variants in evidence. this diversity in maternal lineages is inter-
esting, since historian michael Gomez (2004) has reported that the larg-
est percentages of enslaved african women brought to the United states 
during the time of the transatlantic trade were either ethnic Ibos (coming 
from the Bight of Bonny region) or ethnic wolofs (coming from the sene-
gambia region). this genetic evidence is reconciled with the historical evi-
dence when we realize that the current african diversity observed in U.s. 
african american mtdna haplotypes was likely already present among 
the earliest african captives (Ibo and wolof, among others). therefore, 
african mtdna ends up being a poor indicator today of specific african 
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origins for U.s. african americans and other african- descended peoples 
of the atlantic diaspora, in spite of the hyperbole offered by many of the 
commercial genetics companies.

y  c h r o m o s o m e  va r i a t i o N

the y chromosome can also be studied to elucidate the ancestral relation-
ship between modern- day african men and african- descended men of 
transatlantic african diaspora. the y chromosome has unique inheri-
tance patterns that make it a useful tool in assessing the history of afri-
cans of the diaspora. only males have a y chromosome, since genes on 
this chromosome determine male gender in humans. like mtdna, the 
y chromosome is inherited only from one parent, in this case paternally 
from father to son, and does not recombine because only one parental 
copy is present.
 y chromosome genetics reconstructs your male lineage and points 
to your oldest male ancestor, “ancestral adam.” the oldest male ances-
tor lived 250,000 years ago in africa, so your own oldest direct male an-
cestor was ultimately a “son of ancestral adam.” most new world afri-
cans have y chromosome variants that are african; however, about 30% 
on average have non- african y chromosome variants, mainly european 
in origin. this discrepancy with mtdna origins is largely a reflection of 
the historical social/political/economic dynamics of enslavement. Under 
this situation, the status differential of european males allowed them 
to take sexual advantage of captive females and thus disproportionately 
contribute to new world african gene pools.
 approximately 90% of y- dna is not homologous to the X chromo-
some and is termed the male specific y chromosome region. this is be-
cause many attributes of single nucleotide Polymorphisms (snPs) and 
haplotypes are that they appear to exhibit highly nonrandom distribu-
tions across geographical space (Zhang et al. 2003). the y chromosome 
may be typed by observing the slow evolving biallelic markers or unique 
event polymorphisms (UePs). these snPs may be the product of specific 
kinds of mutations called insertions or deletions on the y chromosome. 
It is these markers that allow y chromosomes to be categorized into hap-
logroup lineages. In west africa, the y chromosome haplogroup e3a ap-
pears to be the most common lineage with fewer contributions from hap-
logroups a, B, and other e lineages (Underhill et al. 2001). this e3a group 
can be divided into seven sublineages using a series of PCr- rFlP assays.

m i c r o s a t e l l i t e s  a N D  y-  s N p

another source of information from the y chromosome comes from short 
motif repeat sequences, like (CCttCt)N, called microsatellites. a high 
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number of repeat sequences are usually shared by related individuals and 
can frequently provide information about the ancestral relationships be-
tween modern- day africans and contemporary africans of the americas. 
researchers can identify the sublineages (i.e., subgroups) of the y chro-
mosome by counting the number of repeat sequence units found at vari-
ous microsatellite loci. In northwest africa, for example, y chromosome 
lineages have been subdivided into multiple haplotypes based on a set of 
seven microsatellite alleles (Bosch et al. 2000). when the two techniques 
of short nucleotide polymorphism (snP) and microsatellite detections are 
combined, it is possible to identify important y chromosome polymor-
phisms.
 marked differences in y- snP allele frequencies are observed between 
continental populations (wetton et al. 2005). this allows us to distin-
guish between african y chromosome haplotypes and european and na-
tive american y chromosome haplotypes. allelic and haplotype frequen-
cies for loci identified as dys19, dys389- I, dys389- II, dys390, dys391, 
dys391, dys393, dys437, dys438, dys439, and the duplicated locus 
dys385 have been studied in various african populations south of the sa-
hara desert (rosa et al. 2004). these studies reaffirm that the deepest y 
chromosome lineages are in africa. this means that the evolutionarily 
oldest human males were africans. this result is similar to what is ob-
served for mtdna, which shows that the evolutionarily oldest human fe-
males were africans. among west africans there is a dominant presence 
of four specific y- snP- derived macrohaplogroups (sanchez et al. 2005). 
these are the same major macrohaplogroups observed in african ameri-
cans with african y chromosome variants.
 In africa, genetic variation in the y chromosome is partially corre-
lated with linguistic difference but not with geographic distance (wood 
et al. 2005). this suggests, as it did for mtdna, that the linguistic dis-
tribution of specific y chromosome variants is independent of geography. 
what this infers is that african men show some clustering by language, 
but not by geography. most of this clustering has to do with the expan-
sion and dispersion of Bantu speakers. when wood and colleagues (2005) 
removed Bantu speakers from their analyses, there was no correlation be-
tween african linguistic group affiliation and y chromosome status. out-
side of the Bantu speakers, language has little bearing on the movement of 
y chromosome variants in africa. this suggests that historically  either a 
small number of broadly distributed african males contributed to the dis-
tribution of particular y chromosome variants, a possibility that is con-
sistent with the effects of polygamy, or a large number of african males 
have been assimilated, in historical times, into diverse african ethnic 
and regional groups. In either scenario, there is a clear suggestion that af-
rican males have travelled and settled extensively throughout continen-
tal africa, obfuscating any significant regional demarcations, within af-
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rica, by y chromosome status. as is the case for mtdna, y chromosome 
variation within continental africa ends up being a poor indicator to-
day of specific african ethnic origins for african americans and other 
african- descended peoples of the atlantic diaspora, despite the assertions 
of many for- profit genetics companies. african y chromosome diversifi-
cation is evolutionarily too deep, has been around for too long, and is al-
ready too geographically diverse to be considered alone to be regionally or 
ethnically specific.

t h e  N D N a  va r i a N t s

studies of nuclear dna (ndna) diversity reveal that important african 
genetic retentions have persisted among the peoples of the americas de-
rived from the indigenous groups of the west and west Central regions 
of africa. a number of nuclear genes commonly found include the duffy 
null allele (Fy0), considered a definitive marker of african ancestry, the 
sickle cell allele (in its various molecular forms), and certain specific Hla 
polymorphisms. the persistence of these african genes, such as certain 
molecular variants of sickle cell, among transatlantic diasporic groups, in 
spite of the general absence of the environmental factors thought to select 
for these genetic traits (e.g., highly endemic malaria), is somewhat surpris-
ing (Hanchard et al. 2006). other genetic traits show similar patterns of 
retention, including body size and energy stores (luke et al. 2001), hyper-
tension susceptibilities (linked to rennin- angiotensin genes) (rotimi et al. 
1996), and the Hla- dQa1 allele (Zimmerman et al. 1995). these retained 
nuclear dna polymorphisms suggest, in conjunction with the mtdna 
and y chromosome evidence, that new world african- descended groups 
are still strongly linked genetically to africa, even after 400 years (fifty 
generations) of separation. In evolutionary terms, 400 years is expected to 
be long enough to observe some effects on human microevolution, par-
ticularly given the disenfranchised and vulnerable state in which african 
americans were held for most of these 400 years. yet a strong african ge-
netic signal persists. the strength of this signal is a reflection of the con-
sequences of such effects as historical positive assortative mating among 
peoples of african descent as well as the impact of historical residential 
and economic segregation rules that restricted the opportunities for gene 
flow (e.g., reduced admixture effects).

l i m i t s  t o  u s i N g  g e N e t i c s  t o  i D e N t i f y  
t h e  s p e c i f i c  a f r i c a N  e t h N i c  o r i g i N s  
o f  N e w  w o r l D  a f r i c a N s

Genetic data have long been used successfully to explore population his-
tory (maceachern 2001), and the value of these approaches has generally 
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been recognized by geneticists. However, there are limitations to these 
techniques when interpreted in isolation of the historical, ethnographic, 
linguistic, and archaeological data. some of these problems include the 
potential for over extrapolation of limited genetic data and the tendency 
to assume deep and essentialist historical continuity to contemporary 
names and groups. there has been a great deal of recent speculation about 
the ability of mtdna or y chromosome analyses alone to identify the eth-
nicity and regional location of one’s oldest maternal and paternal ances-
tors, respectively, and this has led to the birth of commercial enterprises 
ready to find one’s ancestry for a fee and even issue highly questionable 
“certificates of authenticity.” the major limitations to using mtdna or 
y chromosome data to pinpoint the ethnic group of one’s ancestors in-
clude the following:

 First, contemporary ethnic groups are not the same as historical eth-•	

nic groups. therefore, a genetic test that demonstrates even an iden-
tical mtdna or y chromosome match between an african american 
and a contemporary african, for example, a modern yoruba individual, 
should not be used to imply that the original, oldest common shared 
ancestor of these two individuals was also of yoruba ethnicity. the 
yoruba today number over 20 million, and they reside in a number of 
countries in west africa (primarily southwestern nigeria, Benin, and 
togo). However, like contemporary african ethnic groups, the yoruba 
emerged in west africa as a coherent ethnic group after the onset of 
the transatlantic trade in enslaved africans. Prior to this, they were not 
known as a single people, and the historical literature refers to these 
proto- yoruba by many names (anagos, ana, nago, anago, lucumi, 
etc.). during the nineteenth century, the yoruba assimilated many 
local subgroups into their ranks. this fact reminds us that ethnicity 
is not a static variable. ethnicity changes over generational time and 
across geographical space, yet many gene- based ancestral reconstruc-
tions assume an absence of historical change in population composi-
tion and structure in africa. this is both naïve and ahistorical, and it 
will ultimately cripple the public confidence in the use of genetic data 
in historical ancestral reconstructions.

 second, african mtdna (and y chromosome variants) currently have •	

very broad geographical distributions on the african continent (and 
throughout the african diasporas worldwide). neither mtdna nor y 
chromosome regionally distinguished west african and west Central 
african (ely et al. 2006, Hünemier et al. 2007). the genetic variants re-
covered from such broadly distributed groups and used to reconstruct 
ancestry in african americans are tens of thousands of years (and thou-
sands of generations) older than the modern african ethnic groups to 
which they are being linked. therefore, many of these genes (mtdna, 
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y chromosome, and ndna) appear in many different, geographically 
dispersed ethnic groups. Given that our scientific databases on africa 
are all deficient and not representative of the true extent of african di-
versity, they can only give us a partial and incomplete interpretation 
of african diversity. most of the sampled countries contain hundreds 
of different ethnic groups, yet our scientific database contains, at best, 
only dozens of ethnic groups indigenous to each country. this means 
that while the accuracy of the biochemical analysis of the molecular 
genetics is not in question, the legitimacy of the interpretation of these 
results in the reconstruction of ancestry is frequently questionable.

 african- descended individuals of the transatlantic african diaspora 
are particularly vulnerable to such misrepresentations because of the 
dearth of pre- emancipation lineage- specific documentation (to both col-
laborate and refine the interpreted molecular genetics) and the intensi-
fied normal human desire to know one’s origins. entrepreneurs who have 
commercialized such gene- based identities that restrict african american 
to a specific african contemporary ethnic group have frequently misrepre-
sented the data and deceived their customers, taking commercial advan-
tage of both their customer’s vulnerability and the underdeveloped state 
of the science.

r e c e N t  i N N o va t i o N s  f o r  t h e 
f u t u r e  o f  g e N e t i c  a s s e s s m e N t s 
o f  t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a

Fortunately, large- scale snP typing efforts have recently become both 
more economical and feasible. these efforts have yielded single run data-
sets of more than 500,000 typed polymorphisms in multiple individuals. 
the 1,000 Genomes Project is a current effort to apply the advances in 
technology to include more genetic information on individuals and groups 
in their assessment. the general principal is that the more genes that are 
studied, the more accurate the ancestral reconstructions potentially be-
come. this is especially important for african- descended individuals in 
the americas because most such individuals and groups represent the his-
torical amalgamation of african peoples with modest gene flow from eu-
ropeans and native americans and limited extra- genetic documentation 
available on any of this. the ancestral profile for african americans is 
thus more complicated than for less heterogeneous peoples with less com-
plex and geographically diverse biological lineages.
 a second anticipated innovation is the increased collaboration, in 
some circles, of geneticists with various nongenetic experts. these col-
laborations, such as those spearheaded by dr. Henry louis Gates of Har-
vard University, can begin to accelerate the revelation of insights into the 
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population histories of the people of the transatlantic african diaspora. 
the climate has not always been receptive among historians, ethnogra-
phers, linguists, or archaeologists for the contributions of geneticists, and 
vice versa, but one fact to emerge from the Human Genome Project is be-
ginning to open the door to such collaboration, at least on the part of ge-
neticists. this is the observation that the human genome has far fewer 
genes than was expected and that each coding gene is responsible for pro-
ducing four or five proteins (only one protein was the traditional dogma). 
we do not yet understand what factors signal a gene to produce which pro-
tein at a specific time, but the strong sentiment is that the control of gene 
expression is epigenetic. these nongenetic factors in the form of chemi-
cals on the chromosome may influence the patterns of gene expression 
and the signal for the production of specific proteins. the source of these 
chemical epigenetic factors is likely environmental—meaning, in many 
cases, they are socioculturally induced. so history, ethnography, linguis-
tics, and archaeology clearly have something to contribute to genetic in-
terpretations, and genetics is increasingly being integrated as an indepen-
dent source of confirmation in nongenetic assessments.

t h e  g e N e t i c s  o f  t h e  a f r i c a N 
D i a s p o r a  i N  t h e  a m e r i c a s

there have been many successive waves of african migration that have 
created the modern understanding of the african diasporas. the trans-
atlantic african diaspora is associated with four centuries of forced en-
slavement, transport, relocation to the americas, and internal migrations. 
Inherent in this significant relocation mega- event was the scrambling of 
ethnic- based genetic markers (associated initially with the transport and 
confinement on the african coasts prior to the transatlantic journey), an 
initial reduction in some african genetic diversity (as a consequence of 
the often profound physiological and psychological stresses of the middle 
Passage), and a subsequent reorganization and some reexpansion of genetic 
diversity in the new world (as a consequence of exposure to reemerging 
and new selective pressures, gene flow among diverse africans and with 
non- africans, and certain regional opportunities for genetic drift) (jackson 
1991, 2006). the transatlantic african diaspora was a major historic event 
in human history that dramatically changed the genetic landscape of the 
americas, affecting the gene pools of both indigenous groups (e.g., native 
americans) and that of other immigrants (e.g., europeans). the patterns of 
change were not uniform over the different geographical regions or types 
of enslavement, and many reports now document the divergent genetic 
consequences of this diaspora on the contemporary descendants of these 
africans in the americas.
 Based on genetic assessments supplemented with historical data, it 
appears that the majority of africans brought to the americas came from 
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west africa. early genetic evidence suggested that one- third came from 
west Central africa (salas et al. 2005a). more recent comparison of mtdna 
sequences from west, west Central, and southeast africa with sequences 
from over 1,148 U.s. african americans showed that more than 55% of 
the U.s. lineages have a west african ancestor, and approximately 41% 
came from west Central or southeast africa (salas et al. 2005a). our 
mtdna database of over 6,000 individuals confirms that most U.s. af-
rican americans have predominant african ancestry linking them to 
the peoples of west and west Central africa with a minor component 
from southeast africa. we have also identified a few U.s. african ameri-
cans with mtdna that identically match the mtdna of Khoisan speak-
ers from southwest africa and others that identically match the mtdna 
of nilosaharan speakers from north Central africa (jackson et al. n.d.). 
these Khoisan mtdna types may have entered the african american 
gene pool as a relic of Khoisan- speaking populations that inhabited south-
east africa (mozambique) prior to their displacement by Bantu- speaking 
migrants (Pereira et al. 2001), or they may have reached the americas via 
individuals originally from the areas of west Central africa that border 
on southwest africa (namibia). the presence in U.s. african americans 
of mtdna haplotypes also observed among contemporary nilosaharan 
speakers reminds us of the importance of the trans- saharan trade routes 
in african history and the fact that these routes transported humans as 
well as gold, salt, and other valuables. Given the opportunistic nature of 
the transatlantic trade in enslaved africans, it is not unexpected that the 
tentacles of transatlantic slavery might have, on occasion, reached deeply 
into north Central africa.
 In north america, different constellations of african groups were 
brought via the transatlantic trade to various staging areas (jackson 1997, 
2003, 2004, eltis et al. 1999). three major areas of importation into the 
United states have been studied extensively: the Chesapeake Bay (in-
cludes maryland, virginia, delaware, and washington, d.C.), the Caro-
lina Coast (includes lowland north Carolina, lowland south Carolina, 
northern coastal Georgia, and northern coastal Florida), and the missis-
sippi delta (includes mississippi, louisiana, eastern texas, southern ar-
kansas, and southern tennessee). In each of these regions, the founding 
african regional groups varied significantly, and this has had important 
implications for the descendant groups from these regions.

a f r i c a N  a N c e s t r a l  o r i g i N s  i N 
t h e  c h e s a p e a k e  B a y  r e g i o N

In the Chesapeake Bay, in late 1619, a dutch ship brought twenty af-
ricans to Port Comfort near jamestown, virginia. these africans were 
sold into indentured servitude. they were the first africans in the en-
glish north american colonies, and they played a critical role in the de-
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velopment of the colony. during this time, strong communities of in-
dentured servants (african and european) and slaves (african and native 
american) emerged, and there was significant cultural interchange and 
gene flow between the groups as new families formed. Currently, we do 
not have an adequate sampling of adna (ancient dna) from a represen-
tative cross- section of these early africans to determine their origins in 
specific region(s) of the continent. after 1700, however, the historical rec-
ords indicate that large numbers of enslaved persons from west and west 
Central africa were brought to the Chesapeake Bay, and the colonial gov-
ernment passed important restrictions mandating the enslavement of free 
africans and barring marriages between europeans and non- europeans. 
enslaved africans from the Bight of Bonny area of modern- day southeast-
ern nigeria and western Cameroon were particularly prominent among 
the early forced immigrants (38%). among these groups, the Ibo peoples 
dominated numerically and culturally. additional ethnic groups brought 
to this region from the Bight of Bonny are listed in table 3.2. africans 
were also brought from Gold Coast (16% from modern- day Ghana and 
Burkina Faso), west Central africa (16% from modern- day angola, the 
two Congos, Gabon, equatorial Guinea, and southern Cameroon), sene-
gambia (15% from modern- day senegal and Gambia), and Upper Guinea 
(11% from modern- day Guinea, northern sierra leone, and northwest li-
beria). enslaved african and african- descended laborers became the driv-
ing force to harvest labor- intensive tobacco crops grown especially in 
maryland’s southern and eastern shore regions. maryland’s central loca-
tion in the then english colonies as well as its establishment as a ship-
ping center soon meant that africans by the hundreds of thousands were 
being funneled through the Chesapeake Bay for enslavement in the mid- 
atlantic and southern colonies. the region was also home to a growing 
free african american population, and geographic distinctions greatly im-
pacted their status. By the 1720s, there were enough native- born african 
americans in maryland to create their own distinctive local culture, one 
that also received early influences from local indentured Irish workers 
and native american prisoners. Genetically, we are still able to recog-
nize a distinctive “Bight of Bonny” signal among the current descendant 
population that appears to translate into increased susceptibilities for ag-
gressive, early onset, and hormone- resistant forms of breast and prostate 
cancer (jackson 2008).

a f r i c a N  a N c e s t r a l  o r i g i N s  i N 
t h e  c a r o l i N a  c o a s t  r e g i o N

the Carolina Coast regions of savannah, Georgia, and Charleston, south 
Carolina, were also the important arrival points for enslaved africans 
during the transatlantic trade. large numbers of enslaved persons from 
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west Central africa (40%) and from west africa, particularly from sene-
gambia (23%) and Upper Guinea (18%), were brought to the Carolina Coast 
in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. africans were inten-
tionally mixed culturally to reduce the possibilities for successful revolts 
and to facilitate their assimilation into plantation- slave society. among 
these africans of the Carolina Coast emerged the contemporary Gullah/
Geechee culture, a local synthesis of various west and west Central afri-
can cultures with important native american and some european influ-
ences. Gullah/Geechee culture retains many african elements and ex-
tends from southeastern north Carolina to northern Florida along the 
atlantic coast. throughout the Carolina Coast and the southeastern 
United states in general, the historic intermarriage of africans and na-
tive americans was facilitated by the disproportionate numbers of afri-
can male slaves to females (3 to 1), their frequent co- enslavement in close 

Table 3.2. Major Bight of Bonny coastal and hinterland region micro
ethnic groups who contributed to the founding populations of the 
Chesapeake Bay

group name 
 (contemporary  
and/or  historical) current location in Bight of Bonny region

Bakoko (Basoo) Cameroon, littoral province (south of Douala)

Basaa (mbele) Cameroon, littoral province and central province

Bubi (ibhubhi) Fernando Po and Biombo Islands and Gabon, ogooue-
lolo province (west of koulamouton)

Douala (Duala) Cameroon, littoral province (near wouri river)

efik Nigeria, cross river state (near calabar)

ejagham (ekoi, kwa) Nigeria, cross river state and Cameroon, southwest-
ern region

fang (pamue) Cameroon, south province (near kribi), Gabon, North-
west, estuary, and woleu Ntem provinces and Equato-
rial Guinea

kwa’ (Bakwa) Cameroon, littoral province

ibibo Nigeria, akwa ibom state (cross river area)

igbo (ibo) Nigeria, abia, anambra, ebonyi, enugu, and imo states

ijo (ijaw) Nigeria, Bayelsa state

malimba (limba) Cameroon, littoral province (near sanaga river)

mokpwe (Bakweri) Cameroon, southwest province

myene (omyene, pangwe) Gabon, ogoone-maritime and middle ogooue province

yasa (yassa) Cameroon, south province, Equatorial Guinea (coastal), 
and Gabon

Source: modified from jackson 2008.
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proximity, and the decimation of native american males by disease, en-
slavement, and prolonged war against the colonists. the genetic conse-
quences include the incorporation of native american mtdna into many 
african american lineages, primarily haplogroups a and B, and the strong 
genetic imprint of the large number of west Central africans on contem-
porary local african americans. this imprint may be responsible for the 
enhanced salt sensitivity and elevated risk for hypertension and strokes 
in this area (jackson 2004).

a f r i c a N  a N c e s t r a l  o r i g i N s  i N 
t h e  m i s s i s s i p p i  D e lt a  r e g i o N

africans were brought to the mississippi delta along with the early French 
and spanish settlers. a large proportion came from senegambia (32%), 
Bight of Benin (25% from modern- day Benin and western nigeria), and 
Central africa (25%). only 8% came from the Bight of Bonny. Here in the 
mississippi river delta region and its hinterlands they interacted with 
local native americans and europeans to develop a number of unique 
micro ethnic groups including the sabines (a combination of the lineages 
of mississippi delta africans, Houma native americans, and French set-
tlers), Cane river Creoles (from the combined lineages of local african 
americans, indigenous native americans, and French settlers), Clifton 
Chocktaw/appalachee, tunican Biloxi, african american [black] Creoles, 
and many others. like the Chesapeake Bay, the geography of the region 
facilitated the semi- isolation and relative self- subsistence of many early 
groups. the genetic consequences in this part of the U.s. african diaspora 
are both complex and profound. Here we find african american lineages 
with highly varied amounts of non- african components, yet pronounced 
cultural fusion (the use of sassafras for medicinal and dietary purposes, re-
tention of aspects of vodun culture, etc.). the sharing of cultural elements 
may have had profound effects on the expressed genetics of the integrat-
ing groups. the shared use of sassafras, for example, may have served as 
a novel catalyst, in susceptible individuals, for pancreatic and liver can-
cers (jackson 2004).

a f r i c a N  g e N e t i c  D i v e r s i t y 
e l s e w h e r e  i N  t h e  a m e r i c a s

the vast, often indiscriminate, and long- standing transatlantic trade in 
enslaved africans impacted every country in the western Hemisphere. 
In the Caribbean and in Central and south america, the genetic conse-
quences of the african diaspora are notable. among the Garifunas of 
Honduras and the Chocos of Colombia (salas et al. 2005b), both show a 
major genetic component (~84%) from african groups living south of the 
sahara desert and a minor genetic component for native Central/south 
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americans. However, the Garifunas show evidence of a founder effect 
while the Chocos have several mtdna types in such high frequency as 
to suggest the action of genetic drift. Clearly a small number of women 
formed the basis for this regional group in the new world.
 In mexico, a constellation of ancestry informative genetic markers 
(aIms) have been used to quantify the african component of the indige-
nous population. Using 69 autosomal aIms, martinez- marignac and col-
leagues (2007) estimated the overall african contribution to contemporary 
mexicans to be 5%. yet mexico’s pronounced population substructure 
suggests that certain areas may have much higher african genetic com-
ponents, particularly around the regions where afro- mexicans established 
towns, worked the plantations, and labored in the mines.
 In ecuador, the african ecuadorian population, their genetic contri-
butions to the male line are 44% african, 31% european, and 15% native 
american; the last value is the highest percentage reported so far for an 
african- derived american group. In this same study (González- andrade 
et al. 2007), autosomal (non- sex genes) admixture was estimated as 56% 
african, 16% european, and 28% amerindian, one of the highest native 
american admixture rates among africans of the new world.
 In Uruguay, serological and molecular markers indicate that african 
diaspora populations have had an important genetic influence in the cur-
rent population (Bertoni et al. 2005). even in argentina, where there is 
little of a “visible” sub- saharan african presence, at least 10% of the cur-
rent population exhibit african- derived alleles. (In the mid- nineteenth 
century at least 30% of the argentina nationals were of predominantly 
african descent.) In Buenos aires, argentina, martinez marignac and col-
leagues (2004) found that the african contribution to the general popula-
tion gene pool was 6.5% (+/–6.4), while other researchers have suggested 
an african contribution of around 10% (Fejerman et al. 2005).
 In Brazil, the population is remarkably heterogeneous. In a study of 
four regional african Brazilian groups, most of the y chromosomes were 
from sub- saharan africa, and the proportion of y chromosomes of euro-
pean origin was greater than that of y chromosomes of amerindian origin 
(abe- sandes et al. 2004). many western Bantu associated mtdna haplo-
types (commonly seen in angola) have been observed among african Bra-
zilians (Plaza et al. 2004) in addition to west african and other west Cen-
tral variants. the detection of angolan mtdna lineages is consistent 
with the historical record, since Brazil was one of the main destinations 
for enslaved persons from this region of africa (Plaza et al. 2004). among 
african Brazilians living in rio de janeiro and Porto alegre, their mtdna 
data indicates that respectively 69% and 82% of the matrilineages origi-
nated from west Central/southeast africa (Hünemeier et al. 2007). these 
estimates are in close agreement with historical records which indicated 
that most of the Brazilian slaves who arrived in rio de janeiro were from 
west Central africa. In a study on y chromosome variation among self- 
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identified “blacks” in rio de janeiro, high heterogeneity and a strong euro-
pean influence was detected along with evidence of population substruc-
turing (domingues et al. 2007). among african Brazilians in sao Paulo, 
only 48% of the y chromosomes but 85% of the mtdna haplogroups were 
characteristic of sub- saharan africa. within Brazil, there is quite a bit of 
regional variation in the proportions of african descent in the local popu-
lation. For example, in rio Grande do sul, Brazil, 16% of the mtdna hap-
logroups were african, even though all of the individuals tested identified 
themselves as “white” (marrero et al. 2005, Hünemeier et al. 2007).

pa t t e r N s  o f  e u r o p e a N  g e N e  f l o w 
i N t o  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  g r o u p s

a great deal of research has gone into studies of the genetic contributions 
of european males versus european females to the gene pools of the af-
rican diaspora. researchers know that these contributions have not been 
uniform for men and women (Parra et al. 2001, tian et al. 2006). Genetic 
contributions from european men have disproportionately influenced the 
genetics of most african american lineages compared with genetic con-
tributions from european women, a clear reflection of the sexual poli-
tics and political- economic disenfranchisement associated with slavery. 
although more african men than african women were captured in africa 
and able to survive the middle Passage and its aftermath in the ameri-
cas, we observe more european male- associated genes (such as y chro-
mosome variants) in contemporary new world africans than european 
female- associated genes (such as mtdna variants). this pattern is ob-
served throughout the transatlantic african diaspora. even in the Cabo 
verde archipelago, a chain of seven islands that served as a senegambian 
outpost of the atlantic trade in enslaved africans, y chromosome vari-
ants found among (male) Portuguese colonizers are clearly evident among 
the africans, while mtdna variants more commonly encountered among 
the Portuguese are more rarely observed in the africans. In contrast, the 
mtdna types of Cabo verde are characteristically west african; almost 
no mitochondrial input comes from the female Portuguese colonizers 
(Brehm et al. 2002). similar patterns are seen further south on the atlantic 
islands of são tomé and Principe, where a significant heterogeneous dis-
tribution of european paternal lineages can be detected in the two major 
ethnic groups, the Forros and the angolares (Gonsalves et al. 2007). so 
this historic pattern of gender- directed gene flow is another characteristic 
of the genetics of the african diaspora.
 among U.s. african americans, the frequencies of european y chro-
mosomes are relatively consistent, 26.4 +/– 8.9%, in different geographical 
locations (Hammer et al. 2005). african mtdna nucleotide sequences 
have been found at only about 1% in different european populations—
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mainly l1b and l3b (maliarchuk and Czarny 2005). Including m and pos-
sibly U6 as african- derived mtdna variants, however, greatly increases 
the african component in europeans. (olivieri et al. 2006, however, con-
sider these haplotypes to be eurasian.) Using 2,018 autosomal snP mark-
ers and 6 mtdna haplogroups for a group of 93 african american men, 
the european genetic contribution was only 8.5% in the mtdna (ma-
ternal lineages) but 28.5% in the y chromosome (paternal lineages), and 
nearly 20% in the autosomal genes (lind et al. 2007). this demonstrates 
the gender- based differences in the genetic contributions from male ver-
sus females to the genomes of african american individuals. as a direct 
consequence of transatlantic slavery practices, the genetic contributions 
of european males dominate those of european females among african- 
descended peoples throughout the new world. the genetics of the african 
diaspora show evidence of strong asymmetric, sex- biased genetic blend-
ing in the founding and ongoing history of the new world african popu-
lation, with the african and amerindian contribution being highest from 
maternal lineages (as measured by mitochondrial dna) and the european 
contribution foremost from paternal lineages (estimated from y chromo-
some haplogroups). this phenomenon has been observed in Brazil and in 
several other latin american countries, suggesting that it might consti-
tute a universal characteristic of both the Iberian and english (and prob-
ably French) colonizations of the americas (Gonçalves et al. 2007).

pa t t e r N s  o f  a f r i c a N  g e N e t i c 
c o N t r i B u t i o N s  i N  u . s .  h i s pa N i c 
( l a t i N o /a )  g r o u p s

In the United states, the african paternal contributions to Hispanic popu-
lations are much higher in the northeast (10.5 +/– 6.4%) than in the south-
west (1.5 +/– 0.9%) or the midwest (0%) (Hammer et al. 2005). In fact, it is 
this regional variation in the african component in many latino/a ethnic 
groups that accounts for the genetic heterogeneity of new world Hispanic 
peoples. Hispanic (latino/a) peoples are regionally biologically distinct, 
largely as a reflection of their differential amounts of african genetic 
diversity. of course, this genetic diversity is further augmented by the 
cultural (e.g., dietary, linguistic) differences among Hispanic (latino/a) 
peoples as well.

s u m m a r y

the transatlantic african diaspora created a fascinating new distribution 
of african genetic diversity as well as opportunities for new gene combi-
nations through interactions among africans from various regions and 
through local interactions with non- africans. what has emerged from this 
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major population dispersion is an amazingly large number of african ge-
netic retentions, evidence of modest gene flow with europeans (primarily 
north atlantic and western european males), localized limited gene flow 
with native americans (primarily native american women from a diver-
sity of ethnic groups), and some regional opportunities for genetic drift 
and founder effects. african- descended groups in the new world retain 
pronounced genetic affinities with west, west Central, and southeast af-
ricans, in spite of 400 years of separation. these genetic links are under-
scored by the evidence from maternally inherited mtdna, paternally in-
herited y chromosome, and nuclear dna markers of african ancestry. 
Undoubtedly the modest presence of non- african genetic variants in new 
world africans is a reflection of past cultural preferences (i.e., positive as-
sortative mating practices), social discrimination by non- africans, and 
various instances of geographical and economic isolation.
 a review of the literature on the genetics of the transatlantic african 
diaspora indicates the continuing need for more substantive interactions 
between geneticists and researchers in other disciplines. this is due in 
part to a compartmentalization that appears to exist between the life sci-
ences and especially the humanities, where many researchers examining 
the african diaspora are housed. there are currently stronger collabo-
rations between the social sciences and anthropological geneticists, but 
the level of intellectual interaction remains inadequate. the new genetic 
technology that allows us to study human genetic variation in increasing 
detail still needs to be contextualized within an appropriate historical 
and anthropological framework. the editors of this book are to be com-
mended for including a chapter on genetics in a volume that addresses the 
transatlantic african diaspora. this is the direction that future endeav-
ors need to take if we are to fully appreciate the consequences of this, the 
largest human migration in the history of our species.
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4 landsCaPes and PlaCes oF 
memory: aFrICan dIasPora 
researCH and GeoGraPHy

Judith A. Carney

a broad definition of the discipline of Geography begins with the in-
tegrated study of people, places, and environments. In bridging the 

social and biological sciences, Geography offers a holistic approach to con-
temporary and historical problems. How can this discipline contribute to 
african diaspora studies? as I hope to show, Geography may add reason-
able inferences to the gaps in the historical record. the discipline encour-
ages a critical engagement with culture and environment and the food 
systems and botanical dispersals that accompanied specific human mi-
grations. at the interface of culture and environment, and in the service 
of history, Geography uses a unique perspective to examine a past whose 
witnessing remains obscured by centuries of european triumphalist docu-
mentation.

t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  a N D  t h e 
D i s c i p l i N e  o f  g e o g r a p h y

Interdisciplinary research is the hallmark of Geography. some of the pio-
neering work in Geography, which initiated concern with topics now con-
sidered germane to african diaspora research, was developed from four of 
Geography’s subfields: biogeography, historical geography, cultural geog-
raphy, and cultural ecology.
 Biogeography examines the distribution of plants and animals in re-
lationship to their physical environment, the routes followed, and peri-
ods of introduction. the earliest diffusion studies of species across the 
atlantic avoided mention of africa altogether and focused on the link-
ages between the Iberian Peninsula and the new world. edmundo wer-
nicke’s 1938 study of domestic animal introductions to the americas, for 
instance, emphasized the role of europeans using maritime routes. Cattle, 
sheep, goats, and pigs were left to roam on uninhabited atlantic islands as 
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live meat for passing ships. By the mid- sixteenth century, livestock num-
bered in the tens of thousands in plantation economies, where they pro-
vided food, draft animals, hides, and tallow. wernicke traces the routes 
by which these animals first arrived in the americas, identifying the cru-
cial role of the atlantic islands as steps in their diffusion from the Iberian 
Peninsula.1 even though the transatlantic slave trade was already under 
way, africa was in his view of little consequence for intercontinental spe-
cies diffusion in a process later known as the Columbian exchange.
 while the significance of the Cape verde Islands for the atlantic 
economy is noted by wernicke and later by alfred Crosby,2 little atten-
tion is given to the role of the african mainland in providing the species 
that facilitated their settlement. the islands are a mere 500 kilometers 
from the senegambian coast, where one of africa’s premier cattle econo-
mies is found. Portuguese settlement relied on enslaved people to raise 
the crops and animals sold to european ships. most of the food crops 
grown (millet, sorghum, and rice) were planted under a similar climate on 
the african mainland. the introduced african species included livestock. 
seventeenth- century accounts reveal a considerable trade in live cattle be-
tween the islands and senegambia. Cape verdean traders repeatedly intro-
duced african cattle, sheep, and goats to the atlantic archipelago.3 this 
mainland cattle economy was also featured in the accounts of slave ship 
captains. jean Barbot, who made two slave voyages (1678–79, 1681–82) to 
western africa, depicted the transfer of livestock to a slave ship in sene-
gambia.4 a considerable literature exists on Iberian livestock introduc-
tions to the western atlantic. However, there is little written on the af-
rican animals transported via slave ships, the role they played in stocking 
the atlantic islands, and their importance for provisioning ships headed 
for new world plantation economies.5

 one exception is the work of geographer r. a. donkin, who has writ- 
ten on the diffusion of several obscure edible animal species. In a mono-
graph on the guinea fowl, donkin identifies its african origin and conti-
nental distribution and early diffusion to the americas; he also  reproduces 
an image of this african poultry drawn in seventeenth- century dutch Bra-
zil. donkin records elsewhere the introduction of the african bush pig to 
seventeenth- century plantation economies.6 But even when the concern is 
with african species, the spatial and temporal emphasis of diffusion stud-
ies places the context for their dissemination in the background. thus 
donkin’s research is not concerned with the way african edible animal 
species crossed the atlantic (on slave ships), their role in transatlantic dis-
persal (as live meat), or their significance in new world syncretic religious 
traditions (by the enslaved).7 to this day, the african animal component of 
the Columbian exchange remains underexplored by scholars.
 more headway has been made investigating transatlantic botanical 
dispersals. Concern with african species developed from biogeographical 
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interest in the floristic components of landscapes surrounding former plan-
tation economies. In a 1972 paper on the “africanization” of new world 
tropical landscapes, geographer james j. Parsons referred to the  botanical 
invasion of african pasture grasses to the american tropics, which oc-
curred during the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries.8 Five species 
in particular transformed the grazing economies of new world tropical 
and subtropical regions: Guinea grass (Panicum maximum), Pará or an-
gola grass (Brachiaria mutica), molasses grass (Melinis minutiflora), Ber-
muda grass (Cynodon dactylon), and jaraguá grass (Hyparrhenia rufa). the 
common names, Guinea and angola, for two of these grasses suggest un-
explored linkages to the transatlantic slave trade. Parsons drew atten-
tion to the role of slave ships in transporting cultivated types of african 
grasses to the americas, speculating whether their introduction was in-
advertent or intentional. However, he did not consider the fact that slave 
ships also carried live animals on board, which could also have trans-
ported the grasses through their feed, bedding, and hooves. still, his paper 
broke new ground in the discipline of Geography by considering the im-
pact of african botanical introductions on new world environments dur-
ing the transatlantic slave trade.
 Clarissa Kimber’s 1988 study of the changing plant geographies of 
martinique also touched on the presence of african species in the ameri-
cas.9 she used the landscape as the principal unit of analysis to  identify the 
botanical signatures of specific settlement eras. In order to see the link-
age between history and botanical introductions, Kimber  identified the 
floristic components of the amerindian, early european, colonial plan- 
tation, and modern eras. But in a study largely concerned with the broad 
environmental transformations wrought by the dominant social group, 
african species received very little attention as they served chiefly as food 
crops planted by the enslaved on subsistence plots. the role of african 
food crops, and new world africans in establishing them, had not yet 
emerged as a research concern in Geography.10

 jonathan sauer also touched on african botanical dispersals in his 
1993 historical geography of crop plants. He pointed out the african ori-
gins of millet and sorghum and brought the continent into discussion of 
the international journey of the peanut during the atlantic slave trade. 
Interested in the diffusion of the peanut from its south american center 
of origin to southeastern north america, sauer traced the crop’s unusual 
atlantic journey. He drew attention to Krapovickas’s research, which sug-
gested that the “virginia” peanut developed from an amerindian variety 
introduced to west africa by the 1560s. It was this variety which was 
subsequently established along the atlantic seaboard. a plant of south 
american origins, which had not reached mexico in pre- Columbian times, 
was dispersed to north america via west africa, where it was introduced 
during the seventeenth century as provision on slave ships.11 we now 
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know that it was first grown in garden plots by the enslaved. For such rea-
sons, the peanut became known in the southeastern United states by its 
african names, goober and pindar.12

 robert C. west used afro- Colombian settlement as the organizing 
principle in his cultural geographical study of the country’s Pacific low-
lands, but failed to see any meaningful african contribution to the area’s 
cultural history. His work built upon an earlier volume on placer mining 
during Colombia’s colonial period and the use of enslaved laborers to carry 
it out.13 west’s study of the Pacific afro- Colombian population provided 
a well- researched ethnographic snapshot of land use and material culture 
in the region during the 1950s. However, it did not present new world af-
ricans (slaves, maroons, and freed persons) as significant agents in the de-
velopment of Pacific lowland culture and settlement. west contended that 
enslaved africans depended upon amerindians to learn subsistence agri-
culture and house construction and the spanish for introduction of the 
plantain, which became the region’s dietary staple.14 In his view, africans 
were seemingly unpracticed in tropical agriculture prior to being made 
slaves. similarly, the afro- Colombian population only took up cultivation 
of the plantain as a consequence of spanish initiative (even though euro-
peans first encountered its cultivation in west africa, where it had dif-
fused 1,000 years earlier). only in the realm of culture did west discern 
african contributions in the form of musical instruments, songs, and a 
disappearing cooperative labor group known as minga. apparently aware 
of melville Herskovits’s work on african retentions in the americas, west 
claimed that their Colombian descendants “have lost practically all of 
their african cultural heritage.”15

 By the 1980s a different view took shape in the work of geographer 
david watts, who examined culture and development of the west Indies 
since 1492. watts drew attention to the role of enslaved africans in plant 
introductions. He identified africa as the source of the medicinal and 
lamp oil, the castor bean, and africans in establishing important food 
crops such as pigeon pea, sorghum, and yams to the Caribbean.16

 j. H. Galloway’s 1989 historical geography of the sugar cane industry 
conceptualized the atlantic Basin as a historical geographical unit.17 His 
study is concerned with the key agricultural transformation that forever 
changed the relationship of three continents. Galloway examines the in-
dustry’s mediterranean origins, the significance of são tomé for european 
development of sugar plantations, and the key technological changes that 
facilitated the crop’s dissemination across the atlantic. as the focus is 
on the significance of technology change for its spread, enslaved african 
workers remain in the background. However, in contrast to geographers 
before him, Galloway envisages the atlantic as a historical geographical 
unit for understanding the relationship between europe, africa, and the 
americas.
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 By the 1990s, interest in the dissemination of plants, animals, and 
technologies led biogeographers and historical geographers to touch upon 
several approaches that remain pertinent to african diaspora research. 
these approaches included a consideration of african contributions in 
diffusion studies, an examination of the floristic composition of land-
scapes for illuminating the presence and use of african botanical species, 
and an emergent view of the atlantic basin as a bounded historical geo-
graphic concept. over the same period, research in human geography—
especially cultural geography and cultural ecology—began to engage the 
significance of enslaved africans in the making of the african atlantic.
 some of the initial research derived from studies of Caribbean plan-
tation societies in the 1970s and 1980s. this work examined the agrarian 
history and legacy of the plantation complex. when geographer lydia 
Pulsipher excavated the eighteenth- century Galways plantation in mont-
serrat, she saw beyond the restoration of yet another Caribbean “Great 
House.” Instead, she focused on the very people forced to labor on the es-
tate’s sugar plantations. In illuminating their lives and culture within 
the plantation complex, her 1994 paper drew attention to the significance 
of the dooryard gardens adjoining slave dwellings.18 on these plots the 
enslaved raised subsistence favorites, herbs, medicines, and small ani-
mals, just as their descendants continue to do throughout much of the 
 Caribbean.
 Cultural geographers have advanced scholarly understanding of the 
significance of dooryard gardens for Caribbean agrarian history. this re-
search includes inventories of the plants that are grown, which can be 
used to identify crops of african origin.19 Plantation studies are typically 
focused on export commodities and the european role in their develop-
ment. research on slave household plots, however, reveals plants, cultiva-
tion methods, and agricultural implements of african origin. It draws at-
tention to the role of the individual garden plots for crop experimentation 
and selection. In this sense, dooryard garden plots operated as botanical 
nurseries of the dispossessed. as hidden laboratories of crop experimenta-
tion, they were no less significant than the european scientific societies 
of the same era that pursued botanical experimentation.20

 Cultural geographers have long viewed agrarian history as a critical 
arena for intellectual engagement. In Geographical Inquiry and Ameri-
can Historical Problems (1992), Carville earle draws attention to the pro-
found relationship of culture and environment for understanding agrarian 
landscapes of the past, where enslavement may have structured the labor 
process. the geographer’s intellectual journey involves “a reacquaintance 
with the rural worlds of american history, a patient tracing of the mani-
fold agrarian connections between nature and culture . . . a suspension of 
modernity’s disbelief in the extraordinary power of prosaic agrarian sys-
tems, and, in the process, an exposition of a new interpretation of the 
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american past.”21 several geographers have embarked upon this scholarly 
challenge.
 Karl Butzer brought agrarian history to light in 2002 by emphasizing 
how agricultural technology, institutional structures, and power relations 
offer ways to understand the agrarian history of specific regions and envi-
ronmental transformations. this research breathes fresh perspectives into 
diffusion studies while overcoming many of its aforementioned perils. For 
instance, in tracing the cultural origins of wetland reclamation in French 
atlantic Canada, Butzer draws attention to French immigrants in the dif-
fusion of an agricultural technology to acadia with which they were pre-
viously familiar. the need to ensure subsistence in the early settlement 
history acted as a catalyst for this agricultural diffusion. His emphasis on 
the significance of cultural knowledge for specific environmental trans-
formations presents a second case study for seeing the way cultural heri-
tages informed wetland development in north america. Butzer’s work en-
gages similar themes that emerged from studies of enslaved africans and 
the transformation of Carolina wetlands to rice fields. In linking cultural 
knowledge systems to specific subsistence repertoires (for example, wet-
land cultivation), geographical scholarship can open “a potentially signifi-
cant window onto the role of a subordinated people in fashioning the agri-
cultural landscape of colonial america.” In this way, it offers insights on 
the ways that material culture shapes counternarratives of environmen-
tal history.22

 In his examination of the european origins of the cattle ranching tra-
dition in north america, terry jordan extended to livestock this interest 
in the linkages between technology diffusion and cultural heritages. He 
touched upon possible african cultural influences in late seventeenth- 
century Carolina husbandry practices, even though he supported an Ibe-
rian basis for the western ranching tradition that ultimately evolved.23

 each of these geographical studies of technology diffusion is informed 
by cultural ecology. the research draws attention to food systems and eth-
nic funds of knowledge for tracing the formation of distinctive new world 
landscape heritages. In linking technology diffusion to specific human 
migrations, and in placing distinctive cultural traditions within environ-
mental settings, these studies now offer a way of seeing how africa has 
contributed to the agricultural development of the americas.

N e w  D i r e c t i o N s  f o r  g e o g r a p h i c a l 
r e s e a r c h  o N  t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a

much of my academic focus has been on african rice. what, for instance, 
do I as a geographer see when I look at a grain of rice? I see a narrative of 
atlantic slavery, the story of a plant that journeyed across the middle Pas-
sage with the very people who knew how to grow it and for whom the ce-
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real was the dietary staple. It is a story of forced exile, technology transfer, 
environments transformed, and subsistence. each rice hull forms a vessel 
of social memory and identity. In this telling, the cultural- environmental 
focus of Geography is historically contingent. By integrating space with 
time, Geography becomes History.
 the journey across the atlantic presented europeans with new op-
portunities for wealth, but the tropical environments they settled were 
essentially alien to them. For enslaved africans, their journey sentenced 
them to a life of toil, but the lands in which they were forced to live often 
resembled those they were forced to leave. seen in this light, the neo-
tropics represent a conceptual divide for europeans and new world afri-
cans. europeans found themselves in unfamiliar environments in tropical 
america and turned to indigenous people they encountered to provide 
them with food. enslaved africans found in these same landscapes rec-
ognizable old world plant genera and micro- environments they had left 
behind. these landscapes could provide or support the familiar foods and 
medicines upon which their survival depended. subsistence in plantation 
economies developed from the tropical farming acumen of both amer-
indian and african peoples. In their quest for survival, new world afri-
cans presided over a convergence of these two tropical agricultural heri-
tages.
 the vital role of amerindians in shaping the landscapes of latin 
america has remained a significant focus of geographical research for 
many decades. studies of indigenous landscape formation, land use prac-
tices, resource management strategies, and agricultural systems have pro-
foundly contributed to the achievements of pre- Columbian societies. In 
his recent book, 1491, Charles mann elucidates many of these scholarly 
contributions.24 the transformation of diverse environments into agri-
cultural landscapes enabled pre- Columbian populations to reach densi-
ties in tropical america that have been only recently eclipsed. amerin-
dians accomplished this by domesticating crops suitable to distinctive 
farming conditions and through the reclamation of fertile soil from wet-
lands. they developed massive earthworks known as ridged fields and, by 
lifting bottom muck from shallow lakes, created agricultural islands of 
raised beds known as chinampas. From infertile soils native amazonians 
even made organic black earth soils by a now lost technique, which in-
volved inoculation with soil microorganisms.25 In elucidating the under-
lying principles of amerindian food systems, geographers have advanced 
contemporary academic interest in environmental history, historical eth-
nography, cultural ecology, and indigenous/local knowledge.
 Geographers are also at the vanguard of research on the cultural and 
biological landscapes shaped by european settlement of the americas. In 
drawing attention to the nexus between culture, technology, and environ-
ment, geographical scholarship has placed post- Columbian environmen-
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tal transitions in a broader historical- ecological context.26 nonetheless, 
the discipline has yet to engage fully the ways new world africans shaped 
landscapes and floristic communities of the americas. this is surprising, 
since enslaved africans accompanied the first Iberian settlers and formed 
the numerical majority of “immigrants” to the americas until the 1820s. 
they would have noticed that many tropical plant genera and micro- 
environments encountered in the neotropics were identical to those they 
knew in africa. enslaved africans were the only new settlers equipped 
with the special knowledge and skills required for growing food in tropi-
cal environments. the knowledge systems that informed their survival— 
especially the african and amerindian plants they used for food, medi-
cine, and spiritual needs—offer a promising area for geographical research. 
It places the cultural concerns of anthropologists and historians working 
on africa and the african diaspora within an appropriate environmental 
matrix. the arrival of peoples from similar agro- ecological environments 
in tropical africa may have injected new ideas and species into existing 
indigenous ethnobotanical systems.
 the issue of african contributions to the americas has not been fully 
engaged in part because of the difficulty of separating amerindian from 
african influences. But in areas where amerindian populations vanished, 
enslaved africans became the custodians of their botanical knowledge 
systems, including subsistence achievements. they also established the 
foodways of their own societies. one way to see these accomplishments 
is by identifying the african botanical components of the Columbian ex-
change. this raises questions about how plants of african origin arrived 
in the americas, the purposes they served, and the circumstances under 
which they were established. It draws attention to subsistence and the role 
of food in provisioning both the willing and unwilling participants of the 
transatlantic slave trade.27

 shifting research attention to the very foods that sustained the traf-
ficking and sustenance of enslaved labor on both sides of the atlantic 
brings attention to the significance of african crops as provisions on slave 
ships and in plantation economies for sustenance. It illuminates the role 
of different ethnic groups and women in the transfer of foods and pro-
cessing technologies and the significance of environmental knowledge 
systems for establishing specific crops, such as rice.28 a focus on subsis-
tence demands a different conceptualization of the atlantic from earlier 
views of it as a medium for the diffusion of european enterprise and pre-
sumed ingenuity. subsistence reveals the centrality of the african at-
lantic as a historical geographical unit of identity, memory, and resistance 
in which knowledge of botanical resources played an extraordinary role.
 Botanical research on african domesticates generally avoids discus-
sion of the role of slavery in plant dispersals.29 Instead, discussion centers 
on whether the species is native or a “recent” introduction and the area of 
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the world where it was domesticated. europeans, and especially the Por-
tuguese, are credited with the global plant exchanges of the Columbian 
exchange and the introduction to the americas of several african spe-
cies that became global commodities (oil palm, coffee, malaguetta pep-
per). Certainly some african plants owe their diffusion and establishment 
to european agency, with coffee providing the most notable example. the 
african watermelon and castor bean plant, which diffused to europe in 
antiquity, similarly suggest a Portuguese introduction. their early appear-
ance in the americas is illustrated in seventeenth- century paintings of 
dutch Brazil.30 the castor bean served many important purposes during 
the plantation period. It provided lamp oil and an all- purpose medicinal. 
the plant was used as a purgative and to kill off head lice. It also served 
to treat a variety of skin ailments that afflicted the enslaved.31

 while european agency is responsible for the diffusion to the ameri-
cas of some african species, enslaved africans likely pioneered the es-
tablishment of several of the continent’s principal food staples (sorghum, 
yams, african rice).32 Captains of slave ships routinely purchased african 
food crops as provision for the atlantic crossing. any grains or rootstock 
remaining from a slave voyage provided the enslaved with an opportu-
nity to reestablish their dietary preferences. european naturalists first en-
countered many of the continent’s plant domesticates in slave food fields. 
Commentaries from the early colonial period in fact attribute some of 
these crops to slave introduction.33

 the role of africans in adopting species of asian origin in prehistory 
and in developing new varieties of them does not receive the research at-
tention it merits. For instance, the banana and plantain were already im-
portant food crops in western africa, where europeans first encountered 
them. these plants appeared so early in the settlement history of the 
americas that scholars originally thought they were of new world ori-
gin.34 the significance of such crops in african agricultural systems be-
fore the onset of the transatlantic slave trade is seldom considered in ac-
counts of plant introductions to the western atlantic.
 while africans would transform indigenous landscapes for european 
plantation agriculture, their agricultural acumen and botanical heritage 
shaped the tropical environment in subtle ways that strengthened sur-
vival. attention to the plants that succored slaves during illness, flight 
from slavery, and religious practices offers a promising geographical ap-
proach. the significance of such plants for providing slaves and maroons 
a cognitive map for survival in the americas is still evident in their use 
for edible, medicinal, and spiritual purposes in key diaspora areas of the 
americas, such as Brazil and the Caribbean.
 the cultural uses of african plants in diasporic religious traditions 
such as Brazilian Candomblé, Cuban santería, and palo monte as well as 
Haitian vodou represent another area of geographical scholarship. In 
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discussing the healing plants used in the liturgical practices of afro- 
Brazilian Candomblé, robert voeks reveals a social memory of their geo-
graphical origin in vernacular Portuguese. For instance, the names for 
african malaguetta pepper (pimenta da costa) and the kola nut (obí da 
costa) refer to west african origins (implied by da costa). He observes that 
some african plants are in fact only known in Brazil by their nigerian yo-
ruba names (tapete de Oxalá, espada de Ogun). through these vernacular 
plant names, afro- Brazilians recognize that botanical elements of Can-
domblé practices also inhabit their ancestral west african homeland.35 
research conducted by geographer erica moret on the healing plants of 
afro- Cuban religions also indicates the importance of new world african 
medicinal knowledge and practices.36

 another way geographers examine african botanical contributions is 
through the homeopathic medicinal traditions of the new world. the Ca-
ribbean is renowned for its “green medicine”—the use of plants for healing. 
these include cultivated species native to the americas as well as africa 
and specimens found in both regions. many of these pan- tropical genera 
are used for the same purposes, and in similar ways, in the americas and 
west africa. this suggests the possibility that enslaved africans recog-
nized in the new world related species known for their healing proper-
ties. an examination of the Caribbean’s medicinal plant pharmacopoeia 
provides a way of seeing the ethnobotanical palette that developed in af-
rica over millennia and diffused to the americas. It also draws attention 
to the intermediary role of enslaved africans as custodians of medicinal 
traditions developed by amerindians. the Caribbean pharmacopoeia in-
cludes many plants of new world origin, even though the native peoples 
who developed them have long since disappeared. enslaved africans in-
herited this botanical legacy, made their own contributions to its evo-
lution, and left it to their descendants as part of the region’s enduring 
homeo pathic tradition.37

 a recent cultural geographical study on the diffusion of west af rica’s 
ackee fruit to jamaica draws attention to inter- Caribbean migration for 
its twentieth- century dispersal to mainland Central america. a fruit 
that defines the national culinary dish of jamaica—salt fish and ackee— 
dispersed to Costa rica with the migration of jamaican workers, who 
built railroads in the early twentieth century and labored on banana plan-
tations. joseph Powell’s ethnobotanical research on the diffusion of the 
ackee tree provides an insight to the past by showing how jamaicans in 
the modern era established specific dietary preferences with migration.38 
His research demands consideration of the agency of the enslaved in es-
tablishing in an earlier era african food staples for subsistence.
 two other innovative research directions focus on african land use 
principles implemented in new world herding economies. andrew sluy-
ter’s research examines the african role in the open- range cattle herding 
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and common- property tenure system that developed on the Caribbean is-
land of Barbuda. the research of Chris duvall, based on fieldwork on west 
african land management, is exploring several innovative directions in 
the americas. He examines the roles that enslaved african pastoralists 
had in developing live- fencing for livestock corrals and discusses the ways 
that live- fencing served the defensive purposes of fugitive slaves.39

 a focus on rural communities descended from runaway slaves (ma-
roons), especially in the Guianas and Brazil (where they thrive to this 
day), offer geographers other venues for examining landscape linkages to 
africa. many of these communities cultivate land communally, grow and 
process plants in distinctive ways, and practice subsistence to a degree not 
found among other peasantries. they also recount oral histories that at-
tach specific african crops to their community’s memory of enslavement 
and escape.40

 In Brazil, reforms to the federal constitution in 1988 gave many ma-
roon communities the right to petition the government for land they had 
long held without title. these included communities descended from run-
away slaves, known as quilombos, and others formed by freed slaves on 
unclaimed land. the petitions now number more than 1,000. this is the 
basis of a recent mapping project by Brazilian geographer araújo dos an-
jos (2005), who provides a comprehensive list of the communities seeking 
legal land title for the entire country and their spatial locations within 
each state.41 His work opens up promising directions for measuring the 
socioeconomic standing of these communities relative to other parts of 
Brazil.
 archival records of military expeditions sent to recapture fugitive 
slaves offer another way to understand diasporic land use and agricul-
tural practices. attacks on maroon settlements were frequent events in 
 seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century Brazil, suriname, Colombia, and ja-
maica. Cartographers often accompanied the expeditions, drawing the 
fields, defensive structures, dwellings, and siting of vanquished settle-
ments. an analysis of these archival records provides geographers with 
unexplored primary materials on how maroons used landscape features 
to sequester and defend their communities.
 the significance of place for shaping the social memory of enslave-
ment offers another arena of geographical work relevant to african dias-
pora studies. Carney’s recent collaborative fieldwork (2005) with geogra-
pher jacque Chase in the colonial diamond and gold mining area of minas 
Gerais explored a mountainous region where the poor, white as well as 
black, identify numerous geomorphological features that are memorial-
ized from the period of slavery (which in Brazil ended in 1888). Places to 
which fugitive slaves fled and fought reenslavement form part of a land-
scape of memory, as do sites where especially tragic events unfolded dur-
ing slavery. several of the rock formations are even anthropomorphized 
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to commemorate a particular enslaved african whose tragedy or triumph 
serves as witness to an event that gave the place its name. such land-
scape features keep alive a collective social memory of slavery and resis-
tance among the mixed race peasantry encountered in these remote lo-
cales. this geographical research draws attention to the ways that places 
are made and the counternarrative that shapes memory and identity in 
specific landscape settings.
 Cultural geographers have already begun to examine the role of com-
memorative monuments for shaping the memory, identity, and political 
awareness of women in the american west. Cartographic representation 
is being used to bring attention to pressing social, political- economic, and 
cultural issues. among the atlases that have received considerable atten-
tion are The Third World Atlas, which mapped poverty from a comparative 
international perspective by geographical scale, and the State of Women 
in the World Atlas, which profiles women’s “place” cross- culturally. How-
ever, this approach has yet to explore the potential for mapping the spa-
tial distribution of issues that pertain to descendants of africans in the 
americas, thereby bringing broader awareness to the african atlantic.42

c o N c l u s i o N

the publication of historian C. l. r. james’s Black Jacobins in 1938 es-
tablished the conceptual approach that would guide the burgeoning re-
search interest in the african diaspora evident from the second half of 
the twentieth century. In setting the struggles of san domingo’s [Haiti’s] 
slaves for freedom against the convulsions of revolutionary France, james 
moved slaves from the background to the center of his account and placed 
the freedom struggle within the transoceanic context of challenges to 
european political- economic domination. His work revealed the value of 
situating black history and culture within the atlantic world, which de-
pended on enslaved labor for economic expansion. james’s legacy in think-
ing of the atlantic as a conceptual and historical- geographical unit gave 
impetus to numerous studies that chronicled slave resistance and rebel-
lion in plantation societies. Unlike efforts in other social science and hu-
manities disciplines, the burgeoning literature on the african atlantic 
failed to find a similar response in Geography.
 But this is changing. as geographers working on amerindian cultural- 
environmental contributions to the americas have learned, white politi-
cal control over indigenous populations in the colonial period did not 
totally vanquish their environmental and botanical knowledge systems. 
nor did it do so with enslaved africans. the introduction of edible, me-
dicinal, and spiritual plants of african origin—and the role of the en-
slaved in their establishment and adaptation—is now receiving the atten-
tion it deserves from geographers. as a result, geographers have begun to 
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steadily erode the misconception that enslaved africans were only minor 
elements in the shaping of the cultural and agricultural landscape of the 
americas.
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5 aFrICan dIasPora  
In arCHaeoloGy

Theresa A. Singleton

archaeology is unique among the social sciences and humanities be-
cause of its ability to examine periods hundreds and thousands of 

years ago. Consequently, archaeology has the potential to investigate the 
earliest diasporas out of africa assuming that sites associated with these 
migrations and resettlement can be rediscovered. as the cradle of hu-
manity, africa witnessed its first migration of early hominids from africa 
to eurasia approximately 1.8 million years ago, a phenomenon termed out- 
of- africa 1. around 100,000 years ago, the earliest anatomically modern 
humans are found beyond africa in europe and asia and later colonizing 
australasia and the americas, a process known as out- of- africa 2.1 while 
these migrations are important to understanding cultural developments 
associated with human biological evolution, they are best described as 
Great diasporas of all humankind, not african diasporas.2

 In current archaeological practice, african diaspora refers to world-
wide dispersal of africans and their descendants usually of the last two 
millennia, particularly those diasporas emanating from slave trading. al-
though there were african diasporas originating from conditions other 
than slaving, these have not been the focus of archaeological investiga-
tion. slavery and the slave trade have a long history in africa dating over 
2,000 years and are therefore important topics in the cultural history of 
africa, whether one is interested in the transatlantic, trans- saharan, In-
dian ocean, or domestic slave trades.3 moreover, slave trading, particu-
larly the raiding for enslaved people, leaves archaeological signatures in 
the landscape that other kinds of diasporas may not. thus the slave trade 
serves as a critical point of departure, not only for understanding the ex-
traction process of these forced migrations but also for providing direct 
evidence of how the slave trade impacted parts of africa. most archaeo-
logical study of the african diaspora focuses on the transatlantic slave 
trade and its impact on west and west Central africa, but work has be-
gun in earnest in other parts of africa.
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 Unlike academic disciplines that adopted the concept of african di-
aspora in the 1960s and 1970s, the term “diaspora” has only been used 
in archaeology since the 1990s to refer to the study of people of afri-
can descent.4 Prior to that time, such research was simply labeled afro- 
american and then african american archaeology if undertaken in the 
United states. outside the United states, a particular diaspora community 
was designated by an appropriate term such as “afro- jamaicans,” “afro- 
Canadians,” “afro- Caribbean,” and so forth. as more investigations were 
undertaken on sites in the Caribbean, Central, and south america as well 
as sites associated with the rise of the transatlantic slave trade in af-
rica, it became obvious that a term was needed that embraced research 
taking place on both sides of the atlantic associated with african dias-
poras derived from the transatlantic slave trade, hence the emergence of 
archaeology of the african diaspora. with archaeological research begin-
ning on african diasporas by way of the Indian ocean and east african 
slavery and the slave trade, archaeologists are now rethinking and redefin-
ing what constitutes the african diaspora for archaeological studies, rais-
ing questions such as: what are the spatial and temporal dimensions of 
this research? does this research comprise an area specialty or a separate 
field of archaeology? should special methodologies and analytical frame-
works be developed for this research? what lies ahead for it in the future? 
this essay examines these issues by looking at the kinds of research that 
have been undertaken as well as the potential for future archaeological 
study.

a r c h a e o l o g y  o f  t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a

Spatial Distribution and Limits

archaeology of african diaspora covers a period of at least 2,000 years and 
spans five continents—africa, asia, europe, north america, and Central 
and south america. In practice, however, archaeological study of the af-
rican diaspora has been uneven and limited to research in africa and the 
americas. little or no archaeological study has been reported from asia 
or europe, although the potential to study african diasporas certainly ex-
ists on both continents. sociopolitical factors may account for the lack of 
interest in both asia and europe. africanist archaeologists jonathan walz 
and steven Brandt suggest scholars in the americas and europe suffer from 
atlantic tunnel vision and have been unconcerned with african diaspo-
ras to asia for several reasons: (l) lack of familiarity with eastern lan-
guages (arabic, swahili, and Urdu among others), literatures, and cultures 
among western scholars, (2) the general absence of strong Pan- african sen-
timent in afro- asian communities, (3) nation- states may inhibit outside 
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researchers from delving into slave pasts because of fear of igniting criti-
cism and debate; and (4) descendants of enslaved people and others knowl-
edgeable of the oral history associated with slavery may be reluctant to 
talk about such painful subjects that could generate social discord.5

 In europe, the absence of an archaeology of the african diaspora ap-
pears to be related to the underdevelopment of the archaeology of the mod-
ern world (post 1500) within europe.6 archaeology of the modern world 
began outside of europe examining european settlers and the people and 
places europeans colonized, not on how colonialism and modernity trans-
formed europe or affected the daily lives of people in europe, including 
afro- europeans. despite this trend, however, preliminary identification 
of sites and landscapes associated with african victims of the slave trade 
was undertaken in england to gather information for the installation of 
the transatlantic slave trade gallery that opened at the merseyside mari-
time museum in liverpool in 1994.7 the exhibition, for example, featured 
photographic images of carved tombstones found on the graves of africans 
and their descendants dating to the 1720s in Bristol, a port once thriving 
on the slave trade. Unfortunately, no program of archaeological research 
has developed from this beginning attempt to assemble information on 
potential afro- British sites. similar efforts to identify afro- european sites 
should be encouraged elsewhere in europe, particularly in port cities and 
towns once heavily engaged in the slave trade such as nantes, lisbon, and 
amsterdam.
 archaeological research of the african diaspora in africa and in the 
americas originated independently and followed separate trajectories un-
til the 1990s. In africa, research on the recent past (last two millennia) 
emerged from late colonial and post- colonial interests in origins of spe-
cific states, development of trade and ethnic group relationships, continui-
ties and changes of indigenous african economic and social institutions, 
and other topics that could foster national pride for newly independent af-
rican nations.8 limited excavations were also undertaken on west african 
castles and forts—european fortifications built along the atlantic coast 
for trade and used to house trade goods, including human cargoes.9 the 
purpose of these investigations, however, was to collect information for 
architectural studies of these buildings and ruins to aid in their preserva-
tion or restoration and reuse. studies specifically directed toward under-
standing the transformations wrought by the transatlantic trade in gen-
eral or specifically the slave trade in africa were not conducted until the 
mid- 1980s. these newer studies built upon earlier research on state for-
mation, trade, and ethnic relations but also examined topics that were of 
potential interest to students of african diasporas such as studies of af-
rican lifeways at the time of transatlantic slave trade or the areas where 
enslaved people were extracted. most of these investigations have been 



122 Theresa A. Singleton

undertaken in west africa and have focused on the transatlantic slave 
trade, but study of both trans- saharan and the Indian ocean slave trades 
are receiving increased archaeological attention.10

 In the americas, the United states is the site where the archaeology 
of african diaspora first developed into an academic research specialty. It 
is also where most of this research has been undertaken, and to date, ar-
chaeological study of african americans has been conducted in thirty 
or more of the fifty states. archaeological interest in african americans 
arose from a number of social and intellectual movements in the 1960s 
and 1970s, with black activists playing a direct role in advocating for many 
initial investigations of specific sites in massachusetts, new york, and 
California.11 these activists saw in archaeology a means to document and 
preserve historic buildings, neighborhoods, and towns pertaining to af-
rican american life that had been forgotten or threatened with develop-
ment and gentrification.
 outside the United states, african diaspora sites were investigated 
(and sometimes not investigated) for various reasons. In many cases, U.s. 
trained archaeologists introduced this research to several Caribbean is-
lands and areas of mainland latin america. a few countries developed 
this interest independent of U.s. influences. Cuba, for example, has a tra-
dition of using archaeology to study plantations that dates from the 1950s 
and perhaps even earlier. archaeological studies of slavery and of slave run-
aways in Cuba were first undertaken in the late 1960s and paralleled the 
first archaeological studies of slavery undertaken in the southern United 
states. the study of slavery and especially of slave runaways, known as 
maroons, fits well within the nationalist agenda of Cuban archaeology in 
which struggle and resistance are important themes.12

 archaeological studies of the african diaspora have been slow to de-
velop in parts of the americas where archaeology of the modern world is 
not widely practiced, is deemphasized in favor of pre- Colombian archae-
ology (the study of indigenous peoples and cultures of the americas), or 
is used primarily to study the “great white men” of independence move-
ments. moreover, the politics of “whitening” black populations—widely 
practiced in parts of latin america—and historical amnesia of the af-
rican presence in predominately white communities today undermine 
the roles africans played in the making of the americas.13 such circum-
stances conspire against archaeological studies of the african diaspora 
throughout the americas and perhaps as well in asia and in europe. For-
tunately, this political landscape is changing with the work of a growing 
number of archaeologists. In argentina, for example, daniel schávelzon 
uncovered evidence of african cultural life from nineteenth- century sites 
in Buenos aries. He found pottery and pipes similar to those found at di-
aspora sites elsewhere in the americas, artifacts suggestive of divination 
practices, and fragments of wooden swords described in written sources 
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to have been worn by afro- argentineans in ceremonies. Given the pre-
vailing popular image among argentineans that Buenos aires is and al-
ways was a white- only city, schávelzon’s findings are particularly signifi-
cant, and they complement written evidence that the city’s population 
was 30 percent black during the first half of the nineteenth century.14 as 
more archaeologists challenge the silencing of the african past in parts of 
the americas, asia, and europe, the archaeological study of the african 
diaspora will certainly expand beyond its current geographic limits.

Research Themes

african diaspora, from the perspectives of both africanist and diasporist 
archaeologists, is most often associated with african slave trade. archae-
ology has been utilized in africa primarily to examine the impact of slave 
trading on indigenous africans, whereas studies of the diaspora focus on 
sites of resettlement yielding information on the lived experiences that 
diaspora communities found themselves. the discussion below describes 
major themes of archaeological research undertaken in africa and in the 
americas.
 archaeological studies in africa related to african diaspora have ex-
amined three major themes: the rise of towns and polities, including el-
mina, allada, savi, whydah, and dahomey, whose emergence or growth 
is associated with transatlantic trade; significant changes in trade, pro-
duction, and consumption of certain commodities, particularly iron and 
pottery; and the effects of slave raiding and warfare on the african land-
scape as seen in site abandonment, depopulation, aggregation of disparate 
groups of people into new settlements, or the presence of fortified settle-
ments.15

 In regions such as Upper senegal and southern lake Chad Basin, ar-
chaeologists have studied the impacts of both the transatlantic and trans- 
saharan slave trades by examining the transformations in these areas for 
the last 1,000 or more years.16 although some archaeologists think that 
it is impossible to identify which trade was the most devastating from ar-
chaeological perspectives, alioune dème and ndèye sokhna Guèye have 
tentatively identified differences in the impacts of the two trade networks 
in the middle senegal valley from archaeological study. during the pe-
riod of trans- saharan trade (990–1500 ad), communities along the flood-
plain took advantage of the trade, converted to Islam, increased hierarchy, 
expanded the size of their settlements, and acquired copper, glass, and 
other exotic items from traders. Communities outside the floodplain ex-
perienced decreased population presumably due to floodplain groups raid-
ing for slaves. the non- floodplain groups are believed to have been non- 
muslim, based on the presence of non- Islamic burial practices found in 
non- floodplain areas. during the transatlantic trade (1500–1850), drastic 
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changes in settlement occurred throughout the area with the proliferation 
of small, temporary hamlets and villages. additionally, local craft pro-
duction, technological innovations, and exchange declined. these condi-
tions suggest the presence of intense mobility among communities due to 
sociopolitical instability. the archaeologists interpret the trans- saharan 
trade as intersocietal conflict between muslim entities who raided non- 
muslim entities. the atlantic trade, on the other hand, produced intra-
societal conflict because elites often sold members of their own polities 
into slavery, creating a situation whereby those vulnerable to being sold 
into slavery were constantly on the move, as seen in numerous temporary 
settle ments.17

 the Indian ocean slave trade, although centuries older than trans-
atlantic trade, has received little scholarly attention by archaeologists. 
Chapurukha m. Kusimba has undertaken investigations of fortified rock-
shelters—natural rock overhangs fortified with manmade stone walls in 
the tsavo area of Kenya—a major stopping point of caravan trade located 
150 kilometers inland from the coastal city of mombasa. Coupling his in-
vestigations with oral histories and historical accounts, Kusimba infers 
that the rockshelter fortifications were built and used primarily for de-
fensive purposes in response to slave raiding in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. later, or perhaps in between slave raids, the enclosures 
also provided a place to safeguard livestock.18 located on steep cliffs, these 
structures allowed those within them to elude slave raiders because it 
shielded them, and at the same time, they provided a panoramic view of 
the surrounding landscape, making it possible to observe hostile groups 
entering the area. the use of hilltops naturally fortified with rocks to 
protect potential victims from slave raiders has been studied by archae-
ologists working in northern Ghana and in the Benue river valley in 
 nigeria.19

 Fortified settlements are ubiquitous in many parts of africa and are 
often interpreted as signatures of slave raiding and warfare. In addition to 
the locations described above, they have also been studied in Cameroon, 
sierra leone, and several regions in nigeria.20 In northern yorubaland in 
southwestern nigeria, aribidesi Usman observed that settlements were 
fortified in different ways using earthen ramparts, mud walls, ditches, and 
stone barriers. the head towns or capitals—where the royal elites lived—
had the most extensive defensive systems and were surrounded by mas-
sive walls, some of which were 2.8 to 3.4 km in circumference. at the 
edges of hilltop settlements, stone barriers were arranged to considerable 
heights and extending to distances up to 1 km to slow down advancing in-
truders. yet, despite these defensive measures, some of these settlements 
were taken and destroyed.21

 research themes in african diaspora studies cover a wide range of 
time (from seventeenth to twentieth centuries), settings, and social condi-
tions under which people of african diasporas lived. Plantation slavery is 
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a predominate focus, and various aspects of the lives of enslaved commu-
nities have been studied: everyday life, family formation, gender, house-
hold production and consumption, use of domestic space, religious beliefs 
and practices, identity formation, master/slave relations. as more former 
plantation areas are studied, we are beginning to see temporal and re-
gional variations as well as similarities and differences among diverse co-
lonial situations. most work has taken place in english- speaking areas of 
the americas, primarily in the United states, but research has been con-
ducted and is ongoing in the dutch- , French- , spanish- , and Portuguese- 
speaking countries.
 while plantation slavery is a major topic of research in United states, 
the study of slave runaways or maroon communities is a major focus of 
diaspora research in many parts of the americas, including Brazil, Cuba, 
dominican republic, jamaica, and suriname. In fact, the earliest known 
archaeological study of the african diaspora in the americas was an exca-
vation of burials found in caves of serra negra in southern Brazil and at-
tributed to slave runaways during the 1930s.22 slave runaway sites range 
from long- term settlements with complex social structures such as the 
seventeenth- century runaway polity of Palmares in Brazil to short- term 
refuges in caves, overhangs, swamps, and other inaccessible terrains.23 
Cuban archaeologists distinguished between Palenques—substantial run- 
away settlements with evidence of agriculture and the sites of cimarrones, 
small groups of runaways who were frequently on the move, foraging 
wild foods and raiding nearby plantations for food and supplies. archaeo-
logical sites of both types have been investigated in Cuba. Gabino la rosa 
Corzo studied two Palenques in the mountains in eastern Cuba, where 
he observed clusters of dwellings laid out to form inner squares and inner 
paths leading from one cluster of dwellings to another.24 these inner path-
ways may have facilitated communication and movement throughout the 
settlement without the knowledge of outsiders such as slave hunters who 
were in constant pursuit of runaways. In jamaica and suriname, where de-
scendants of slave runaways still maintain autonomous communities, ar-
chaeologist Kofi agorsah has collaborated with these present- day groups 
to locate, identity, and excavate historic maroon sites linking their oral 
traditions and ethnography with their archaeological heritage. He has ob-
served similarities in the settlement patterns between rural african com-
munities and those of maroon communities.25 exploratory studies of ma-
roon sites have been undertaken in southeastern United states, but such 
studies are fewer in number and at a very preliminary stage of research 
compared with those of latin america and the Caribbean.26

 archaeological study of free persons of color, or simply free blacks—
people of african descent who obtained their freedom from slavery legally 
during the time of slavery—and of post- emancipation sites has been lim-
ited to the studies in north america (both Canada and the United states), 
with a few notable exceptions.27 Free black sites have been investigated in 



126 Theresa A. Singleton

both southern and northern states dating as early as the eighteenth cen-
tury, but most date to the first half of the nineteenth century. studies of 
free black sites tend to be descriptive rather than analytical because exca-
vations are usually undertaken for architectural restoration of a particular 
property or because the site was being threatened with development. In 
such studies, usually the recovered materials are described and limited in-
terpretations are offered. archaeologists are only beginning to analyze the 
precarious social position of free blacks as neither enslaved nor free with 
full rights of citizenship or their identity formation in relation to other 
communities.28

 studies of post- emancipation sites have shown how racial discrimina-
tion was manifested and how african american communities responded 
to those conditions in a variety of settings, including black towns, ur-
ban neighborhoods, tenant or wage labor plantations, and frontier settle-
ments in the western United states.29 studies of post- emancipation provide 
opportunities to work directly with descendant communities who often 
have firsthand knowledge of the sites being investigated.  Growing both in 
number and in importance, archaeological studies of post- emancipation 
hold great promise for putting into perspective the aftermath of slavery 
and the historical struggles of people of african descent for equal rights.

Research Area or Field of Study?

Given the immense geographical range—spanning five continents—and 
a time depth of 2,000 years or more, some archaeologists have suggested 
that archaeology of the african diaspora constitutes a separate field.30 the 
african diaspora from an archaeological perspective is obviously more 
than an area study or regional specialization, as this research can con-
ceivably involve archaeologists of diverse and disparate area specialties of 
africa, south asia, middle east, europe, north america, latin america, 
and the Caribbean. at the same time, to propose that this research em-
braces a separate field would require advancing distinct methodologies, 
theories, or analytical frameworks. traditional and arbitrary subdivisions 
in archaeology present significant barriers to uniting all archaeological re-
search concerning african diasporas. For example, north africa is often 
separated from sub- saharan africa in conferences and in publications. 
egypt and african diasporas of the Classical world is a separate field of 
archaeology often taught in the classics or art history departments. simi-
larly, near eastern archaeology (the middle east) is sometimes taught in 
religion departments because it was the place of origin for several world 
religions. additionally, other schisms can prevail that define specialties 
within archaeology (or any academic discipline) that tend to divide rather 
than unite researchers interested in similar themes but trained in differ-
ent academic traditions and area specialties. that said, what would be 
achieved in uniting in one field of all archaeological research of african 
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diasporas? what does a classical archaeologist interested in diasporas of 
african people who ended up in the Greco- roman world or a specialist of 
Islamic archaeology who is studying slavery during the time of the Great 
Zanj slave revolt in ad 869–83 in Iraq have in common with an american-
ist investigating eighteenth- century afro- Caribbean communities? these 
examples illustrate the great diversity of african diasporas that are com-
pletely unrelated to each other both temporally and spatially and that may 
be of limited value to scholars interested in other african diasporas. the 
study of contemporaneous african diasporas, on the other hand, may offer 
some points for comparison and contrast in cases wherein the people in-
volved originated from the same region or were taken from the same ports. 
For example, in the nineteenth- century slave trade on the southern tan-
zanian coast, enslaved africans ended up both in the americas, primarily 
Brazil, as well as several designations in asia, such as India.31 Perhaps the 
best way to tie the disparate time periods and regions of african diasporas 
together is through theoretical and methodological approaches related to 
common themes: labor, everyday life, resistance, master/slave relations, 
identity formation, religious practices, and so forth. one of the greatest 
contributions of archaeology of the african diaspora to archaeology gen-
erally has been in raising issues on approaches to the investigation of 
subaltern peoples. In this sense, the archaeology of the african diaspora 
contributes to a post- colonial discourse that allows us to reevaluate colo-
nialism and gain insights into the lives of those who suffered from it.

m e t h o D o l o g i e s  f o r  a f r i c a N 
D i a s p o r a  a r c h a e o l o g y

Until recently, the archaeology of the african diaspora did not have any 
special theories or methodologies. For the most part, research on the af-
rican diaspora is pursued in the same manner as research on any cul-
tural or ethnic group utilizing archaeological concepts and methods. In 
the United states, for example, the archaeological study of african ameri-
cans partially developed out of a general interest in archaeological study 
of ethnicity, particularly racial minorities. the first edited volume con-
taining archaeological case studies of african american communities 
paired the experiences of african americans with those of asian ameri-
cans.32 studies of ethnicity eventually gave way to analyses of the broader 
concept of identity. though more broadly conceived than ethnicity, iden-
tity in african diaspora archaeology studies is equated often with eth-
nicity or race (as a social construction) or both. In studies of slavery, the 
analysis of identity almost always examines archaeological evidence sug-
gestive of an african heritage.
 a few archaeologists have proposed developing methodologies for the 
archaeology of the african diaspora that explicitly utilize the concept di-
aspora as a means to frame research questions.33 adoption of the term 
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“african diaspora” in archaeology has been used primarily as a label for 
this research and not as an analytical, conceptual, or methodological tool 
as in some other disciplines to investigate experiences of displacement, 
trace specific groups from the homeland to the new settings, or compare 
linkages with other groups of the african diaspora. archaeology, however, 
is highly capable of addressing these and other issues pertaining to af-
rican diasporas. It has been most successful, to date, in the examination 
of displacement and re- genesis of people of african diasporas by provid- 
ing direct evidence of their lived experiences. analyses of archaeologi-
cal materials recovered from the places where africans and their descen-
dants of diasporas lived, worked, sought refuge, or died provide information 
on their material world—housing, use of space, personal and household 
items, craft production, culinary practices, and so forth. Careful study of 
these material components of everyday life permits archaeologists to in-
fer about nonmaterial aspects of diasporic peoples’ lives, including their 
agency, group formations, survival strategies, religious beliefs, cultural 
practices, power struggles, and interactions with other peoples.
 archaeologists have also attempted to examine the relationship be-
tween the homeland (africa) and settlement in host countries, but with 
mixed success. research geared toward understanding the retention and 
transformation of african ideas and practices has figured prominently in 
african diaspora archaeology since its earliest inception. Knowledge of 
african archaeology would appear to be the place to begin the study of af-
rica diasporas, but this was not the case, because americanist archaeolo-
gists were often unaware of archaeological research in africa that might 
be relevant to the study of the diaspora or they were unable to evaluate re-
search findings for use in analyzing problems in the study of diaspora.
 researchers in the americas seeking to make connections between 
the material remains of people of african descent and african material 
culture, therefore, did so and continue to do so using ethnographic sources. 
Using such sources is problematical, however, as africanist archaeologists 
have shown.34 ann stahl makes the point that ethnographic sources of the 
first half of the twentieth century that culminated in George Peter mur-
dock’s Africa: Its People and Their Culture History, published in 1959, 
were flawed because many of the “tribal groups” described by ethnog-
raphers often resulted from colonial constructions, thereby making his-
torical analyses of these groups difficult.35 merrick Posnansky, on the 
other hand, criticizes the use of nineteenth- century african ethnogra-
phies and diaries, claiming that such sources were directed toward cul-
tural groups whose ancestors were not, for the most part, victims of the 
slave trade. Instead, he recommends that americanists study more re-
cent ethnographies undertaken in african villages and, perhaps, collect 
their own ethnographic data where they can observe food procurement 
techniques, building technologies, culinary practices, household equip-
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ment, and spatial patterns firsthand.36 still others criticize the use of 
projecting the ethnographic present into the past. despite these meth-
odological drawbacks, many diasporist archaeologists have used ethno-
graphic sources with caution to identify and interpret numerous ways 
in which african practices were incorporated in creating new cultural 
forms, particularly in housing, foodways, adornment, and so forth. His-
torian Philip morgan has suggested that africanist archaeologists should 
applaud “american archaeologists for beginning to strive to uncover cer-
tain african deep- level principles and fundamental ways of thinking.”37 
Until more archaeology is undertaken on the african homelands of the 
victims of the slave trade, african ethnographic data will continue to be 
a primary source upon which to base interpretations of african culture in 
the diaspora.
 rather than see africa and the diaspora as separate units of analysis, 
akinwumi ogundiran and toyin Falola propose the use of the “continu-
ous historical experience thesis”—the idea that african history is crucial 
to understanding africa and that african history is incomplete without 
understanding the atlantic diaspora—as a way to frame archaeological 
understandings of the african diaspora. In this thesis, atlantic africa 
and the diaspora are integrated into one unit of analysis, and scholarly in-
vestigation is restricted not to a landmass or racial category but to cul-
tural expressions, ideas, and the historical spirit that linked africa to the 
americas through the middle Passage. they justify the use of this ap-
proach on the basis that africans in the americas recognized themselves 
and lived their lives as africans and in some cases perceived of them-
selves with specific african identities. they recommend that archaeo-
logical projects of the african diaspora should aim to be transatlantic 
in scope, such as those undertaken on iron technology and settlement 
patterns. Furthermore, they critique the one- way interest of archaeolo-
gists regarding how africa influenced its diaspora. they suggest that ar-
chaeology could be productively used to examine cultural practices origi-
nating in africa that survived in the americas but are no longer practiced 
in africa because of “multiple dislocations on the african continent over 
the past 500 years.”38 this use of diaspora archaeology would result in 
more of a two- way exchange of research questions, methodologies, find-
ings, and interpretations between archaeologists of africa and archaeolo-
gists of the african diaspora than currently exists.
 efforts directed toward comparing different diaspora groups from ar-
chaeological sites and assemblages of artifacts are in the beginning stages. 
the archaeology department of thomas jefferson monticello Founda-
tion created the digital archaeological archive of Comparative slavery 
(daaCs), a database of artifacts recovered from slave sites that utilizes 
the same classification scheme for all the sites included in it.39 How an ob-
ject is classified is directly related to how the archaeological findings are 
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interpreted. moreover, comparisons of findings also require that the arti-
facts are classified in the same way. Initially the database was developed 
for sites in the Chesapeake, but it has been expanded to include archaeo-
logical projects on slave sites found elsewhere in the United states and 
the Caribbean. It could also be expanded to include sites of free people of 
color and other diaspora communities. daaCs is the only analytical tool 
in widespread use that has been specifically developed for analyzing ar-
chaeological data recovered from african diaspora sites.
 while the potential for comparing african diaspora sites is beginning, 
thereby making comparisons possible from archaeological data, the ex-
amination of links between african diaspora groups has not been pursued. 
the possibility exists, for example, of investigating secondary diasporas—
subsequent migrations and relocations of diaspora communities. one of 
the largest secondary diasporas of the atlantic world took place after the 
american revolution. thousands (some estimates run as high as 500,000) 
of black loyalists—enslaved and free people of african descent who sided 
with the British—were relocated to Canada, england, and British west In-
dies.40 archaeologists have investigated sites where black loyalists were 
relocated in the Bahamas and nova scotia, but the findings from these 
sites were not linked or compared with slave sites from areas where many 
black loyalists originated.41 For example, many enslaved black loyalists 
who were relocated to the Bahamas originated from the coastal reaches of 
south Carolina and Georgia—areas where a great deal of archaeological 
research on slave sites has been undertaken. moreover, there were close 
familial and business ties between Bahamian planters and those of the 
Georgia coast, increasing the possibility of links between slave communi-
ties in the two places that may be evident in archaeological remains. the 
trajectory of Bilali of sapelo Island, Georgia, demonstrates that linkages 
between enslaved people of the Bahamas and coastal Georgia can be es-
tablished. Bilali (also spelled Belali, Bu allah, and Ben- ali), born in africa, 
appears to have been first enslaved in the Bahamas and then later sold to 
thomas spaulding, a planter on sapelo Island. Bilali became a patriarch 
of the slave community on sapelo and a legendary figure for the Gullah- 
Geechee people of the Georgia coast.42 Perhaps future archaeological stud-
ies of black loyalists and other secondary diaspora sites will attempt to 
link the places of origin with the places of relocation and resettlement.
 walz and Brandt have proposed a methodology combining all three 
phases of a diaspora—extraction, transit, and new existence in host 
 country—rather than focusing on archaeological sites associated with 
only one phase. Using the western Indian ocean diaspora as an  example— 
a diaspora spanning africa, the Indian ocean and its islands, and southern 
asia—they outline an overall methodology for each of the three phases. 
In the extraction phase, sites like the fortified hilltops in Kenya, described 
earlier, and other sites or settlement patterns suggestive of slave raiding 
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would be investigated. transit sites would include caravan routes in af-
rica, ports of embarkation and disembarkation, water routes, and land 
routes in asia. many of the routes are locatable through aerial photog-
raphy, digital satellite imagery, and ground surveys. the third compo-
nent consists of themes that can be investigated at sites where enslaved 
individuals reached their final destinations and began rebuilding their 
lives. Potential sites of slave communities associated with the western In-
dian ocean diaspora would be located in both africa and asia, including 
ethiopia, India, Pakistan, sri lanka, Iraq, yemen, mauritius, and mada-
gascar.43

 Implementing a research design of this magnitude obviously would 
require collaborative research with teams dedicated to working on each 
of the three components of the larger project. while the realities of under-
taking such an ambitious project pose significant financial and political 
challenges, walz and Brandt’s methodological framework offers insights 
and possibilities of applying the concept of diaspora to archaeological in-
vestigation of the transatlantic diaspora. as some archaeological research 
has been undertaken on each of the three components of the atlantic di-
aspora, it should be possible to begin evaluating the results from each 
component assessing what kinds of data are still needed. archaeologists 
should aim to develop research strategies and methods that utilize the 
concept of diaspora in their research, rather than continuing to use it as 
merely a descriptive term.

a r c h a e o l o g y  o f  t h e  a f r i c a N 
D i a s p o r a  a N D  o t h e r  D i s c i p l i N e s

archaeology is an interdisciplinary pursuit that directly utilizes other 
disciplines in undertaking a research project. However, it has had an am-
biguous relationship with other disciplines that study the african dias-
pora. on the one hand, it has been applauded by other disciplines that also 
study material culture, the tangible products of humankind that include 
architecture, decorative arts, folklore, and geography. Its contribution to 
these disciplines has been to provide new information on vernacular ar-
chitecture, use of domestic space, craft production, and culinary practices, 
among other topics concerning african diaspora communities.
 archaeology, however, has had a contentious relationship in some 
cases with history in the study of the african diaspora. the conflict may 
stem, in part, from a lack of understanding on the part of both archaeolo-
gists and historians regarding the primary concerns of each other’s dis-
cipline, when these concerns overlap and when they do not.44 a histo-
rian of slavery once commented that archaeology is an expensive way 
to find out what we already know.45 He was referring to the use of ar-
chaeology to investigate well- documented periods and sites. while it may 
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appear that archaeology has little to contribute to our understanding of 
documented sites, an archaeological investigation rarely yields no new 
information. the relationship between archaeological data and historical 
sources can be complementary and interdependent or contradictory and 
independent.46 In african diaspora studies, both situations occur. For ex-
ample, at slavery sites archaeological findings frequently amplify written 
descriptions of slave housing, food allotments, or clothing, but they can 
also contradict written records.47 archaeological findings of items slave-
holders  provisioned to enslaved people have been found to be very dif-
ferent from what is described in written records. a now classic example 
is that of thomas jefferson, who indicated in his records that the slave 
houses and outbuildings along mulberry row matched the neo- classical 
architectural style of his mansion. But excavations revealed that the build-
ings along mulberry row were crude log cabins.48 slave personal items 
such as those indicating a degree of literacy, amulets, games, and recy-
cling of metal, iron, or stone objects are not found on probate inventories 
or other slaveholders’ records. thus archaeological data and the interpre-
tations they potentially offer contribute new and important information 
on slave life, agency, and survival strategies, the material basis of master/
slave relationships, and other topics where material culture can provide a 
perspective on past life that written records, ethnography, or oral history 
alone cannot provide.
 scale of analysis and interpretation is another area of difference be-
tween history and archaeology. most archaeological research is site spe-
cific. some historical writing is also at this scale, but there is a greater 
tendency for historians to study a region, an island, or an entire nation. 
archaeologists are also capable of synthesizing larger areas, but only after 
sufficient sites have been investigated. archaeological study is a long, slow 
process, and regional syntheses take time. Certainly in some regions of 
north america, like the Chesapeake where numerous diaspora sites have 
been investigated, regional syntheses are long overdue.
 a third problem may be related to the narrative styles of archaeology 
and history. Historians often present their interpretations as fact even 
when based on slim or questionable evidence. archaeologists traditionally 
present their interpretations very cautiously, qualifying every statement 
because numerous factors such as site preservation, excavation methods, 
and recovery techniques used to collect artifacts and other physical mate-
rials all affect what kinds of data are collected and how the data are inter-
preted. most archaeologists acknowledge that their interpretations are at 
best good guesses or works in progress. some historians have commented 
to me on the tentative character of archaeological findings and expressed 
their skepticism about using such data in their interpretations.
 In some cases, however, historians seem to choose the more specula-
tive rather than more grounded interpretations when referencing archaeo-
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logical research. this could be seen in the exhibition on slavery in new 
york City at the new york Historical society in 2005 and 2006. although 
the publication that accompanied the exhibition clearly acknowledged that 
the rediscovery of the african Burial Ground in the early 1990s brought to 
light the silenced history of slavery in new york City, the african Burial 
Ground was barely mentioned in the exhibition itself.49 moreover, the in-
terpretation offered for the two graves chosen as examples to depict the 
burial ground are among the most speculative cases. a small photographic 
display, entitled “african Burial Ground: encountering Black new york 
directly,” featured the graves and raised questions about the status and 
roles of the deceased individuals. one grave contained an older woman 
wearing waist beads and the exhibition text suggested that the woman 
was most likely a revered person in the slave community and possibly a 
religious specialist. the other grave contained a man whose clothing, pre-
sumably a jacket, had British naval buttons on it. the associated exhibition 
text asked whether the man served in the British navy or was a king at a 
Pinkster festival. (Pinkster was a religious holiday celebrated over several 
days by dutch and african new yorkers in the eighteenth century.) ar-
chaeology alone cannot provide definite answers to questions concerning 
the occupations or social rankings of the people interred in the african 
Burial Ground because their identities are unknown. yet there were nu-
merous examples of other burials that could provide more definitive evi-
dence of other aspects of slave life in new york. For example, the burial of 
a young woman who was beaten and shot to death illustrates the violence 
that enslaved people endured. there were also numerous examples of the 
physical toll that slave labor produced on human skeletons from carrying 
heavy loads or spending long hours kneeling or squatting.
 It is unlikely that curators of the exhibition deliberately chose ex-
amples from the african Burial Ground to make archaeology appear to be 
a more speculative discipline than history. yet this was the unfortunate 
result of their selection. the examples were most likely chosen because 
they had received a great deal of media attention when research on the af-
rican Burial Ground was taking place. archaeology, unfortunately, often 
suffers from misrepresentation in public formats because popular images 
such as “Indiana jones” portray archaeologists as treasure seekers, not 
as serious scholars. such images may also explain why some other disci-
plines may not see the value of archeological work in the study of the af-
rican diaspora.

c o N c l u s i o N

the archaeology of the african diaspora began taking shape in the 1970s 
and 1980s. although not referred to as such at the time, it has been ex-
panding throughout the americas, along with related research on the 
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slave trade and its impact in africa. the emphasis is primarily the at-
lantic world, but work is beginning on the Indian ocean slave trade and 
the Indian ocean diaspora.
 where does archaeological research on the african diaspora appear to 
be headed? In the past ten years, research has become increasingly col-
laborative between africanists and americanists, as seen in recent publi-
cations that are also interdisciplinary.50 we hope that such collaborations 
will result in more thorough analyses of diaspora populations. It may be 
possible to eventually trace specific communities from the homelands to 
a host country or to examine the return of diaspora communities to loca-
tions in africa, including sierra leone, liberia, republic of Benin, Gabon, 
or nigeria.
 most archaeological research on the african diaspora tends to be 
site specific, but more efforts toward the comparison of sites and assem-
blages of artifacts as well as between different groups of people have been 
initiated. In addition to the previously mentioned daaCs database, ar-
chaeologists in the Caribbean and elsewhere are comparing related sites. 
Kenneth Kelly has been conducting comparative research on plantations 
on the French islands of Guadalupe and martinique.51 In Cuba, Gabino 
la rosa Corzo is attempting to link through archaeological investiga-
tions the sites where slave runaways sought refuge and the plantations 
that they left behind.52 douglas armstrong’s work at the seville Planta-
tion in jamaica contained the occupation of not only enslaved people of 
african descent but also east Indian contract laborers, making it possible 
to compare households from two different diasporas.53 african and east 
Indian laborers also resided on one of the excavated plantations located 
on Guadalupe.54 terrence weik’s research on african seminole communi-
ties of Florida fills a neglected void—african interaction with indigenous 
peoples of the americas.55

 archeological research of african diaspora communities began with 
the investigation of sites once occupied by enslaved people. slavery and 
the slave trade continue to be a major theme of this research, but many 
more sites, regions, and peoples are now being studied. archaeology has 
and can make unique contributions to the study of african diasporas.
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6 CarIBBean soCIoloGy,  
aFrICa, and tHe aFrICan 
dIasPora

Paget Henry

If I were writing about sociology’s representation of africa and its dias-
pora in the 1960s or 1970s, I probably would write it from the perspec-

tive of american sociology in spite of being a person from and a sociologist 
of the Caribbean. this approach, which now sounds so peculiar, would 
probably have been the case because of my sociological training at Cornell 
University and also because of the very dependent relationship that existed 
between Caribbean and american sociology during those decades. How-
ever, with the turn to neo- smithian models of market- oriented growth in 
the 1980s and the ending of the Cold war, the period of convergence be-
tween these two sociologies around Keynesian state- oriented models of 
development came to a rather abrupt end.1 In the 1980s and 1990s, Carib-
bean and american sociology experienced very different patterns of ad-
justment and reorganization. this divergence has made it possible and 
even necessary for me to address this problem of african representation 
from an emerging africana point within the terrain of Caribbean soci-
ology. as the events of the current economic crisis—which has so far re-
sulted in a trillion dollar bailout of the financial sector—continues to un-
fold, we can only wonder at the implications for the future of development 
theory and my emerging africana point of view.
 nevertheless, from this perspective I will argue that even though 
the representation of africa and its diaspora has improved in the second 
phase, it is still a major problem for Caribbean sociology. I will substan-
tiate this claim in three basic steps: First, I will describe the two major 
phases in the history of Caribbean sociology. second, I will point out some 
of the difficult cleavages and contradictions of this second phase that con-
tinue to compromise its ability to adequately represent africa and its di-
aspora. third, I will suggest an africana solution to this representational 
problem.
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t h e  f i r s t  p h a s e  o f  
c a r i B B e a N  s o c i o l o g y

In its early years, the practice of Caribbean sociology was primarily lo-
cated at universities in Cuba, the dominican republic, and Haiti, as well 
as at the University of Puerto rico and branches of the University of the 
west Indies in jamaica and trinidad. Beginning in the early 1960s, so-
ciology in the english- speaking Caribbean experienced a period of dy-
namic growth and prominence that lasted until the early 1980s. this 
short but golden period was made possible by the coming together of a 
number of outstanding Caribbean, american, and British sociologists and 
anthropologists, including m. G. smith, lloyd Brathwaite, vera rubin, 
r. t. smith, Fernando ortiz, leo depres, edith Clarke, George roberts, 
and  orlando Patterson. this period gave us such classic works as m. G. 
smith’s The Plural Society in the British West Indies, edith Clarke’s My 
Mother Who Fathered Me, r. t. smith’s Negro Family in British Guiana, 
and orlando Patterson’s Sociology of Slavery as well as his novels The 
Children of Sisyphus and An Absence of Ruins.
 However, the flowering of this golden period depended in large part on 
a close collaboration with american sociology. all of these Caribbean so-
ciologists and anthropologists did their graduate training in american or 
British universities, and as a result they drew heavily on the intellectual 
traditions and resources of american and British sociology and anthro-
pology. among some of the more prominent american sociologists who 
were involved in these collaborations were e. Franklin Frazier, leonard 
Broom, edward shills, arthur stinchcombe, lewis Coser, and the anthro-
pologists George simpson and sidney mintz.
 at the intellectual center of this collaboration was the tradition/ 
modernity issue. the interests of both groups of sociologists and anthro-
pologists converged around the Caribbean as an instance of a moderniz-
ing society. the centrality of this issue for the coming together of these 
two groups emerges very clearly from m. G. smith’s account of the field of 
Caribbean sociology. In his classic essay, “a Plural Framework for Carib-
bean studies,” smith situates Caribbean sociology/anthropology within 
the larger context of the Caribbean and the american south (1974). as a 
result, the field of Caribbean sociology/anthropology is portrayed as the 
joint construction of primarily Caribbean and american sociologists and 
anthropologists. smith dates the origin of the field to 1924 with the pub-
lication of martha Beckwith’s Black Roadways. From Beckwith, smith 
moves to figures like melville Herskovits, robert redfield, e. Franklin 
Frazier, lloyd warner, john dollard, leonard Broom, Hortense Powder-
maker, meyer Fortes, and madeline Kerr. the primary interest of these 
scholars in the Caribbean was its traditional or premodern african cul-
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tures and their implications for middle- range theories and empirical stud-
ies of modernization processes. similar, but in some respects different, 
views of the field emerged from other Caribbean sociologists and anthro-
pologists such as roberts, Brathwaite, Clarke, and Patterson. It was the 
interest that these scholars shared in the modernization of Caribbean so-
cieties that made this interdisciplinary and international cooperation pos-
sible.
 although the perspectives of Caribbean sociologists and american so-
ciologists differed somewhat, on the whole the representations of africa, 
its intellectual traditions, and its diaspora were inadequate in both. this 
shared inadequacy was largely the result of the extent to which Caribbean 
sociologists identified with and drew on the western intellectual and so-
ciological traditions. the latter was a tradition that dated its rise to the 
european figures of Karl marx, max weber, and emile durkheim. It also 
linked its later american extensions to the work of figures like robert 
Park, George Herbert mead, Herbert Blumer, talcott Parsons, and robert 
merton. It is important to note that this standard reconstruction of soci-
ology’s american extension completely overlooks the founding contribu-
tions of w. e. B. du Bois and his atlanta school of sociology. From the af-
ricana perspective, this is a grave omission that Caribbean sociology has 
repeated and that both sociologies still need to correct.
 In the american tradition, sociology employed two theories in the 
study of the african societies of the Caribbean: culture contact theory 
(Park, Frazier, Herskovits) and modernization theory (Parsons, shills, 
Broom). In the former, the primary emphasis was on the degree to which 
non- european cultures were surviving the contact with imperial europe. 
In contrast to the asian countries, Park and Frazier argued that african 
cultures were experiencing very radical uprootings that were threatening 
their very existence as a result of their contact with europe. In the case of 
afro- america, they argued that there were no survivals of african culture 
among african americans. Herskovits, although a culture contact theo-
rist, argued very vigorously against this position.
 In the case of modernization theory, africa served as the locus clas-
sicus of tribal premodernity or the polar opposite of the now culturally 
rationalized and hence modern west. Its primary conceptual function 
was to be the prerational site from which europeans could examine the 
“primitive” phase in the history of human development. Cast into this 
premodern role, african cultures, both continental and diasporic, were 
excessively frozen in prerational time by modernization theory. as a re-
sult, their capacities for growth and modern rational knowledge produc-
tion were severely distorted and obscured. western sociologists did not see 
premodern african cultures as sites of valid knowledge production in the 
way that they saw premodern Greek culture. Consequently, the former 
were not seen by modernization theorists as capable of making original 
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and valuable contributions to the human stock of knowledge that would 
be of relevance in the modern period. this was one very important way in 
which western sociology misrepresented africa and its diaspora.
 the distinct contribution that Caribbean sociologists and anthropolo-
gists brought to these discussions was the theory of cultural creolization. 
the primary emphasis of this theory was the phenomenon of cultural 
and racial mixing in colonial societies, rather than the problems of sur-
vival and rationalization stressed by the culture contact and moderniza-
tion theorists. m. G. smith’s work on creolization is a very clear case in 
point. It rejected the rigid bipolar (black and white) construction of race 
in the United states as inappropriate for the more mixed constructions 
that could be observed in the Caribbean and latin america (1974: 67). 
However, within this framework of racial and cultural mixing, there re-
mained a privileging of whiteness and a devaluing of blackness. thus, in 
spite of this distinctive emphasis on creolization, it was embedded within 
a broader framework that was shaped by the ongoing debates between cul-
ture contact and modernization theories. as a result, the theory of cre-
olization absorbed many of the anti- african biases and assumptions of 
these two theories. Consequently, it too had difficulties adequately see-
ing and representing africa and its intellectual contribution to the stock 
of human knowledge.
 In addition to this external shaping of Caribbean sociology’s percep-
tion of africa and its own region, another peculiar feature of this first phase 
was the discipline’s deep estrangement from both its own regional and 
the larger africana intellectual tradition. during this period, Carib bean 
sociology did not systematically incorporate inputs from the indige nous 
afro- Caribbean intellectual or the larger africana intellectual tradition 
to which the former was connected. there was little or no conscious-
ness of these two traditions of social thought, little or no sense of their 
presence or that their primary interests and texts could be of epistemic 
value to the production of sociological knowledge. It is important to note 
here that smith’s account of the field did not include antenor Firmin’s 
Equality of the Human Races, edward Blyden’s Christianity, Islam, and 
the Negro Race, w. e. B. du Bois’s Philadelphia Negro, or C. l. r. james’s 
Black Jacobins. Consequently, there were no ongoing feedback relations 
with this local intellectual tradition with the result that the specifically 
Caribbean intertextual relations of Caribbean sociology were very weak. 
thus, in spite of its impressive record of productivity and the theory of 
creolization, the first golden age of Caribbean sociology was marked by a 
peculiar paradox: systemic patterns of under- identifying with and exclud-
ing its own intellectual tradition while over- identifying with the western 
intellectual tradition. It was this peculiar pattern of epistemic organiza-
tion that was largely responsible for its inadequate representation of af-
rica and its diaspora, including the Caribbean.
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t h e  B r e a k

as noted earlier, one of the major differences between the first and the 
second phases of Caribbean sociology was the collapse of the collabora-
tive effort with american sociologists. this break was brought on by a 
number of factors. First was the decline of culture contact and moderniza-
tion theories. In the late 1970s, they were experiencing severe challenges 
from dependency and other marxist oriented theories of development and 
change. Caribbean economists such as lloyd Best and Kari levitt (1975), 
George Beckford (1972), norman Girvan (1976), and Clive thomas (1974) 
were central to the rise of Caribbean dependency theory. with much of 
the old guard of american sociology remaining in the modernization tra-
dition, the basis for the earlier collaboration was no longer there. theo-
retical debates in Caribbean sociology came to be dominated by exchanges 
between m. G. smith and other cultural pluralists on the one hand and 
the new dependency and other theorists on the other.
 the separation initiated by this theoretical divergence was further 
widened by the rise of policies of neoliberal globalization in the west. 
It was the policy that resulted from the turn to neo- smithian policies of 
market- oriented or private sector models of development. the latter chal-
lenged the state- led ones that had been dominant in the Caribbean. they 
were first articulated by the Caribbean nobel Prize–winning economist 
arthur lewis (1950) and later reinforced by the dependency and marx-
ist theories. the major entrepreneurial roles that Caribbean states had 
assumed were now theoretically and politically incorrect according to 
neo liberal theory. these states were now under pressure to privatize and 
downsize in order to make room for a market- oriented but very mercantile 
and timid Caribbean private sector. these shifts in the western political 
and economic outlook were reinforced by the dramatic collapse of state 
socialism in the soviet Union and eastern europe. the effect of the latter 
was a deepening of the commitment to the market as the primary prin-
ciple of socioeconomic organization. For american social scientists and 
policymakers, the interest in third world development was very closely 
related to the cold war and to Keynesian strategies of state intervention 
in the economy. with these gone, development could only mean private 
sector– led growth through competitive trading in globalized financial and 
commodity markets.
 these dramatic shifts in both the theory and practice of socioeco-
nomic development had significant implications for both Caribbean and 
american sociology. Both had to reorganize themselves in order to adjust 
to the new competition from neo- smithian economic theory and a more 
conservative political environment. the latter was bent on reducing state 
interventions, many of which had been legitimated by sociological argu-
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ments and research. By the late 1980s, the outlines of the reorganization 
of american sociology were quite clear. of particular note for us was the 
dramatic decline in the centrality of the sociology of development to the 
field as a whole and its replacement by economic sociology. one signifi-
cant indicator of this shift was clearly registered in the mid- 1980s reorga-
nization of the major subfields of sociology used by the journal Contem-
porary Sociology. From a highly visible and explicitly recognized area of 
american sociology, development declined to an invisible and implicitly 
recognized area of the discipline. with this shift, american sociology be-
came even more centered on the United states, with steep declines in the 
interest in africa and its non- american diaspora.

t h e  s e c o N D  p h a s e  o f  
c a r i B B e a N  s o c i o l o g y

as in the american case, the period after the break was one of epistemic 
and subfield reorganization for Caribbean sociology. In this second case 
of subfield reorganization, the sociology of development also registered a 
significant decline in status and visibility. this decline resulted from two 
factors. First, there was the absence of a strong smithian or neo- smithian 
tradition of thought in the region that could have seized the moment and 
retheorized in appropriate ways the regulatory and wealth- producing pow-
ers of the market. Consequently, no really outstanding theorists of the en-
trepreneurial capabilities of the Caribbean private sector emerged to fill 
this theoretical space. this rather stark vacuum was in itself a very tell-
ing instance of the failure of this new laissez- faire philosophy in both 
the academic and entrepreneurial marketplaces. In the concise words of 
arthur lewis, this philosophy claims that “if anything is worth doing, 
then someone will do it. If no one does it, then it cannot be worth doing, 
and the effort of a government to get it done must be contrary to the public 
interest” (29). yet here were instances of activities that were clearly worth 
doing that simply did not get done in spite of the self- interested and profit- 
oriented motives of many individuals in the Caribbean private sector. In 
spite of both demand and opportunity, there were no dramatic increases 
in the entrepreneurial activities of the Caribbean private sector, and no 
economists arose who could either explain or remedy these crucial mar-
ket failures. this could possibly have been an opening for a sociology of 
Caribbean markets leading to something like the rise of economic soci-
ology in american sociology. But this also did not occur. Consequently, 
for those economists and sociologists who embraced the new laissez- faire 
philosophy, this void was filled with replays of the neoliberal ideas of the 
“washington consensus” for which the Caribbean private sector was prac-
tically unprepared. this was clearly not a good foundation upon which to 
reformulate the sociology of development.



Caribbean Sociology, Africa, and the African Diaspora 151

 the second factor contributing to the decline of this subfield was the 
way in which this neo- smithian turn clashed with the views and policies 
of the region’s dependency theorists. For the most part, they remained 
committed to the view that governments must intervene in crucial in-
stances where the current state or level of development of market insti-
tutions leave vital needs unmet. this particular configuration of Carib-
bean development theory and the changed policy contexts of its practice 
resulted in a rather unproductive environment that inhibited its output.
 Corresponding to this decline in the sociology of development were 
expansions in other subfields of Caribbean sociology that resulted in the 
overall growth of the discipline. In addition to Cuba, the dominican re-
public, Haiti, Puerto rico, trinidad, and jamaica, sociology was now be-
ing taught at universities in Barbados, Guyana, the virgin Islands, mar-
tinique, and st. maarten. along with these expansions, there were also 
significant shifts in the intertextual relations, theoretical orientations, 
areas of empirical study, personnel, and administration of the field. the 
nature of this reorganization is clearly indicated by the change in the de-
partment’s name on the mona campus of the University of the west In-
dies in jamaica. From sociology, it became the department of sociology 
and social welfare. the strong anthropological ties of the earlier years 
were clearly not maintained, and that particular intertextual relationship 
has declined significantly.
 on the st. augustine campus of the University of the west Indies 
in trinidad, the sociology department was incorporated into a depart-
ment of behavioral sciences that included social work, psychology, and 
political science. on the Cave Hill campus of the University of the west 
Indies in Barbados, sociology is part of a department of government, soci-
ology, and social work. at the University of Guyana, the sociology depart-
ment was expanded to include social work and communications. these 
new linkages point to the new ways in which the assistance of Carib-
bean sociologists is being sought in the study and management of spe-
cific institutional areas such as social work and communications. also 
an integral part of the formation of this second phase was the departure 
of many of these sociologists and anthropologists for positions in uni-
versities abroad expanding an already large expatriate community that  
now includes figures like stuart Hall, orlando Patterson, Paul Gilroy, 
George danns, don robotham, alex dupuy, linden lewis, Heidi mirza, 
Percy Hintzen, michel laguerre, david scott, Brackette williams, althea 
Prince, michel- rolph trouillot, and myself.
 the impact of this reorganization on Caribbean sociology to date has 
been good extensively but not so good intensively. It has not produced a 
new period of dynamic growth with the production of books and articles 
to match the quality of the output of the earlier period. some of the ma-
jor texts of this second phase include rhoda reddock’s Women Labour 
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and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago, alex dupuy’s Haiti in the World 
Economy, Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, Christine Barrow’s Family in 
the Caribbean, Frances Henry’s Caribbean Diaspora in Toronto, michel- 
rolph trouillot’s Haiti: State against Nation, david scott’s Refashioning 
Futures, and my own Peripheral Capitalism and Underdevelopment in 
Antigua. these works are important contributions and are very different 
in their many theoretical orientations from the major works of the first 
period.
 However, in spite of the significance of this output, it has not restored 
the visibility of the discipline to what it was before. the new interdisci-
plinary alliances and intertextual relations with social work, psychology, 
and communications have not yet produced new creative syntheses that 
would allow work in these areas to reinforce each other. this mutual re-
inforcing between the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, political sci-
ence, and economics around questions related to development was a major 
source of the strength and creativity of the golden period. the interdisci-
plinary cooperation was really quite significant. this is definitely going 
to be more difficult with psychology and communications than was the 
case with anthropology. Consequently, there have been marked tenden-
cies for the various specializations in the departments to remain separate, 
thereby creating new tendencies toward fragmentation. this fragmenta-
tion has also meant that there is less of a shared focus capable of bringing 
these new subfields more into ongoing conversations and exchanges.
 two other factors must be taken into account when considering the 
decline in intellectual vigor and productivity of this second period in the 
history of Caribbean sociology. First, there was the impact of the rise 
of poststructuralist theory. as a theory that explained social meanings, 
identities, and social orders by mapping them onto the orders of linguis-
tic structures, it constituted a major challenge to several areas of soci-
ology and anthropology. In relation to sociology, the theory placed the 
concept of semiolinguistic structures in direct competition with the con-
cept of  social structures. In this battle, particularly in the cultural areas 
of identity and meaning construction, the semiotic approach of the post- 
structuralist won sufficient converts to become the leading multidisci-
plinary theory in these areas.
 not only did post- structuralism become a leading theory; it also pre-
sented a cultural (semiotic) alternative to the survivalist, normative, and 
politico- economic orientations of culture contact, modernization, and de-
pendency theories. this alternative appeared in two forms: (1) a new cul-
tural explanation of social domination and (2) a new cultural image of 
freedom from social domination. the new cultural explanation of social 
domination located it in the underlying hierarchical order of the binary 
oppositions and founding categories presupposed by the discourses of the 
speaking subject. as such, this hierarchical structure was an algebra of 
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positive and negative signs that privileged the contents of its positively 
marked categories over those in negatively marked ones. the key to so-
cial domination became the behavioral responses of the subject to the 
contents of his/her negatively marked categories—that is, whether they 
had to be destroyed, excluded, made invisible, punished, or dehumanized. 
thus social domination was seen as the result of the behavioral conse-
quences of the semiotic marking of one’s discursive categories. this semi-
otic order was linguistically shaped and kept in place. the linguistic auto- 
instituting of this order gave it an a priori or always already presupposed 
status. In short, it semioticized Kant’s transcendental analysis.
 a result of this interpretation was that the overcoming of social domi-
nation, including its postcolonial, racial, and gendered forms, came to be 
seen as fundamentally a process of critiquing and disrupting the inherited 
semiotic orders of the discourses that envisioned and legitimated these 
orders of domination. these presupposed semiotic orders encoded domi-
nation by limiting the meanings or semiotic play available to particular 
concepts, images, or signs. the alternative to this semiotic concept of 
domination was an equally semiotic concept of freedom: that of the free- 
floating signifier. In other words, the speaking subject who would be free 
should strive to become a signifier that had somehow overcome the order 
of discourse in which it had been semiotically inscribed and was now able 
to mobilize all of the semiotic play that the order has either inhibited or 
appropriated for itself. the path to this new form of freedom was not po-
litical or mass organizing, but the practice of deconstructing a priori semi-
otic orders. this was the cultural alternative to the political practices of 
development that post- structuralism presented. Its impact on Caribbean 
sociology and anthropology can be seen most clearly in the work of stuart 
Hall (1981), Paul Gilroy (1994), and david scott (1999). In all three cases, 
the post- structural turn has left Caribbean sociology with new unsatis-
factory relationships between culture and political economy.
 the third factor contributing to the intellectual decline of the second 
period of Caribbean sociology has been its less direct relationships with 
the central problem of contemporary Caribbean societies: finding a way to 
renew economic growth and development within the context of the new 
global political economy. without a more direct engagement with this 
crucial issue, the discipline will not regain the centrality it had when it 
was more deeply engaged with it. the failure of Caribbean economists to 
produce better answers to this problem has resulted in a weakening of in-
tertextual ties between the two disciplines. this lack of buoyant and in-
novative input from Caribbean economists represents a significant change 
in the intertextual relations that define the second phase of Caribbean 
sociology, leaving the latter less able to engage as directly as before the 
problem of socioeconomic development. there is a deep sense of having 
been defeated and overwhelmed by this problem that I think is partly re-
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sponsible for the current lack of dynamism in the field. Until we are once 
again able to bring culture and political economy together around ques-
tions of socioeconomic transformation, we will not overcome this current 
sense of being in retreat.
 In short, the results of this period of reorganization have been mixed. 
the organizational growth of the field has been significant with increases 
in numbers of departments and interdisciplinary alliances. on the other 
hand, the intellectual output has not been able to match that of the first 
period in quality. the primary reason, I am suggesting, has been a much 
more complex local and global environment in which to be theoretically 
innovative and to link theory to transformative practices.

r e o r g a N i z a t i o N  a N D  
a f r i c a N  r e p r e s e N t a t i o N

the question to which we must now turn our attention is that of the 
 representation of africa and its diaspora in this second period of Carib-
bean sociology. Given the new pattern of subfield specializations, it should 
come as no surprise that the discipline, like american sociology, has be-
come more inward looking. Its research activities are focused more in-
tensely on solving specific social problems with an eye on improving the 
present and much less on the premodern past. In many ways, this more 
inward focus has improved the representation of the region and its prob-
lems in the discipline. In terms of its research, the field has indeed become 
more Caribbean centered when compared with the first period. also very 
important here are the changed attitudes toward the african dimensions 
and contributions to the life of Caribbean societies. they have come out 
from under the spell of misrepresentation that had been cast over them by 
culture contact and modernization theories. these afro- Caribbean con-
tributions have now become important markers of Caribbean identity in 
the modern period. the contributions of the rastafarians are probably the 
clearest example. the ideas of this group are no longer studied just from 
the perspective of what they can tell us about the premodern past or pres-
ent of the Caribbean. In addition to revealing the group, these ideas are 
also studied for the contributions that they can make to the life of the 
inquiring scholar. this is indeed a significant shift that has brought the 
afro- Caribbean contributions to Caribbean life into the mainstream of 
intellectual conversation and debate.
 However, if the problem of representation is extended to africa and 
the whole of its diaspora, then there is a lot of room for improvement. 
with the more inward focus, the comparative perspectives that culture 
contact, modernization, and to a lesser extent dependency theories gave 
to Caribbean sociology have been lost. In all of these comparative frame-
works, africa was included. In the case of dependency theory, the com-
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parisons were more with latin america, but nonetheless the compari-
sons with the african periphery were there primarily through the work 
of samir amin. Further, the rise of neoliberal and post- structural theo-
ries have helped to reinforce the shift away from the earlier compara-
tive perspectives that systematically included africa. although the con-
tinent is no longer the quintessential site of premodernity, a clear role for 
africa has not yet emerged from this period of reorganization. there are 
many competing positions on this issue. there are the anti- essentialist 
critiques of earlier notions of blackness or africanness that can be found 
in the works of scott (2004) and Gilroy (1994). on the other hand, there 
is the position of an africana intellectual tradition that links the Carib-
bean to africa that can be found in the works of scholars such as lewis 
Gordon (2000), anthony Bogues (2003), and myself (2000). However, the 
outcomes of these exchanges are still not clear. thus it is fair to say that 
although the earlier misrepresentation of africa is gone, a new and dis-
tinctive role for africa has not yet emerged in this second phase of Carib-
bean sociology.
 the same is also true for much of the non- Caribbean parts of the af-
rican diaspora. thus relations with african communities in Canada, the 
United states, latin america, Britain, and europe are also in states of 
flux and underrepresentation in Caribbean sociology. also contributing 
to this fluid state of affairs is the absence of a vibrant Caribbean socio-
logical association or other institutional channels for collaborative work 
across these diasporas. In sum, as in the case of intellectual output, the 
problem of the representation of africa and its diasporas still has a long 
way to go. Is it possible to remedy this situation? Is it possible to envision 
a second golden age of Caribbean sociology in which africa and its diaspo-
ras are better represented? I think it is. In the remainder of this chapter, I 
will make the case for an africana route to another dynamic and innova-
tive period in Caribbean sociology. the basic challenge of this route is for 
Caribbean sociology to move much closer to the indigenous intellectual 
tradition that for so long it has failed to identify with and embrace.

c a r i B B e a N  s o c i o l o g y,  r e p r e s e N t a t i o N , 
a N D  t h e  a f r i c a N a  a p p r o a c h

the africana approach to the renewing of Caribbean sociology focuses on 
the relationship between this discipline and the intellectual traditions in 
which it is embedded. disciplines do not exist in isolation. on the con-
trary, they are tributaries of larger intellectual streams from which they 
draw epistemic resources. during certain periods of intense focusing on 
particular problems, a discipline may lose sight of its connections to this 
larger intellectual stream of ideas and embrace the illusion that it is an au-
tonomous center of knowledge production. However, the situations of dis-
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ciplines are very different during times of crisis in which old paradigms 
have reached points of exhaustion for the doing of what thomas Kuhn 
has called “normal science” (1970: 25). at times like these, it is the crea-
tive inputs of new ideas, images, metaphors, revolutionary movements, or 
policy shifts from larger intellectual traditions that must be engaged to 
produce new paradigms that will be able to motivate and renew activities 
of normal science or knowledge production.
 In Caribbean sociology, the current crisis of normal knowledge pro-
duction is unmistakable. It is a crisis that in part has been brought on by 
the disruptive manner in which paradigms that support normal knowl-
edge are being displaced. the dynamism of these paradigm shifts has been 
largely externally driven, leaving Caribbean scholars with little control 
over the expiration dates of paradigms in use. this was the case with both 
culture contact and modernization theories. In the case of dependency 
theory, we played a more active role in determining the epistemic life of 
that paradigm. thus the complex set of movements between paradigm 
shifts and the normal production of sociological knowledge points to the 
need for Caribbean sociologists to have greater creative control over the 
epistemic capital and resources that effect the formation and deformation 
of its paradigms. this epistemic capital resides primarily in intellectual 
traditions—stocks of knowledge and wisdom that a society or group has 
accumulated over centuries of living. these traditions feed specific disci-
plines and are in turn fed by them. this mutual reinforcing of each other 
results in what we can call processes of epistemic accumulation or the ex-
pansion of both disciplines and intellectual traditions.
 as noted earlier, even in its second phase, Caribbean sociology has 
been functioning without deep ongoing feedback relations with the re-
gional intellectual tradition. although it has been better in this regard 
than the first phase, it is only now awakening to the full potential of this 
local tradition. Caribbean sociology is finally becoming aware of the dis-
tinct history, the record of achievements, and primary concerns of this 
tradition. the reliance on the western intellectual tradition was still too 
strong for this regional one to emerge in all of its clarity, distinctiveness, 
coherence, and creativity. one consequence of this reliance on the west 
that is relevant here has been the tendency to see Caribbean and other 
africana scholars in terms of the western schools of thought by which 
they were influenced—in other words, to see someone like Fanon solely 
as an existentialist because of the sartrean influence, james as a marxist, 
or edouard Glissant as a post- structuralist because of the deleuzian in-
fluence. what very often does not get equally thematized is the influence 
of africana thinkers on such Caribbean figures. Cases in point would be 
the influence of George Padmore, j. j. thomas, and marcus Garvey on 
james, or of Césaire on Fanon and Glissant. It has been in such moments 
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of epistemic erasure or forgetting that the Caribbean and africana intel-
lectual traditions have experienced their disappearance.
 Because of its deep roots in the larger africana intellectual  tradition, 
one of the distinctive marks of the Caribbean tradition is its interest in af-
rica and its definite abilities to adequately represent africa and its diaspo-
ras. Consequently, the deepening of Caribbean sociology’s links to this 
tradition can only help it with its problems of african representation. to 
see this, we must now take a closer look at what I’ve been calling the Ca-
ribbean intellectual tradition.

t h e  c a r i B B e a N  i N t e l l e c t u a l  t r a D i t i o N

the Caribbean intellectual tradition is the discursive framework of argu-
ment and counterargument that has shaped and thematized the origins 
and development of Caribbean society. It is the product of the intellectual 
quarrels that accompanied the building of colonial/plantation societies on 
the basis of indigenous Carib and later african slave labor. the legitimat-
ing by some and the delegitimating by others of this impe rial and white su-
premacist social order were among the major intellectual challenges shap-
ing the contours of this tradition. the long and angry dialogues between 
Prospero and Caliban over the former’s domination have been the central 
problematic around which the major texts of the tradition have crystal-
lized. the Prosperean texts of this tradition can be seen in the works of 
scholars such as Francisco de vitoria, Gonzalo de oviedo, Bartolomé de 
las Casas, richard ligon, Bryan edwards, and edward long. the counter 
voices of Caliban and Calherban (the black female) can be heard in slave 
narratives such as those of mary Prince and ottobah  Cugoano, as well 
as in the antiracist and anticolonial critiques of ann Hart, jean Baptiste 
Phillipe, michel maxwell Phillip, antenor Firmin, robert love, edward 
Blyden, and others. arriving from India as indentured servants between 
1842 and 1917, Indo- Caribbeans joined this chorus of argument bringing 
their voices and unique contributions to the Caribbean intellectual tradi-
tion. thus, to the euro-  and afro- Caribbean voices mentioned above, we 
must add the writings of joseph ruhomon, Bechu, Cheddi jagan, v. s. nai-
paul, sam selvon, ron ramdin, ramabai espinet, and Clem  seecharan. 
the works of these three groups of authors must no longer be seen as 
isolated texts that exemplify various western schools of thought, but as 
voices in ongoing exchanges that constitute the Caribbean intellectual 
tradition.
 the failure of the golden period to connect with this tradition helps 
to explain the severity of the discipline’s decline in the years following 
the break with american sociology. a similar failure also helps to ex-
plain why the current period has not been able to produce a second golden 
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era. since the break with american sociology, the discipline has been 
without the resources and inputs from a dynamic intellectual tradition 
with which to create new paradigms and reinvigorate normal sociological 
production. In my view, addressing this lack will go a long way toward 
solving both the productivity and african representation problems of Ca-
ribbean sociology. thus a deeper convergence with this regional intellec-
tual tradition is one of the major goals that the discipline must achieve.
 this suggestion that Caribbean sociology needs to deepen its feedback 
relations with the regional intellectual tradition is now a much more ac-
cessible one than it was during the golden era. since that period, the Ca-
ribbean intellectual tradition has gone through a process of categoric and 
conceptual decolonization that has dramatically increased its visibility, 
systematized its contents, and sharpened the outlines of its major con-
tours. this ongoing process of intellectual decolonization can be seen 
from comparisons between current conceptions of the tradition and those 
of the golden period. the latter were given their classic formulation in 
Gordon K. lewis’s Main Currents in Caribbean Thought. the newer con-
ceptions can be seen in works such as denis Benn’s Caribbean: An Intel-
lectual History, anthony Bogues’s Black Heretics, Black Prophets,  silvio 
torres- saillant’s Intellectual History of the Caribbean, and my own 
 Caliban’s Reason. these latter accounts all register dramatic increases 
in the recognition and epistemic evaluation of the contributions of afro- 
Caribbean and Indo- Caribbean thinkers in relation to european and euro- 
Caribbean thinkers. It is these shifts away from patterns of european nor-
mativity that are increasing the capacity of this tradition to adequately 
represent africa and its diasporas. In short, this process of decolonization 
has succeeded in lifting the cloud of epistemic invisibility that had been 
cast over the tradition by the overvaluing of the european heritage. It is 
this more visible and vibrant state of the Caribbean intellectual tradition 
that makes it more accessible for deeper ties with Caribbean sociology.
 In this increasingly vibrant state, the mutual benefits of deeper ties 
with sociology emerge more clearly. the Caribbean intellectual tradition 
has produced and continues to produce images and accounts of Carib-
bean societies that are of great sociological interest and value. Contribu-
tions of this type can be seen in the writings of many of its leading fig-
ures. as C. wright mills has observed, the sociological imagination is a 
three- dimensional epistemic formation that arises at the intersection of 
history, social structure, and biography. the historical and social struc-
tural dimensions of this imagination are subject to epistemic criteria that 
weber called “causal adequacy.” the biographical dimensions are subject 
to what he called “meaningful adequacy.” all three of these dimensions 
and their related causal and meaningful logics must be present and work-
ing in dialectical concert if there is to be production of great sociological 
works in the Caribbean or elsewhere.
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 In terms of the historical and social structural dimensions of socio-
logical production, the figures of the Caribbean intellectual who have spo-
ken most directly to needs of Caribbean sociology are antenor Firmin, 
edward Blyden, w. e. B. du Bois (of The Philadelphia Negro), marcus Gar-
vey, C. l. r. james, Frantz Fanon, and oliver Cox. In terms of the mean-
ingful or biographical dimensions of Caribbean sociological production, 
the most important figures are sylvia wynter, George lamming, wilson 
Harris, Gordon rohlehr, jamaica Kincaid, and w. e. B. du Bois (of Souls 
of Black Folk). of this group, Firmin, du Bois, and Cox had formal train-
ing in either sociology or anthropology and thus truly have a lot to offer 
Caribbean sociology. However, the above group as a whole (and many oth-
ers) has engaged and written about the problems of Caribbean societies 
in very profound ways. In short, we have here a body of sociological and 
presociological knowledge that not only mirrors ongoing trends in Carib-
bean societies but also has a strong interest in things african and a dem-
onstrated capacity of representing them well. Given its current crisis of 
production, Caribbean sociology cannot continue to ignore this local in-
tellectual stream, which most certainly can help to get it out of its crisis 
state.

N o t e

 1. By neo- smithian I am referring to policies of economic management that 
build on adam smith’s idea of markets as self- regulating mechanisms that work 
best when kept free of state regulation. the reassertion of these arguments was in 
response to arguments by john Keynes that government management of the total 
income available for the purchase of goods and services (aggregate demand) was a 
positive and stabilizing contribution to economic performance.
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7 aFrICan dIasPora and  
PolItICal sCIenCe

Robert Fatton Jr.

american Political science—that is, political science as practiced in  
the United states—does not have a subdiscipline devoted to the 

study of the african diaspora. subjects connected to the african dias-
pora are generally included in race or minority studies within the field 
of american politics or in what has traditionally been called “area stud-
ies,” which is itself part of what is known as “Comparative Politics.” area 
studies is typically the study of particular regions of the world such as 
africa or latin america, and it is usually within these two geographical 
areas that one can find analytical explorations that have the most rele-
vance for scholars interested in the african diaspora.
 It seems to me that a political science devoted to the african diaspora 
should concentrate on the relations of power affecting the material, cul-
tural, and moral conditions of people of african descent. this would im-
ply the study of the worldwide dispersion of these people and thus of the 
modalities of that dispersion. this orientation, in turn, inevitably raises 
the issues of imperialism, colonialism, and racism and how these phe-
nomena molded patterns of resistance, accommodation, and migration in 
africa, afro- america, or europe. the conventional wisdom of american 
political science, however, has reflected a determined bias against inqui-
ries related to these very subjects. It either downplays them, or ignores 
them as they are simply considered to be “out of bounds” in today’s main-
stream political science.
 the cold war contributed greatly to this state of affairs in american 
political science. area studies and International relations became intel-
lectual fields at the service of what the powers that be in washington 
deemed to be in the interest of the american state in its struggle against 
soviet communism.1 these fields were part of the larger project of enhanc-
ing the political, strategic, and military supremacy of the west in general 
and the United states in particular. the american goal was to maintain 
order in third world countries and prevent the spread of communism.2 
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depending on circumstances, this meant either supporting right- wing 
dictatorships or encouraging the liberal modernization of “traditional” 
polities. not surprisingly, modernization became the dominant theory 
in area studies; it simply assumed that all countries went through the 
same sequence of developmental stages that had led to western industri-
alization and liberal democracy. any other path to development was either 
pathological or bound to fail. success implied copying the west.3 this be-
lief in mimicking the west gained further strength with the collapse of 
the soviet bloc in the late 1980s. the end of communism meant for many 
the “end of history.”4 In this view, there was no alternative to market capi-
talist modernity and liberal politics.
 the impossibility of envisioning an alternative to the current global 
realities is not surprising. It reflects the early twentieth- century roots of 
american political science, which were implanted in the exclusive study 
of the Pan- european world. the United states, england, France, Italy, and 
Germany represented the “ideal types” of government. Polities departing 
from these ideal types were considered deviant and underdeveloped. as 
Immanuel wallerstein put it:

all four basic disciplines—history, economics, political science, and 
sociology— only analyzed the pan- european world, considered to be the 
world of modernity and of civilization. their universalisms presupposed 
the hierarchies of the modern world- system. the analysis of the extra- 
european world was consigned to separate disciplines: anthropology for 
the barbaric ‘peoples without history,” and oriental studies for the non- 
western “high civilizations” that were, however, incapable of proceeding 
to modernity without european intrusion and reorganization of their social 
dynamics.5

 to that extent, american political science has tended to remain si-
lent on, or irrelevant to, african diasporic studies.6 with rare exceptions, 
its dominant methodology, grounded in the so- called scientific persuasion 
of polling, regression analysis, and rational choice, is poorly equipped to 
make sense of the realities confronting the african diaspora. the disci-
pline’s claims of universalism are in fact provincial and they apply only to 
an unquestioning understanding of the status quo in advanced, industrial, 
liberal, capitalist societies. Questions of systemic power and change, of po-
litical exclusion and exploitation, of repression and resistance are seldom 
analyzed in any depth. Instead of “speaking truth to power,” american 
political science operates within the constraining discursive parameters 
of the existing order. when it ventures beyond the safe borders of the 
United states it accepts the strictures of the major international financial 
institutions and imperial “think tanks” from which it obtains major por-
tions of its funding and information.
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 It is true, however, that robert Bates—one of the leading figures of 
both american Political science and african studies—has managed to 
use and creatively transform rational choice to uncover certain political 
realities that have contributed to africa’s predicament.7 whatever may 
be the pros and cons of Bates’s theory of peasant behavior and urban coa-
litional formation, it elegantly colors the universalist claims of rational 
choice with a series of distinctively africanist strokes. moreover, Bates’s 
emphasis on the critical role institutions play in allocating resources and 
in facilitating and constraining production illustrates the dialectical inter-
action between politics and markets and between norms and homo eco-
nomicus. like most accounts grounded in rational choice, however, Bates 
has difficulties explaining how the materialist calculus of individuals 
is ultimately transformed into collective purposeful action. How, for in-
stance, has the “classness” of the Kenyan property- owning class crystal-
lized, how have “its boundaries [been] delineated, and how [did] it define 
its collective identity and political coherence in the face of cross- cutting 
ties and identities?”8

 In spite of these difficulties, Bates shows that it is possible to use a 
grand narrative—in his case, methodological individualism—and mold it 
with “local” knowledge to provide a subtle and elegant explanation of af-
rican systems of governance. as Bates argues:

the combination of local knowledge and general modes of reasoning, 
of area studies and formal theory, represents a highly promising margin 
for our field. the blend will help to account for the power of forces that 
we know shape human behavior, in ways that we have hitherto been able 
to describe but not to explain.9

 there is a danger, however, that the “scientific” pretensions of for-
mal theory may be grossly exaggerated, especially in the african context 
where the robustness of any electoral or economic data is of highly du-
bious value. moreover, it is not only that the models derived from such 
data are most questionable but that the whole modeling exercise may 
lead to very pedestrian conclusions. the full deployment of such mathe-
matical arsenals is indeed intimidating, but it seldom illuminates fun-
damental questions of power, identity, and social transformation. more-
over, it is very unlikely that “hard” data can capture the particularities of 
predatory rule that have characterized african modes of governance. as 
richard sklar has put it:

the force of traditional authority is far more difficult to render mathe-
matically than that of modern governments which produce statistics. most 
interactions between the two dimensions of government cannot be fath-
omed without the use of subjective methodologies.10
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 In fact, it is not clear at all that mathematical exercises are less “sub-
jective” than the qualitative narrative stemming from “local”  knowledge. 
But this is not the place to engage in such a complex debate. suffice it to 
say that the export of “methods” to african politics reflects more the dis-
ciplinary hegemony of american political science than the revolution-
ary production of an allegedly “objective” form of knowledge. It symbol-
izes the growing influence of polling and electoral “counting,” which, 
while not unimportant, are uncertain reflections of ephemeral and ever- 
changing moments of public opinion.
 the obsession with polling public opinion is the single most perva-
sive phenomenon of american political science, and it is thoroughly con-
sistent with the conservative adjustment and preservation of the given 
structures of power. american political science tends to study prevail-
ing social and political systems and describes their workings, but it rarely 
challenges the harsh realities of imperialism, class power, and racial privi-
lege, which it tends to take as inexistent or immutable. as Charles lind-
blom has contended, if we were to regard social life as a game, political sci-
ence would need to do more than merely “[assist] the game officials, and 
[study] the rules of the game, how it might be improved, and how to take 
care of game injuries.” our discipline would have to provide much more 
to the players. Players “need to know how the game came to be structured 
as they find it, how they were induced to take for granted that they should 
play, whether any other game exists, and how they might find and learn 
to play another game.”11

 the vocation of a truly liberating political science is to reject the be-
nignity of existing arrangements of power and wealth, provide historical 
alternatives, and offer a transcending vision of the “good life” for which 
we would aim and with which we could measure the extent of current 
imperfections and injustices. this is the kind of political science that af-
rican diasporic studies require. to hold its promise, political science must 
be gripped by what edward said called “a spirit in opposition,” because, 
as he pointed out, “the romance, the interest, the challenge of intellectual 
life is to be found in dissent against the status quo at a time when the 
struggle on behalf of underrepresented and disadvantaged groups seems so 
unfairly weighted against them.”12

 the problem with the study of the african diaspora, however, is that 
it confronts the same marginal status that africanist Political science 
suffers in the discipline. such marginality is not merely a reflection of af-
rica’s rather powerless role in international relations; it is also that ameri-
canists tend to perceive the theoretical contributions of africanists as 
the weakest among practitioners of the other subfields of area studies. 
richard sklar, one of the leading africanists in the United states, ac-
knowledged the very low esteem enjoyed by his own subfield among his 
colleagues in the discipline:



African Diaspora and Political Science 165

I cannot think of a widely recognized problem or theory, of concern to 
political scientists generally, that requires african area expertise to either 
explore scientifically or explain to students. . . . on balance, however, af-
rica’s own marginality to the mainstream of global exchanges is a profes-
sional liability. For africanists to capitalize on that liability and convert it 
into a professional asset, they must adduce fresh empirical evidence for new 
propositions about political life. Under existing conditions, nothing else is 
likely to enhance their market value relative to other regional specialists.13

 sklar’s claim that little of great value comes from the africanist study 
of politics is a gross exaggeration; in fact, it is a provocation. the intellec-
tual contribution of Goran Hyden, rené lemarchand, mahmood mam-
dani, ali mazrui, and Crawford young, to name only a few of a much 
longer list of prominent africanist scholars, is at the very least of equal if 
not superior quality than anything produced by americanists.14 this con-
tribution is simply of a different genre which until recently has tended to 
reject the mathematical models as well as the polling obsessions domi-
nating much of american Political science. africanists have emphasized 
the exploitative and racist nature of western imperialism as well as the 
authoritarian and paternalistic legacies of colonialism. they have con-
demned the impact of both international trade and the worldwide expan-
sion of the capitalist market; rather than embracing them as vehicles of 
development, africanists have generally analyzed these forces as  portent 
of either polarized and unequal growth or accelerated  underdevelopment. 
these ideas are not the monopoly of africanists, but they evoke in america 
a sense of whining victimhood that smacks of simplistic propaganda and 
unscientific methodology.
 that american Political science interprets the contributions of af-
ricanists in this way may in fact be the product of its own “exception-
alism,” which at times betrays the arrogant provincialism of imperial 
power. americanists tend to look with suspicion and sometimes contempt 
at works rejecting or criticizing their core belief in the universalizing na-
ture of an idealized capitalist modernity stemming from the western lib-
eral experience. they are likely to develop the same reaction toward af-
rican diasporic study in so far as the latter will inevitably gravitate around 
radical and critical traditions of left- wing scholarship. In fact, I would 
contend that the ideas of Karl marx, antonio Gramsci, and rosa luxem-
burg cannot be ignored and that they must be revived and reinterpreted 
in the context of the experiences of the african diaspora. this obviously 
was a task that occupied the major intellectual figures of this diaspora. By 
contextualizing the broad currents of marxism, w. e. B. du Bois, oliver 
Cox, Frantz Fanon, C. l. r. james, samir amin, Clive thomas, amilcar 
Cabral, and walter rodney,15 to mention only a few, made decisive inter-
ventions in the study of the social origins and conditions of the african 
diaspora. they generated a powerful interpretation of how imperialism 
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shaped the interactions between class and race to produce patterns of re-
sistance and accommodation to the worldwide spread of capitalism. they 
explained how the utterly constraining economic dependence of postcolo-
nial societies confined them to enduring poverty, inequality, and authori-
tarianism. It was not a matter of tradition overwhelming would- be mod-
ernizers, as conventional political science would have it. rather, it was 
the structure of the world economy constructed in the period of colonial 
expansion that blocked the development of africa and the diaspora.
 as Fanon argued, however, imperialism is not the only cause of the 
african diaspora’s plight; processes of class formation within newly inde-
pendent states produced the “pitfalls of national consciousness” whereby 
a pseudo- bourgeoisie could acquire its material grounding only through 
its illegal monopolization of state resources.16 such monopolization in-
vited the corruption and repression of what is known among africanists 
as la politique du ventre—the politics of the belly. this phenomenon, fu-
eled by acute material scarcity, has made control of the government ap-
paratus a violent and deadly business. Politics tends to be an exercise in 
acquiring public resources for individual gains. For those not born into 
privilege, it has been the principal vehicle for the private accumulation of 
wealth. not surprisingly, those holding state power have used fraud and 
violence to keep it from potential challengers.17

 Cabral’s belief that the struggle for independence would create the 
conditions for the “class suicide” of the top cadres of the revolutionary 
movement proved illusory. once in power, these cadres developed an un-
controllable appetite and devoured the nation’s limited resources. their 
aggressive “eating” was not just a matter of immediate gratification but 
of grabbing power, keeping it, and monopolizing it for the longue durée. 
with or without a revolution, the result seemed to be the same: those in 
power became what Haitians called the “gro manjers,” the big eaters, and 
what east africans dubbed the “wabenzi,” the people driving the mer-
cedes.
 the intersection of the domestic and international political economy 
led to the underdeveloped peripheral capitalism and authoritarian gover-
nance characterizing most diasporic societies. not surprisingly, these re-
alities have generated systematic patterns of “exit” as diasporic citizens 
seek to escape from the squalor and deprivations of their own territorial 
entities. this is no longer the brutalizing and despicable forced departure 
of free people into slavery but the legal or illegal migration of diasporic 
people to the advanced centers of capitalism. this new “passage” into 
the developed industrial areas of the world can be dangerous and trau-
matizing, but it reflects a desire and indeed a necessity for improving life 
chances. as rené Préval, the president of Haiti, put it in a moment of ex-
treme bluntness and desperation, “Cé najé poun soti,” “you must swim 
to exit.” you have to swim away from Haiti to american shores to have 
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the opportunity to “make it.” In the process, the meeting of the so- called 
“other” with westerners on the latter’s soil is fraught with contradictions, 
tensions, and apprehension. It invites the recrudescence of old forms of 
racism and xenophobia.
 these global phenomena of dependence and migration, as well as the 
persistent salience of race and class, can be studied with a retooled ver-
sion of the radical western tradition in the social sciences. to elucidate 
fully the specificities of diasporan political life, we must, however, draw 
on local knowledge. By local knowledge I mean the particular and contex-
tual expressions and interpretations of power. In other words, how do lo-
cal people exercise, apprehend, and experience their own realities? local 
knowledge, however, is not just domestic distinctiveness and specificities; 
it exhibits striking similarities in its various manifestations in both af-
rica and the diasporic nations. For instance, strong parallels exist in the 
systemic effects of la politique du ventre on patterns of governance and on 
popular understandings of power in the continent and in the Caribbean. 
In my own work I have discovered that many of the concepts I applied to 
apprehend senegalese, Kenyan, or Congolese regimes could be usefully de-
ployed to decipher Haiti’s political modalities; in the same vein, popular 
perceptions of power in these countries share striking similarities.18

 such popular perceptions can be comprehended through an exhaus-
tive study of both “public” and “hidden transcripts,” to use james scott’s 
terminology.19 while the former embodies the open airing of the common 
wisdom of rulers and subordinate classes, the latter expresses the secret 
discourse of the victims of power—the opaque and “unobtrusive realm 
of infrapolitics.” this kind of exploration requires an investigation of the 
very visible signs and language of power, on the one hand, as well as of 
the underground counter- projects of subaltern groups on the other. this 
implies, for instance, taking seriously the metaphors of the ruler as “fa-
ther” and society as a “family,” of the common folk as “children” hav-
ing failed to achieve mature adulthood, and of power as a prize that can 
be won and manipulated through magic. diasporic politics operate under 
similar sorts of hegemonies, and its actors explain their world with a dis-
tinctive logic that cannot be captured or analyzed by standard political 
science approaches.20

 For example, the conventional assumptions of american political sci-
entists about the separation of religion and state, and state and civil so-
ciety do not hold up well in advanced capitalist countries like the United 
states itself, let alone in the diasporic milieu. there, the parameters of 
politics derived from an idealized western experience are only partially, if 
at all, duplicated. It is exceedingly difficult to draw neat analytical bound-
aries between politics, religion, and civil society because the dominant 
patterns of beliefs and association of the homeland remain ubiquitous in 
the new settings of the diaspora. In fact, these patterns of beliefs and as-
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sociation are reinforced because they tend to be reproduced by diaspo-
rans as a means of coping with the vicissitudes of an alien environment. 
In their new location, diasporans inevitably regroup along the lines of 
family, region, ethnicity, and class. the old is reproduced in new but fa-
miliar forms.
 People of african descent use their own specific means of understand-
ing and shaping their existential conditions. like any other people, they 
avail themselves of multiple methods to influence events and may ulti-
mately believe in different and indeed contradictory modes of causality. 
depending on circumstances and objectives, they may resort to modern 
“rational” science while simultaneously appealing to the powers of the 
occult, witchcraft, and sorcery.21 diasporic people are certainly not the 
only ones making use of these multiple and often inconsistent forms of 
explaining and shaping social reality. as michael schatzberg pointed out 
correctly, “reliance on alternative understandings of causality may be 
quite universal.”22 after all, under ronald reagan’s presidency, astrology 
played a decisive role in the day- to- day running of the white House. mil-
lions of americans believe in the agency of angels, while millions more 
pursue alternative healing therapies and embrace psychic and mystical ex-
planations for events that are not borne out by western science.23

 to uncover these different logics, it is crucial to study the pervasive 
role of rumors in the making and unmaking of homeland politics. what 
is called teledyol in Haiti—the spreading of unconfirmed and invented 
news—is not merely the legacy of living under dictatorial censorship. 
It is also the fabrication of information to influence reality itself. such 
 teledyol is practiced in the homeland and exported to the Haitian dias-
pora in the United states, Canada, and europe, where it takes new forms 
through the new technologies of the internet. In a boomerang effect, the 
diaspora is now becoming the digital hub disseminating back home an 
electronic teledyol reflecting its ever- increasing power. the diaspora’s in-
fluence is not limited to the dissemination of information; it extends to 
the financial sphere because of its critical remittances to the homeland. 
In certain cases, particularly in the Caribbean and west africa, these re-
mittances represent a critical contribution to the economic survival of the 
country of origin. not surprisingly, the growing economic power of the 
diaspora has been accompanied by a concomitant rise in its political in-
fluence. It is an influence that comes also from the role that some dias-
poric figures play in their new environment and in international organi-
zations.
 the diaspora is a strategic “reserve army of talent” for the homeland 
that can be used to serve foreign as well as national interests. In many 
cases, diasporic cadres are “parachuted” into their mother country to ful-
fill “special assignments” on behalf of major powers and international fi-
nancial institutions. they become police chiefs, cabinet members, prime 
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ministers, and even presidents. Haiti offers an interesting case in point 
whereby the homeland politician can turn into a diasporan private indi-
vidual and the diasporan private individual can turn into a homeland poli-
tician. as michel laguerre put it:

the former president, jean- Bertrand aristide, became a diasporan, 
while the diasporan, Gérard latortue, who was living in Florida, was of-
fered and accepted the job of prime minister. . . . the dynamics of this 
transnational version of local politics . . . are best understood and captured 
by the metaphor of “circulation” rather than of “exit” and by the metaphor 
of “repositioning” rather than of “exile.”24

 this transnational version of local politics is, however, deeply im-
planted in imperial soil. Had it not been for the hegemonic influence of 
the United states and to a lesser degree France and Canada, the diaspo-
ran latortue would have remained a diasporan. to that extent, while di-
asporic politics has its own rhythm and logic, its autonomy is still very 
limited by the realities of global power. only those strategic diasporans 
operating within imperial circles can hope to exploit their position to be-
come important political actors in the homeland.
 while such strategic diasporans represent the upper echelons of an 
international class of organic functionaries of imperialism, other diaspo-
rans from different class backgrounds can become vehicles of social dis-
integration. Indeed, the harsh and brutalizing conditions of american ur-
ban ghettoes experienced by segments of an alienated immigrant youth 
generate high levels of dysfunctionality. such youth can easily lose their 
homeland traditions and come to espouse the violent life of gangs. the 
phenomenon is significant because many immigrant youth lacking legal 
residence are repatriated to their countries of origin with criminal skills 
acquired in the diaspora. the diaspora is thus a contradictory space. For 
some it represents heaven away from a heartless homeland—a source of 
material advancement, social climbing, and political “positioning.” For 
others it represents simply a descent into criminality en route to a forced 
return to the mother country.
 For people of african descent, the diaspora embodies the opportuni-
ties, inequalities, and violence of the world system itself. In that perspec-
tive, any understanding of diasporan politics is a mandatory invitation to 
analyze the historical development of the world system. Indeed, the “lo-
cal” cannot be apprehended without a comprehensive examination of the 
“national,” and any understanding of the “national” cannot be separated 
from an exploration of the “global.” thus the study of the african dias-
pora transcends the narrow confines of american political science—or 
any political science, for that matter. It must destroy the artificial walls 
separating the major disciplines. It calls for thinking about rethinking an 
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unthinking political science.25 to that extent, diasporic studies demands 
that the major disciplines be unbounded and freed from their constrain-
ing academic straitjacket. the diasporic intellectual must therefore cele-
brate the freedom of an “undisciplined” pursuit of knowledge.
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8 tHe aFrICan dIasPora  
and PHIlosoPHy

Olúfémi Táíwò

what could be difficult about writing on the subject of african di-
aspora and philosophy? the african diaspora1 has increasingly be-

come the object of scholarly exertions. what is more, given my awareness 
that the United states is one of the fastest growing markets for the subdis-
cipline of african philosophy, and the closing decades of the last century 
saw the emergence of a few titles from respectable publishers on the theme 
of diasporic africans’ exertions in philosophy, especially those by african 
americans, there can be no doubt that the conjunction of philosophy and 
the diaspora has considerable significance attached to it. add to these the 
growing expansion of divisions within universities and colleges devoted 
to differing degrees of concentration in african american, africalogical, 
Pan- african, Global african, diasporic, and the ever- present Black stud-
ies, and one would be hard put to justify any pessimism regarding some 
discursus on the diaspora and philosophy. However, to my chagrin, the 
more I reflected on the theme,2 the clearer it became that I may have been 
too sanguine in my initial reaction. there has been considerable output in 
philosophical works respecting the diaspora, and I don’t think I exaggerate 
when I say that there has been little or no exploration of the conundrums 
that are thrown up by a discipline- focused discussion of philosophy and 
the diaspora. this could have been a more daunting task but for the sug-
gestion that the current engagement is “devoted to meta- level conceptual 
examinations of the practice of african diaspora studies within and at the 
intersections of the disciplines.”3

 any invitation to indulge in a “meta- level conceptual examination” 
of any subject matter must gladden a philosopher’s heart. after all, what-
ever divergences philosophers may share regarding the contours, bound-
aries, and content of their discipline, they usually are convergent on some 
of its basic characteristics: (1) that philosophy asks questions and (2) it 
does so at the most general level with the ultimate aim of unearthing the 
logos of being, sans differentiation. the “sans differentiation” is what sets 
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philosophy’s way of proceeding apart from all the other disciplines. while 
this claim usually rubs other disciplines the wrong way, we must see be-
yond its appropriation by some arrogant practitioners to discern its kernel 
of truth: it is not an accident that when a discipline turns its searchlight 
on its own craft we do not call the outcome by the name of the discipline 
concerned. we say simply in those situations that we are doing “the phi-
losophy of the discipline” concerned. It would seem easy enough to di-
late on our theme. But, in reality, it is not. why this is so I will point out 
in some detail in a moment. For now, let me focus on the easy part of 
the task.
 the concept of “the african diaspora” is very problematic in phi-
losophy, and this is quite unlike the situation in other disciplines. or-
dinarily, one understands the concept to conclude those inhabitants of 
the world outside of africa whose origins can be or are traced to the af-
rican continent. It wouldn’t matter where they are found in the world; 
what matters is that at some point in the distant past, their forebears emi-
grated from africa—voluntarily and involuntarily—and became part of an 
african- descended community in exile. meanwhile, in exile, even as they 
retain some memory—dim or acute, pleasant or unpleasant, conscious or 
unconscious—of their african origins, african- descended peoples have 
gone on to create new cultural matrices in their new non- african abodes. 
the african presence in such abodes from trace to substantive legitimizes 
any talk of “the african diaspora.” absent this common genealogy I am 
not sure that there can be any talk of a diaspora in the first place. But 
there has to be much more than this to constitute and typify the dias-
pora. I take it that any talk of diaspora scholarship refers, in part at least, 
to scholarship about the african inflection in this diaspora as opposed to 
other diasporas in our world.
 For a very long time the idea of this diaspora was easily understood. It 
referred in the main to the communities created and nurtured by genera-
tions of african peoples descended from those forebears who were force-
fully removed from various parts of the african continent and brought as 
slaves to the new world of the western Hemisphere. although it was al-
ways understood that not all africans who came at that time were slaves, 
the slavery experience and its aftermath have continued to be the hall-
mark of the african diaspora. and when scholars talk of the diaspora or of 
diaspora scholarship, they always have in mind something that will ulti-
mately touch on this experience, however tangentially. But it is one thing 
spatially to locate the african diaspora—assuming this is the case.4 It is 
an entirely different matter to conceptualize it as an object of study.
 although I do not do so in this essay, I think that our understanding 
of the diaspora needs to be expanded to include other groups of african- 
descended peoples especially in asia and europe. after all, even before 
the discovery of the new world, there had been commerce between af-
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rica and the lands due north and northeast of the continent. that com-
merce witnessed at various times conquest and migrations in both direc-
tions, highlighting the salience of african participation in some of the 
signal events of world history even before the fifteenth century. a vital 
element of that commerce was the export of africans as both slaves and 
emigrants across the sahara and nubian deserts to europe, asia minor, 
and the arabian Peninsula. nor should one ignore the movement, in im-
memorial times, of african- derived peoples all along the east african lit-
toral to the Indian subcontinent and points farther east in asia. expand-
ing the boundaries of the diaspora in this way is bound to bring us closer 
to the truth of the global distribution of african peoples and, simultane-
ously, remind us of the complexity of the diaspora. Unless otherwise in-
dicated, my attention in the rest of this discussion is riveted only on the 
new world segment of the diaspora.5

 even when we limit our purview as stated above, our task is not any 
bit lightened. as long as we understood the african diaspora in terms of 
the exilic community peopled preponderantly by the descendants of slaves 
in the new world and their secondary dispersal to points in europe, es-
pecially the United Kingdom, France, and the netherlands, as difficult as 
it might seem, we at least had a compact body of artifacts—material and 
ideological—to sate our scholarly hunger. things have become a lot more 
complicated in recent decades, though. the recent past has witnessed the 
influx into the african diaspora of a fresh cohort of african immigrants. 
Certainly, there always have been continental africans in the diaspora. 
the difference is that in the past many such continental africans lived 
only temporarily in this diaspora and treated it with some detachment. 
even when some of them became, by default, immigrants, their presence 
there was always characterized by some ambivalence: while it looked un-
likely that they would repatriate to the continent, they never failed to im-
press on their fellows and others their desire to return “home” at some fu-
ture date. again, I do not mean to suggest that the phenomenon I have just 
described is a simple one. Continental africans who regarded themselves 
as temporary sojourners did not exhaust the range of responses to be found 
among their cohort in the diaspora. there have always been african im-
migrants who either came intending to stay or stayed by default and have 
evinced similar sensibilities to those of diasporic africans even though 
it would be a stretch to think of them as sharing the specific historical 
experience that denominates the identity of african- descended peoples 
in the diaspora. there is a sense in which this much- neglected potential 
for fissure in the diaspora may have come to the fore at the present time 
marked by the arrival in the last twenty years or so of a new wave of con-
tinental african immigrants. I would like to suggest that this represents 
the first genuine mass movement of free africans to the diaspora, and this 
has some severe implications for our study of it.
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 therefore, when we speak of african diaspora and philosophy at the 
present time, we need to sort out the many components of this diaspora 
prior to establishing what the relationship is or should be between it and 
philosophy as a discipline. If we limit ourselves to the intellectual  output 
of the original diaspora, we will acknowledge a particular relationship 
to philosophy. and if we expand our purview to include the intellectual 
exertions of the diaspora’s new arrivals, we will describe another rela-
tionship to our discipline. I shall explain these divergences momentarily. 
However difficult these relationships may seem, they are nothing com-
pared to what difficulties we encounter when we try to make sense of phi-
losophy’s relationship to the african diaspora.
 the theme of the relationship between the african diaspora and phi-
losophy can be understood in different ways. one way is to look at the 
place of philosophy in the african diaspora, however understood. do the 
cultures of the african diaspora generate any philosophical traditions to 
speak of? Is there philosophy in the african diaspora? If so, what is it? who 
are its practitioners? what are its principal themes? what does its his-
tory look like? How does that history relate to the history of other philo-
sophical traditions? what role does it play in the culture of the african 
diaspora? For illustration, the philosophical exertions of african ameri-
cans will be prime examples of diasporic philosophy. yet the fact that a 
fair amount of it partakes of domestic american philosophy and helped 
to constitute the latter means that questions can legitimately be raised 
concerning its membership in the african diaspora. this only means that 
we cannot always be certain of the boundaries of the relevant qualifier— 
african, american, african american, black, diasporic, etc.—and mind-
fulness of this limitation will always contribute to a more complex but 
more accurate description of our subject matter.
 But the question may turn on the issue of what relationship philoso-
phy, as a discipline, has to the african diaspora. does the discipline of phi-
losophy recognize the african diaspora and its study as a legitimate field 
within it? the short answer to this question is no. But this short answer is 
misleading in some respects. whereas one could have said no and left it at 
that, let’s say, thirty years ago, today one has to qualify the answer even if 
one does not feel at ease answering in the affirmative. In recent years, as 
part of the burgeoning field of Black studies and african american stud-
ies, the philosophical exertions of thinkers from among the communi-
ties of the african diaspora have furnished doctoral dissertations, books, 
and anthologies,6 not to mention well- established and long- running work-
shops and conferences,7 such that many now speak distinctly of black or 
african american philosophy as a subdiscipline of philosophy.8 I must not 
omit to mention that it is no longer a rare occurrence to find articles and 
reviews on themes in african american philosophy in the dominant jour-
nals of the discipline.
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 does it mean that if one now uses any of the conventional search 
terms based on the library of Congress classification system one is likely 
to be put in touch with the richness of the output of which I speak? the 
answer is an unqualified no.9 Quite often many of the works are not cata-
loged under philosophy. many are simply put in history or area  studies 
and other such categories. what this means is that by the canons of what 
we might call “mainstream philosophy,” the products of the philosophi-
cal imaginary of the diasporic africans do not have a place in philoso-
phy’s tent. there are numerous indicia of philosophy’s refusal to accom-
modate the philosophical denizens of the african diaspora. For the most 
part, dominant sections of the discipline do not adjudge philosophical 
the themes arising from the peculiar historical experience of african- 
descended peoples, regardless of the sophistication with which  thinkers 
from within the tradition present their ideas. moreover, even those african- 
descended philosophers who work with the dominant idiom and hew strictly 
to the debates of the mainstream on themes ranging from Plato to rawls 
or profess membership of various schools are hardly referenced by their 
non- african fellow practitioners of the dominant philosophical tradition.
 at one remove, the refusal to accommodate the philosophical deni-
zens of the african diaspora by the “mainstream” is an extension to the 
diasporic africans of the contempt with which western- inflected aca-
demic philosophy treated the philosophical exertions of the african intel-
lect for so long until african scholars recovered their voice and domesti-
cated their master’s voice toward the re- creation of african philosophy in 
the closing quarter of the last century. so, in similar vein, the efforts of di-
asporic africans, too, at domesticating their master’s voice and re- creating 
philosophy in their own idiom, focused on their history and struggles for 
both their own edification and the improvement of our world, are begin-
ning to force recognition from the “mainstream.” this, in turn, is inspir-
ing more and more younger diasporic african scholars to bet their futures 
on contributing to the philosophical heritage of humanity in voices dis-
tinctly their own even as the questions they seek to answer remain pe-
rennial. If what I have just said is true, then it follows that the subsidiary 
question of how philosophy defines the african diaspora, too, must be an-
swered in the negative, even if it is qualified.
 It is one thing for the “mainstream” to fail to embrace african, afri-
cana, or african american philosophy. It is a completely different thing 
for african- descended scholars to accept such a rejection and in so doing 
yield to those who, that is, in the so- called mainstream, arrogate to them-
selves the role of lawgivers to the world and whose say- so suffices to de-
limit the contours of whatever humanities discipline is at stake. we must 
resist this temptation. In fact, part of the challenge for a discussion like 
this one is, on one hand, to acknowledge the current situation in which 
africa and its diaspora remain significant absences in professional phi-
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losophy and, when present, are relegated to the margins. on the other 
hand, we are called upon simultaneously to restore a part of the original 
vocation of philosophy—speculation—by focusing on what a discipline 
of philosophy will look like that recognizes the complexity of the world 
and the multiversity of its cultural forms. that is, speculate on what phi-
losophy will look like if it permits itself to embrace the african diaspora 
as both an object of study and a locus of insights into the human condi-
tion; if it engages with the issue of understanding and debating the bound-
aries of the african diaspora; if it dares to consider that those who gave 
their lives for the vote, who had lived the dread of unfreedom and for 
whom freedom was something they had to remain willing to die to keep 
may actually be better singers of freedom’s song than they for whom be-
ing free has always been a banal element of their quotidian existence. It 
is on this speculative note that I wish to proceed in the rest of this dis-
cussion.
 one final note of clarification on the theme is warranted. I said ear-
lier that the influx of recent african immigrants has altered the landscape 
of the african diaspora. I also pointed out that this new influx of african 
immigrants comes with a potential for fissure in the ranks of african- 
descended peoples in the diaspora. For one thing, there is the challenge 
of figuring out where these immigrants belong in the historical imagi-
nary of the diaspora. demographically, they are listed with the native di-
asporic africans. the problem, though, is that in terms of their specific 
historical experiences, only in a marginal sense could one justifiably say 
that they share the same historical experience as the native diasporic af-
ricans. there is a wide range of responses on both sides of the divide to 
this divergence in the historical experiences of the respective groups.
 For a very long time, the philosophical output of native diasporic af-
ricans and of some of the immigrant africans was mediated by their idea-
tional responses to that singular experience constituted by slavery and 
their struggle with it. no one doubts that the transatlantic slave trade and 
new world slavery jointly constitute the differentia specifica in the his-
torical experience of that division of the african diaspora that continues 
to dominate our general understanding. nor do I think that one should 
quibble about the centrality of these twin phenomena to the constitution 
of the identity as well as the intellectual heritage of african- descended 
peoples in the new world, especially in the United states. this centrality 
explains the current dominance of two different but related themes in the 
philosophical discourse of diasporic africans: (1) race and identity and (2) 
freedom.
 the issue of race and identity always lurks in the philosophical exer-
tions of diasporic africans. this is easy to explain. slavery worked by de-
nuding its victims, as soon as possible after their arrival, of every shred of 
memory that they might possess of their previous lives, most notably those 
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elements pertaining to who they were, their identity, and all that attached 
to it, from their languages to their names, both personal and familial. 
members of ethnic groups were separated; those who spoke mutu ally in-
telligible languages were dispersed across vast distances, and whatever 
seemed to survive the severe transaction costs associated with remem-
bering past associations, kinship relations, and linguistic affinities had to 
go underground. much was lost over the centuries of widespread violence 
and unimaginable suffering. what is more, the slavers were hardly eager 
to allow their slaves to become one with them through acculturation and 
the sharing of the same identity. worse still, given the peculiar nature of 
the slavery that predominated in the United states—chattel slavery—the 
very humanity of the slaves was continually in question.
 when emancipation did come to various regions of the new world, it 
did not mean that their erstwhile owners admitted the ex- slaves to human 
status. It was one thing for slave owners to deny the humanity of their 
slaves. It was an entirely different thing for the slaves themselves to con-
cede such a defect to their owners. on the contrary, even in the darkest 
days of enslavement, african slaves refused to accept their nonmember-
ship of humanity. rather they claimed and celebrated their humanity in 
ways that were often instructive to their owners. and it is this struggle to 
claim and sustain their humanity that led to their ongoing philosophical 
disquisitions on issues of identity. such disquisitions could not take place 
without a serious engagement with the idea of race, given that it is in the 
name of racial difference that their humanity has, in the main, been and 
continues to be denied or denigrated.
 the idea of freedom played an even more important role in the philo-
sophical engagements of diasporic africans. when the United states was 
founded, the fundamental principle in the name of which its founding fa-
thers repudiated the authority and suzerainty of the British was the free-
dom of the human individual, regardless of birth, family inheritance, and 
other ascriptive characteristics, to be and to have his or her own con-
cept of the good life as well as to seek to realize such without interfer-
ence from others, insofar as he or she does not preempt the right of others 
to have the same latitude in their lives. the ultimate irony of the trans-
atlantic slave trade and the slavery that it spawned was that both flour-
ished in a period in which the sovereignty of the individual and the im-
permissibility of rule that the individual has not consented to made their 
appearance and became the dominant principle of social living and po-
litical governance. the new world was rightly celebrated as the source of 
these epochal developments. we then must not be surprised that african 
slaves appropri ated this fundamental attribute of their being—freedom—
and fought their slavers in the name of this same principle. In affirm-
ing and celebrating their subjectivity, diasporic africans not only lived 
freedom but created some of the shiniest examples of human achievement 
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in the culture that they have fashioned from the depredations of slavery 
and the denial of their freedom that has continued in its wake to the pres-
ent. what is more, as I have argued elsewhere,10 given that diasporic af-
ricans have lived with the dread of unfreedom and have had to lay down 
their lives to have their freedom recognized, it may be the case that they 
indeed are more proficient singers of freedom’s song than their erstwhile 
owners and their descendants.
 what is scandalous is that so- called mainstream philosophy has been 
slow, if not recalcitrant, in taking seriously and incorporating in its free-
dom discourse the contributions from diasporic african philosophers. on 
a more problematic note, however, the focus on identity and freedom ex-
plains in part some of the contradictions and tensions in contemporary 
diasporic african philosophy. Few would deny that one of the common-
alities that denominate the identity of african- descended peoples across 
the globe and is the glue that supposedly holds together the ideal of Pan- 
africanism is a shared history of oppression poignantly symbolized in 
the denial of our common humanity in the diaspora—slavery—and in 
the continent itself—colonialism. For a while in the past, africans, wher-
ever they happened to be, shared a common engagement in the twin philo-
sophical themes of race and identity and freedom. not only did africans 
struggle together but they also were on the same page regarding what 
identity and freedom meant for their common world. they shared those 
ideas, and it was not rare to find african nationalists freely quoting one 
another across their many divides in their common struggle against rac-
ism and colonialism. such was the convergence that when african coun-
tries began scoring victories in their anticolonial struggles, they claimed 
such victories for all black peoples everywhere, and one of them, Kwame 
nkrumah, invited diasporic africans to come to Ghana and make a home 
there. simultaneously, the victories in the anticolonial struggle as well 
as the intellectual discourse that informed them—theories of national 
liberation, as they were then styled—and the theories of identity that 
they formulated—especially those regarding “the african personality”—
all served as inspiration for african americans in their bitter struggle 
against racism, in particular the inhumanity of jim Crow laws and social 
practices in the United states.11

 But then things changed. the attainment of independence by afri can 
countries meant that, at least at the formal level, the struggle for freedom 
was definitely won. although continental african thinkers and their allies 
across the globe reflected on and wrote extensively on the  phenomenon of 
neocolonialism and its deleterious consequences on af rica’s formal free-
dom as well as its implications for the well- being of africa’s peoples, to 
all intents and purposes, freedom, as an organizing  principle and focus 
of sociopolitical struggle, stopped being a central theme in african phi-
losophy. In the diaspora, too, similar changes affected the role of freedom 
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as a theme of struggles in the Caribbean. and in the United states, the 
struggle for freedom which was prosecuted for the better part of the twen-
tieth century under the banner of civil rights also met with notable suc-
cesses, especially in the last half of the century. Formal rights were se-
cured for african americans and the pressure for integration, rather than 
the previous focus on separatism or, at least, national identity was intense. 
as was the case with the fortunes of freedom in africa and the Caribbean 
in the aftermath of independence, so did its fortunes also decline in the 
United states.
 as things changed in africa and the Caribbean and the focus turned 
in those places on developing the constituent countries, decreasing atten-
tion was paid to exploring the shared identity—racial and sociohistorical— 
between the different segments of the global african world. as things 
changed in the United states and the integrationist ramifications of con-
temporary american civil rights movement took roots, the place of africa 
and other areas of the diaspora in the african american imaginary began 
to decrease. the consequence is that the twin themes of race and iden-
tity and freedom that had served as a rallying point for social, political, 
and philosophical interchanges between africa and its diaspora declined 
in importance, and the cross- fertilization of ideas that used to mark their 
common relations almost ceased.
 meanwhile, the declining salience of issues related to race and iden-
tity in africa and the Caribbean was not matched by a similar decline 
in the United states. Indeed, the irony enfolded in the pressure for inte-
gration manifested itself in the continuing problematization of african 
american identity in the larger context of U.s. citizenship. In light of the 
continuing dominance of white supremacist tendencies, african ameri-
cans have been forced continually to rue the ideas of race and identity in 
the contemporary period. this is where our earlier reference to the impor-
tance of the crucial changes represented by the recent influx of continen-
tal african immigrants can be seen in bolder relief. the current politics of 
racial identity—in a sense, a product of the backlash against integration- 
inflected civil rights—is that to or against which new african arrivals 
react. african immigrants are coming from majoritarian backgrounds in 
which questions of identity are more likely to be national or ethnic rather 
than racial. of course, exceptions will include black south africans, asian 
east africans, and black north africans. so it is unlikely that african im-
migrants would be exercised in any but the most perfunctory degree by 
the specificities of racial politics in the United states, at least not imme-
diately upon their arrival.12

 the new arrivals are not ignorant of racism. Indeed, depending on 
what part of africa they come from and the degree of penetration of neo-
colonial rule in their countries of origin, they themselves may have expe-
rienced racism. However, they are often ambivalent about racism in their 
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country of sojourn. they usually exhibit much faith in meritocracy and 
expect that if they work hard in their host country they will make it. In 
this they are not different from what is generally recognized as immi-
grant consciousness that drives immigrant groups to seek to realize bet-
ter lives for themselves and their progeny than what their erstwhile home 
countries offered. add to this the fact that, in philosophy, many immi-
grant african scholars have received their training elsewhere and have 
grown up doing philosophy, simpliciter, rather than as a piece in ideologi-
cal struggle. they have definitely not done philosophy as a racially in-
flected enterprise even when they have, as part of the debate about african 
philosophy as a subdiscipline, had cause to confront the racially exclu-
sionary nature of western philosophy in which they have been trained. of 
course, it is always possible that some among this group may be victims 
of colonial mentality and adopt an uncritical attitude toward their colo-
nial inheritance.
 the discourse of freedom that bound africa and its diaspora receded 
in importance as more and more african americans came to take their 
freedom for granted and africans, also got used to being free, however that 
term is understood. But the fact that freedom declined in significance in 
the daily concerns of the global african world did not mean that it stopped 
being a core theme in african american philosophy. the difference is that 
the texts and expostulations that used to dominate the universe of dis-
course shared by the different segments of the global african world dis-
appeared almost completely from the writings of the leading thinkers in 
current african american philosophy. this explains, in part, the absence 
of serious references to african thinkers and scholars in the narratives of 
some of the more prominent voices of diasporic philosophy in the United 
states—Cornel west, Bernard Boxill, Howard mcGarry, Frank Kirkland, 
michelle moody- adams, and so on. exceptions will include lucius out-
law, leonard Harris, lewis Gordon, and albert mosley. what I say here 
should not be read as a critical comment on the state of african american 
philosophy. I am merely describing a context that I think will enable us 
to make sense of some of the new elements that are added by recent af-
rican immigrants in order to locate some of the tensions that demographic 
changes in the constitution of the diaspora do occasion. How those ten-
sions are processed has implications for the evolution of the relationship 
between philosophy and the diaspora.
 Into the above mix we throw the new african arrivals. many in this 
group are more hewn to the demands of the dominant western inflection 
of the discipline, even when they do african philosophy, which, after all, 
was forged in debate with the so- called mainstream. For reasons already 
adumbrated above, they are less attracted to the issues of race and are en-
gaged with the issue of freedom more as an ethico- metaphysical issue 
and only secondarily as a theme in political philosophy. they instead are 
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more likely to focus on the traditional divisions of philosophy even when 
they are doing african Philosophy. In this respect, they have contributed 
some seminal ideas in epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics. neverthe-
less, anyone who is familiar with philosophy in africa knows that it will 
be a very long time indeed before contributions in the areas I just listed 
will match the breadth and profundity of african contributions in social 
and political philosophy. thus, in spite of the current divergences between 
continental and diasporic african philosophers, philosophy in africa and 
in its diaspora is notable for its high achievements in social and political 
philosophy. again, this should come as no surprise.
 we have seen that the fact that “mainstream philosophy” relates to 
the philosophical productions of the african diaspora with measured ob-
liviousness is no reason not to take very seriously the philosophizing that 
goes on in the global african world. what will philosophy look like if 
it takes the complexity of the world and the multiversity of its cultural 
forms seriously? what if it permits itself to embrace the african diaspora 
as both an object of study and a locus of insights into the human condi-
tion? once we pose this question, one thing becomes very clear: it is not 
only “mainstream philosophy” that needs to expand its vista to encom-
pass the philosophical contributions of the global african world. dias-
poric african philosophers, too, will have to take seriously and engage 
with the contributions of continental africans, both those who remain in 
the continent and those who have taken up residence in the diaspora.
 let us illustrate with the idea of liberalism at the present time and 
what its discourse might look like if its theorists were to take seriously 
the contributions of global african peoples to the constitution, evolution, 
and worth of liberal philosophy. In the past several years, I have been 
concerned to understand liberalism—as a political movement, a form of 
government, a strand in the complex intellectual history of the so- called 
west, and so on. the immediate motivation must be traced to my expe-
rience of the failure of liberalism to take root in other parts of the world, 
including many putatively western countries. this has since been re-
inforced by my relocation to north america and the subsequent deepen-
ing of my understanding of the fractured history and fractious appropria-
tions of liberalism in these climes.
 let me be more specific about the twin inspirations for my project. 
I start with the second one. over the years I have had the privilege of 
teaching, at two different institutions, advanced seminars in political phi-
losophy. In them I decided to focus on liberalism. of course, all of the reg-
istrants in the courses knew “liberal” to be a term of political abuse. In 
their minds, “liberal” refers to a politician who is a spendthrift with other 
people’s money—“liberal spender”; is eager to cuddle criminals because 
of some misplaced faith in human perfectibility; is an unreasoning en-
thusiast of big government and an idolatrous worshipper of government 
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omnipo tence at solving every problem. you can take any recent election-
eering period in the United states and find the paradoxical status of lib-
eralism in the political imaginary of the ruling classes in the country. at 
the same time as the ruling class is busy savaging liberalism at home, it is 
busy selling it abroad as the panacea to all that is wrong with and in the 
world. the ongoing debacle in Iraq is merely the latest in a string of misad-
ventures in the name of procuring freedom for people abroad. and, among 
its ideologists, there is a resurgent triumphalism whose pace has been 
quickened by the well- deserved demise of eastern europe’s mis begotten 
socialisms. so what explains this disjuncture?
 then there is the issue of the veracity and adequacy of the domi-
nant discourse of modernity. triumphalists and other ideologists of liber-
alism are wont to omit from their narratives of the career of liberalism, 
or of the larger movement of which it was a part, modernity, the contribu-
tions of africans—diasporic and continental—to the evolution of moder-
nity and liberalism. that is, one does not obtain from a reading of john 
rawls, robert nozick, william Galston, ronald dworkin, Bruce acker-
mann, richard Flathman, stephen macedo, robert d’amico, jean- Bethke 
elshtain, michael sandel, robert dahl, seymour lipset, Carole Pateman, 
alan Gilbert, etc., any serious attempt to reach beyond the borders of the 
United states or, occasionally, the United Kingdom and Germany and rec-
ognize, if they cannot accommodate, the not- so- happy, decidedly unfortu-
nate experiences of millions of others in africa, asia, and south america 
who have been used as fodder for liberal cannons in wars fought to make 
the world safe for democracy—liberal democracy, that is. their refusal has 
become even more scandalous in the last two decades in which the world 
has witnessed widespread transitions to democracy of differing degrees of 
completeness.13 when challenged, they usually have very simple, I daresay 
simplistic, answers for why such issues are not worth their theoretical at-
tention: those are all areas of “low political culture,” inured to autocratic 
rule, bereft of the liberal democratic temper, etc.
 now, here is the problem: the western hand has touched almost all 
these areas. In the case of the ex- colonies, they were not merely touched. 
western agents sought to remake their destinies supposedly guided by 
ideas whose provenance is to be traced to modernity and its political spin- 
off, liberal democracy. Given that this is so, we are right to ask why serious 
efforts are not made to understand this unhappy history. and I would like 
to suggest that in understanding the unhappy relationship between liber-
alism (modernity) and those that were imperialized in its name, we might 
come to a better understanding of why it is so problematic even in the 
lands of its birth and in soils most hospitable. the works of Frantz Fanon, 
albert memmi, aimé Césaire, julius nyerere, and C. l. r. james have a 
lot to impart in this respect. and in saying this, I am not just looking at 
what happens in the strictly colonial situations in africa and asia.
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 one can also look at those populations that are the equivalents of 
colonized peoples elsewhere within countries such as the United states 
and Canada: native peoples and peoples of african descent in them. For 
these peoples, historically, the highfalutin expostulations of the theorists 
of liberalism have, for the most part, been constructed in complete oblivi-
ousness, intended or not, of the real experiences of native peoples and 
african americans. we saw above that the theme of freedom has always 
permeated african american philosophy, and much of that turns on the 
unredeemed promise of liberalism and modernity for african americans. 
the metaphysical template on which liberalism is founded, the principle 
of subjectivity, was elaborated in such a way that african americans were 
excluded. the open future that promised careers open to talent was shut to 
african americans by the operations of myriad forms of racism. african 
americans needed special amendments to the Constitution for them to 
benefit from universal provisions that ought to have included them all 
along, and the primacy of process over outcome has always needed addi-
tional legislation to ensure that african americans would benefit from 
the triumph of rules. african american thinkers have always known 
and theorized these peculiar experiences. the works of w. e. B. du Bois, 
Frederick douglass, martin r. delany, sojourner truth, and anna julia 
Cooper have a lot to impart in this respect.
 I am arguing that when discussions of freedom and liberalism by 
“mainstream philosophers” unfold without their evincing any awareness 
of the ways in which the liberal legacy has been affected by its migration 
across borders—physical and cultural—they do violence to what ought to 
be the true history and complexity of the liberal idea. By the same token, 
when diasporic philosophers working in the same tradition criticize the 
“mainstream” for its exclusionary tendencies even as they prosecute their 
own exclusions of what their continental african compatriots have of-
fered from their nook of their shared experience of being shafted by the 
“mainstream,” they, too, do violence. and when african philosophers be-
have or write as if the reflections of diasporic philosophers have little rele-
vance to their contemporary situation, they do not do any less violence to 
their subject matter. Insofar as freedom and the yearning for it are not the 
exclusive preserve of any one people in the world, once the necessary al-
lowances have been made for pragmatic difficulties on the path to knowl-
edge, it behooves those who are desirous of expanding the frontiers of 
knowledge to present their ideas in their most historically accurate and 
complex form.
 I would like to conclude this section by considering one other ex-
ample of what philosophy will look like if it takes seriously the experi-
ences and philosophical reflections on them of africans, both continental 
and diasporic. this time, it is the idea of the person. no doubt, the con-
cept of personhood is a preeminently philosophical problem. as things 
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stand, the dominant tradition inaugurated by rené descartes continues 
to process the problem in terms of the conundrums generated by the na-
ture of and relations between mind and body. even the latest forays into 
cognitive science do not manage to elude the centrality of the mind- body 
problem. all they do is issue new variations on the theme.
 now given what we said earlier about the twin issues of freedom and 
identity, one cannot overemphasize the importance of the subject whose 
identity and freedom exercise philosophers both in africa and its diaspora. 
this is where we begin to see the overweening influence of the modern 
idea of the person on the dominant discussions of the issue of freedom in 
the african diaspora. simultaneously, the dominant discussions of the 
idea of personhood among continental africans have veered away from 
the Cartesian- inflected project to source in indigenous african traditions 
alternative conceptions of the person which take the focus away from the 
subject to the community. In reaction, sometimes warranted, at other 
times needless, to the ravages of colonialism and what many regard as 
the colonization of the african mind, continental african philosophers 
and a cadre of their diasporic counterparts denigrate the Cartesian idea 
and its successors. Instead they have isolated some strains of what they 
call african communalism undergirded by a philosophical anthropology 
in which the individual privileged by descartes would be a nonentity. 
Here the works of john mbiti, segun Gbadegesin, dismas masolo, julius 
 nyerere, Ifeanyi menkiti, Kwame Gyekye, Barry Hallen, and william ab-
raham come to mind.14 on their view, the individual cannot be conceived 
in any significant sense as being anything outside of her intimate connec-
tion with the community that spawned her. they argue that personhood 
is earned, not automatic, and may admit of development.
 not unlike the debate over the relationship between the mind and 
the body, the individual- community dialectic generates its own share of 
philosophical conundrums. what is of moment here is that few diasporic 
african philosophers recognize this strand of philosophical exertion as le-
gitimate candidates for inclusion in their own discourse and even fewer 
engage or make it an integral part of their own work. the one who, using 
the tropes of academic “mainstream” philosophy to fashion a metaphysics 
of the person that creatively combines the best insights available from 
continental african and diasporic african philosophies is Paget Henry 
in his Caliban’s Reason. the irony, though, is that he comes to us as an 
academic sociologist. lucius outlaw, albert mosley, and leonard Har-
ris incorporate elements from both sources, and mosley has been almost 
singular in working on and disputing with continental african philoso-
phers and themes in epistemology and metaphysics. nevertheless, most 
don’t fashion an integrated whole from continental african philosophy 
like Henry does. and, of course, one must recognize that the ones who 
have done the most at using continental african philosophical materials 
to fashion a diasporic african philosophical anthropology are the afro-
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centrists at the top of which group one must place the philosophical exer-
tions of molefi Kete asante and maulana Karenga. again, most of those 
who fall into this group are not professional academic philosophers.
 just like what we said respecting the discussion of freedom and iden-
tity, a mainstream philosophy that recognizes and incorporates insights 
from both divisions of african- inflected philosophy is one that might give 
itself a chance to break free from some of the sterility and solipsism that 
some of us now believe afflict the traditional mind- body problem. dias-
poric africans who engage and incorporate wisdom derived from their re-
mote ancestry in continental africa might give us more original syntheses 
to challenge our accepted wisdom regarding what it is to be a person. Con-
tinental africans who embrace the novel emergence that diasporic phi-
losophy represents might come away with a more profound understanding 
of their heritage provided by the creative accretions brought about by their 
diasporic cousins.
 In this essay, I have traced the relationship between the african dias-
pora and the discipline of philosophy as well as between diasporic (princi-
pally the United states and the anglo- French Caribbean) and continental 
africans and their philosophical exertions. I have argued that the recent 
influx of continental africans into the diaspora occasions new tensions 
but also spawns new opportunities for rethinking both the dimensions of 
the diaspora and its intellectual inheritance and those of the discipline of 
philosophy itself. when we shall have responded to the challenges and ex-
ploited the opportunities on offer, we will have brand- new insights into 
and novel responses to the perennial questions of philosophy, not to men-
tion the development of genuinely comparative philosophy that bridges 
the gulf between the world’s multifarious philosophical traditions. one 
cannot overstress the possible impact of these developments on the disci-
pline of philosophy itself. But the ultimate beneficiaries of these multiple 
embraces are the students who, for a change, will be put at the crossroads 
of some important human experiences and can then luxuriate in the intel-
lectual wealth so made available. at the same time, I hope that the reader 
comes away with considerable optimism regarding the bounty that awaits 
the willing and intrepid explorer.

N o t e s

the final revision of this paper was done during the sabbatical term that I was 
privileged to spend at the department of Philosophy and scranton College of ewha 
womans University, seoul, Korea, in the fall term of 2008. I would like to reg-
ister my gratitude to Professor Heisook Kim, the dean of scranton College, who 
arranged my appointment. she and her associates provided me with optimal con-
ditions for very serious research and writing.
 1. Unless otherwise stated, subsequent references will be to the diaspora, for 
short.
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 2. and the deeper I delved into the questions posed by the organizers of the 
original workshop on which the current discussion is based.
 3. a description supplied by the organizers.
 4. I have cause to believe that this is not the case. think of the export of afri-
cans as both slaves and emigrants across the sahara desert to europe, asia minor, 
and the arabian Peninsula as well as asia itself and you have an idea of the com-
plexity that I have in mind. In this respect one must welcome michael a. Gomez’s 
Reversing Sail.
 5. my choice is purely pragmatic based only on location. If I were writing this 
essay for a european primary audience, my choice would shift accordingly.
 6. see, for examples, Pittman, ed., African- American Perspectives and Philo-
sophical Traditions; Harris, ed., Philosophy Born of Struggle; outlaw, On Race 
and Philosophy; Boxill, Blacks and Social Justice; mills, The Racial Contract; 
Gordon, Existence in Black and Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism; asante and 
abarry, eds., African Intellectual Heritage: A Book of Sources; Brotz, ed., African- 
American Social and Political Thought, 1850–1920.
 7. these include Philosophy Born of struggle, the alain locke Conference, 
the new york society for africana Philosophy, the International society for af-
rican Philosophy and studies (IsaPs), and the Caribbean Philosophical associa-
tion.
 8. lott and Pittman, eds., A Companion to African- American Philosophy is 
a good indicator of this development.
 9. For a similar complaint see outlaw, On Race and Philosophy, 188.
 10. táíwò, “‘the love of Freedom Brought Us Here.’”
 11. For representative samples of the tendencies represented in this paragraph, 
see Kilson and Hill, eds., Apropos of Africa; Cartey and Kilson, eds., The Africa 
Reader: Independent Africa; langley, ed., Ideologies of Liberation in Black Africa, 
1856–1970; mutiso and rohio, eds., Readings in African Political Thought.
 12. see the essays in Hintzen and rahier, eds., Problematizing Blackness.
 13. jürgen Habermas is a popular figure with some Iranian scholars who have 
hosted numerous conferences in tehran on his and related ideas. Chinese youth 
during their brief but heroic pro- democracy march in tiananmen square in 1994 
held aloft a replica of the statue of liberty. south africans were laying down their 
lives for the right to have the vote and be determiners of their own destinies. Fili-
pinos braved tanks in 1986 to safeguard a nascent liberal democracy from the jack-
boots of a dictator.
 14. see, in general, nyerere, Ujamaa: Essays on Socialism; menkiti, “on the 
normative Conception of a Person”; masolo, “the Concept of the Person in luo 
modes of thought” and “african Communalism and western Communitarian-
ism”; Gbadegesin, African Philosophy; abraham, The Mind of Africa; Gyekye, An 
Essay on African Philosophical Thought; wiredu and Gyekye, eds., Person and 
Community.
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9 “FUnCtIon at tHe jUnCtIon”? 
aFrICan dIasPora stUdIes  
and tHeater stUdIes

Sandra L. Richards

to specify a relationship between african diaspora studies and the-
ater studies is in one sense to draw a map, but it soon becomes appar-

ent that one can not get there from here, for african diaspora studies has, 
at present, little connection to or visibility within theater studies. Un-
able to pinpoint the place or official site of conjuncture, I offer instead an 
itinerary by which we may arrive at a space where the practice of diaspora 
and theater meet in their pursuit of the cherished objective of enacting 
community.1 Given the consistent conflation of Performance studies with 
theater studies, the essay first reviews disciplinary distinctions that de-
termine the object of study and status of evidence. as will become appar-
ent, the dominance of the written text in theater studies has negatively 
predisposed the discipline toward african diaspora studies, a fact that the 
subsequent review of doctoral dissertations and recent publications con-
firms. the essay then turns its focus outside the academy in order to offer 
a brief survey of the emergence within the arts of an afro centric perspec-
tive that necessarily assumed diaspora, understood as cultural continuity 
between an original source culture and descendant societies produced by 
forced migration and adaptation to hostile new environments. this Black 
arts movement of the 1960s and 1970s would provide infrastructural re-
sources for contemporary Black theater and Black Performance studies 
in the United states. But because its definition of diaspora tended in prac-
tice to be oriented toward ritual and/or the past, the essay then turns to 
a brief reading of texts, selected so as to highlight questions of memory 
and bodily archives, circulation, translation, imagination, and reinven-
tion that are central to how diaspora is currently understood. Finally, it 
proposes routes that african diaspora studies scholars may opt to travel 
in further shaping an interdisciplinary field that through its rigorous self- 
reflexivity, conceptualizes itself not as the colonizing center of the map of 
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scholarship on african peoples but rather as one dynamic itinerary of how 
humans institute community and struggle for a better life.

a  s t a r t i N g  p o i N t

Because a cartographer’s perspective at least partially determines the map 
she draws, I wish to indicate the location from which I am surveying the 
terrain, a space shared, I believe, by the relatively few scholars trained 
during the 1960s and 1970s in dramatic literature in american academies 
and specializing in black theater. responsive to the sociopolitical ferment 
of the times, this cohort was committed to thinking about black cultural 
production in terms that did not reduce it to a poor derivative of euro- 
american achievements. we entered the academy at a time of struggle for 
the introduction of Black and ethnic studies, such that if we encountered 
the scholarship of w. e. B. du Bois, melville Herskovits, janheinz jahn, or 
lorenzo dow turner, our likely route to these pioneers in african dias-
pora studies was through informal study groups and self- directed reading. 
although some of us may also have been involved in making theater as ac-
tors, directors, or costumers, as Phd graduate students (and then later, as 
doctoral holders) we largely adhered to the textual dominance in theater 
studies, discussed below, even while trying to revise, expand, or introduce 
new categories of what constituted theater. although much has changed 
in the intervening three or four decades, the emphasis on theater scripts 
remains strong. and because written scripts circulate more easily than 
people, I will use the former as the space from which to chart an itinerary 
or relationship between theater studies and african diaspora studies.

t h e a t e r  s t u D i e s ,  p e r f o r m a N c e  s t u D i e s

though many academic colleagues use the terms “theater studies” and 
“performance studies” interchangeably, and scholars trained in one area 
sometimes publish in the other, these two disciplines have distinct yet in-
terdependent histories that differently determine their study of black cul-
tural production. within the history of western theatrical practice, the 
scriptural has come to dominate other languages of the theater, such as 
music, dance, and gesture, so that even though the study of theater en-
compasses attention to how reenactment is made, the written text is at 
the center, providing the raison d’être for performance decisions (mcau-
ley 4–7). linked to the assumption of the dramatic text as having an es-
sential stability, which is modified rather than substantially disrupted 
in any given production, was the development of perspectival painting 
and the proscenium or picture- book stage that focused spectatorial atten-
tion squarely on the action onstage, with the consequence that audiences 
learned to behave as silent voyeurs, passively consuming actors/characters 
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who were conceptualized as being totally unaware of their presence. even 
though twentieth- century practitioners like the German Bertolt Brecht 
or the Brazilian augusto Boal articulated strategies whereby audiences 
were encouraged to critically intervene in events onstage, most modernist 
western drama and theater practice continues to assume minimal spec-
tatorial contribution to meaning; that is, meaning is thought to inhere in 
the individually authored drama that a hierarchically organized group of 
artists- technicians then realize in the theater before a silent (and hope-
fully appreciative) audience whose responses to the event are largely de-
termined within the hermeneutically closed parameters set forth by the 
production. the cultural work achieved by these practices all too often 
is the “reification of socially dominant, normative values” (Knowles 65). 
Furthermore, the overall divide within american universities between 
theory and research, on the one hand, and practice or applied knowledge, 
on the other, often is reproduced within theater departments themselves, 
such that those who study the written—dramatic texts, theater histo-
ries, design methodologies—enjoy higher status than those who teach 
 embodied practices—acting, voice, dance, costume construction (jackson, 
chapter 2).
 this emphasis on the written text created by an individual artist lo-
cates the cultural production of africa- descended peoples as outside the 
norm on several accounts. Given histories of enslavement, imposed illit-
eracy, and impoverishment throughout the americas, the majority of black 
people have eschewed the production of drama or verbal, text- based the-
ater. rather, they have used the body itself and its ability to create music, 
song, and dance as an archive (taylor) into which knowledge and value 
systems could be embedded, remembered, and passed down intergenera-
tionally. one need only think of carnival, second- line parades, or can-
domble ceremonies as examples of spectacular, polyfocal enactments of a 
community’s history, aspirations, and creativity. even when black authors 
have chosen to utilize western forms of playwriting, their audiences have 
not necessarily opted to act like polite, middle- class spectators, for there 
are numerous historical accounts of audience members talking back to ac-
tors onstage or engaging among themselves in audible critique of events 
onstage. Indeed, this behavior when juxtaposed to other examples of black 
orature, such as the dilemma tale genre popular throughout  africa, high- 
spirited barbershop discussions, or testimonial protocols in black Chris-
tian churches, argues for a conception of theater that insists upon multi- 
genre, dialogical interactions, with fluid distinctions between performer 
and audience, as the preferred mode of meaning- making and potential 
transformation.
 while theater as a mode of academic inquiry in the United states is 
relatively young, having been established in the early years of the twenti-
eth century, Performance studies is even younger, having emerged only in 
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the mid- 1980s (jackson; madison and Hamera). starting, like its older sib-
ling, with an interest in the oral interpretation of literature, Performance 
studies defines its object of study as larger than theater’s preoccupation 
with “putting on a show.” Performance is understood

in the expanded sense that subsumes aesthetic performances, ritual and 
 religious observance, secular ceremonies, carnival, games, play, sports, and 
many other cultural forms as its object of inquiry and unites the tradition 
of theater studies with techniques and approaches from anthropology, so-
ciology, critical theory, cultural studies, art history, and other disciplines. 
(auslander 99–100)

Conceptualized as a way of knowing, an embodied process through which 
human beings come to construct and understand their world, negotiate 
relationships to others, and represent their realities to themselves and oth-
ers (madison and Hamera), it stands as a counter to “the anti- theatrical 
prejudice that, since Plato, has aligned performance with fakery and false-
hood” (Conquergood, “Caravans” 138).
 though black people figure prominently in the prehistory of the field, 
their involvement has only recently been recognized with articles like 
dwight Conquergood’s essay on nineteenth- century elocution.2 moreover, 
a generation of scholar- artists like njoki mcelroy at northwestern and 
wallace ray Peppers at University of north Carolina, Chapel Hill had to 
struggle in the early 1970s to win recognition for a redefinition of “litera-
ture” that would include black artists and for the adoption of curricula 
that would inspire and train today’s young Black Performance studies fac-
ulty (johnson 448). while its institutional origins in the aftermath of the 
sociopolitical turmoil of the 1960s, coupled with its focus on the body as 
a site of knowledge, have made Performance studies more receptive to 
black cultural production, it has not managed to escape completely from 
the racism of the larger american society. Further, its academic youth has 
meant that the discipline remains relatively unrecognized in universities 
outside the United states. the consequence of these disciplinary forma-
tions is that whether one pursues a theater studies or Performance stud-
ies route, one is unlikely to encounter african diaspora studies along 
the way.

i N  t h e  l i B r a r y

a trip to the written archives offers corroborating detail to my claims. a 
review of Theater Journal, one of the premier journals in the field, attests 
to the relative invisibility of the category. during the period of 1996–2005, 
for which information is easily accessible online, no theater studies doc-
toral candidate wrote on “diaspora.” rather, students researched various 
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national dramas, individual playwrights, gender studies, educational the-
ater, architecture, costume and makeup, and performance studies.3 not 
surprisingly, most dissertations completed in american universities fo-
cused on english- language drama, and the most elaboration of categories 
occurred within the study of american and english drama, where these 
sub- areas were further divided by centuries. approximately eighteen dis-
sertations focused on “africa,” while fewer than five concentrated on the 
“west Indies.”
 a survey of prominent, U.s.- based journals with a focus on black cul-
tural production confirms the impression that few scholars are writing 
specifically on theater and performance from the framework of the af-
rican diaspora, rather than as an instance of national culture. Callaloo, 
which describes itself as “the premier african diaspora literary journal,” 
focuses more on poetry, fiction, nondramatic literary analysis, and the 
visual arts. an online perusing of titles for the period from winter 2001 
to Fall 2005 (approximately 188 scholarly articles) suggests that approxi-
mately 15 essays considered drama, performance, and diasporic artists.4 
while Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies seems to have pub-
lished, between 2000 and 2003, some 9 articles on the african diaspora, 
none of them were performance or theater- related. Small Axe: A Jour-
nal of Criticism, devoted to “the renewal of practices of intellectual criti-
cism . . . in and about regional/diasporic Caribbean,” distinguishes itself 
with some ten scholarly articles, other than book reviews, published be-
tween september 2001 and september 2006 (total of 75 essays), in addition 
to proffering two special issues, one on popular culture in the Caribbean 
and a second on “Crossing Borders of language and Culture.”
 In the realm of book- length manuscripts, the category of african dias-
pora theater is, again, relatively invisible, even though plays and produc-
tions that might fit under such a designation are being discussed. For ex-
ample, Femi euba’s Archetypes, Imprecators, and Victims of Fate: Origins 
and Developments of Satire in Black Drama, though it argues for connec-
tions between yoruba values and black american satire, is not categorized 
as “diaspora,” according to the library of Congress subject headings. simi-
larly, tejumola olaniyan’s Scars of Conquest/Masks of Resistance: The 
Invention of Cultural Identities in African, African- American, and Ca-
ribbean Drama is not designated “diaspora,” even though the dust jacket 
description and reviewers’ comments refer to the category.5 Under the ru-
bric of Theater for Development, one will find scholarship on african or 
Caribbean theater that is oriented toward social change as well as com-
parative research on practices in the global south (Boon and Plastow). the-
ater texts and criticism from various sites in the african diaspora are oc-
casionally brought together under the category of the postcolonial, but by 
definition this field focuses more on relations of the colonized peripheries 
to the colonial metropole, and black people in the United states, though 
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having been subjected to conditions that approximate colonialism, are 
most often omitted from consideration.6 the category of intercultural the-
ater, with its attention to cultural exchange between different geographic 
regions and performance traditions, is another area in which one would 
hope to find african diaspora scholarship, but dominated by high profile, 
well- funded projects of european artists like Peter Brook, eugenio Barba, 
and ariane mnouchkine, this line of endeavor has faltered, as these stars 
have been justly criticized for engaging in a form of orientalism that 
functions so as to (re)invigorate euro- american theaters. largely missing 
from the practice and critical reviews of this movement is serious reflec-
tion on issues relevant to african diaspora studies, namely, “the tempo-
rality and context of borrowings” (Bharucha, Politics 32) that necessarily 
account for and confront asymmetrical power relations operative among 
participants, source, and target cultures (Bharucha, Theater; jeyifo).
 If one widens the lens from theater to performance, the african dias-
pora becomes more discernible in a number of relatively recent, interdisci-
plinary anthologies that encompass some of the themes and approaches 
found in the “anti- discipline” discipline of Performance studies (johnson, 
personal communication). Here, we may think of collections such as Hol-
loway’s Africanisms in American Culture (1990), okpewho, davies, and 
mazrui’s The African Diaspora: African Origins and New World Identi-
ties (1999), rahier’s Representations of Blackness and the Performance of 
Identities (1999), or walker’s African Roots/American Cultures: Africa in 
the Creation of the Americas (2001). yet as the subtitles of several of these 
books suggest, an older definition of diaspora as forced migration to a new 
home and cultural continuity prevails.

a N  a lt e r N a t i v e  r o u t e ?  a f r o c e N t r i c 
a N D  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  t h e a t e r

But if one begins outside the american academy in the mid- 1960s, she can 
travel a route that by the early twenty- first century formally connects the-
ater to african diaspora studies. Coalescing as the “sister” to the Black 
Power movement (neal), the Black arts movement in the United states in-
stigated a vigorous exploration of the saliency of africa for black cultural 
production; adding fuel to these struggles for self- representation were ex-
amples of liberation and decolonization movements on the african con-
tinent and in Cuba and the anglophone Caribbean. artists and theoreti-
cians like amiri Baraka, larry neal, ed Bullins, addison Gayle, Harold 
Cruse, robert macbeth, Haki madhubuti, sonia sanchez, Barbara ann 
teer, Glenda dickerson, and woodie King sought to fashion forms that 
would instill black self- esteem and located their aesthetics in a black folk, 
whose ethos was allegedly untouched by the american mainstream and 
bore traces of a continuity with african cultures. although scholars such 
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as neal, Gayle, Barbara and Carlton molette, and Kariamu welsh- asante 
have analyzed performance from an african- centered perspective, Paul 
Carter Harrison has dominated the field by virtue of his prolific output.
 starting in 1972 with his Drama of Nommo, Harrison has, over a 
thirty- four- year period, authored or edited some eleven plays, two critical 
works, and two anthologies of plays by men and women from the United 
states, martinique, south africa, trinidad, nigeria, and Cuba. He rejected 
what he disparaged as a 1960s kitchen sink realism that froze life into 
“limited frames of reference such as black poverty, black power, and black 
is beautiful” (Kuntu Drama 5). In place of western drama with its ex-
position, middle- scene conflicts, and final act resolution that assumes a 
linear, cause- and- effect relationship and mimetic fidelity to a contained, 
visible world outside the theater, Harrison proposed a modal drama with 
a fluid matrix, akin to that of the black church.7 while the black church 
has some of its origin in african religious practices, Harrison has this to 
say about the place of africa in his theory:

yet while race memory cannot be denied its progenitive place of value, it is 
not necessary to regard africa as the primary source of expressive inclina-
tion. to do so would encourage a gross and erroneous self- mockery of ances-
tral traditions. (Kuntu Drama 23)

 thus, in a 1974 collection of plays entitled Kuntu Drama, Harrison 
would use the term “plays of the african continuum,” a descriptor re-
peated some fifteen years later in a second anthology, Totem Voices: Plays 
from the Black World Repertory. the term “african diaspora” would ap-
pear in his 2002 anthology of critical essays, Black Theater and Ritual 
Performance in the African Diaspora, co- edited with victor walker and 
Gus edwards. as indicated by the title, ritual continues to dominate Har-
rison’s conception of black theater. yet the collection also marks how 
much black theater scholarship has developed over the past thirty years. 
responding perhaps to interventions of scholars like Paul Gilroy who 
have questioned formulations of cultural authenticity and proposed atten-
tion to the creative circulation of ideas, people, and artifacts throughout 
the (Black) atlantic, this anthology may be said to probe roots with es-
says exploring the african foundations of black theater and to attend to 
routes or dialogic appropriation and circulation with works on carnival, 
yoruba- based Brazilian and Cuban ritual practices, and black theater in 
Britain. Further, the inclusion of essays on women- centered dramas and 
on the masculinist construction of the community or the nation, typical 
of the Black arts/Black Power movements and decolonization struggles, 
indicates the revisionary impact that black feminism has exerted on cul-
tural production. In addition, this collection bridges another divide com-
mon in theater studies, namely, the distinction between theorists and 
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historians, on the one hand, and theater practitioners, on the other, for it 
includes essays on dramaturgical practice and performance.
 despite all the anthology’s strengths, a challenge remains: Can we 
imagine african diaspora theater in terms other than ritual? a reading of 
a set of texts that theorize diaspora in their structures and circulation of-
fers not only a response to this question but also a sense of the complexity 
of issues involved.

p e r f o r m i N g  D i a s p o r a

Because cultural alienation, desire for community, will toward justice, 
and restoration to wholeness loom large in diaspora aspirations and prac-
tice, performance, with its appeals to imagination and identification, is a 
particularly apt venue through which to think the mechanisms by which 
diaspora communities construct a sense of themselves as part of an ethno-
national group (Butler). Given my disciplinary training, I turn to a set of 
exemplary dramatic texts: dennis scott’s An Echo in the Bone, ama ata 
aidoo’s Dilemma of a Ghost, and wole soyinka’s The Beatification of 
Area Boy. Chosen in part in order to disrupt the american- centered gene-
alogy offered earlier, these plays require a critical methodology familiar 
to the field of theater studies, for a scholar, director, or designer would 
conduct biographical, historical, political, social, and anthropological re-
search as part of an attempt to specify and make palpable the world of 
the play. But as will become apparent in the discussion, ethnographic re-
search, in particular, will introduce a different worldview and concep-
tion of theater beyond the ocular- centrism, linearity, and narrative closure 
characteristic of much of western drama. these dramas theorize diaspora 
through their very construction. In their rehearsal, production, and per-
formance, they possibly enact a diaspora consciousness for actors, pro-
duction teams, and spectators. In their circulation to other locations in 
the african diaspora, they also engage issues of cultural translation and 
(mis)recognition, raising in a different register issues central to a diaspora 
sensibility.
 set in 1930s jamaica and premiered in 1974, dennis scott’s An Echo 
in the Bone revolves around remembrance of the dead. through the en-
actment of a wake or nine- nights ceremony, rooted in afro- Christian re-
ligions like Kumina and myalism, scott takes what might otherwise be a 
sordid tale of a drunk peasant killing an influential community member 
and transforms it into a larger universe extending back to the slave trade. 
through drumming, song, and “magical” transformation, the play per-
forms memory such that the histories of an individual, a village commu-
nity, and a larger collective of west africans and english are made pal-
pable. In reenacting history, these characters also have the opportunity to 
restructure their relationships to each other, to remember differently, so 
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that the dead can be settled or buried properly and the community can 
move forward with a greater appreciation not only of its tensions but also 
of its possibilities for healing. significantly, the fictive community of the 
written drama moves toward a better understanding of itself and resolves 
some of its animosities. But I suspect that in performance, the text may 
remain more open; that is, depending on the actors’ skill in rendering 
 nuance, audience members may be struck by the struggle and fragility 
with which this move toward a “blessing” is achieved.
 openness of the question performed is also characteristic of ama ata 
aidoo’s Dilemma of a Ghost. written in 1965, the play centers around 
the return of ato yawson from the United states, where he has gone for 
a university education. accompanying him home to the Cape Coast area 
of Ghana is eulalie rush, an african american woman whom ato has 
married without his family’s knowledge. Here the diaspora has returned 
making claims for inclusion. In the shadow of the slave castles, the yaw-
son clan and, by extension, Ghana as one of the first newly independent 
african nations must discern relationships between past, present, and fu-
ture; it must ascertain how disparate histories and forgotten memories 
can be molded to forge nkrumah’s Pan- africanism.8 aidoo signals her 
answer in labeling and structuring the play as a dilemma tale, a tradi-
tional african genre in which discussion of problems—enacting a public 
sphere—is more important than conclusions arrived at (odamtten 18–21). 
obviously, the conclusions that any audience may proffer are contingent, 
for with another performance, another group of spectators may settle upon 
a different set of conclusions—or fail to come to consensus—regarding 
who is the ghost or how claims from the past are to be resolved in the pres-
ent. what is enacted, then, both onstage and in the auditorium is the la-
bor through which a group of people may come to experience themselves 
as community. as tourism between Ghana and the United states has in-
creased, The Dilemma of a Ghost has achieved some measure of visibility 
on american college campuses, suggesting that in reading and performing 
the text, students are working through some of the central questions of 
diaspora, namely, how to build affective bonds within the context of his-
torical differences.
 the circulation of soyinka’s Beatification of Area Boy brings to the 
fore another salient issue related to diaspora, namely, the potential for mis- 
recognition (as well as for identification) among various diaspora commu-
nities. In addition, its production history raises questions concerning the 
possible insignificance of race as a point of identification. targeted for a 
nigerian audience, Beatification rehearsals began in nigeria in 1994. But 
when military dictator sani abacha ordered soyinka detained, the proj-
ect was aborted, and soyinka fled into exile. the play premiered as part 
of the africa ’95 Festival in leeds, england, where soyinka and a number 
of other prominent african theater scholars and practitioners schooled. In 
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october 1996, the play received a one- week performance run at the ma-
jestic theater in Brooklyn’s academy of music, and between the 1996/97 
and 1997/98 seasons, it was produced in Kingston, jamaica, by a commu-
nity theater group known as the Company ltd, for which sheila Graham 
is artistic director.
 when this play about the corruption and moral depravity of the ni-
gerian elite opened in england, the nigerian government had, only hours 
earlier, issued a death sentence against writer- activist Ken saro- wiwa and 
his colleagues, the ogoni 9, who were protesting the exploitation of oil 
resources in their area by the royal dutch/shell Company and the nige-
rian government. during the run of the play, the ogoni 9 were executed. 
For a sympathetic english audience the performance had the feel of eaves-
dropping on a passionate political conversation among nigerians (Gibbs).9 
Because of their own social realities, the english audience remained at 
a distance, unable to properly calibrate certain textual elements. For ex-
ample, in constructing sanda as an articulate university drop- out who has 
learned that he can earn more as security guard, extorting money from 
the rich to “protect” them from his thievery, soyinka is critiquing a so-
ciety that can offer its young no meaningful future. sanda’s function as a 
vocal critic of a blighted nation read loudly in leeds, but in nigeria (and 
in jamaica, too) audiences would have filtered that interpretation through 
an embodied social lens. they have experienced area boys who must be 
paid to provide safe passage from the car to the shop or to guard one’s car 
from vandalism. a history of thuggery and manipulation, projected onto 
the bodies of actors playing these characters, would in lagos or Kingston 
have remained visible throughout, thereby complicating audience sympa-
thy with sanda’s social critique.
 Production reviews document the potential for misrecognition that 
obtains with the circulation of cultural texts. the new york production 
received two reviews, one in Slate.com, an online newspaper, the other in 
the academically oriented Theatre Journal (malcolmson; Halm). signifi-
cantly, the black- oriented Amsterdam News did not review the produc-
tion.10 the online reviewer saw Brooklyn as an awkward venue for the pro-
duction, because in his mind, the play was clearly intended for a nigerian 
audience. apparently, issues of economic deprivation, or a continuum of 
thievery from the small criminal to the richest and most powerful, were 
not issues of perceived relevance to an american audience. For both re-
viewers, the production became more of a comedy whose theatrical mix 
of music, dance, spectacle, and supernatural stories about missing organs 
was “infectious” and entertaining.
 In jamaica, the play’s “meaning” changed yet again; that is, audi-
ences read performances through their particular cultural realities. Given 
a populace terrorized by heavily armed neighborhood garrisons of youth 
who control residents’ movements, distribute resources such as school-
ing opportunities, medical care, or jobs, and sell neighborhood allegiance 
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to competing political parties, artistic director sheila Graham and her 
 production team saw the nigerian text as dramatizing state- sponsored 
violence and its invidious impact on young people (amkpa). Collaborat-
ing with soyinka, Graham’s the Company ltd. produced not only Beati-
fication but also a theater for development project in which teens ex-
pressed their views about violence and began to build connections between 
warring neighborhoods.11 Clearly, in this setting, diasporans understood 
themselves as sharing with continental africans similar, diminished life 
chances, inherited from slavery and colonialism, and maintained by the 
alienation and corruptibility of their national elites and their nations’ de-
pendant status within a world economic order. theater artists and au-
diences may have enacted a consciousness of themselves as an ethno- 
transnational group, thereby satisfying one of the criteria most scholars 
identify as central to the concept of a diaspora (Butler 192). But they may 
have additionally—or primarily—identified around their post/neo- colonial 
status as hard pressed residents of the third world. this latter reading, 
where race does and does not matter, where it is present, operative, and 
superseded by capitalist forces, offers a significant challenge to those of 
us conditioned by racialized minority status to insist upon the saliency 
of “blackness” (Zeleza 63). It recalls stuart Hall’s analysis of the con-
cept of articulation and demands that rather than taking comfort in some 
ideal of essential sameness, we confront instead relations of “difference 
within unity” (Hall qtd in edwards 59). and it challenges us to think “be-
yond diaspora toward black globality” constituted by embeddedness in 
processes and movements, like industrialization or marxism, that are not 
exclusively black (Patterson and Kelley 24–28).
 these three dramatic texts challenge audiences to confront  questions 
central to diaspora and, indeed, to human sociality more generally, namely, 
to examine the bases upon which a sense of community is built. In their 
appeals for identification, these texts demand that spectators/readers scru-
tinize similarity/difference, recognize mediation and reinvention inherent 
in representation, and develop “diaspora literacy” (Clark). the paradox of 
performance offers instruction in how to make sense of the world. Perfor-
mance is fleeting: no gesture can ever be repeated exactly; our actions and 
responses are always contingent, determined by specific conditions opera-
tive at a given point in time and subject to revision at some later point. yet 
performance is enduring: “people learn through participation” (j. jones), 
and performance produces knowledge sedimented in the body and passed 
intergenerationally, such that the performer’s body becomes an archive of 
history and memory (taylor). as a site of mnemonic reserves, performance 
has been the mechanism of countermemories, through which african di-
aspora peoples have nurtured a sense of themselves in the face of domi-
nant practices bent on dehumanizing them (roach 26).
 But performance also carries with it the risk of misrecognitions. a 
skillful or artistic performer offers an invitation to experience this ar-
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chive in a compelling manner that affectively diminishes the distance 
between past and present or between on-  and offstage realities. we as 
spectators may be so moved by the performer’s technique and aura, along 
with the other semiotic systems of lighting, sound, costuming, and sets, 
that for the duration of the event, we identify with the characters or emo-
tionally enter the fictive world engaging our senses to the extent that we 
forget to question how this representation has been constructed, how it is 
both similar and different from the world we know.12 although the ma-
teriality of the actors’ bodies in space may preclude complete identifica-
tion, performance nonetheless—whether on the formal stage, in the mu-
seum, or on a tourist visit to another diaspora location—often adopts a 
“you are there” approach (j. jones 8) that occludes the fact that represen-
tation is always already mediated and in service to a particular agenda. 
away from the visual “interference” of the actors’ bodies and reflecting 
upon the collective affect of the performance event, we may produce a dis-
course in which we consume the narrative, projecting our own concerns 
onto the performance text (Boler).13 we have forgotten that interpretation 
insinuates the necessity of acknowledging and calibrating the various, 
meaning- producing locations—of the text itself, its onstage interpreters, 
institutional venue, other spectators, and ourselves—converging in the 
performance event and shaping understanding (Knowles).
 In order to locate the text, its onstage interpreters, and often other 
spectators, we must deploy what vèvè Clark terms a “diaspora literacy” 
but what can also be considered simply cultural literacy, for it is an inter-
pretive strategy cultivated through “a knowledge of historical, social, cul-
tural, and political development generated by lived and textual experi-
ence” (42). Using this literacy, we reflect upon how this representation 
may be like and not like what we already know and feel. Ideally, we under-
take the “discomfort” of naming and working through our own emotional, 
intellectual, political, or social investments that cause us to identify with 
(or resist) what we have experienced in performance.14 megan Boler’s com-
ments about the identificatory demands of written texts are equally perti-
nent to performance, as experienced in artistic materials and/or everyday 
encounters:

I must learn to question the genealogy of any particular emotional response. 
my scorn, my evaluation of others’ behavior as good or bad, my irritation—
each provides a site for interrogation of how the text challenges my invest-
ments in familiar cultural values. as I examine the history of a particular 
emotion, I can identify the taken- for- granted social values and structures 
of my own historical moment which mirror those encountered by the pro-
tagonist. testimonial reading pushes us to recognize that a novel or biog-
raphy reflects not only a distant other, but analogous social relations in our 
own environment, in which our economic and social positions are impli-
cated. (170)
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Having performed this homework, so to speak, we come face to face with 
questions such as: How with a changing sense of self and other can we 
perceive affinity? what obligations does that perception impose upon us 
for action in the world in which we and the other live?
 the very titles of two of these exemplary texts, Echo in the Bone and 
Dilemma of a Ghost, suggest productive stances we may adopt in prac-
ticing diaspora. although culture is transmitted intergenerationally, often 
within familial and other tightly knit circles, and thus may feel natural 
or biological and pleasurable, an echo is a distortion of the original sound, 
and bone is a dense medium that further changes what is passed to a 
younger generation. Hence the importance of a diaspora literacy that can 
locate the object of study and ourselves in the proper material contexts 
and account for the re- inventions of history and memory that may have 
transpired. as avery Gordon has argued, the ghost is a social figure that 
haunts, demanding that what was forgotten, dismissed, or erased be reck-
oned with (8). It disrupts and makes impossible the life we have known. 
the ghost presses its insistent claims and poses a question from which it 
will not allow retreat: How do we as individuals, inextricably linked to 
social networks, act responsibly to a past, present, and future? In answer-
ing the ghost, we practice sankofa. a visual symbol used by the asante 
people to represent the injunction “go back and fetch it” (agbo 4; Quar-
coo 17), sankofa is most often drawn as a bird whose body is poised in one 
direction, while its head is facing the opposite direction. Presumably this 
bird, momentarily arrested from flight, is surveying its past and deciding 
what it will need for the impending journey. similar to jonathan arac’s 
“critical genealogy,” which “aims to excavate the past that is necessary 
to account for how we got here and the past that is useful for conceiving 
alternatives to our present condition” (qtd in roach 25), the sankofa prin-
ciple challenges us to critical self- reflection: where are we standing? How 
did we come to be there? How has this “we” been constituted? toward 
what future does this “we” or a newly (re)constituted collectivity want to 
move? How does, or should, that future articulate with our past(s)?

r o a D s  t o wa r D  t h e  f u t u r e ?

In our varied passages into what has become the african diaspora, so 
much has had to be silenced or suppressed, so many ghosts demand our 
attention. How are we to respond? the obvious and general answer is that 
we approach our task with an intellectual rigor and commitment to a di-
aspora literacy that is steeped in the histories, languages, and literatures 
of the circuitry of encounter and exchange. while considerable scholar-
ship has focused on the diaspora in the circum- atlantic, researchers like 
joseph Harris, Paul Zeleza, edward alpers, john Hunwick, tiffany Patter-
son, and robin Kelley remind us that this diaspora also includes encoun-



206 Sandra L. Richards

ters with people around the Indian ocean, in asia, and throughout the 
middle east. In terms of its geographical and historical spread, certainly 
the african diaspora as an object of study is huge. students and administra-
tors worried about course enrollments are likely to object that other areas 
of study do not demand such breadth of focus or mastery from its majors.
 the response to these concerns is twofold. First, it should be noted 
that because we live in a world where the pace and consequences of global 
interconnections have intensified tremendously, no matter what our dis-
ciplinary backgrounds, we are all under the imperative to “think glob-
ally and act locally.” while we must know the histories of the locales in 
which we reside and from which we partially draw a sense of identity, we 
must also recognize that this small collectivity is inextricably embedded 
in larger networks of signification and exchange. to our students and col-
leagues in other fields, we must argue the value of global, transnational, 
interdisciplinary perspectives because the negative consequences of pro-
ceeding along the old, insulated roadways are prohibitive.
 second, we must advocate the importance of collaborative research 
and comparative scholarship, wherein scholars expert in a specific area—
region, gender, historical period, ideological movement, or theoretical ap-
proach, for example—share their findings, interrogate each other, and pro-
duce interdisciplinary, co- authored texts that, while rich and capacious, 
acknowledge the necessarily partial and contingent nature of their re-
search. these texts might be thought of as the intellectual equivalent of 
black women’s multiply patterned quilts with diverse, competitive, and 
sometimes contradictory energies juxtaposed and fashioned into one piece 
that provides sustenance and comfort for persons who must rise and enact 
a new day (wahlman). african diaspora research units and academic de-
partments could institute interdisciplinary workshops or projects where 
this collaborative research can be pursued and modeled as an appropriate 
methodology for the field.
 For us in african diaspora studies especially, africa must be re-
inserted into our practices, not as an undifferentiated, mythologized point 
of origin confined to some temporality markedly distinct from our global 
north present and future. rather, we need regard africa as a continent of 
historical as well as contemporary specificities that link to our fates. as 
scholars and/or as people of african descent, we are inheritors of racial-
ized discourses that continue to enable exploitation and dehumanization; 
we are also inheritors of the unfinished projects of Pan- africanism, a para-
digm that envisioned agency and livability for transnational communities 
suffering from slavery, colonialism, and imperialism. we do not escape 
our dual inheritance by concentrating solely on the circulation of cultural 
artifacts, people, and ideas outside continental africa. In fact, by study-
ing africa in its linguistic, cultural, political, social, and historical diver-
sity, we practice better sankofa. we will know more about what is circu-



“Function at the Junction”? 207

lating, both historically and at present, we will know more about what 
peoples have chosen to bring along—or discard—on their journeys, and 
we will be better equipped to recognize multiple and sometimes overlap-
ping diasporas existing, historically as well as contemporarily, under the 
umbrella term “the african diaspora.”
 the space where theater studies and african diaspora studies meet 
can be particularly productive for performers, researchers, and members 
of the general public. “If people are genuinely interested in understanding 
culture, they must put aspects of that culture on and into their bodies,” 
says performance artist- scholar joni jones (7). Certainly, that is the task 
of the actor, to “tireless[ly] strive for the physical details that make up 
cultures” (j. jones 14), understanding that culture is not geographically 
bound but circulates and changes in the course of its travel. as stated ear-
lier, in so doing, the performer’s body becomes an archive of history and 
memory. But, of course, not all aspects of an event—particularly the sub-
jectivities embedded in that occurrence—will be captured in the written 
record or kinesthetic archive and repertoires of the body that the theater 
practitioner studies. Here, theater- makers will need memory’s powerful, 
imaginative capacity to fashion what might have been and what can now 
be, all the while listening attentively to their own responses, scrupulously 
tracking their sense of the I/not I dynamic central to the assumption of 
character and performance. they will need to note in that discrepancy be-
tween self and other the destabilizing gift or “counsel” (walter Benjamin 
qtd in simon) that the social figure of the ghost extends about the world 
we, theater practitioners and audiences, inhabit. obviously, the formal 
performance will not aim for closure. rather, as with texts discussed 
above or with jones’s own performance piece Searching for Osun, it will 
seek critical reflexivity, thereby inviting audience members to move from 
a passive spectatorship to a responsive/able witnessing. In seeking to offer 
audiences questions rather than answers, performance practitioners may 
seem to be denying people, who are the marked inheritors of race- based 
oppressions, the very impulse that has prompted their construction of a 
diaspora sensibility, namely, the pleasures of psychic fulfillment of de-
sires for home. our production work and research need to be respectful 
of these desires (j. jones 12) while nonetheless striving to offer a compel-
ling but different concept of “home”: no longer the idealized site of fa-
milial unity and stability, but a space of love and of struggle, a space of 
change (like all of life), a space of committed reflexiveness and responsi-
bility where our perceptions and apprehensions of identity/difference may 
enable us to imagine and practice a more expansive and just sense of home 
or community that is necessarily embedded in networks of other cultural 
homes. In fact, models of such “homes” are already before us, for as Patter-
son and Kelley argue, “africa—real or imagined—is not the only source 
of ‘black’ internationalism, even for those movements that embrace a na-
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tionalist or pan- africanist rhetoric” (32). International socialism, third 
world solidarity, or women’s peace movements, for example, have all been 
locations from which black peoples pursued freedom and justice.
 as is evident from these comments, african diaspora studies is just 
one paradigm through which to confront the larger questions of social jus-
tice and livability that “we” want for our future. the junction or cross-
roads have typically been a site of possibilities: of arrivals and departures, 
endings and beginnings, anxiety and adventure, commerce and convivi-
ality, separation and union. the 1960s motown hit tune “Function at the 
junction,” while bearing the painful imprint of racial stereotyping and 
cold war imperialism, also conjured up a dynamic spot in which various 
cultural practices came together in seemingly inconceivable  combinations 
to party and enjoy each other’s company.15 Certainly, the function at the 
junction of african diaspora studies and theater studies is also marked 
by a history of exclusions and conflicts. nonetheless, it is a potent space 
in and from which to practice, research, play, and labor for conditions that 
allow us to experience ourselves most fully as members of distinct and in-
extricably linked human communities.

N o t e s

 1. Here I am relying upon michel de Certeau’s distinctions between place as 
the site of the official or proper, and space as produced by the operations upon it 
from multiple sectors, interventions, or agents; similarly, while a map provides 
a “plane projection totalizing operations,” an itinerary offers stories concerning 
conditions of possibilities (117–22).
 2. not only does Conquergood analyze the prominence of black abolitionists 
on the lecture circuit in “rethinking elocution,” but he also argues provocatively 
for a dialectical tension between the contemporaneous performance genres of elo-
cution and minstrelsy.
 3. It’s important to note that departments and individuals must self- report, so 
that these statistics are an approximate representation of research now underway.
 4. this total does not include the sixty short essays on the american flag in 
the winter 2001 issue. Callaloo’s twenty- fifth anniversary issue (24.4, Fall 2001) 
included not a single article on drama or performance; furthermore, the previous 
two issues of that year focused on the “best” poetry and prose published by the 
journal, but seemingly it had not accumulated a sufficient number of “best” es-
says to warrant a special section on performance.
 5. although olaniyan discusses afrocentricity (see the next section of this es-
say) and its post, a check of the index reveals that he himself does not deploy the 
term “diaspora.”
 6. see, for example, Helen Gilbert and joanne tompkins, who examine cul-
tural production in such settler colonies as Canada and australia but decline to 
adopt an analogous conceptualization of the United states.
 7. note that Harrison launches his critique specifically against realism, the 
genre most favored by american playwrights. In so doing, he ignores twentieth- 
century european avant- garde artists like antonin artaud, who also conceptual-
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ized theater in affective, semispiritual terms (Theater and Its Double). the omis-
sion of artaud is indicative of the discourse of racial purity typical of the period, 
for inspired by Balinese theater, artaud articulated theater as a plague that would 
cleanse audiences, an idea that amiri Baraka (then leroi jones) would virtu-
ally repeat—without acknowledgment—in calling for a theater of victims in his 
“revolutionary theater” essay.
 8. my use of the seeming oxymoron “forgotten memories” is deliberate be-
cause I want to signal how forgetting—conscious or unconscious—is constitutive 
of what is remembered. see Kirmayer; simon.
 9. see also larson. nigeria would, in fact, be suspended from the Common-
wealth.
 10. the newspaper had published, however, an article about soyinka’s Har-
vard University lecture series, which would culminate in his book The Burden of 
Memory, the Muse of Forgiveness. see “soyinka, exiled nigerian nobel laureate.”
 11. soyinka, in writing about his experiences working on this play in jamaica, 
comments that the youth’s passionate embrace of the arts as a vehicle of social cri-
tique and self- creation recalled for him the heady period in which he established 
his first theater, orisun in nigeria (“Ghetto”; “letter”).
 12. Indeed, performance’s ability to seduce spectators into accepting an illu-
sion as equally, if not more, compelling than their actual reality is at the heart of 
the west’s centuries- long distrust of theater and drama. see, for example, Barish.
 13. such displacement often occurs during the performance of tourism to slave 
sites. see richards (“who,” 495–96).
 14. on discomfort, see Boler. on the question of our own investments, see si-
mon’s discussion in The Touch of the Past of the “double attentiveness” that lis-
tening requires.
 15. with lyrics by eddie Holland and shorty long, “Function at the junction” 
imagined a raucous party: “we got ling ting tong from China / long tall sally 
from Carolina / we got 007, the private eye, / and he’s bringin’ all the guys from 
I Spy. . . / we serving egg foo yung and barbecue / we got chicken dumplings and 
kidney stew / we gonna make big fun till the break of dawn.”
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10 etHnomUsIColoGy and  
tHe aFrICan dIasPora

Melvin L. Butler

ethnomusicologists seldom fit comfortably within disciplinary boxes. 
like music making in the african diaspora, the practice of ethno-

musicology seems always to push beyond academic boundaries almost as 
soon as they are constructed. while it is true that departments of music are 
the principal academic homes for those who study music as cultural prac-
tice, many scholars choose to borrow heavily from, or even work within, 
anthropology, media studies, Performance studies, and other areas. even 
those operating under the same disciplinary label debate some decep-
tively complicated questions: what is the proper definition of “music”? 
what methods and approaches are best suited to the study of music in 
africa and its diaspora? and to what extent, if at all, can musical texts 
be analyzed apart from the contexts of their performance? since john 
Blacking’s (1973) influential assertion that music is “humanly organized 
sound,” there have been countless attempts to rethink this definition and 
the ways in which music should best be described, analyzed, and repre-
sented in scholarly texts. the gerund musicking (small 1998), a term that 
demolishes conceptions of music as a “thing” to be analyzed on a score, 
is particularly helpful to ethnomusicologists who study african and af-
rican diasporic communities in which music and dance are inextricably 
linked to a broad constellation of social practices and values. Indeed, the 
inseparability of music making and everyday life lends ethnomusicology 
a particular salience in the study of african- derived peoples.
 In the pages that follow, I survey some of the major issues and themes 
in ethnomusicology as they relate specifically to research on africa and 
its diaspora. my goal is to convey a sense of how ethnomusicologists have 
conceptualized the african diaspora, explain some of the major theories 
and paradigms that have shaped their work, and provide a sampling of 
work by some influential africanist, african americanist, and Caribbe-
anist music scholars. my conclusion offers some lingering questions and 
concerns, as I discuss some of the challenges awaiting new ethnomusico-
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logical research on the african diaspora. I recognize that one of ethnomu-
sicology’s distinguishing features is, as neuman suggests, the “constant 
challenging of canons” resulting in a “heterogeneity of tales” (neuman 
1991, 272). this heterogeneity is no doubt related to the vastness of the af-
rican diaspora and the richness of its musical products. as this essay sug-
gests, creative musical differences within the african diaspora may par-
allel the diverse subject positions of ethnomusicologists. scholars who 
increasingly write from home bases outside of north america and europe 
bring a variety of cultural perspectives to bear on our field.1

e t h N o m u s i c o l o g i c a l  f o u N D a t i o N s

when the society for ethnomusicology was launched in 1955 “to promote 
the research, study, and performance of music in all historical periods 
and cultural contexts,”2 its founders clearly envisioned research on af-
rica and its diaspora as one of the organization’s most important endeav-
ors. just two years prior, a trio of scholars—willard rhodes, david mcal-
lester, and alan merriam—had gathered at the meeting of the american 
anthropological association in Philadelphia to brainstorm about a news-
letter that would keep likeminded scholars abreast of happenings in the 
new field of ethnomusicology. describing merriam as “a spirited young 
man who had just returned from his first field trip in africa,” rhodes re-
flects on the influential role this trio would have on the development of 
ethnomusicology into a full- fledged discipline. of the three, only rhodes 
was a professor of music; mcallester and merriam taught in the anthro-
pology departments of wesleyan University and northwestern University, 
respectively.3 this interdisciplinary foundation, especially an affinity to-
ward anthropological theories and methods, undoubtedly shaped the ap-
proach subsequent researchers would take to studying musical practices 
of the african diaspora.
 Bruno nettl, one of ethnomusicology’s iconic figures, has provided 
three definitions of ethnomusicology: “the comparative study of musical 
systems and cultures; the study of music in or as culture; the study of a 
musical culture from an outsider’s perspective.” nettl adds that despite 
his own relatively flexible definition of the field, few “ethnomusicologi-
cal” studies have actually focused on music from the western classical 
tradition (nettl 1989, 1). rather, ethnomusicologists have tended to con-
duct fieldwork in the more “exotic” locales outside of western europe, 
where “world music” styles are found. the term world music has been a 
common source of criticism (e.g., Feld 1994); its nagging presence in the 
western academy is perhaps due to the ease with which it connotes other-
ness, particularly for some undergraduates thirsting for exposure to “dif-
ferent” genres of music. But this practical division of “the west” from 
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“the rest” is also understood to be deeply troubling. over the past few de-
cades, music scholars have grown increasingly suspicious of the notion 
that african derived music is intellectually relevant only as the cultural 
expression of a monolithic, ethnic other.
 major research universities often structure ethnomusicological cur-
ricula in remarkably different ways. a growing number of north american 
universities are offering less traditional approaches to the study of mu-
sical practice. at the University of virginia, where I taught from 2005 to 
2008, the music department’s program in Critical and Comparative stud-
ies encourages graduate students “to develop interdisciplinary perspec-
tives on music and musical culture.” Unlike schools or departments of 
music in which graduate students choose a course of study corresponding 
to either an ethnomusicology or musicology track, the University of vir-
ginia’s music department seeks “to transcend boundaries between ‘mu-
sicology’ and ‘ethnomusicology,’ looking toward a transdisciplinary study 
of musical life.” several universities maintain disciplinary labels but re-
quire students to engage an assortment of theoretical viewpoints from 
outside of ethnomusicology. such is the case at my current institution, the 
University of Chicago, where two of the four full- time ethnomusicology 
professors specialize in african diasporic musics. Graduate students and 
faculty embrace theory as a vital thread that connects scholars and in-
spires conversations within the music department and across the Univer-
sity. the University of Pennsylvania offers its ethnomusicology curricula 
through an anthropology of music program that “reflects the interdisci-
plinary nature of ethnomusicology, combining approaches from anthro-
pology, musicology, folklore, literary theory, religious studies,  linguistics, 
critical theory, and gender studies in order to interrogate the cultural webs 
of meaning within which music resonates.”4 while  ethnomusicology’s 
boundaries are fluid, many contend that it persists as a distinct area of 
study with its own set of approaches to understanding the diversity of the 
world’s musics. UCla even boasts a department of ethnomusicology, un-
like most institutions in which a relatively small graduate program in 
ethnomusicology is offered only under the auspices of a larger department 
or school of music. nevertheless, I believe that text- based approaches to 
music scholarship are hegemonic in the vast majority of european and 
north american universities. moreover, a musicology- ethnomusicology 
dichotomy continues to inform the thinking of most western- educated 
music scholars, particularly given that most receive training in univer-
sities where graduate study in music is divided into these two discrete 
subdisciplines. In the twenty- first century’s first decade, most “musicolo-
gists” are still expected to conduct archival research on some aspect of 
western european art music. ethnomusicologists still pick from a wider 
palette of geographical regions and embrace fieldwork as the sine qua non 
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of their subdiscipline. notwithstanding some significant exceptions (e.g., 
agawu 2003), the musics of africa and its diaspora, along with other forms 
of “world music,” fall predictably under ethnomusicology’s purview.
 a number of major research journals provide space for music- centered 
research on africa and its diaspora. the journal now known as the Year-
book for Traditional Music appeared in 1949, when it was originally titled 
Journal of the International Folk Music Council.5 Ethnomusicology is 
considered the flagship publication of the discipline for which it is named, 
and other important publications have emerged in recent decades. For ex-
ample, Popular Music and Society was established in 1971,6 followed by 
the Black Music Research Journal, which first appeared in 1980.7 while 
approaches to the study of the world’s music cultures may vary according 
to the type of publication in which research is presented and in terms of 
the structure of programs and departments of music, there is a broad insti-
tutional consensus that ethnomusicological training must involve study 
across academic disciplines.

r e f l e c t i o N s ,  r e t e N t i o N s ,  a N D 
r e p r e s e N t a t i o N s  o f  a f r i c a

Given the profound link between musical expression and cultural values 
in societies around the world, it is no surprise that music scholars have 
made invaluable contributions to our understandings of african and af-
rican diasporic communities. despite the considerable amount of schol-
arly attention given to these communities, it is also not surprising that 
scholars of african descent have been noticeably underrepresented in 
music- centered studies and at annual meetings of the society for ethno-
musicology. But following anthropology’s lead, critical examinations of 
ethnomusicological work have at least called for greater reflexivity and 
spawned an ongoing interest in how a writer’s positionality affects his or 
her ethnographic descriptions and analyses. michelle Kisliuk’s provoca-
tive work (1998) is particularly noteworthy in this regard, as it highlights 
“the interpersonal negotiations of power dynamics and epistemological 
grappling involved in research and writing” (13). jean ngoya Kidula (2006), 
who provides a thorough review of african music research by african- 
born music writers, sheds much needed light on how the latter have dealt 
with a legacy of music scholarship that has been transmitted largely by 
europeans and north americans. she even advocates a distinctly afri-
can brand of musicology that gives voice to musicians and scholars who 
have too often been ignored or underappreciated by those educated in the 
west.
 Ghanaian music scholar and composer j. H. Kwabena nketia is an-
other of the numerous “native” ethnomusicologists whose perspectives 
on african and african diasporic music often differ from those of their 
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north american and european counterparts. It seems certain that his 
cultural background played a role in his approach to the study of the af-
rican diaspora. reflecting on his formative experiences with ethnomusi-
cology in the 1950s, he writes that as a young student of ethnomusicology, 
he was disheartened by its “narrow and somewhat ethnocentric defini-
tions” (2005, 4). seeking to study his own country’s music from an ethno-
musicological perspective, he naturally found problematic the notion of 
ethnomusicology as a discipline composed of scholars in the west study-
ing music makers in the non- west. He laments that it took until at least 
the 1960s for ethnomusicologists to fully appreciate an african capacity to 
produce “simultaneous occurrences of otherwise unrelated sounds made 
purposely to heighten dramatic tension, to animate a performance, to add 
to the texture of a piece of music, or to provide signals” (nketia 1967, 
88). However, nketia eventually discovered some redeeming qualities in 
ethnomusicology, and he is particularly pleased that while “other branches 
of musical scholarship . . . are narrowly focused on one tradition of music, 
ethnomusicology accepts the diverse musical cultures of the world as its 
subject matter” (nketia 2005, 8). above all, he states, it was ethnomusi-
cology’s “humanistic goals and interdisciplinary orientation that bonded 
[him] to it” (9). Having already completed six years of studying african 
music as a research fellow in the University of Ghana’s sociology depart-
ment, nketia found himself compelled to implement a multifaceted ap-
proach to musical scholarship, and ethnomusicology was well suited to 
this goal. He came to see ethnomusicology as “a way of thinking about 
music that enables the perceptive scholar or creative individual to respond 
in a particular way to the challenges of his/her field context or to data pre-
sented by others” (2). nketia’s Ghanaian heritage, along with his many ex-
periences studying and teaching ethnomusicology around the world, may 
very well have afforded him a certain sensitivity toward the interconnect-
edness of one’s fieldwork site and the effective means of collecting, inter-
preting, and analyzing field “data.” In Ghana, he met melville Herskovits, 
who mentored nketia as he engaged in his first bit of african diasporic 
ethnographic research. through his contact with african americans, par-
ticularly his sunday visits to Chicago’s storefront churches, nketia gained 
a thorough understanding of “the ethnomusicological task of the african 
scholar” and valuable experience that would prepare him for subsequent 
field trips to south america and the Caribbean (15).
 the first half of the twentieth century saw some significant develop-
ments in the study of african- derived music. ethnomusicologists born in 
late nineteenth- century europe deserve much credit for putting in place 
theoretical and methodological paradigms that would inform subsequent 
research. By the 1920s, these early ethnomusicologists found that “the 
musics of africa and their transformations in the new world proved to 
be difficult subjects of inquiry,” particularly as they (mis)applied euro-
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pean musical terminology to african genres (Blum 1991a, 3). often de-
fined as the study of “people making music” (titon 1997, 91), ethnomusi-
cology did not clearly emerge as a distinct branch of musical scholarship 
until after world war II (neuman 1991, 270). In the sociopolitical climate 
of the pre–world war II era, africans and their descendents were most 
often deemed incapable of developing complex musical systems. the work 
of pioneer ethnomusicologists such as erich moritz von Hornbostel and 
George Herzog was not immune from the racist stereotypes and fantasies 
concerning black music making. Born in austria, Hornbostel often drew 
distinctions between european and african music making. In a discus-
sion of african rhythmic conceptions, he famously asserted, “we [euro-
peans] proceed from hearing, they [africans] from motion” (1928, 53). as 
Blum explains, Hornbostel believed that the “primordial unity between 
impulses to motion and the sounds that result had in large measure van-
ished from the experience of europeans, as aural and tactile perception 
had become separate domains” (1991a, 20). the Hungarian- born ethnomu-
sicologist George Herzog was strongly influenced by Hornbostel’s work. 
Herzog stressed the need to view music in relation to specific sociocul-
tural contexts, but he believed that blacks in the United states owed little, 
if any, of their musical traits to an african cultural heritage (Herzog 1936, 
52; mcallester 1985, 86).
 melville Herskovits’s work, particularly his Myth of the Negro Past 
(1941), has influenced generations of scholars, some of whom have refined 
his arguments. a good example of such refinement lies in The Birth of 
African- American Culture: An Anthropological Perspective, by sidney 
mintz and richard Price. these authors suggest that Herskovits’s link-
ing of african and afro- american cultural traits is too direct. the af-
rican inheritance, they argue, is more accurately identified at the level of 
underlying structures and orientations that shape outward manifestations 
of musical and spiritual practice. mintz and Price (1976, 62–65) summa-
rize the well- known “debate” between e. Franklin Frazier and melville 
Herskovits over the issue of african retentions in the americas. Frazier 
(1939) saw blacks in the United states as culturally bankrupt as a result of 
their enslavement in the new world. a history of brutal oppression had, 
in his view, stripped african americans of any realistic connection to an 
african past. Herskovits (1941) strongly disagreed with this view, positing 
instead that blacks in the americas possessed a distinct cultural heritage 
and that their social institutions (e.g., marriage practices, family struc-
tures) could be linked to an identifiable african past. responding to this 
debate in the 1970s, mintz and Price settled on a more nuanced assess-
ment of an african cultural inheritance characterized by a set of “com-
mon basic assumptions about social relations or the workings of the uni-
verse” (11).



Ethnomusicology and the African Diaspora 219

 while anthropologists have debated the issue of african retentions, 
the musical link between africa and its diaspora has been one of the most 
prevalent themes throughout the history of ethnomusicological thought. 
ethnomusicologists have now come to accept the view that “africa has 
had much to do with the ways that new world Blacks have chosen to 
address the realities before them from the moment they emerged from 
the ships” (okpewho 1999, xv). samuel Floyd (1995) likewise asserts the 
relevance of african retentions, which exist insofar as “the musical ten-
dencies, the mythological beliefs and assumptions, and the interpretive 
strategies of african americans . . . continue to exist as african cultural 
memory [and] inform the continuity and elaboration of african- american 
music” (5). a similar assessment is made by Christopher small (1987), who 
asserts that for over 500 years, black musical and bodily expressions have 
served as “tools by means of which [black] people . . . have struggled, and 
continue to struggle, to assert their own definition of themselves” (10) He 
adds that while african diasporic music is by no means monolithic, it is 
clearly distinguished by an african- derived capacity to adapt to chang-
ing circumstances and draw from new sources of creative energy. while 
not focused directly on musical practice per se, joseph murphy’s work 
(1994) fuels ethnomusicological speculation into musical evocations of the 
supernatural among various diasporic spiritual communities that cohere 
around an african- based conception of “working the spirit.”
 Gerard Béhague’s volume, Music and Black Ethnicity (1992), addresses 
the issue of black ethnicity in Caribbean and south american locales in 
which “black” ethnic groups are quite frequently in the minority. the 
editor points out that since there is such tremendous diversity—both of 
people and the terminology they use to racially self- identify—the notion 
of black ethnicity, along with a supposed link to africa, can be problem-
atic. Béhague therefore urges scholars “to reflect in a more sophisticated 
manner on the relationship of music expressions and black ethnicity in 
the Caribbean and south america” (vi). the influence of melville Hersko-
vits and the historical processes specific to various locales have often led 
to speculation as to which, if any, africanisms have been retained. never-
theless, Béhague contends that “the search for africanisms and the very 
concepts of syncretism and acculturation are to a great extent symptom-
atic of colonialist thought,” primarily because they “privilege the notions 
of socio- cultural assimilation . . . to the dominant segments of society” 
(vii). Certainly, an exclusive focus on “blackness” in the Caribbean and 
south america may underestimate the importance of musical expressions 
of indigenized or creolized cultural. after all, Béhague asserts, “some as-
pects of cultural expression in contemporary afro- american communi-
ties in the Caribbean and south america may not be of historic african 
derivation at all, but fulfill an equally vital purpose and sense of heri-
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tage” (vii). In Caribbean Currents (2006), Peter manuel argues that “the 
scholarly pendulum may have swung a bit too far in the direction of em-
phasizing the ability of slaves to retain and construct their own cultures” 
(6). not surprisingly, then, manuel emphasizes intra- Caribbean diversity, 
even devoting a chapter to the Caribbean’s east Indian musical heritage, 
which is especially noticeable in Guyana and trinidad.8 one of the most 
frequently cited criticisms of african retention theory has come from 
en glish scholar Paul Gilroy. In The Black Atlantic, Gilroy scolds north 
ameri can scholars for failing to acknowledge african america’s debt to 
the much broader african diaspora and especially to the african Carib-
bean. Heidi Feldman’s Black Rhythms of Peru (2006) is particularly re-
freshing in that it highlights a “Black Pacific” musical tradition and re-
minds us that even as Gilroy’s work has been embraced, scores of african 
continental and diasporic musics remain marginalized.
 the criticisms launched against ethnomusicologists who supposedly 
err on the side of emphasizing african retentions have never wholly dis-
couraged scholars from positing a vibrant cultural link between african 
and african american musical traditions. In an article that first appeared 
in 1979 and was reprinted in a 1985 edited volume, Portia maultsby ar-
gued that “the Black musical tradition will continue to evolve and mirror 
new values, attitudes, philosophies, and lifestyles, but it will never lose 
its west african essence” (1985, 51). she steers clear of Herskovits’s notion 
of direct retentions, aligning herself more closely with the more moderate 
school of thought espoused by mintz and Price (1976). “It is really west af-
rican concepts,” maultsby asserts, “more so than elements, that have been 
retained in U.s. Black music” (43). more recently, Gerard Kubik’s Africa 
and the Blues (1999) posits that many of the fiddling traditions espoused 
by early new world blacks have direct antecedents in west and Central 
africa.

f r o m  a f r i c a  t o  a f r i c a N  a m e r i c a

studies of “black” musical genres have contributed much to ethnomusico-
logical literature on music in the United states. But scholars have been 
less successful at analyzing, or even recognizing, intradiasporic musi-
cal practices occurring within this nation’s boundaries. In the United 
states, these types of practices, which include Caribbean and african in-
flections of popular music genres, are particularly prominent in urban 
areas populated by an array of african- descended peoples from around 
the globe. most research on black musical genres in the United states has 
highlighted the distinctly african American characteristics of particular 
genres such as blues, jazz, gospel, or hip- hop. the failure to deconstruct 
reified notions of blackness feels self- perpetuating, as this academic void 
goes hand in hand with the tendency for malians, Ghanaians, Kenyans, 
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jamaicans, Haitians, st. lucians, and many others to be lumped into an 
assumedly monolithic racial category. with the continuing migrations of 
african diasporic peoples to the United states, and with the intermin-
gling of black ethnicities in urban musical settings, there are dynamic 
communities of cultural interaction ripe for ethnomusicological analysis. 
and ethnomusicologists are finally rising to the challenge. Best known 
for her 2006 work on african american hip- hop and girls’ musical games, 
Kyra Gaunt (2005) has explored intradiasporic interactions at st. nick’s 
Pub in Harlem. she notes that scholars of black music have generally 
failed to acknowledge the ways in which traditionally african american 
musical spaces are often inflected with “black” expressions that emanate 
from outside U.s. borders. through her fieldwork at st. nick’s Pub, Gaunt 
was able to interact—and to watch herself interacting—closely with a di-
versity of “black” voices and bodies. In so doing, she gained precious in-
sight into the “conflicting performances of diaspora” (3) that typically go 
unacknowledged in the academy.
 scholars in disciplines outside of music have greatly influenced music- 
centered discourses on the nature of african american music. samuel 
Floyd was among the first ethnomusicologists to expound on Henry louis 
Gates’s (1988) well- known analysis of “signifyin(g)” practices. examining 
the west african trickster figure, esu- elegbara, and his “afro- american 
relative, the signifying monkey” (44), Gates makes a compelling case that 
“[t]he black [literary] tradition has inscribed within it the very principles by 
which it can be read” (xxiii–xxiv). applied to music, signifyin(g) describes 
the multiple types of indirect referencing that musicians and listen ers ex-
perience in a variety of contexts. as Floyd states, “It has been through 
the repetition and revision of texts, through the interplay of black lan-
guage and black music in a long chain of signifyin(g) tropes, that african- 
american peasants became and continue to be poets in a land that ini-
tially denied them the right to be called artists of any stripe” (1995, 225).
 In Saying Something (1996), Ingrid monson also draws on Gates’s work 
to illustrate the “intermusicality” of jazz performance. through analy-
sis of solo improvisations by artists such as john Coltrane and rahsaan 
roland Kirk, monson reveals an african american propensity to allude to 
previous renditions and performances and refashion musical material in a 
way that promotes individuality and creative expression. monson’s influ-
ential edited volume, The African Diaspora: A Musical Perspective (2000), 
probably represents the most theoretically rigorous attempt to explore the 
african diaspora from an ethnomusicological point of view. various top-
ics and locales are held together not only by the volume’s title, but also 
by the authors’ attempts to situate their work within an african diasporic 
contextual framework of analysis. organized in three parts, the volume 
contains chapters on Caribbean and african american musics, but also 
looks carefully at “the redefinition of tradition and modernity through 
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music in contemporary africa, with particular emphasis on gender, urban 
popular theatre, and the selling of ‘traditional experience’ on the inter-
national market” (2). the material on africa is well exemplified by lucy 
 duran’s chapter, which focuses on the valorization of the “hunter” in 
 malian popular music. duran discusses the ways in which traditional 
hunters’ songs serve to evoke a non- ethnic based identity in contradistinc-
tion to the dominant mande musical and political voices. she also illus-
trates that the hunter theme has been evident in malian popular music 
since at least the 1970s, when dance bands and solo artists incorporated 
hunters’ songs in their performances. one of mali’s most famous mu-
sicians, salif Keita, frequently donned hunter apparel and featured the 
“hunter’s harp” in his recordings and album covers of the 1980s. Further-
more, duran emphasizes that women singers have been major contribu-
tors to the “mystique” that continues to surround hunters in mali. when 
appropriated by women singers, the hunter’s mystique provides “a spring-
board from which [women] can claim their place within mali’s great his-
torical past and renegotiate their own social status” (178).
 travis jackson’s chapter (2000) on jazz ritual makes important refer-
ence to the use of ritual forms whose specific manifestations clearly de-
rive from an african spiritual orientation. jackson also summarizes how 
blues music has been described by writers such as amiri Baraka, ralph 
ellison, and albert murray as a vital element in african american cul-
ture and performance. drawing strongly on Herskovits, Baraka saw blues 
as “the parent of all legitimate jazz” (Baraka 1963, 17, qtd. in jackson 
2000, 26). according to this line of thought, blues and jazz must remain 
closely intertwined in order for jazz to retain its authenticity as an af-
rican american expression. whites, Baraka argued, have tended to dilute 
authentic jazz by performing and recording material that lacks an iden-
tifiable blues component. jackson contrasts the theoretical premise of 
 Baraka’s Blues People (1963) with the views of author ralph ellison, who 
critiqued Baraka’s “facile linking of social status and racial purity with 
forms of musical expression” (jackson 27). ellison felt that “[t]he tremen-
dous burden of sociology which [Baraka] would place upon this body of 
music is enough to give even the blues the blues” (ellison 1964, 249, qtd. 
in jackson 27). to a much greater extent than Baraka, ellison highlighted 
the blues’ ritual dimensions, positing that this form of music allows indi-
viduals and groups to self- identify within american society through mu-
sical sound, lyrics, and a spiritual component that is often overlooked by 
the dominant segments of society.
 albert murray refined ellison’s ideas in his well- known book, Stomp-
ing the Blues (1976). murray argued that blues music functions to “drive 
the blues away and hold them at bay at least for the time being” and to 
evoke “an ambiance of dionysian revelry in the process” (murray 1976, 17, 
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qtd. in jackson 30). jackson’s work suggests that jazz’s vitality as a ritual 
form is felt through its inextricable link to the blues and other forms of 
african diasporic expressive culture. this emphasis on african american 
music as a ritual form is not without precedent. For example, an essay by 
morton marks (1974) posits a link between african american musical 
genres and west african ritual drumming. In contrast to jackson’s work, 
marks’s primary interest is on Protestant and Pentecostal Christianity 
and the role of music in facilitating “trance” experiences on both sides of 
the atlantic.
 Burnim (1980a), jackson- Brown (1990), and ramsey (2003) offer useful 
overviews of black religious music scholarship has have emerged since 
1960, when George ricks completed his highly influential doctoral dis-
sertation. ramsey’s Race Music: Black Music from Bebop to Hip- hop is 
largely a personal memoir of his upbringing in Chicago and exposure to a 
wide variety of black musical styles. However, the author interweaves lit-
erature reviews of some major works of black music scholarship produced 
by african americans. Indiana University professors mellonee Burnim 
and Portia maultsby edited a much- anticipated volume (2006) that takes 
a comprehensive look at african american music. the volume features 
chapters by an all- star cast of music scholars and is designed to build on 
eileen southern’s 1971 classic work, while “advancing the discussion of 
african american music to include topics that have risen to the fore-
front in contemporary discourse” (1). Burnim and maultsby have done 
other highly significant work: through thick descriptive ethnography of 
african american congregational singing, Burnim (1980b) has identified 
musical and cultural elements of gospel music that comprise a “black 
aesthetic.” maultsby (1992) has looked broadly at african american mu-
sical genres and specifically at gospel music’s impact in “secular” arenas. 
Both have followed in the footsteps of Horace Boyer (1973; 1995), a well- 
respected pioneer in black gospel music research and the compositional 
and vocal traditions of african american church worship.
 Historically minded scholars have made huge contributions to re-
search on african american musical traditions. eileen southern’s land-
mark book, The Music of Black Americans (1971), is widely considered 
a classic scholarly work. musicologist sandra Graham (2001) has much 
more recently written an award- winning dissertation on the concert spiri-
tual tradition.9 with respect to jazz scholarship, thomas owens’s Bebop: 
The Music and Its Players (1995) and deveaux’s The Birth of Bebop (1997) 
are primarily historical in scope, while monson’s Saying Something: Jazz 
Improvisation and Interaction (1996) draws on the author’s ethnographic 
research to provide insights into the phenomenology of jazz performance. 
with the increased global spread and popularity of hip- hop came a keen 
scholarly interest in the subject (e.g., mitchell 2002). monographs by tricia 
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rose (1994), joe schloss (2004), Felicia miyakawa (2005), and Kyra Gaunt 
(2006) are but a few of the works that have become emblematic of an on- 
going ethnomusicological fascination. the contributors to anthony Pinn’s 
volume (2003) comment on the spiritual dimensions of rap in a way that 
draws on the theomusicological speculations of jon michael spencer (1991). 
spencer is persuasive in his suggestion that african american culture 
in the United states is infused with a spiritual component that renders  
traditional sacred- secular dichotomies ineffective as frameworks for un-
derstanding the popular vitality of black musical expressions. likewise, 
teresa reed’s discussion (2002) of blues artists demonstrates that “their 
lyrics suggest the centrality of their belief in God and a deeply religious 
understanding of themselves and the world around them” (60).

c a r i B B e a N  p e r f o r m a N c e , 
p o w e r ,  a N D  i D e N t i t y

In recent years some of the most fascinating contributions to the study 
of music in the african diaspora have centered on Caribbean locales. 
Caribbean- born scholars have done significant work on local musical tra-
ditions. olive lewin’s rich (2000) analysis of jamaican folk music and 
Gerdes Fleurant’s detailed exploration (1987) of music in Haitian vodou 
ritual are two noteworthy examples. However, nonnative researchers have 
penned most of the in- depth studies of Caribbean music cultures.  jocelyne 
Guilbault’s important work (1993) discusses the popular dance genre known 
as zouk in the Francophone Caribbean as a transnational expression of 
antillean identity. Her work is emblematic of Caribbeanist ethnomusi-
cology of the 1990s, much of which accentuates the role of music as a 
transnationally mediated form of popular culture that provides subaltern 
groups a vehicle for identity assertion in the face of local and global hege-
monies. Gage averill (1997) provides a window into the tumultuous his-
tory of power negotiations within Haitian popular music. Contending that 
“the urban elite never achieved anything like hegemony in rural Haiti” 
(7), he offers both a historical survey of Haiti’s musicopolitical scene and 
a contemporary (1980s and 1990s) fieldwork- based ethnography of Haitian 
popular music genres. averill was one of the first ethnomusicologists to 
explore the role of music as a transnational tool of resistance to state and 
global hegemony. at events such as the annual Carnival, music becomes 
a means of creative resistance, as the masses are able to launch indirect 
critiques of the rich and powerful. elizabeth mcalister’s groundbreaking 
ethnography (2002) furthers this discussion by underscoring the often 
neglected political, spiritual, and gendered dimensions of Haitian rara. 
 averill’s work has also influenced ethnomusicologists such as timothy 
rommen, norman stolzoff, and robin moore, who explore similar issues 
in trinidad, jamaica, and Cuba, respectively.
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 although members of jamaica’s wealthy elite typically view the is-
land’s dancehall music with disdain, ethnomusicologist norman stolzoff 
provides a refreshingly nuanced perspective toward this musical genre in 
connection with the sociomoral values of jamaica’s poorer class of people. 
In stolzoff’s book, Wake the Town and Tell the People: Dancehall Culture 
in Jamaica (2000), dancehall is described as a highly complex “field of cul-
tural production” in which negotiations of power and status take place.10 
the author explains the historical processes that gave rise to this musical 
practice, and he also follows averill’s lead by merging historical data with 
a rich ethnographic portrayal of contemporary dancehall life. most sig-
nificantly, the author contends that the current sociopolitical struggles 
that unfold in jamaica, along with their historical antecedents, can be 
understood through the country’s popular music genres. “dancehall” is 
presented not simply as a modern form of mass- mediated club music but 
rather as a dynamic expressive genres that has existed in various forms 
since the slavery era. In different musical manifestations, stolzoff argues, 
dancehall musics and spaces have “been an important medium for the 
black masses to create an alternative social universe of performance, pro-
duction, and politics” (227). like averill, stolzoff draws on what some cul-
tural theorists refer to as “neo- Gramscian hegemony theory” (e.g., storey 
1993, 13), insisting that the music of subaltern groups represents a highly 
significant expression of popular agency and empowerment in the face of 
oppression.
 In Nationalizing Blackness (1997), robin moore takes a historical ap-
proach to afro- Cuban popular music, focusing on the 1920s and 1930s. 
moore sets out to show that contemporary imaginings of Cuba have been 
strongly shaped by national sentiments that were brewing in the decades 
before Fidel Castro’s rise to power. moore sees his research into Cuba’s 
past as a useful means of exploring racial tensions and biases that con-
tinue to plague the Caribbean island. the 1920s and 1930s represent a 
relatively progressive era in Cuba’s history, as the country’s artists and 
intellectuals engaged in a broader reexamination of inherited colonial 
prejudice and a tentative acceptance of black working- class culture.” the 
author finds that “a qualified acceptance of black expression was the only 
recourse of intellectuals and performers desirous of creating ideological 
unity in a country so heavily influenced by africa” (220). expressions 
of african heritage in Cuba ultimately became limited to socially “re-
spectable” performances that often featured whites in blackface or in-
volved gross caricatures of blacks. these displays bore little resemblance 
to working- class Cuban culture, yet solidified negative stereotypes of af-
rocuban life. moore concludes that “the entire history of Cuban popular 
music since the early nineteenth century can be viewed as a debate over 
the relative prominence of afrocuban forms in a country dominated by 
eurohispanic culture” (221).



226 Melvin L. Butler

 
l i N g e r i N g  Q u e s t i o N s ,  
o N g o i N g  c o N c e r N s

Clearly, there is much more to say about ethnomusicological approaches 
to africa and its diaspora. this essay has really only scratched the sur-
face of inquiry into the contributions of music scholars to an enhanced 
understanding of black expressive cultures around the globe. In ethnomu-
sicological fieldwork and writing, there remain many unresolved issues. 
Perhaps some of the longest- standing debates among those who endeavor 
to study the world’s musical traditions revolve around the issues of epis-
temology, fieldwork, and representation, which I have only touched on. 
what is required for a scholar to “know” a piece of music? to what ex-
tent can ethnomusicologists gain an “insider’s” understanding of a mu-
sical tradition? In what ways does a scholar’s national, racial, and/or gen-
der identity impact how african diasporic musical forms are represented 
visually and ethnographically?
 another persistent concern in african diasporic  ethnomusicological 
research is the relation between local and global music cultures. ethno-
musicologists have long realized the intellectual senselessness of trying to 
explore single, geographically bounded locales as though they were sterile 
Petri dishes of uncontaminated “data”; and new technologies link people 
and places like never before. although books and articles on the african 
diaspora still tend to focus on individual locales, recent decades have wit-
nessed louder calls for scholars to acknowledge the transnational migra-
tions of black diasporic peoples and their expressive cultures. In fact, a 
central theme in ethnomusicological research at least since the 1990s has 
been the intradiasporic connections between various musical communi-
ties and styles. washburne (1997) examines the Caribbean contributions 
to the development of african american jazz. In other cases, scholars have 
moved from one diasporic locale to another. For example, Paul Berliner 
(1978; 1994) and jacqueline djedje (1978; 1985) have each done research 
projects on both african american and african musical genres. I imagine 
that throughout the twenty- first century, ethnomusicologists will con-
tinue to struggle with the transmigration of music and what George lip-
sitz refers to as its “peculiar relationship to the poetics and the politics 
of place” (1994, 3). with the explosive popularity of digital technologies 
and media, lipsitz’s comments from the mid- 1990s ring all the more true 
more than a decade later. He states,

music that originally emerged from concrete historical experiences in 
places with clearly identifiable geographic boundaries now circulates 
as an interchangeable commodity marketed to consumers all over the 
globe. . . . jamaican music secures spectacular sales in Germany and japan. 
rap music from inner- city ghettos in the U.s.a. attracts the allegiance of 
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teenagers from amsterdam to auckland. juke boxes and elaborate “sound 
systems” in Colombia employ dance music from west africa as the consti-
tutive element of a dynamic local subculture, while Congolese entertain-
ers draw upon Cuban traditions for the core vocabulary of their popular 
music. (4)

what does it mean, then, to research music of the african diaspora? How 
should ethnomusicologists locate the who, what, and where of our cho-
sen topics? as “virtual” music communities continue to heighten the 
sense of disconnect between physical places and digital spaces, scholars 
of musical practice will have to continually rethink their modes of con-
ducting fieldwork and writing about music in the african diaspora.

N o t e s

 1. Commenting on the role of a scholar’s positionality in disciplinary cri-
tiques, stephen Blum (1991b) points out,

some of the most telling criticism of academic dichotomies between “text” 
and “context,” between the “musical” and the “social,” has come from 
 african musicologists . . . who have correctly identified the bad faith with 
which too many western ethnomusicologists have emphasized “social func-
tion” over “artistic value.” It is superfluous as well as condescending for 
scholars to find “redeeming sociological significance” in musical practices 
they treat as undeveloped or as products of “restricted” rather than “elabo-
rated” codes.

 2. society for ethnomusicology mission statement, http://webdb.iu.edu/sem/
scripts/aboutus/aboutsem/sem_mission.cfm (accessed 6/24/07).
 3. http://webdb.iu.edu/sem/scripts/aboutus/aboutsem/sem_history_founding 
.cfm (accessed 6/24/07).
 4. Quotes regarding the departments of music at the Universities of virginia 
and Pennsylvania are taken from the section “Guide to Programs in ethnomusi-
cology” on the society for ethnomusicology’s website. see http://webdb.iu.edu/
sem/scripts/guidetoprograms/guidelist.cfm (accessed 6/26/07).
 5. http://www.ictmusic.org/ICtm/about.php.
 6. http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/03007766.html.
 7. http://www.cbmr.org/pubs/bmrj.htm.
 8. revised and expanded in 2006, Peter manuel’s Caribbean Currents first 
appeared in 1995. supplemented by material from Ken Bilby and michael largey, 
who contributed significant material on jamaica and Haiti, respectively, the book 
is intended as a critical survey of musical genres native to particular new world 
locales, and it has appealed to students and professors of Caribbean popular music 
for use in undergraduate courses.
 9. Graham’s book, From Slave Song to America’s Music: The Popularization 
of Negro Spirituals, is forthcoming from University of Illinois Press.
 10. an important prior work on jamaican dancehall is Carolyn j. Cooper’s pro-
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vocative Noises in the Blood. stolzoff shares Cooper’s view that dancehall has 
been underappreciated as a valid cultural expression of the masses, and he views 
her as “representative of an intellectual class which opposes the uptown snob-
bery that categorically condemns dancehall” (245). However, he is generally less 
enthusiastic than Cooper toward the view that dancehall participants, especially 
women, have the potential to resist misogynistic oppression and cultivate subal-
tern agency within dancehall spaces.
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11 semIoPtICs oF aFrICana  
art HIstory

Moyo Okediji

For every successful michael jordan, mohammed ali, or o. j. simp-
son, there are hordes of young black men whose lives have been nega-

tively impacted by the popularity of basketball and other contact sports 
in the United states. this reality is shown in the work of several afri-
can american artists, notably david Hammons, john yancey, and jean- 
michel Basquiat, who convey the contradictions of athleticism that have 
made multimillionaires and celebrities of a few black people. But african 
american art historians and critics lag far behind and have not kept pace 
with artists who have constantly examined the place of professional ath-
leticism as a star maker and a systematic killer in black american popular 
culture. a paradigmatic distance separates artists and art historians in 
african american visual cultures.
 a similar statement could be made about african art scholarship, 
which seems to have failed to draw the brightest minds in analytical 
and conceptual criticism. Historical evidence has demonstrated that a 
large number of african art objects in museums and private collections in 
the west were produced between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
marking a period coinciding with transatlantic slavery, one of the mam-
moth black holes of human history.1 an institution based on asymmetry, 
slavery is not congruent with balance. In an emergent diasporic visual 
culture that originated within this asymmetrical system, will the tradi-
tional structures that evolve from this state of imbalance produce a sym-
metrical story? will the standard master metaphors fully interpret the art 
and vision of the tradition that suffered slavery?
 as audre lorde couched it, “the master’s tools won’t dismantle the 
master’s house.” In this context, “master” is race- blind, because there 
were slaves and masters in africa as much as in america and europe.2 the 
asymmetry of historical traditions therefore extends beyond the west to 
embrace indigenous african sources primed to present the master’s sto-
ries only.
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 do we therefore need new symmetrical theoretical approaches, or can 
we safely investigate meaning in the visual cultures of africa and its di-
asporas with the asymmetrical tools of relativist traditional art history? 
Given the context of slavery, colonization, and immigration within which 
art history has developed, and given the partiality to hegemonic master 
values of traditional art history, are the methodologies of art history ade-
quate for the evaluation of art that is not eurocentric? more specifically, 
can the traditions that suffered from transatlantic slave trade also gain 
understanding, fairness, symmetry, and balance from the art history ema-
nating from the methodologies of the traditions that profited from slave 
trading?
 and to what extent does the present art historical approach to africana 
arts continue to drive the postslavery motors of justifications and conceal-
ments that benefit and sustain hegemonic master narratives? are asym-
metrical western values and interests historically embedded in the prac-
tice of african and diasporic art historical narratives? How symmet rical 
is western art history in its engagement of the art of africa as other?
 the art history of africans and their overseas descendants, kin, cous-
ins, affiliations, and diasporas, which is often de- scribed as africana art 
history, is a terrain of imagistic complexities that remains largely insuf-
ficiently investigated. It constitutes a history fractured by heterogeneous 
and pathological contentions of race, gender, class, and religion among 
other polarizing and fraternal agents. most of these denominations have 
not received the intellectual attention that they deserve, particularly as 
they affect the collection, curatorship, and conservation of africana art.
 although remarkably and tactically ignored, pigments of race have 
always been known to color and inform the present practice in academia 
that divides africana art into three overlapping disciplinary categories: 
historical (also known as traditional) african art history, contemporary 
african art history, and diaspora art history.3 the last of these categories 
is often limited to the study of african american art history. the triadic 
categories have become so separated that individuals specialize in one 
specific category, but we do have scholars, curators, and private collectors 
interested in more than one area. It is becoming more practical in recent 
years to provide students with a broad training in africana art, although 
no single text exits to link the fragments. memory, which links the three 
africana art categories, is also what separates them into the three distinct 
disciplines that they are today.
 memory is the mirror of amnesia, where anamnesia, the natural blend 
of memory and amnesia in actual life and recollections, is the mediating 
webbed site and the spider that weaves temporal threads across the three 
passages. Because we are re- viewing visual art historiography, we are also 
viewing a specialized form of anamnesia, a visual form of memory, which 
I call photic memory and which is different from phonetic memory. the 
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photic memory, which yoruba people call aworan, is the ability to remem-
ber visually and weave together visual and other aspects of experience. For 
instance, the photic memory enables the viewer to weave visual experi-
ences with phonetic memory, to remember things clearly both visually 
and verbally. the photic memory is about seeing and remembering things 
in the context of what is seen, weaving together various things, like the 
spider weaves together the different sightings of its various eyes into one 
cohesive vision. re- membering and re- collecting are active efforts at com-
posing and of voluntary and involuntary choice making, of arranging and 
rearranging events into anamnesic narratives that best suit the purposes 
and agents of recollection.
 It seems easy enough to see things and remember them. But some-
times certain historical contradictions form layers of veils that separate 
the viewer from what is viewed and dismembers the object on view from 
the subject that is viewing it. For the so- called traditional african art 
 history, the veil that dismembers object from viewer is slavery; for con-
temporary african art, the veil is colonization; for african american art, 
the veil is immigration. But you could also move these veils around in 
multiple layers and see how they form layers of veils, in order to dislo-
cate each of these categories. For instance, one could layer veils of slavery, 
colonization, and immigration as palimpsests that conceal and distort 
each of these categories, uniting them rather than dividing them.
 In a complementary manner, one may project these veils to sepa-
rate and dismember the study of africana visual cultural history into the 
three categories of traditional, contemporary and diaspora. all of these 
veils make it difficult to see art objects for what they truly are. rather, 
the veils deflect experiences through cultural prisms, which transform 
the body of africana art history into a dismembered and decapitated sub-
ject in search of re- membering. one of the tasks of metacriticism in afri-
cana art history, therefore, is to re- member the various parts of the subject 
into one symmetrical body, using photic memory. let us start with the so- 
called traditional african art history and its dismembering veils of slavery, 
which I will introduce here with the concept of Ibadan  Konkobility.
 People outside the southwestern nigeria are often not familiar with 
the concept of Ibadan konkobility.4 It is an unscripted street opera that 
openly and wantonly transpires in the women’s spaces at the oja oba, 
Beere, aleekuso, Inalende, Gbagi, dugbe, and other traditional markets 
of the volatile city of Ibadan, nigeria. this operatic drama is often shock-
ing at first and, upon further reflection, instructive and comic. when a 
particularly aggressive customer, often male, crosses the boundaries of ci-
vility in the rituals of bargaining for a commodity, he often initiates the 
process of Ibadan konkobility. the male customer has apparently named 
a price for a desired commodity, a particularly low price that the market 
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woman considers ridiculous and inconsiderate. But if she is angered by his 
aggressiveness or cheapness, her countenance or tone does not betray her 
feelings. she simply says, “E wa a gbe e,” meaning, “why bother to pay? 
why not simply shoplift it?”
 to a savvy bargainer, the discussion is just about to collapse into the 
leveling gravity of the black hole: this is the amber light before the red. 
when the Ibadan market woman coldly says, “E wa a gbe e,” he simply 
apologizes and departs or raises his bargaining price to a reasonable sum 
that brings a friendly smile to her face. But to the unwary bargainer, this 
is the prelude to the full balance of the Ibadan konkobility. the customer 
is shocked that she has addressed him with such a foul and insulting lan-
guage and lets her know his mind. that is when she begins to balance the 
two halves of the laws of Ibadan simultaneous equation on his unsuspect-
ing head.
 as a small crowd of onlookers begins to gather, including street ur-
chins, vagrant dogs, and free- range chickens, she unleashes a systematic 
admonition of this gentleman. But what is fascinating is that she does not 
immediately touch her opponent verbally. she starts by painting a vivid 
self- portrait that seems like a castigation of her own physical body. after 
finishing her self- rebuke, she then performs a thorough oral dismantling 
of her antagonist—combining narratives with poetry and songs5 in such 
a systematic, scrupulous, and meticulous manner that may leave the cus-
tomer speechless and gasping for air. she is happy, and the onlookers, as 
well as the object of ridicule, go home entertained and a little wiser for 
the street opera.
 what is so fascinating about Ibadan konkobility is that it offers a 
semblance of symmetry: the market woman begins with her own critical 
self- portrayal before deconstructing the errant other. But one may call her 
critical self- portrait a mockery, more of a stage performance than a reality 
show, and even somewhat opportunistic and vindictive. nevertheless, one 
cannot dismiss the fact that she realizes that you need to take a hard look 
at yourself before you begin to engage the world.
 art historians may find the principle of Ibadan konkobility useful 
and enlightening, although the style may seem unorthodox. art historiog-
raphy, especially concerning the dogging debate on primitivism and mo-
dernity in art, demonstrates that western art history may benefit from a 
symmetrical methodology that is first self- critical before pouncing so re-
lentlessly and mercilessly on the other. as yoruba people say, the dùndún 
talking drum has two mouths: one praises the king, the other admonishes 
him. But the master drummer knows which mouth to use, depending on 
the occasion. For instance, in Benin art historiography, western scholar-
ship would like to pretend that the plunder by the British of Benin art is 
not an issue, and what matters are the aesthetic and iconographic aspects 



238 Moyo Okediji

of the images.6 on the other hand, some prominent african nationalists, 
scholars, and politicians want to turn attention away from the aesthetics 
of Benin art, and focus only on the 1897 plunders.7

 the Parliament in nigeria recently passed a motion for the repatria-
tion of all the Benin art objects abroad.8 some africanist art historians 
want to insist that Benin art objects have no independent formalist signifi-
cance and cannot function outside the kingdom of Benin. others, mostly 
western art historians and critics, think that the objects contain univer-
sal formal qualities that transcend cultural limitations. the objects, as 
containers of global aesthetic values, are therefore totally fine where they 
reside in various western collections. In african art generally, there are 
those artists, curators, and writers who want to focus on the aesthetic as-
pects only. one may call them the formalists. there are also those icono-
clasts who do not acknowledge or discuss the aesthetics as much as they 
focus on issues of art repatriation along with ethnic considerations. I call 
them iconoclasts because of their insistence on disregarding the universal 
significances of the forms of african images, beyond strictly cultural and 
ethnic contents. they would terminate the new life or functions of Benin 
and other african art objects wherever these objects may now be located 
outside of the african continent. Both the formalists and the iconoclasts 
tacitly and tactically avoid the issue of slavery as pertinent to the photic 
memory that the indigenous art objects preserve. yet it is clear that  Benin 
and other art objects from africa are often inseparably tied to slavery both 
in subject matter and in form.
 Before europeans arrived in Benin in 1486, Benin artists did not have 
any local sources for procuring brass. the minerals that constitute brass, 
namely copper and zinc, are not native to Benin soil. scholars have long 
debated about the sources of the brass cast into objects by these artists 
and have speculated that they were most probably derived from the bene-
fits of the trans- sahara trade routes.9 one of the ways by which scholars 
have dated Benin art is in terms of the use of materials. But the quantity 
of these pre- european sources of brass must have been paltry, judging by 
the relatively thinly cast wall of the naturalistic forms produced during 
the so- called early Period.
 the advent of the Portuguese to the Bight of Benin brought an in-
credible transformation to slavery as the Benin people knew it, but it also 
brought substantial transformation to Benin art. the arrival of the Por-
tuguese with a plentiful supply of manila, which Benin sculptors melted 
down as raw materials for brass casting, launched Benin art into what the 
British scholar william Fagg has described as the middle and late periods. 
the brass heads that Benin sculptors cast became far more elaborate, with 
thicker walls on which intricately carved elephant tusks were mounted.
 the late Period sculptures are far more elaborate than the middle Pe-
riod works. although other slave- procuring markets opened up, especially 
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in the Bights of Biafra—and the markets from west central and south-
east africa, especially in the Kongo, intensified dramatically—there were 
still enough slave- marketing opportunities at Benin to facilitate access 
to european sources of brass. late Period sculptures demonstrate more 
lavish representations of beaded works, with elaborate beaded wings—
ornately cast in brass—projecting above the summit of the heads, from 
both sides, almost like elongated ears or feathered ornaments. Flat bases 
also extended beyond the circumference of the neck, creating a protuber-
ance that enabled artists to display metaphoric and mythological charac-
ters such as dwarfs, sacrificial animals, and decorative assortments that 
further provide a more monumental presence to the heads.
 without the investment in slavery, Benin art might not have taken 
the formal directions that it took following the arrival of european trad-
ers, which opened up a new source of raw materials and another world of 
imagination. all of these historical developments have not escaped the 
content of Benin art, which is replete with the images of the rulers, their 
slaves, and the various european merchants, sailors, and soldiers who par-
ticipated in the complex exchange in humans for goods. without under-
standing slavery as an iconographic meter and cultural catalyst—albeit 
one that led to catastrophic consequences—it is impossible to understand 
Benin or almost any artistic tradition in africa. In other words, slavery 
touched most parts of africa and impacted the making of art in most cul-
tures. the interpretations of the art of Benin must be located in the speci-
ficity of the culture of slavery. no scholar seems prepared to undertake 
such deconstructive analysis, beyond surface- level formal analysis to ex-
plore slavery as side bars, rather than the central iconological argument 
for making formal interpretations.
 the yoruba neighbors of the Benin are no better. a huge part of yo-
ruba art may be de- signed and de- scribed as slavery art, although discus-
sions of these objects in art history has hardly elaborated on this issue. It 
is clear that scholars from africa are avoiding the interpretation of their 
culture with the meters of slavery. two books recently edited by the pro-
lific historian toyin Falola on yoruba culture, one focusing on the dias-
pora and the other on the in situ culture, demonstrate the blindness of af-
rican scholars to the contingencies of slavery in the sculpting of african  
culture. the book, containing essays written mostly by african schol-
ars, Yoruba Creativity: Fiction, Language, Life, and Songs, has no discus-
sion of slavery in any shape or form. almost as a taboo, slavery is hardly 
mentioned in the entire book, which, in its avoidance of the subject, only 
brings attention to its absence. In the only piece on yoruba art in this book, 
Chris adejumo, a prominent artist and art educator, writes, “yoruba ar-
tisans have produced exquisite works in brass, textiles, terracotta, stone, 
and bronze. aspects of yoruba culture and traditional practices, such as 
folklores, myths, legends, and religious ceremonies, mostly inspire the 
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contents of their works.” Important and illuminating as his  essay stands 
in the content of yoruba art history, he does not mention that giant yo-
ruba gates and doors are replete with images of enslaved people, as well 
as representations of the rulers who benefited from the trade, the soldiers 
who committed the atrocities and caused so much grief, the european 
merchants who traded in slaves with the elites, and the women and chil-
dren who grieved as a result of the trade.
 In the corpus of yoruba art, on shrine figurations, decorative icons, 
and secular designs, many of these women are shown with their babies 
on their backs or in their arms, supplicating and begging the divinities to 
deliver them from their insecure lives and times. I find adejumo’s writ-
ing to be refreshing and educative. nevertheless what remains missing 
from his analysis is that he is like most writers who see these objects 
outside of the catastrophic historical context in which they are produced. 
His writing, following the pattern before him, presents the picture of a 
culture that is frozen in time, irresponsive to the travails of the terrible 
fate of enslavement within which the artists work. a detailed de- signing 
and de- scribing of these objects will show that the veil of slavery hangs 
heavily over the entire body of yoruba art, just as it hangs over Benin art, 
and casts a shadow across the landscape of african art and its visual cul-
tural historiography.10

 slavery has also contributed to the anonymity of african art, in the 
form of a curious dismembering that separates the body of the artist from 
the body of his or her work. this separation of signature from style causes 
identity alienations that deliver reverberations in the realm of gender and 
class. the consequence obscures issues of gender in african art, because 
there is no reference to the individual artist in the writings and exhibi-
tions addressing african art. separating artist from work is part of the his-
tory of the decimation of the continent caught in the middle of the trian-
gular trade.
 the collection of african art by private and public organizations began 
largely in the heyday of slavery, although these collection activities inten-
sified considerably during the colonial era. anthropology, the discipline 
responsible at that time for the documentation and analysis of the col-
lected works, did not focus on the contributions of individual hands and 
styles. rather, anthropology has explored what may be called an ethnic 
stylization, which attempted to identify iconographic distinctions along 
ethnic lines, rather than along the lines of individualism and specifically 
named artists. this ethnic stylization is a major motif in the “barbarian 
narratives” cooked to justify slavery and colonization as part of the euro-
pean burden in the historical epic to Christianize, civilize and modern-
ize. yet this approach remains the methodology of choice in the study of 
historical african art.



Semioptics of Africana Art History 241

 only a few africanist art historians, notably robert Farris thompson, 
Henry drewal, and rowland abiodun, have been interested in explor-
ing the hands of the individual artist. very few curators, namely  rosalyn 
walker and alisa lagama, have explored the work of the individual art-
ist within the indigenous artistic traditions. Because all of these histo-
rians and curators have invested mostly in yoruba art, it is not an acci-
dent that most of the known individual artists in african art are yoruba 
sculptors.
 Pioneers such as william Fagg, Frank willett, and Phillip dark had 
visions that envisaged the study of individual hands in african art. But 
their anthropological and archaeological orientations seduced them and 
others to essentialist cultural interests. susan vogel, brilliant and impor-
tant as her work has become in the dissemination of interpretations of 
african art, still fails to find validity in the individuality of the african 
artist. these scholars, curators, and critics of african art often fail to sepa-
rate scholarly visions from ethnic or local interests. vogel often argues 
that issues of individuality are a western notion in which african socie-
ties are not often interested. she is unable to separate disciplinary inter-
ests from ethnic or societal limitations. If the regular person on the street 
of Houston, texas, is unable to distinguish between Picasso and Braque in 
the Cubist period, does this mean that such distinctions are not crucial to 
the study of Cubism? more recently, young scholars such as wole Famule 
are trying to locate the aesthetics of african art in the responses by ordi-
nary folks participating in local festivals. the limitation is that ordinary 
folks in any society cannot participate in aesthetic discussions beyond 
the ordinary level. to obtain critical aesthetic perspectives in any society, 
scholars must delve more discriminately into layers of articulations that 
include folk responses as well as more rigorous views from more special-
ized members of the society. But all of these articulations must remain 
raw materials for the mediation of art historical and critical analysis, at 
the most intense levels of rigorous interventions.
 It took an intellectual torrent such as thompson to move the debate 
on african art to the theme of individual artistry and the verve of drewal 
to refine and project the voice of the individual artist. drewal’s video on 
ebosegbe, a yoruba sculptor, defines in practical and audio- visual terms 
what thompson and willett have documented in their work on the crea-
tive process in yoruba art. a sad and sobering note to young graduate stu-
dents in this discipline: forget it. Because if you think you have a new 
and brilliant idea, r. F. thompson has already done a book on it. thomp-
son’s work on jean- michel Basquiat is one of the most enlightening and 
eloquent statements ever phrased about the impetuous africana artist. 
does it, therefore, mean that thompson does not recognize the contem-
porary african artist as a viable category, or why has he held his tongue 
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on this topic? many african artists have remarked that if only thompson, 
 abiodun, Cole, and others would write about contemporary african art, 
they would transform the discipline.
 Babatunde lawal used to balance his interest in historical art with 
contemporary works. His insight into the works of contemporary nige-
rian artists including Bruce onobrakpeya and jimoh Buraimoh has been 
illuminating. But like many other african art historians, he has aban-
doned the contemporary art of africa, and he seems to be more drawn into 
diasporic connections between african american artists and historical 
african art. lawal’s training and background began in contemporary de-
sign before he went to the United states to study art history. when he re-
turned to nigeria in the early seventies, he was the first chairman of the 
art department at the University of Ife, which combined art history and 
art training at the undergraduate level. He singlehandedly wrote the en-
tire program of the art department, but he no longer seemed interested 
in contemporary african art after he moved to the United states in the 
 eighties.
 rowland abiodun’s relationship with contemporary african art is 
more complicated because he actually was a painting teacher, as well as 
an art historian, from the late sixties to the late eighties. although he cu-
rated several shows of contemporary african art when he was in nigeria, 
he has refrained from committing himself in writing on that category of 
africana art, a category whose validity some art historians and curators, 
including yale’s Fred lamp, question as a viable “field” of study.
 abiodun has been busy with providing theoretical frameworks for the 
analysis of historical african art. His insistence on the importance of oral 
traditions in the study of african art marks a turning point in the disci-
pline because it provides the opportunity to scrutinize the ancient can-
ons as a dynamic process that continues to unfold. this scrutiny provides 
a scope for separating texts and designs into what wande abimbola calls 
malevolent and benevolent forces, which re- draws the constantly obliter-
ated lines between the master narratives versus popular voices, power ver-
sus powerlessness, the oppressor versus the oppressed, in a postcolonial 
formulation. abiodun’s paradigmatic shift puts the pressure on the master 
narratives and reminds one of Bob marley’s counter- colonial africana ad-
monitions that “we are tired of the teachings of His majesty. what we 
now want is a rebel philosophy.” marley renders in lyrical language what 
abiodun couches in doctoral garbs.
 the majesties on both sides of the atlantic have in- scribed master- 
narratives into the bodies of many royal and popular art objects, and 
 abiodun’s insistence on examining the details of traditional sources sepa-
rates popular from master narratives. First, he suggests tiredness for a 
majestic and imperial eurocentric art historicism that seeks to obliter-
ate the legitimate indigenous voices in- scribed into the bodies of african 
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art via traditional western theories. second, he suggests impatience with 
ahistori cal viewings of african art that do not understand the different 
genres of oral traditions and cannot separate the voices of the men from 
the women, the masters from the rulers, the benevolent from the malevo-
lent, and the royal from the popular cultures. It is from this perspective 
that abiodun has provided tremendous insights into the understanding of 
gender in africana art.
 Gender is the understatement in historic african art studies, a cate-
gory that is still in full denial of gender issues. the focus on sculpture 
by curators and art historians who succeeded the anthropologists in the 
study of african art, however, has gender implications. It is significant 
for the study of african art to note that men sculpt and women paint in 
most traditions in africa. the inundation of private and public collections 
with sculpture and the typical absence of indigenous painting in most col-
lections insinuate that the collection of african art, which is seemingly 
gender- neutral, is in fact fraught with gender partiality for men’s works, to 
the exclusion of women’s work. although thompson, one of the pioneers 
in african art history, painstakingly studied the work of abatan, a female 
potter from the niger- Benue region, museums and collectors have been a 
little reluctant to embrace women’s work—usually painting, ceramics, 
and textiles—as art. But sometimes they show these women’s works as 
examples of inspired crafts.
 the separation of images into art and craft has been imported from 
european canons and imposed on african art, resulting in gender and 
class implications for the collection, display, preservation, documenta-
tion, and analysis of works from africa. the hegemonic imbalance caused 
by the ravages of enslaving africans by the west has stood in the way of 
analyzing african art with concepts that illuminate the shadows of ano-
nymity and gender neutrality exogenously cast on the indigenous tradi-
tions of art making. although a few art historians, notably abiodun from 
africa and susanne Blier from the west, have interpreted the imaging of 
women in african art, little work has been done to rectify the gender im-
balance in the study of african art.
 oyeronke oyewunmi’s discovery that the yoruba language is silent 
on gender must not be misinterpreted and misapplied to the visual arts to 
suggest that there is no gender basis for the making of art in most parts 
of yoruba culture or that gender is invisible in the making and consump-
tion of yoruba art.11 as the indigenous traditions of art making enjoy a 
more multidisciplinary approach, the fragmentation of the discipline by 
issues of gender and class continues to diminish. the present resistance 
of africanist art historians to theory makes it difficult to move the dis-
cipline forward beyond the cult of primitivism that continues to govern 
the collections and publications of indigenous african art. residues from 
the days of slavery—in the form of condescending essays such as those 
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authored by Gene Blocker—also condition the historiography generated 
from the perspectives of the master narratives.
 Beyond slavery, the veil of colonization hangs over contemporary af-
rican art history, which separates artists, writers, and curators into three 
categories, namely, the “Bridges,” “Progressives,” and the “Generalists.” 
the Bridges, regarded as ethnic essentialists, are contemporary artists, 
writers, and curators who seek connections between—as well as depar-
tures from—contemporary african image and the indigenous traditions of 
african. they see the work of the contemporary artist as a bridge between 
old and new cultures. the Bridges assert and focus on the desire by af-
rican artists to associate their art and identities with indigenous african 
traditions. these are people who do not see the colonization of africa as 
the end of the old and the beginning of the new. they regard the culture 
as one integrated and organic flow, marked by the tides of time that relate 
to the daily lives of the people. the Bridges tend to ignore artists who do 
not make the iconographic connections between their works and their an-
cestral heritage as africans.
 In contrast and reaction to the Bridges is the assumption of the Pro-
gressives for the need to “move forward” from a traditional or ethnic cul-
ture, and embrace the modern or postmodern world without any ethnic 
baggage. the Progressives celebrate, promote, and encourage artists whose 
careers hinge on developing conceptual frameworks that deny the im-
portance of bridging the old and the new aspects of african cultures, but 
whose works seek a clean break with the old. the artists, curators, and 
writers in this category prefer images that abruptly terminate the indige-
nous past of africa and represent a freedom to be part of a larger, flat 
world. moyo ogundipe’s paintings demonstrate the art of the Bridges, and 
the photographs of Zanele muholi illustrate the work of the Progressives.
 Ulli Beier, dennis duerden, Uche okeke, Babatunde lawal, and other 
critics and art historians associated with the Bridges assert and focus on 
the desire by african artists to identify their art with indigenous africa, 
however ill- defined or romantic their concept of indigenous africa re-
mains. such critics tend to disregard as naïve, reactionary, or colonized 
all contemporary artists who ignore connections between the old and new 
aspects of african culture.
 the second group defined as the “Progressives” focus on the denial by 
african artists of any crucial connection between their works and their 
identities as africans.
 In reaction to the first group, the Progressives coalition, associated 
with artists and critics such as okwui enwezor, olu oguibe, and orlando 
jinorio, celebrate, promote, and encourage artists whose careers hinge on 
developing conceptual frameworks that deny the importance of indige-
nous african culture in the making and interpretation of contemporary 
art works. the artists and critics in this category doggedly ignore those 
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artists who do make indigenous africa art the cornerstone of their crea-
tive experience.
 the voice of the Progressives became increasingly prominent toward 
the last decade of the twentieth century. It is a curiously aggressive voice 
that was not part of the pioneering discussions of african art, but now 
seeks to hijack, define, and manipulate the growth of contemporary af-
rican art in their conceptual directions. In their pronouncements in sym-
posia, conferences, and essays, a number of these scholars and critics at-
tempt to give the impression that there was no important debate before 
them or that what transpired before them was theoretically weak. the 
Progressives are often young writers and curators whose resonant voices 
usually sound impatient, self- promoting, and eloquent. with one or two 
exceptions, the Progressives have no formal training in african art his-
tory or criticism. But with strong convictions mediated by a paucity of ex-
posure tinged with a large dosage of literary theory, these Progressive have 
bashfully stomped on iconographic grounds that more prudent scholars 
tread most softly.
 Backed by western critics, curators and collectors who sometimes 
privilege the ringing voices of the Progressives over and above the works 
of more subtle, experienced, historically grounded, and painstaking schol-
ars, the Progressives have become the dominant group in the curating and 
analysis of contemporary african art. the Progressives collaborate with 
their western promoters to curate elaborate art exhibitions and produce 
grandiose publications with generous public, independent, and corporate 
funding. the Progressives, as a result of their aggressive self- promoting, 
have displaced other important voices in the discussion of african art 
and have positioned themselves to their western sources of funding as 
the only relevant scholars, curators, and artists in africa. these Progres-
sives, as they discard or taint everything that came before them, have 
succeeded in promoting a narrow concept of african art, focused on the 
production of images that mirror radical developments in contemporary 
western art. they have also succeeded in marginalizing and alienating 
contemporary african artists who produce images that these critics do 
not consider “conceptual” or sufficiently “modernist.”
 It is noteworthy that okwui enwezor has apparently not needed any 
formal training as an artist or art historian to build a deserved reputation 
as an international and imaginative curator. His curatorial style some-
times follows the international approach that uses works to illustrate pre-
scribed themes. this illustrative curatorial approach almost assumes that 
art criticism and curatorship are not a secondary- level vocation that suc-
ceeds the primary level of art making. almost like a collector, the illus-
trative curator may commission artists to fulfill their visions, rather than 
explore what artists actually do, and work with these studio products as 
raw curatorial materials. the curator now plays the artist. needless to say, 
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the increasing international visibility of illustrative curators such as en-
wezor promotes their taste for making a break with the indigenous ances-
try and looking to the west for inspirations, themes, and grants to sus-
tain that taste.
 mediating between the Bridges and Progressives are the works of the 
Generalists such as Kojo Fosu, marshall ward, nkiru nzegwu, jean Ken-
nedy, Bolaji Campbell, and sidney Kasfir. they equally address artists 
who deny or desire the importance of their identities as africans. these 
critics do not openly join any side of the debate, but align themselves 
with all artists from africa, irrespective of the conceptual positions—or 
lack thereof—of the artists. Bolaji Campbell, an artist, art historian, and 
curator, exemplifies the Generalists from africa, who often are broadly 
trained, as opposed to the more narrow training of the art historian from 
the west. trained in both the old and new art traditions of africa, Camp-
bell is comfortable with discussions of contemporary and historical art 
objects, as well as diasporic visual culture. He has written mostly on the 
yoruba art in which he specializes, and because of his broad training, 
he is able to draw on his understanding of the old materials to reflect on 
contemporary art, as well as on diasporic arts. But this does not limit 
his writing and curating to the Bridges artists who explore their african 
roots. although he was trained as an artist—he earned an mFa from Ile- 
Ife before his doctorate in art history from madison—he has not allowed 
his own stylistic tastes to close his understanding and empathy for artists 
working in styles totally different from his own.
 In a distinctive space that she has created for herself is nkiru nzegwu, 
whose work on gender in contemporary art remains matchless. she is one 
of the first africanist art historians to recognize the potentials of the in-
ternet as a tool for promoting debates of gender in african art. nzegwu 
is also one of the few art historians of african art trained in aesthetics 
within an essentially philosophy discipline—which provides her with a 
rigorous background in the history and language of analytical thinking. 
the fear of theory that permeates the study of african art suggests that 
the discipline requires urgent doses of discourse from philosophy, espe-
cially in the training of graduate students. nzegwu trained as a painter 
before she became a philosophy crossover to art history. she has given up 
the making of art to become an art historian, following in the footsteps of 
her painting teacher, rowland abiodun. nzegwu was a brilliant colorist 
and wonderful draftsperson. Her creative insight into composition is now 
evident in her detailed and inventive analysis of the works of contempo-
rary african female artists on whom she has almost exclusively focused.
 sidney Kasfir exemplifies the rare Generalists from the west, because 
her training has enabled her to span both the historical and contemporary 
african art categories with ease and erudition. she is interested in all art-
ists from africa irrespective of race, gender, medium, religion, or style, as 
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her far- ranging publications show. Her book on contemporary african art 
is remarkable in its encyclopedic coverage and analytical insight. Beyond 
her writing and curating work, her influence in the classroom has been 
tremendous because she has trained and continues to train young african 
art historians to imbibe widely from an offering that balances the his-
torical, the contemporary, and the diasporic africana visual cultures. Per-
haps because of her Commonwealth origin, her interest in diasporic afri-
cana art is exceptional because it includes black British as well as african 
american art.

* * *

 In african american art history, a schism resulting from the crises 
of immigration is dividing the visual culture into conceptual camps be-
tween the “Integrationists” and the “returnees.” some african american 
artists, curators, and writers who may be labeled the Integrationists pro-
fess that africa is redundant or irrelevant in the discussion of african 
american art. the artist Kara walker may represent this group. oth-
ers, the returnees, represented by jeff donaldson, may insist that african 
american art must only be interpreted using african aesthetic parame-
ters. Both sides could benefit from the symmetry of the dùndún talking 
drum and the symmetrical street language of Ibadan konkobility to cre-
ate a more balanced discourse around the images.
 one of the african american curators and writers providing a more 
balanced voice is michael Harris, who says, “Connection to ancestral pres-
ences and memories by its very nature links the artist to larger aspects 
of his or her identity without threatening diversity or individuality. . . . 
art with ancestral and individual qualities can have a powerful impact 
on people.”12 Harris understands the need for individuality in creative ex-
pressions and impressions, even in a collective vision that grounds itself 
in the present by connecting with its past. In his discussion of the work 
of aaron douglas, an african american artist, michael Harris says, “one 
important aspect of aaron douglas’s murals was his continual traversal 
of the period of black slavery back to an african past in his imagination 
of african americans.”13

 But not all african american artists are eager to make a connection 
with africa. Kara walker said, “I don’t know if I really have an africa.”14 
although declared with nonchalant bravado, her statement is phrased as 
a lack in terms of what she does not have, rather than what she does have 
or even knows.
 Kara walker’s position at the beginning of the twenty- first century 
somewhat reminds one of the debate of the early twentieth century be-
tween the africanist allain locke and the universalist james Porter. But 
desegregation laws have officially removed the color line that w. e. B. 
du Bois highlighted in the relationship between african americans and 
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anglo- americans. this does not mean that the color line is no longer 
there. It simply means that the line is now officially permeable, frag-
mented, and subject to willful transgression—from class, religion, gender, 
and sexual transgressors, among other interests that previously remained 
in the ethnic closet. the ancestral images and references to africa in 
feminist- related art by african american women are considerable and re-
markable. the famous lesbian poet audre lorde grounded her lyrical and 
performance imageries in african metaphors, colors, and phrasings. How-
ever, recent writings that have focused on gender and african american 
women artists, whether as exhibition catalogs or as books, have not done 
justice to the depth of transatlantic connections in visual and perfor-
mance works by african american women.
 In her parting of ways with afro- centric essentialism, Frieda High 
w. tesfagiorgis has withdrawn her concept of afro- femcentrism from the 
metalanguage of african american art history, although the reverbera-
tions and applications of the term remain resonant and valid. In the com-
pany of female african american artist/scholars including adrian Piper 
and Howardena Pindell, tesfagiorgis shows the possibility of combining 
a transatlantic vision with a black feminist resolution, while in- scribing 
an individualistic head, heart, and hand into the writing. the details and 
illuminations of tesfagiorgis’s work are matched only by the brilliance 
of adrian Piper, whose meta- artistic assays bridge the boundaries of phi-
losophy, art making, and activism. Piper’s voluminous writings are part of 
her art making, and the art often levitates into writing, making her one of 
the most fascinating creative minds in contemporary art and art history. 
although she teaches philosophy and not art or art history, her influence 
radiates across the three disciplines of philosophy, providing her with an 
invaluable insight that she brings into africana studies. so far she has not 
asserted an interest in africa in her writing or art. But she thinks she has 
an Igbo ancestry that she drops into a personal conversation. Because she 
blends the boundaries of life and performance art, the mode of personal 
conversations is an important medium of in- scribing and de- scribing for 
her. Her work de- signs and de- scribes patriarchal modes of de- scribing 
others.
 ten years ago, one could count all the books on african american 
art history on the fingers of one hand. there was mostly the timeless 
textbook, samella lewis’s African American Art, and a couple of vol-
umes, mostly catalogs associated with the energy of james Porter, david 
driskell, and romare Bearden. In the last ten years, many new and ex-
citing publications have emerged, focusing on african american art and 
artists and associated with the works of curators, writers, and art his-
torians, including richard Powell, thelma Golden, and lowery simms. 
although the bibliographic size is still thin relative to publications on 
contemporary western art, the quality of discussion gets increasingly nu-
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anced, and it has remained relevant toward the projection of the  african 
american culture as a dynamic humanistic collective that has no physi-
cal or psychological boundaries, yet remains within and transgresses be-
yond conceivable conceptual frameworks of stereotypes and prototypes. 
one could make a similar statement about the thinness of published vol-
umes on contemporary african art, which some international curators 
have described as the new frontier in artistic experience. the question of 
the theoretical perspectives of the writers remains pertinent in the meta-
critical analysis of the debate.
 the tendency to regard black art in america as essentially diasporic 
without further analytical complication is in itself highly problematic. 
Beyond the text, psychology, and analogy of double consciousness defined 
by w. e. B. du Bois in his classic book, The Souls of Black People, re-
peating patterns of contradictory dualism fragment the artistic visions, 
psyches, and physiologies of black artists in the United states. these con-
tradictory fragmentation patterns ironically coalesce and become a uni-
fying characteristic element of this black culture. nobody defines these 
patterns of contradictory fragmentation better than the prominent and 
quite controversial african american painter michael ray Charles, who 
declares:

when I began making art several years ago, I was defined as an african 
american artist. as time went on, those who marketed my work in new 
york began to redefine me as an american artist, to broaden my audience, 
and make my work appeal beyond the limitations and walls of race and 
 racial stereotypes. much later, as I reflected on this renovation and redefi-
nition of my identity, I realized that as much as the market promotes me 
 beyond the stigma of race, the dominant culture continues to see me as an 
angry black man wherever I step, and there is no escape from that ethnic 
label. the reality is inevitable, because as long as race matters, as long as 
people must define you in a specific way, there is no running away from the 
double bind. It is a sort of double- edged sword. I now describe myself as an 
african american artist. It’s a contradiction that one cannot resolve. one 
lives it up, and it shows up in the work that one does.

Using his own painting as a metaphoric reference as well as an illustra-
tion of this ongoing complex identity dilemma that he says was a cause 
of bother to him, ray says:

there is this painting that I did titled Disappearing Self, in which I depict 
a black man standing before a white background, painting himself white to 
fit in within the picture. this is the drama of the black culture in america. 
one cannot go back to africa because this is the only home we know. one 
must continue to stay here within the contradictions and definitions of the 
dominant society.15
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 In explaining works by artists such as michael ray Charles, many 
studies of african american art have staked too much claim on double 
Consciousness as the most abiding truth for analyzing diasporic  creative 
productions. But as I argued in the preface of Colored Pictures by michael 
Harris, the theories of double Consciousness are metaphoric assumptions 
beyond which one must reach for meaning to understand late twentieth- 
century and early twenty- first- century contradictory fragmentations within 
which the black body is located. It is pertinent to draw on the body of 
michael jackson, the silhouettes of Kara walker, the paintings of michael 
ray Charles, the early performance art of adrian Piper, the photographs 
of michael Harris, and the mixed- medias of jeff donaldson as venues for 
exploring the contradictions and fragmentations of race in black diasporic 
bodies.
 second, it is important to complicate the thesis of contradiction and 
fragmentation by theorizing psychological issues of masquerading, using 
visual integration and alignment of home and exile. scholars may elabo-
rate on themes of “cleaning” as healing and masking, in terms of reve-
lation and concealment. the work of Bing davis and other artists who 
explore similar paths of appropriating african images becomes an equa-
tion for balancing and interrogating the contradictions and fragmenta-
tions of african american experiences, where home is perceived as a land 
of exile. scholars have not sufficiently investigated the psychoanalytical 
and biographical journey tracked on theoretical paths of mask making. It 
is totally appropriate to use the Greek god janus as the embodiment of 
the gatekeeper in western cultures to explore metaphors of crossing bor-
ders and transgressing beyond boundaries and conventions of homelands, 
while expanding on Freudian strategies of concealment and revelation. as 
allusions and illustrations, one may reference the productions of similar 
diasporic workers, including john Coltrane, lawson oyekan, and michael 
Harris, who could be categorized as the Black argonaut, for whom return-
ing home has contradictory implications both of psychic introspection 
and physical excursions into foreign places, relocated as home.
 studies of rape in the african american culture are dirty linen that 
was well hidden until relatively recently when writers including ntozake 
shange and alice walker began to illuminate the problem in ways that  
have focused on and fragmented black struggles and solidarity. In afri cana 
art history, writers have yet to investigate this problem with a psycho-
analytic twist in african american visual culture, elaborating on inor-
dinate and hypersexual consumption in the works of artists including 
renee Cox and Kara walker. Using Freudian ideas of male decapitation 
enables scholars to study such works as a reversal of the oedipus and elec-
tra complex, where the black female amazon warrior, alienated from the 
father figure, not only symbolically emasculates the black male but also 
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joins forces with his perceived tormenters to decapitate him, mostly as a 
purgative act of self- humiliation.
 several prominent writers including walter dean myers, eric dyson, 
and Peter Goldman have examined and debated the portrayals of martin 
luther King and malcolm X as opposites, complements, and contrasts. 
Portraits of both black leaders, as symbolic figures, abound in high and 
low places including museums and street graffiti. It is, however, crucial 
to examine the psychosomatic amalgamation of both figures and their 
visual fragmentation into caricatures as dreamer versus fighter in a land 
of nightmares. the location and displays of sculptures of martin  luther 
King in public places, including college campuses, civic centers, and public 
parks, suggests a cultural statement about public perception of this civil 
rights leader as dreamer. the gestures and body language of his represen-
tations are equally semantic as acts of dreaming. the silent restrictions 
placed on the display of malcom X’s portraits in public places suggests a 
general political attitude toward the perceived life and death of this black 
leader as fighter. Both representations, nonetheless, collapse into the myth 
of angry black men in conceptual reworkings by michael ray Charles. 
writers who continue to focus on racial stereotyping have not yet explored 
the explosion of black macho- male mythologies in Charles’s work, mostly 
as a psychoanalytical study in self- portrayal.
 Using the work of jean- michel Basquiat as visual points of reference, 
writers including bell hooks are elaborating on the prodigious contribu-
tion of his work to visual cultures. But no one situates his work within 
the larger definition of pathological consumption and consequent crea-
tivity of black artists and celebrities including john Coltrane, oprah win-
fred, Biggie smalls, and star jones. the evolution of jazz and hip- hop cul-
tures produces contradictions of engorgement and dissipation, including 
“up is down,” “singing is crying,” and “violence is peace.” Consumptions 
of drugs and guns complicate these contradictions that manifest them-
selves in the creative surges of blues, jazz, r&B, and hip- hop cultures. 
to contextualize this phenomenon, it is illuminating to explore the pro-
ductions of john Coltrane and marvin Gaye, together with the works of 
older rap artists including Grandmaster Flash, Kool moe dee, and Pub-
lic enemy. these artists are inversely comparable with recent rap artists 
such as snoop doggy dog, Biggie smalls, and others produced by marion 
“suge” Knight, founder and former Ceo of death row records. while 
highlighting Basquiat, scholars may draw on the visual culture of repre-
senting musicians by artists as far back as Henry tanner (Banjo Player), 
but also as recent as romare Bearden, louis delsartes, and jeff donald-
son, to explore the contradictions of popular culture in the fragmentation 
of black american society with addiction and creativity, hope and despair, 
as well as alienation and redemption.
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 no important writing in african american visual culture has visited 
the sexually and racially charged work of Glen ligon. Perhaps it is pos-
sible to invent a concept of “tripled consciousness” and draw on fragmen-
tal issues of sexuality and pathology that have driven ligon’s work outside 
of the confines of race. deflected into the margins and ghettos of the most 
technologically and scientifically experimental nation of the late twenti-
eth and early twenty- first centuries, blacks have crossed substantial cul-
tural barriers with their bodies, contributing to the international domi-
nation in sports and entertainment by america. Perhaps less popular has 
been the heightened sexual experiments in black diasporic cultures where 
boundaries are crossed and envelopes pushed in areas often regarded as 
strictly taboo, especially in diasporic gay communities. already margin-
alized, black artists of gay dispensation often become permanent dwell-
ers in the closet, whereas white artists have felt bolder to publicly as-
sert themselves. the consequences are dire, including the explosion of 
HIv infections and complications into full- blown aIds within diasporic 
cultures. largely uninvestigated, the work of ligon is perhaps the most 
prominent diasporic venue that has brought the plight of HIv infections 
into the open.
 a story that is hardly told is the process through which the system-
atic subversion of Christian values contributed tremendously to  liberation 
struggles in black diasporic culture, despite the popular association of 
civil rights activities almost exclusively with black churches. the work of 
john Biggers, in its diasporic theological pluralism, looks at the contribu-
tions of diversity in religious worship in african american communities. 
Biggers visually argues that the campaigns and struggles for equality and 
civil rights in diasporic cultures transcend the confines of Christianity. 
His work elaborates on the re- presentation of african americans to ex-
plore african myths, symbols, and religions. He further articulates the 
historical presence of a poly- theological praxis that sometimes regards 
Christian orthodoxy as part of the black diasporic problem. the transition 
from theological faith to political skepticism, as shown in writings and 
paintings by african americans including ralph ellison, amiri Baraka, 
Charles white, Harriet Powers, aaron douglas, and jean- michel Basquiat, 
reveals a systematic polarization of theological activities that mirrors the 
multiple political history of struggles against subordinating values im-
posed by the dominant culture, within which blacks are (dis)located.
 with its symmetrical structure, konkobility sets up a critical value 
system that, in spite of its street crudeness, recognizes how justice or 
equity operates on symmetry and balance. Konkobility also highlights 
how the story may be totally asymmetrical when represented from the 
“one- point- perspective” (of the market woman, in this case), despite the 
underlying purpose of presenting a balanced view. the market woman 
ends up presenting her own values, even as she purports to present the 
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whole story, from a symmetrical perspective. this may also be regarded 
as coloring. everything is colored, not just in a literal way but also figu-
ratively.16 the question is how to discover the complementary form of 
the colors to create symmetry. In its representation of africana arts, does 
art history totally ignore the complementary values of indigenous others, 
thus ending up presenting africana art with colored, asymmetrical hege-
monic structural values and interpretations from the perspective of slave 
ownership?
 values, subsequently, are pivotal visual cultural experiences in meta-
phorical terms. value, in its reference to light and dark experiences in 
visual culture, is primarily a photic and secondarily a phonetic experi-
ence, although both do not so easily separate in ordinary anamnestic rec-
ollections of daily experience. semioptics, coined from semeion+optics 
(sign and seeing), is the semiological system of art historical de- scribing 
and de- signing that is positioned to highlight the photic and phonetic im-
portance of values and illuminate the place of symmetry and balance in 
the search for meaning in art history. semioptics therefore emphasizes 
the value of equilibrium and justice in the equation for interpretation 
in visual cultural speculations. evolving as the manichean balance to 
semi otic de- scribing, semioptic de- signing addresses speculations that are 
visual in the context of recollection or anamnesia.
 to strike a critical balance, semioptics equates the outer or contex-
tual content of an artwork with its inner or subtexual content. this is 
what I call de- signing, a balanced de- scribing. the value of semioptics 
in the de- signing of africana art is remarkable partly because semioptics 
focuses its balanced semantic light on the subtextual or in- scribed con-
tent behind the content, and not solely on the direct contextual, ascribed, 
or immediate cultural content of the art object. For example, because the 
 Benin culture has been active from the earliest contact between africa 
and the west, the semioptic content of Benin art will contain and tran-
scend the ascribed immediate functional Benin court iconography, to in-
clude a hidden inscribed content that highlights the history of european 
encounter, interaction, and subjugation. that history, for example, must 
highlight the role of slavery in the production of the art works and bal-
ance the weight and pains of enslavement with the clamor for repatria-
tion. semioptic equations are illuminating only to the extent to which  
they evaluate africana images as cultural linkages between africa and the 
diasporas, including photic or visual memories and retinal recollections 
of the activities of the triangular trade. In africana art, semioptics ex-
plores the in- scribed content of a- scribed visual content and the in- scribed 
form of a- scribed visual form through de- signing and de- scribing.
 semioptics, as visual culture, is therefore applied art history resulting 
from the need to balance the semiotic master narratives emanating from 
the west about africana culture since the arrival of the Portuguese ships. 
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as a consequence of its birth in the horrendous maternities of the middle 
Passage, semioptics is specifically de- signed to emphasize the functional 
aspects of visual cultural studies and to highlight the value of art history 
as a humanistic tool—to illuminate and evaluate with geophysical, bio-
logical, psychological, and historical perspectives that de- signs designs 
and de- scribes descriptions. Because of the insidious presence of trauma 
in the art and art historiography of africana visual culture, the place of 
ethical and aesthetic balance is paramount in semioptics, to balance the 
semiotic inclination for mere representation. the judicious and critical 
application of the semioptic values of balance is therefore most revealing 
and compelling, as we re- member the fragments and shards of traditional 
african art, contemporary african art, and diasporic african art into an 
integral africana visual culture. we await the hour of a thoroughly de- 
mastered semioptic narrative re- membering the three fragments into one 
unified historical form with humanistic anamnesia.

N o t e s

 1. the dating in this paper relies mostly on the work of william Fagg, whose 
contribution has been controversial in some respect. Because of his seeming de-
fense of the British Punitive expedition to Benin, he is sometimes regarded as a 
colonial agent. His dating of the nok culture is disputed by Cheikh anta diop 
in Notes Africaines, no 152, october 1976, IFan, dakar. I’m indebted to Babarcar 
m’bow for offering me an illuminating if radical and speculative african nation-
alist perspective on the history of metallurgy in africa.
 2. this is not a debate on whether african slave owners treated their slaves 
better than anglo slave owners, or whether slavery was better or worse in africa 
or the americas. semioptics seeks to de- sign and de- scribe the in- scribed master 
narratives, signs, and designs a- scribed to the dominant cultures on both sides of 
the atlantic.
 3. Babatunde lawal, “aworan: representing self and metaphorical other in 
yoruba art,” Art Bulletin, september 2001.
 4. this is a pidgin form of culpability.
 5. the beginning of one of the chanted poetry goes: Yo biladi fuulu / 
 Konkobility / Bo ba di kootu / Ma gbe o ta / Ma fi o sanwo ile. translation: you 
bloody fool / Culpability / I’ll take you to court / and get you sold / your proceeds 
will pay for the suit.
 6. about a decade ago, there was a heated exchange between william Fagg, 
one of the western pioneers in Benin art studies, and ekpo eyo, one of the pio-
neering africans to study Benin art. Fagg defended the British attack of Benin City 
and the plunder of the art works. eyo took a contrary position, advocating the im-
mediate repatriation of the works. western scholars have played a prominent role 
in the study of Benin art and history, but hardly do they tackle the issue of the re-
patriation that is usually raised by the indigenes.
 7. the British attacked the kingdom of Benin in 1897, sacked the capital city of 
Benin, exiled the king, and removed hundreds of art objects from the kingdom.
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 8. see Heather Holloway, “african royalties demand return of ancient 
stolen treasures,” in Blink: Black Information Link, www.blink.org.uk, march 26, 
2004.
 9. timothy Garrard, “Benin metal- casting technology,” in The Art of Power 
/ The Power of Art: Studies in Benin Iconography, ed. Paula Ben- amos and arnold 
rubin (los angeles: museum of Cultural History, UCla, 1983), 18.
 10. Harvard’s abiola Irele cautions me, “moyo, frankly, you exaggerate here. 
let’s take a pot, any pot, from the old tradition. How does that reflect slavery?” Im-
possible, I think, to know whether the pot embodies slavery or not, but the shadow 
of slavery hangs over it, as long as it has been decontextualized and dismembered 
from the name of the artist, date of manufacture, original patronage, and place of 
manufacture. without this information, the pot cannot be cleared of its potenti-
ality as a slave paraphernalium.
 11. the brilliance of oyewunmi’s work is most manifest in her discussions of 
language and less focused on images.
 12. michael d. Harris, Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation 
(Chapel Hill: University of north Carolina Press, 2003), 250.
 13. Ibid., 219.
 14. jerry salt, “Kara walker: Ill will and desire,” Flash Art, november/ 
december 1996, 86.
 15. michael ray Charles, interview conducted in his office, august 2008, aus-
tin, texas.
 16. Harris, Colored Pictures.
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12 oUt oF ConteXt:  
tHInKInG CUltUral  
stUdIes dIasPorICally

Grant Farred

By itself, out of context—but a context, always, remains open, thus 
fallible and insufficient.

—Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx

the singular claim of Cultural studies is that there can be no proj-
ect of the political, no thinking of the political, without culture, 

without the study of culture at its core.1 as a discipline inherently resis-
tant to definition, Cultural studies can be broadly understood as a field 
of study (founded in the mid- 1950s) attentive to historical conjuncture. It 
is marked as a field that has, from its inception, taken seriously the in-
tersection amongst politics, various popular cultures (as well as cultures 
of resistance, subversion, and subaltern innovation), and the possibility of 
culture as a mode of thinking that critically engages all articulations of 
power—state, institutional, personal, and so on. For precisely this reason, 
there can be no thinking of the political without the serious consideration 
of that confluence between the political and the popular. Cultural studies 
articulates the complicated relationship that always exists amongst poli-
tics, “Culture,” and popular culture. so central is culture and popular cul-
ture to the thinking of the political, in fact, that several Cultural stud-
ies scholars—many of whom have turned to the business of intervening 
in the process of state policymaking—have suggested that the preoccu-
pation with popular culture has displaced politics as the discipline’s pri-
mary project. nowhere has the turn to Policy studies been more evident, 
of course, than among australian Cultural studies thinkers such as tony 
Bennett, Ien ang, Ian Hunter, and stuart Cunningham.2 these scholars 
have argued against the “abstraction” of Cultural studies, against the 
literary- based analysis that has long held sway. they have insisted that 
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the only way to do Cultural studies with any kind of political efficacy is 
to intervene at the level of the state: at the level of the political where bu-
reaucratic decisions are made; in those political offices from which the 
state administers power. Policy studies is, in Foucaultian terms (that reso-
nate, intriguingly and discordantly, with that of Carl schmitt’s), the rec-
ognition that Cultural studies can only impress itself upon the political 
by articulating itself as a critique of “governmentality.”
 However, because the history of Cultural studies is—and has been 
since its founding in the ideological, intellectual and ethical crises of the 
mid- 1950s3—the history of intervention in the particularities of succes-
sive political moments, Cultural studies is perforce the discipline of nec-
essary and generative insufficiency. Because it has no one methodology—
 in fact, it can be said to have either several methodologies or none at 
all—Cultural studies cannot address every political event in the same 
way; one mode of intervention is, in all likelihood, insufficient for an-
other. Paradoxically, it is precisely this disciplinary insufficiency that has 
created the space for those scholars who favor policy advocacy, to do their 
political work within the broad Church of Cultural studies. this “inher-
ent insufficiency,” the political and disciplinary response to the speci-
ficity of the event, has created in Cultural studies not only the possibility 
for thinking particularity but also the imperative to think “out of con-
text”: to think outside (if we can conceive of the outside as antonymic to 
orthodoxy; which is to say, not unrelated to the “object” itself), outside a 
discipline that has no history of orthodoxy.
 Cultural studies has established itself through thinking outside the 
available paradigms with which it has long been associated (literature, 
history, and sociology, to name but three), through a disregard for disci-
plinary boundaries and purity (even as it retains strong links to literary 
studies, a connection that remains too strong for many within Cultural 
studies). Cultural studies derives its critical force from its ability to think 
both within and outside the immediate conjuncture, inside, outside, and 
beyond the demands of the particular moment. Cultural studies com-
pels a thinking of the political despite the potential for fallibility—for be-
ing wrong—and despite the insufficiencies at hand—conceptual, political, 
practical—that are constitutive of any event. Cultural studies demands, 
in that most difficult of negotiations, the simultaneity of dis- articulation 
and re- articulation of context. It engenders a thinking “out of context,” 
against the prevailing logic, and an imagining of how that context might 
be differently named, politically. we might then say that Cultural studies 
represents a perpetually dislocated or diasporic thinking. this is not the 
same as suggesting that Cultural studies, especially in the United states, 
always addresses the issue of the diaspora. there are, however, traditions, 
amongst which the Centre for Contemporary Cultural studies (CCCs) at 
the University of Birmingham is preeminent, where the diaspora can be 
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said to have been pivotal in politically reorienting Cultural studies. Both 
these tendencies will be engaged more fully later.
 writing about the experience of an author entering a language from 
the outside, Kafka as a “Czech writing in German, and Beckett an Irish-
man (often) writing in French,” Gilles deleuze argues that this signals 
an approach to the use of a language that is not the author’s own: “what 
they do . . . is invent a minor use of the major language within which 
they express themselves entirely; they minorize this language, much as 
in music, where the minor mode refers to dynamic combinations in per-
petual disequilibrium” (deleuze, 109, original emphasis). the experience 
of the diaspora, following deleuze’s thinking, could be represented as the 
“minorizing” constitutive of human dislocation and deracination. the di-
aspora “minorizes” the experience of the political subject: relocated to the 
metropolitan center, the political subject is disenfranchised and desubjec-
tivated by the event of occupying the time and space of the other (while 
being identified as other); the other who (fully or even partially) acknowl-
edge the time, culture, language, and history of the other. this is the con-
dition of the diaspora: to struggle with, against, in spite of the event of 
being “minorized.” It is to stake a claim for the right to “write”—think, 
speak, imagine in a language that is “outside” of the “major” language. 
to be diasporic is to think “minorization” while acquiring fluency in the 
major language that can never be either fully owned—inhabited—or dis-
missed.
 Because Cultural studies, which exemplifies the complicated experi-
ence of disciplinary “minorization,” is premised on the recognition that 
every historical moment is founded on its own political, that every his-
torical moment produces its own particular articulation of the popular, 
and that every historical moment demands that Cultural studies think 
itself in relation to the specific relations between the political and the 
popular, every Cultural studies conjuncture is a “context” unto itself, 
outside of the context of the event before or after; out of context in rela-
tion to every other context. the crises (suez, nikita Khrushchev’s denun-
ciation of stalin’s violence and the soviet invasion of Hungary) that pro-
duced Cultural studies in the mid- 1950s are distinct from the conditions 
that enabled its institutional location in Britain and the United states 
in the 1960s and ’70s—institutions such as CCCs and the University of 
 warwick.
 Consequently, the only way to think about Cultural studies is as a 
series of dislocations, a series of “diasporas.” that is, to think of Cultural 
studies as analogous to movement, often the consequence of economi-
cally, politically, ethnically, and/or ideologically inspired deracination—
the forced migration of black african (or asian or Caribbean) bodies to 
places outside of their originary locale. while acknowledging the value 
of the long- standing Cultural studies tradition of always thinking con-
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textually, from its origins with the deeply rooted work of raymond wil-
liams (from his groundbreaking essay “Culture is ordinary” to his auto-
biographical novel Border Country) to richard Hoggart’s Uses of Literacy 
and Fredric jameson’s famous opening injunction in The Political Uncon-
scious, “always historicize,” the argument here is for a different, counter-
vailing recognition: to think out of context, to complicate the understand-
ing of how context might work, to think the insufficiencies of “context.” 
Cultural studies, it could be argued, cannot presume that it needs only 
to repeat itself in order to do its political work. In fact, the discipline has 
always been politically singular but contextually “sovereign,” simultane-
ously composed of contiguous events and practices but also political sites 
and moments outside of and particular to itself.
 thinking the african diaspora from outside can produce, as in the 
work of diasporic south african author j. m. Coetzee, a connection—a 
thinking—with other diasporas and indigeneities—as in the work of di-
asporic australian writer david malouf (who writes about his native aus-
tralia, sometimes from Italy)—that reveals the political necessity of main-
taining not only the locality of the “outside” but retaining in any such 
reading the tension inherent in producing a “minorized” political subject.

t h e  s i N g u l a r  a N D  t h e 
r e p e t i t i o N  o f  t h e  s i N g u l a r

the fact remains that any mode of thinking that is the least bit singular reveals 
itself in saying basically the same thing, which it cannot but hazard every time 
in the colorful prism of circumstances.

—jacques rancière, The Philosopher and His Poor

 thought as a constitutive outside, Cultural studies is, following ran-
cière, “singular.” It is a particular way of reading the political and yet, 
even as it refuses repetition, it retains a commitment to intervention. 
 every event of Cultural studies thus “says the same thing” without “say-
ing the same thing.” every articulation of the african diaspora is unthink-
able without the recognition that saying the “same thing” is never saying 
the same thing. It is not simply that every experience of the africa dias-
pora is particular, specific to itself, as much as it shares key phenomena 
with other experiences of the diaspora, but that every account of the af-
rican diaspora is “out of context.” It belongs to another place, in another 
place, a place that is not the place where it is, a place for which the di-
asporic subject may or may not yearn, a place where the diasporic subject 
may or may not want to return, if such a return were at all possible. to 
be diasporized is to be articulated to, disarticulated from, and rearticu-
lated through a context that is outside of the place from where the sub-
ject speaks. the fallibilities and insufficiencies inherent to the diaspora 
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emerge out of context beyond the place of speaking. the african diaspora 
must be thought as a multiple and variegated articulation, as that pre-
carious, and precariously dis- advantaged, position of the outside (that is 
problematically related to the “inside”). the outside, which is of course 
simultaneously its own kind of inside, is the only place from which to 
speak the diaspora.
 Because of its rancièrean “singularity,” Cultural studies has always 
been a venerable poacher’s practice. It is a “discipline” that borrows from 
other forms of thought in order to think itself precisely because it cannot 
“say the same thing,” even when the political appears to be the “same.” 
In order to produce its critiques and interventions, Cultural studies has 
drawn from, and continues to draw from, a range of disciplines. these in-
clude, but are not limited to, literary studies, sociology, Political theory, 
Policy studies, Philosophy, and anthropology. Cultural studies has been 
and remains, in derrida’s Specters of Marx sense, “open” to other disci-
plines because of its fallibilities and insufficiencies. It is “open” to other 
disciplines precisely because it is at once less than its “disciplinary host” 
and, by virtue of its political practice, more than that discipline. Criti-
cally attentive to its lacks, Cultural studies understands the imperative to 
address—and redress—its “disciplinary” insufficiencies. It is, in this re-
gard, a “discipline” that cannot be “closed”: it must always be open to that 
which it is not. Cultural studies cannot do its work without a singular 
commitment to—an openness to—the contingencies of the moment; it 
cannot do its conceptual work without the tools it has culled from those 
disciplines with which it is dialogically linked. However, the effects of 
disciplinary openness work both ways. Cultural studies is both, in shake-
speare’s terms, a “borrower and a lender”: it enriches and problematizes 
those other disciplines as much as it utilizes them. It has, among other 
things, infused literary studies with a critical means for incorporating 
into its orbit strategies for reading the popular; it has lent sociology a 
keener, more contested notion of how culture functions; and it has made 
available to anthropologists a more difficult articulation of the role of cul-
ture in society.
 It is in its dislocation, its disarticulation and rearticulation of itself, 
that Cultural studies reveals itself to be, both paradigmatically and philo-
sophically, a diasporic practice. the diaspora is, like Cultural studies, out 
of sheer psychic and political necessity, a poacher’s modality. this is in 
large measure because Cultural studies has, with rare exceptions, never 
had the benefit of a permanent institutional location.4 like a diasporic 
subject, at once in search of a space of respite and insurgent, at once tol-
erated and made to feel unwelcome, simultaneously aggressive and un-
sure about this new place in which it finds itself, Cultural studies has 
had to rely on the kindness of institutional—well, if not strangers, then—
“reluctant relatives” in order to do its work. Following derrida, we might 
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think Cultural studies and the diaspora as an “autoimmunity.”5 there 
can be no diaspora without the preparedness to risk death (the literal, psy-
chic, and social death of the deracinated subject), and yet it is the very “in-
hospitality” of home (politically, economically, and socially induced in-
hospitality) that makes the taking of that risk absolutely necessary.
 to extend this autoimmune logic, there is always a double risk of in/
hospitality: the metropolis could result in the repetition of the very inhos-
pitality that is being fled—such as the hostility experienced by african 
migrants in europe or the persecution visited upon that paradigmatic di-
aspora, the roma, in places such as Italy, slovenia, Bulgaria, and slova-
kia. of course, the metropolis could also prove “hospitable,” inhabitable 
in ways that “home” is precisely not. It is in this way that in/hospitality 
is always, by dint of historical force, central to any discussion of the di-
aspora. It is for this reason that questions are asked: How in/hospitable 
are conditions in the place of arrival? what form does in/hospitability 
take? are all diasporas equal? (How, for example, to think the relation-
ship between african americans—the “political subjects” of the middle 
Passage—and late twentieth and early twenty- first- century african mi-
grants to the United states? How much, if any, “racial solidarity” can 
be presumed? In fact, who has the historic right to be named “african 
american?” should there not be a place for the term “american africans” 
in the lexicon of the diaspora?) what series of political events or what po-
litical climate shapes the discourse of in/hospitability? are all pivotal to 
the diasporic experience? In/hospitality, risk, death (“suicide” is derrida’s 
more trenchant term), and the language of profound uncertainty are fun-
damental to writing the diaspora, to writing the encounter of the other 
with the other.
 Cultural studies has operated, sometimes furtively, always with a 
greater or lesser sense of in/hospitality, sometimes with the consent of the 
institutional authorities, from within language departments, especially 
english, anthropology, and sometimes sociology, political science, or com-
parative literature—or, to use the more precise architectural metaphor, 
Cultural studies has had to function under the in/hospitable auspices of 
these departments. as a consequence, Cultural studies has been relieved 
of the burden of institutional maintenance or institution building and is 
without a base within the academy: without a secure place from which it 
could do its work so that the possibility of doing work, to say nothing of 
the conditions of labor, is always understood as a contingent possibility.
 as a result, Cultural studies has “wandered,” if not like a wordsworth-
ian “cloud” then certainly like the displaced subject of the diaspora, from 
one institutional site to another, making institutional accommodations 
here, concessions there, staking claims, in order to continue its work. If 
there is no one Cultural studies methodology, an aspect of the “disci-
pline” many of its practitioners value rather than express any concern 
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about, then it is because it has for more than half a century operated as a 
diasporic subject of the university—a (barely) acknowledged presence, a 
sometimes ghostly presence, haunting “pure” disciplines, spectrally pres-
ent, but a presence, nevertheless, and almost invariably a political one. 
Cultural studies’ propensity for innovative, creative thinking, for working 
across and often in disregard for disciplinary boundaries, is a consequence 
of it never being “disciplined” into a methodology, into a singular way of 
thinking, into political or cultural one- ness. Cultural studies, we might 
say at the risk of romanticizing diasporic existence, has made a virtue out 
of institutional in/hospitable homelessness—or semi- homelessness, at the 
very least.
 It is in the process of living out of context that Cultural studies 
has, like the diasporic subject, perfected the marxist art of necessity, of 
 making—as marx says in “the eighteenth Brumaire of louis Bonaparte”—
history under conditions not of its own choosing. Cultural studies has, 
like the diasporic subject, constructed an institutional viability for itself 
by borrowing from the “host” culture, determining what can be adapted, 
retooled, and modified from the place of origin and what cannot; it is 
the act of making do, of experimenting, of sometimes acknowledging the 
borrowing and sometimes not. It is about recognizing that to be out of 
context occasionally means having access, simultaneously, unequally, to 
more than one context; conceptually and politically, it is to make poach-
ing a way of life. to be “out of context” is to ontologize the diaspora: to 
think from the place of dislocation. to think the diaspora is to open up 
into the condition of autoimmunity—the vulnerability of the displaced 
subject within the political and therefore the possibility of enfranchise-
ment that will inscribe it differently, less vulnerably, within the political; 
its out of placeness within the (new) political; its uncertainness before 
and in relationship to the law, the epistemological insufficiency which 
means that, because the subject can never fully “know,” the subject can 
only speculate about what it knows it does not know and therefore does 
not always know what it is speculating about.
 It is the autoimmunity, fallibility, and insufficiency of the place of 
origin that produces the violence of deracination: epistemological, affec-
tive, and psychic violence, a violence that recalls for many diasporic sub-
jects the “origin” and the raison d’être of the diasporic experience—the 
flight from the dictatorship, the gulag, genocide, or, more “mundanely,” 
the desperate departure from economic hopelessness, increasingly the nar- 
rative of raced diasporic subjects in europe and the United states. that is 
the narrative of vengeance, the violence that attends to the out of place-
ness, that is inherent to the experience of the diaspora. the diaspora is the 
narrative of love: the ineradicable memory: the ineradicability of attach-
ment to that place (we might call it “home”) of deepest attachment and 
affiliation. the diaspora represents the psychic costs of negation, a cost 
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that not even the logic of autoimmunity can always ameliorate: the costs 
of not staying, of having left, of leaving behind—because it a process that 
is always in process—the place of origin, the place of love. the diaspora is, 
reductively phrased, not that which was. It is not the maghreb for north 
africans in spain, not west africa for those black traders selling cheap 
imitation designer goods in new york or Buenos aires.
 the diaspora is always the narrative of the insufficient, that which in 
itself is never enough to, for, and in and of itself (like autoimmunity, the 
subject can never protect itself from itself): there can never be an equiva-
lence between the place of origin and the place of contemporary habita-
tion, living permanently, sometimes more uneasily than others, with the 
condition of in/hospitability so that there is always the recognition that 
there can never be a diaspora with the greatest risk—life or death, life and 
death, life in death, death in (deracinated) life. above all else, the diaspora 
articulates the narrative of being out of context: of being historically fal-
lible and insufficient in relation to the psychic and affective logic of place. 
In taking this un/imaginable risk, there is always the task of political mea-
suring: of “evaluating” the risk, its effects, its consequences, producing 
the ontological question: is the risk worth the risk? In the stark, almost 
darwinian (which also, strikingly enough, evokes the fiercely “survival-
ist” rhetoric of malcolm X) terms of david malouf’s protagonist Gemmy, 
from the novel Remembering Babylon, “since he had somehow found his 
way into the world, his object, like any creature’s, was to stay in it and 
by any means he could” (malouf, 25). It is always a violent, autoimmune 
struggle to “stay in it,” this place that is not the site of origin, and yet it 
is now inhabited precisely because it is not that original place; the place 
of origin is always autoimmunely related to the place in the diaspora.
 the diaspora, the desire to “stay in it,” demands nothing so much as a 
thinking “out of context”: the historical thinking of the dislocated subject 
in relation to its out of placeness, its removal from “itself”; the diaspora 
demands a thinking beyond immediate and historic contexts. the dias-
pora constitutes a necessary affective, political, and psychic insufficiency 
in that it requires the holding together of the contradiction: the “dis- 
articulation,” like the deleuzian “disequilibrium,” of the place of origin 
and its re- articulation in the place of habitation; and the re- articulation of 
the place of inhabitation in the difficult (to translate) terms of the place 
of origin. the diaspora is not simply a matter of contextual translation—
the act of making affective and historical sense of the processes of dis-
location and relocation—but the constitutive site of autoimmunity: to 
live diasporically is to recognize the condition of living without the pos-
sibility of a singular context. It is to live with the fallibility of history, 
the violence that constitutes love and memory, and the insufficiency of 
place. not just the place of habitation or the place of origin, but any place. 
not simply, say, the poverty of morocco but the precarious temporary in-
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habitation of andalusia by the “boat people” who cross the straits in the 
twenty- first century in search of work. andalusia is, moreover, a region 
of spain haunted by la reconquista,6 the history of moorish conquest and 
Catholic spain’s reconquest of the region of centuries gone by; for this 
reason, the contemporary diaspora is indissolubly linked to the bloody 
violence of colonization and the “liberation” era of the Crusades, of the 
aggressive march of Islam and the determined resurgence of an imperial, 
militaristic Castilian Catholicism.
 to live diasporically is to live “out of context,” beyond the place of 
physical occupation or affective imagining. Bound by their mutual “out of 
contextness,” Cultural studies and the african diaspora can do more than 
learn from each other, and they can do more than animate each other. 
thinking them together demonstrates how these two modes of critical 
thinking, this poacher’s discipline and this political condition that is in- 
creasingly crucial to the lives of innumerable people throughout the world, 
are conceptually constitutive of each other. there can be no thinking of 
Cultural studies without thinking of the diaspora; there can be no ar-
ticulation of the diasporic experience without the recognition of the con-
stitutive, supportive, and critically symbiotic and symbolic role that the 
popular—and culture more generally—plays in the insufficient process of 
dis-  and re- articulation of the deracinated subject. there can be no think-
ing of the popular and the diasporic without an accounting for race. lo-
cated at the core of the history of Cultural studies in Britain is the nar-
rative of metropolitan dis- articulation and re- articulation by the resilient 
experience of migration.
 the Empire Windrush docked on the english coast port of southamp-
ton in 1947, filled to the gills with colonials from the anglophone Carib-
bean. Cultural studies was founded less than a decade later. no sooner 
had the Ugandan and Kenyan governments expelled their asian nationals 
in 1972 than Hall and his colleagues at the CCCs were confronted with 
the violence of metropolitan racism. they produced Policing the Crisis 
(PTC), a study of the “moral crisis” that arose in response to the “epi-
demic” of “muggings” in the racially mixed Birmingham neighborhood 
of Handsworth. all of the “muggers” in the Handsworth event had dias-
poric backgrounds—Irish, Caribbean, or turkish. this was a “crisis,” not 
simply for diasporic subjects and the British state but also—in the most 
dynamic sense—within Cultural studies. the local and (global) post- 
imperial conjunctures of 1972 compelled Cultural studies to think race 
in its locally diasporic formation. through their work in PTC, the Bir-
mingham scholars recognized how the dissolution of Britain’s imperial 
past was taking place right before their eyes. the now dilapidated, ra-
cially diverse neighborhood of Handsworth, where the infamous “mug-
ging” of an older white man by three youths from the area took place, 
was only a stone’s throw from the University of Birmingham’s campus 
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where CCCs was housed and directed by the jamaican- born Hall, him-
self a product of this postwar diaspora. (Hall came to england in the early- 
1950s on a rhodes scholarship to oxford’s merton College.) out of that 
historic 1972 conjuncture, out of the critiques developed in PTC, out of 
that “crisis,” a Cultural studies was born that attended more closely to 
the politics of race. For the very first time, PTC made race a political cate-
gory that had to be thought alongside class and sometimes before it. Be-
fore this Handsworth- centered work, the white english working- class ex-
perience predominated Cultural studies, studied as it was across a broad 
sweep of the discipline’s history—from the nineteenth- century dissent-
ers in e. P. thompson’s magisterial writing in The Making of the English 
Working Class to Paul willis’s study of contemporary biker culture.
 the history of Cultural studies can thus be said to coincide with the 
massive postwar migration of black populations from africa, the Carib-
bean, and the asian subcontinent to europe and the United states. the 
Empire Windrush was merely metonymic of the diaspora and the politics 
of the diaspora to come: it was simply the first postwar ship to bring black 
bodies in such large, and mainly masculine, numbers. Coming firstly as 
gastarbeiters required by a metropolitan economy desperately in need of 
workers, and then later on as workers fleeing either their own devastated 
economies or simply in search of better financial prospects, these succes-
sive waves of black migration substantively remade metropolitan sites 
through their culture; after third world independence, events such as the 
african expulsion of already once- diasporized asians (the “kala pani”—
“dark waters”—voyage that displaced nineteenth- century asians from 
their native subcontinent to africa, the islands of the Pacific ocean, Ca-
ribbean, and elsewhere), 1972 produced a new wave and type of diasporic 
subject—the diasporized subject dislocated by colonization now again de-
racinated by the excesses of Kenyan and Ugandan postcolonial rule. It is 
precisely this experience and articulation of the violence of dislocation 
that distinguishes British from north american Cultural studies.
 the diaspora has never been constitutive of Cultural studies in the 
United states, where the discipline arrived later and in a very different 
political form. In north america, it could be said, diasporic studies was 
less disjoined from Cultural studies than it was never really constitu-
tive of the discipline. the politics of the diaspora, in the north american 
academy, was accommodated within language departments, especially 
those hospitable to the study of postcolonial literature and culture, those 
institutional redoubts where the novels of v. s. naipaul, assia djebar, and 
monica ali, the fiction and drama of wole soyinka, and the poetic verse 
and drama of derrick walcott are read. the literature, culture, and critical 
theory of the postcolonial found a home, sometimes with the politics of 
Cultural studies, often shorn of it, in english, romance studies, and span-
ish or Portuguese departments. what did not go unremarked upon from 
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the mid- 1980s, however, by both Cultural studies and postcolonial schol-
ars, and on both sides of the atlantic and in places beyond such as austra-
lia and taiwan, was how new forms of dress, physical self- representation, 
and artistic expression emerged through the presence of this “influx” of 
migrants—sometimes labeled “diasporic” or “postcolonials,” occasion-
ally understood as constitutively similar political subjects.
 the jazz music that had marked the diasporization of african ameri-
cans fleeing the racism of the United states during the interwar years 
and afterward (as the essays and fiction of james Baldwin so poignantly 
and painfully recounts for us) was supplemented—not displaced—in the 
1970s and ’80s by the reggae and rastafarianism of the Caribbean, the 
haunting melodies of an ali Farka touré. through the music of Bob mar-
ley, the narratives of grand return to africa (from the Caribbean and the 
United states) voiced in such stentorian tones in the early decades of the 
twentieth century by his countryman marcus Garvey were recast, made 
relevant for the Babylonian experience of the late twentieth century; in 
the ghostly but seductive tunes of salif Keita and angelique Kidjo, there 
is the recall—and return to popularity—of Baaba maal, ali Farka touré, 
and Fela Kuti. For later generations there would be the anger, social cri-
tiques, and bling- bling romance of american hip- hop filtered through the 
experiences of Brixton, london, and the ghettoes named “suburbs” on 
the outskirts of Paris, those diasporic locales where the “trinadadians,” 
“west africans,” and the “arabs”—from north africa—live; hip- hop, it 
should be said, “gone native” and sometimes augmented by a jazz itself 
long rooted in these re- diasporized spaces; or those metropolitan locales 
subjected to a fresh dose of diasporic cultural creativity and economic des-
peration; those metropolitan spaces made, for the first or the umpteenth 
time, “out of place” to themselves in order to accommodate diasporized 
subjects, that movement of black and brown bodies that made the “na-
tives” out of place in “their” place by an array of sociopolitical forces that 
was both global and local in origin. the colonial project, after all, began 
in newly industrialized metropolitan sites such as the port city of liver-
pool and the factories of manchester, so that the locals were intimately 
involved in—and, to a large extent, benefited from—the economy of colo-
nialism.
 out of these diasporic and rediasporized cultures, out of the history 
of poaching and the imprints made by the black subjects of the diaspora 
on the metropolis, new political identities emerged. these identities, it 
should be said, mobilized diasporic communities because they addressed 
issues of race, black alienation from the political, gender, sexuality, and 
ethnicity. In remaking the metropolis, diasporic communities from af-
rica to asia can also be said to be partly responsible for disarticulating the 
political pieties of the metropolitan left and reconfiguring the political 
landscape of europe and north america. recognizing that the new claims 
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that diasporic communities, as well as women, gays, lesbians, and envi-
ronmentalists, were making on the metropolitan political were creating 
not only a new language for politics, “identity,” but an entirely new way 
of doing politics, Cultural studies—ever attentive, especially in the work 
of theorists such as Hall, to transformed conditions of politics—helped to 
address this new configuration. Identity politics became, in its very for-
mulation and reformation of the left political, a critique of grand political 
narratives that had long excluded people of color and those from the dias-
pora; identity politics did not so much make room or accommodate those 
who had once been “lonely londoners,” those who drifted, almost every 
one of them at the very edge of poverty, in sam selvon’s 1950s novel (The 
Lonely Londoners), from one lumpenproletariat mode of existence to an-
other. rather, it was from the politics of identity produced by constituen-
cies such as the grandchildren of selvon’s black londoners, now cast as 
the diasporic “yardies” of victor Headley’s early 1990s black pulp fiction,7 
that the metropolitan left and Cultural studies took its political cue.
 located on the outside of the traditional metropolitan left, working 
from a position of historic vulnerability, it was through the act of de-
manding that their material, political, and cultural insufficiencies be ad-
dressed, be redressed, that the experience of the diaspora proved crucial to 
providing both Cultural studies and diasporic communities themselves 
with the critical tools to conduct a different kind of politics: a politics that 
opened from the position of the diasporized. Having to think their politics 
from outside of the context of the traditional left, diasporized communi-
ties demonstrated the political value of insufficiency. or, as Slow Man’s 
Paul rayment would have it, it is about the “out- side.” reflecting on his 
own complicated diasporic trajectory, Paul says, “I can pass among aus-
tralians. I cannot pass among the French. that, as far as I am concerned, 
is all there is to it, to the national- identity business: where one passes 
and where on the contrary one stands out” (Coetzee, 197). It is precisely 
because diasporic subjects “stand out” that they reveal their inability to 
“pass” as or among the French, australians, or British to be a genera-
tive position, a position from which the political could be reconceived, 
recali brated, and reimagined. to “stand out” is to make left politics un-
recognizable to itself, to make this “national- identity business” matter in 
ways that Paul will have no truck with, requires the act of wrenching the 
class- based, white, masculinist (with which Paul aligns himself) purvey-
ors of a deeply racist unconscious and sometimes not so unconscious left 
out of its own historic context. the “non- Pauline” diasporic subject8 rep-
resents the voice of deleuzian “disequilibrium”: the inability, like Paul 
among the French, to pass, to signify a visceral out of contextness, makes 
outsider ness an identity, the centrifugal force of a “minorized” political 
speaking against a majoritarian political language. If, that is, only for the 
brief historical moment that has been the two decades or so of the iden-
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tity politics movement. For this instant, the discourse of what I have 
named “fallibility and insufficiency” has been displaced from the dias-
poric communities to the historically dominant ones. through its insur-
gent discourses, Cultural studies and the political ingenuity of the di-
aspora have—if only briefly—demonstrated how disarticulation can be 
made to work against dominant constituencies and their narratives.
 to speak that place named “out of context” can occasionally disarticu-
late an entire context—can make it fallible in ways previously unimag-
ined as the violent articulations of the politically enfranchised but cul-
turally and ideologically dispossessed subjects of France’s arab suburbs 
demonstrated in october 2005. the riots that began in Clichy- dubois, 
after the murder of two arab teenagers by the French police, showed how 
an “out of place” raced and denigrated constituency in republican France 
could make an entire country seem momentarily “out of place” to itself. 
those arab and Berber communities were displaced from north africa 
decades earlier to serve the needs of the French economy in menial ca-
pacities (or, as in the case of Berber footballer Zinedine Zidane, to lead the 
nation to world Cup triumph in 1998 and to “infamy” in 2006, thereby 
making the algerian diasporic subject the cultural incarnation of an “in-
clusive” French republicanism). these “arab” subjects returned, in the 
political persons of the children and grandchildren, to disarticulate an en-
tire european nation into a political and psychic out of placeness—if only 
for a traumatic few weeks.

t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  i N  t h e  a N t i p o D e s

Unconditional hospitality exceeds juridical, political, or economic calculation. 
But no thing and no one happens or arrives without it.

—jacques derrida, Rogues

 the traces of this unexpected disarticulation, this displacement of 
the discourse of dislocation from the familiar, the subaltern black body, 
to the unfamiliar, this rendering of the diaspora as “out of context,” is en-
countered most saliently in the fiction of white, diasporic african novelist 
j. m. Coetzee. dislocated to adelaide, australia, the same city in which 
his protagonist, Paul rayment of the novel Slow Man, lives, Coetzee has 
created in this novel the “out of contextness” that marks diasporic life.
 Coetzee’s Paul rayment openly admits to the problematic of dias-
poric existence. as he tells elizabeth Costello, “I had three doses of the 
immigrant experience, not just one, so it imprinted itself quite deeply. 
First when I was uprooted as a child and brought to australia; then when 
I declared my independence and returned to France; then when I gave up 
France and came back to australia. Is this where I belong? I asked with 
each move. Is this my true home?” (192, original emphasis).
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 the deracinations, each movement between north and south, each 
voyage between France and australia, reveal the “out of contextness” that 
is constitutive of diasporic life. the experiences that mark the diaspora 
preclude an easy, “permanent” answer to the inquiry about “home” and 
“belonging,” so Paul is “condemned” to live fallibly, insufficiently. He is 
perpetually out of context, out of place, neither fully australian nor fully 
French, at home in neither the old world nor the new. Slow Man does 
not only engage the issue of western european diasporas. Coetzee’s novel 
also foregrounds the Central european experience—via the Baltic origins 
of his Croatian nurse marijana (“marijana of the Balkans, giver of care, 
compelled even more than he to conduct her life in a foreign tongue”)—
and the diasporic constitution of australia, a nation- state inconceivable 
without the history of several white (and later, middle eastern and asian) 
diasporas, some of whom, of course, were not originally presumed to be-
long categorically to australian whiteness (Coetzee, 165).
 It is in this way that Paul is forced to recognize that his struggle with 
the diasporic experience, the disconcerting autoimmunity of his condi-
tion, is not singular but prevalent. the facts of the australian diaspora are 
brought home to him by his interactions with the women who “interro-
gate” (elizabeth Costello) and care for him (marijana), the Irish Catholic 
and the Croatian Catholic women who simultaneously enable and dis-
rupt Paul’s world after he is hit by a car and his leg is amputated. It is 
elizabeth, the more historically established of the “immigrants,” who is 
the more easily given to mocking Paul: “a pukkah little Catholic boy. I 
can see that, Paul. . . . don’t forget, I am a proper Irish Catholic girl my-
self, a Costello from northcote in melbourne” (Coetzee, 156). However, 
if it is the linguistic intensity and cheek of elizabeth’s questions that un-
settle Paul, it is the shared linguistic discomfiture with marijana that en-
ables Paul, the “notional Frenchman,” to recognize how the diaspora op-
erates to separate the dislocated subject from her or his language (161).
 elizabeth bluntly declares: “‘does it all come down to the english 
language, to your not being confident enough to act in a language that 
is not your own?’” (Coetzee, 230). Paul understands that he and marijana 
are both “minorized” by the language they (cannot but) need to, are com-
pelled to, speak: “she speaks a rapid, approximate australian english with 
slavic liquids and an uncertain command of a and the, coloured by slang 
she must pick up from her children, who must pick it up from their class-
mates. It is a variety of the language he is not familiar with; he rather likes 
it” (27).
 the diaspora demands that the deracinated learn to speak a language 
that is not their own. they are, as deleuze argues, made to inhabit a lan-
guage in which they patently lack facility. Paul and marijana, more so 
than elizabeth, are “foreigners in the language” (deleuze, 109). However, 
it is precisely their foreignness that enables them to “make the language 
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itself scream, stutter, stammer, or murmur” (110). the language they in-
habit so complexly is, as it were, diasporized against itself, disarticulated 
into a different, strange, French- inflected, Ireland- intonated “murmur”; 
with the “uncertain [Croatian] command” of the definite and the indefi-
nite articles, the very grammatical structure of the language is put under 
diasporic pressure by a dislocated speaker learning a language thirdhand: 
indirectly from her children, who “pick it up” directly “from their class-
mates.”
 of course, what troubles Coetzee’s “newly diasporic writing” are the 
colonial, racially overburdened ghosts that haunt the australian psyche 
in much the same way that Paul rayment is autoimmunely bonded for-
ever to the different europes of his past (France, the netherlands, england, 
and even elizabeth Costello’s Ireland): “not just bush. . . . not just black-
fellows either. not zero history. look, that is where we come from: from 
the cold and damp and smoke of that wretched cabin, from those women 
with their helpless black eyes, from that poverty and that grinding labour 
on hollow stomachs. a people with a story of their own, a past. Our story, 
our past” (Coetzee, 52, original emphasis). In this way, Slow Man reveals 
the traces of an australia historically haunted by a racialized “oldness,” 
an aboriginal culture older than Paul rayment’s French one. Slow Man 
insists that it is not only Paul who is always burdened with the sense 
that absolute belonging is inaccessible to him and denied its singularity. 
even Paul insists, sometimes desperately, upon his singularity. In fact, any 
sense of place is always prefaced by the interrogative, “Is this where I be-
long?” a question that is pluralized so that it motivates against anything 
but a contingent understanding of place that rests uneasily, uncannily, 
upon autoimmunity. the specter of out of placeness haunts australia, the 
Balkans, europe, and the africa that elizabeth visited so indiscriminately 
in a previous Coetzee novel, Elizabeth Costello. It is precisely because 
Cultural studies engenders an “out of context” thinking that it becomes 
possible to understand how the african diaspora might be rearticulated—
might rearticulate itself—as and in the experience of a white diasporic af-
rican writer grappling with the several diasporas Coetzee has encountered 
since his relocation from south africa. read “out of context,” read against 
both his place of origin and his place of “resettlement,” Coetzee’s novel 
comes to reveal how it becomes possible to locate the diaspora outside of 
itself, outside of its historical visage.
 Coetzee’s invocation of the aboriginal experience, the “history of 
the past,” which in so many ways recalls the experience of indigenous 
black south(ern) africans, the “chtonic, the ones who stand with their 
feet planted in their native earth,”9 sets his work in conversation with an 
australian writer such as david malouf in Remembering Babylon, in part 
because of their shared preoccupation with language (Coetzee, 198). Com-
ing upon the white settlement, the “white” survivor (of the shipwreck, of 
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parental neglect, of adult abandonment and abuse) Gemmy (“saved,” in 
part through initial indifference, by the aborigines), is silently and not so 
 subtly ridiculed: “He was a parody of a white man. If you gave him a word 
for a thing, he could, after a good deal of huffing and blowing, repeat it, 
but the next time round you had to teach it to him all over again. He was 
imitation gone wrong, and the mere sight of it put you wrong, too, made 
the whole business somehow foolish and open to doubt” (malouf, 39).
 while Paul never comes fully to grips with english, and marijana 
mangles her use of “a” and “the,” Gemmy Fairley has to relearn the use 
of a language that he can now never inhabit fully or comfortably again 
after acquiring not only an aboriginal tongue but the silent and “other 
worldly” form of communication that the indigenous people count as 
critical to their engagement with each other and the universe. this is 
why the white settlers are so afraid of him, so “open to doubt” not only 
about Gemmy but about themselves: “It was the mixture of the mon-
strous strangeness and unwelcome likeness that made Gemmy Fairley so 
disturbing to them, since at any moment he could show either one face or 
the other; as if he were always standing there at one of those meetings, but 
in his case willingly, and the encounter was an embrace” (malouf, 43). an 
“embrace” with the other, that is also an embrace with the self. Gemmy 
is the incarnation of the “stutterer,” of the once- monolingually fluent but 
now bilingual (if the aboriginal tongue can be reduced to a singular lin-
guistic facility) and, as deleuze says, “When a language is so strained that 
it starts to stutter, or to murmur or stammer . . . then language in its en-
tirety reaches the limit that marks the outside and makes it confront si-
lence” (deleuze, 113, original emphasis).
 Gemmy takes the language of the settler, once his own and only lan-
guage, and stretches its possibilities to its very limits: to that point, for the 
settlers (so familiar to Coetzee’s southern africa), where they are haunted 
by their own outsiderness to the land, to australia (or south africa) it-
self. they are definitively not the “chtonic.” It is because of Gemmy’s re-
turn, which is also a “first” turning to (the settlers, their language, cul-
ture, “civilization,” their very way of life) that is simultaneously a turning 
away from (putatively, the aboriginals, always, potentially, the settlers as 
well), that the settlers of malouf’s Remembering Babylon have to confront 
their out of contextness, their own (now indisputable) status as diasporic 
subjects.
 each of them, children, adults, those long settled, those newly ar-
rived, the “educated” and the unlettered, is haunted by the specter of out-
siderness: outside their place of origin (Ireland, Britain), outsiders in land 
where they (the notional landowners), unlike the aboriginally conversant 
Gemmy, do not understand the language of the country in which they 
live. Gemmy’s “return” was psychically deracinating to the settlers, so 
much so that it infantilized the settlers: “It brought you slap up against 
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a terror you thought you had learned, years back, to treat as childish: the 
Bogey, the Coal man, absolute night” (malouf, 42). like children afraid 
of the dark, afraid in the dark, afraid because of the dark, they resort to 
a language frightful in its simplicity: “the Bogey, the Coal man, absolute 
night.” malouf becomes, in this moment, a great deleuzian author be-
cause “He makes the language as such stutter: an affective and intensive 
language, and no longer an affectation of the one who speaks” (malouf, 
107). the language of the outside is the language produced in and by fear 
(the “Bogey” man’s language, so to speak): to “stutter” is not only to dem-
onstrate uncertainty or lack of facility in a language. It also marks the 
struggle against fear toward another command of language. Both Gemmy 
and the settlers are, in this way, engaged in the same project: they are 
“stuttering” their way to language, to linguistically marking their “mi-
norized” status. malouf, like Coetzee, makes the “language as such” di-
asporic, not the author or Gemmy’s own, and yet, autoimmunely, inveter-
ately their own.
 through the theoretical openness of Cultural studies, the diaspora 
can be located “out of context”: it can be dislocated to, or located in, the 
personage of the white european speaking for the white african author, 
struggling with the condition of out of placeness in australia, surely one 
of the most extreme racially charged sites within the diasporic imaginary. 
australia is, moreover, a country in which the history of violence done to 
the native peoples by successive white diasporas—colonialists, “settlers,” 
prisoners who later founded a nation in which they, and not the natives, 
were the dominant subjects of the political, Central and eastern euro-
pean immigrants fleeing from their own deracinations; australia, a nation 
in which the history of violence turned on the issue of racism, on the is-
sue of the identity and culture—or the supposed lack thereof—of the na-
tive peoples. It is only through the critical lens of Cultural studies’ “out 
of contextness” that the complexities, the unexpected incarnations and 
mediations of the african diaspora, suggest how the african diaspora is 
secretly—or not so secretly, given the difficult political conditions under 
which Coetzee was “compelled” into the diaspora—articulated in locales 
well beyond those one would ordinarily suspect.
 even, that is, in the very heart of south african and australian white-
ness that is conceived by the diasporic white south african novelist re-
cently removed to the antipodes or the australian author who writes 
(sometimes) australia from southern europe. In Slow Man (a project in 
various degrees shared by malouf, albeit with a very different literary and 
political sensibility), australia is figured as the last bastion of the white 
imperial imaginary that can be thought out of context: as the singular 
articulation of the african diasporic subject speaking the diaspora in its 
most “universal” conception: as stretching from western europe to east-
ern europe, from europe to australia, written from within—and, argu-
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ably, against—the ghostly presence of an africa that is not named but can-
not, will not, be escaped because this mapping emerges from the south 
african novelist who traces this series of relentless, haphazard, diasporic 
movement that, despite his best efforts, and because of elizabeth Cos-
tello’s presence and the haunting evocative in malouf’s work, will not al-
low the facticity of black africa or aboriginal australia to be erased.

N o t e s

I would like to thank tejumola olaniyan and james sweet for their invitation to 
participate in the conference on the african diaspora and the disciplines. It was 
an event remarkable in its ability to bring together such a focused group of par-
ticipants who were serious in their commitment to thinking the problematic at 
hand. and, no less an achievement, it was significant in its ability to forge friend-
ships amongst the diasporized.
 1. I am using “the political” in Carl schmitt’s sense of the term: the con-
centration of power in the figures of the “state” (so that the distinction between 
one political party and another is, at best, minimal) and the sovereign (the figure 
that at once absorbs all of the state into itself and, of course, exceeds the popu-
lace through its position as sovereign) so that everything outside of this formation 
has, according to schmitt, very little to do with the political. Cultural studies, 
of course, presents itself as a challenge to schmitt’s notion of the political. what 
I am interested in, for this reason, is the relation—if such a relation can indeed 
be imagined—between the political and Cultural studies as a critique of the for-
mation of power, state power, or any other such articulation. see, in this regard, 
schmitt’s The Concept of the Political.
 2. see, for example, tony Bennett’s essay, “Putting Policy into Cultural stud-
ies,” and Ien ang’s “who needs Cultural research?”
 3. see michael Kenny’s The First New Left and dennis dworkin’s Cultural 
Marxism in Postwar Britain for accounts of the critical events of 1956 that pro-
duced the new left and Cultural studies: nikita Khrushchev’s denunciation of 
stalin, the suez Crisis, and the soviet Union’s invasion of Hungary.
 4. the “practicality” of the Policy studies critique is, arguably, most evident 
here: the need to not only build sustainable institutions but to attend to issues 
such as jobs, both within and outside of the academy, for those who graduate, with 
the necessary skills, from Cultural studies programs is a concern that has only 
been addressed directly by Policy studies advocates. It is not an issue that has oc-
cupied the “theoretical” and “literary” wings of Cultural studies with the same 
urgency.
 5. derrida offers his fullest delineation of “autoimmunity” in Rogues: Two 
Essays on Reason: “For what I call the autoimmune consists not only in harm-
ing or ruining oneself, indeed destroying one’s own protections, and in doing so 
oneself, committing suicide or threatening to do so, but, more seriously still, and 
through this, in threatening the I [moi] or the self [soi], the ego or the autos, ip-
seity itself, compromising the immunity of the autos itself: it consists not only in 
compromising oneself [s’auto- entaner] but in compromising the self, the autos—
and thus ipseity. It consists not only in committing suicide but in compromising 
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sui-  or self- referentiality, the self or sui of suicide itself. autoimmunity is more or 
less suicidal, but, more seriously still, it threatens always to rob suicide itself of 
its meaning and supposed integrity” (45).
 6. see Hooper, The New Spaniards, and williams, The Story of Spain, for an 
account of la reconquista.
 7. see victor Headley’s novel, Yardie, which inaugurated a new genre of black 
pulp fiction that directly addressed the condition of black diasporic life in the 
postcolonial metropolis. see also my critique of “yardie fiction,” “when Postcolo-
nial Chickens Come Home to roost.”
 8. I am referring here to the return of st. Paul as a figure for thinking the poli-
tics of diaspora (the emblematic new “cosmopolitanism” or “universalism”), for 
articulating the movement of subjects between the orient (places such as jeru-
salem or damascus) and the occident (especially rome, the capital of early Chris-
tianity). st. Paul is now, again, a political conundrum for our times, courtesy of 
the work of Giorgio agamben (The Time That Remains: A Letter to the Romans), 
alain Badiou (Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism), and slavoj Žižek (The 
Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity and The Universal Ex-
ception).
 9. there is in much of malouf’s work a deep sense of (white) australia being 
haunted by the “chtonic.” even in his work on the exiled poet ovid in imperial 
rome, An Imaginary Life, there are echoes of the “chtonic.” In this regard, in ad-
dition to Remembering Babylon, The Conversations at Curlow Creek is especially 
noteworthy.
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13 aFrICan dIasPora stUdIes In tHe 
Creole- anGloPHone CarIBBean: 
a PersPeCtIve From tHe UnIversIty 
oF tHe west IndIes, mona, jamaICa

Carolyn Cooper

the topography I delineate here is, of necessity, well- traveled terrain. 
I rehearse arguments I have elaborated in my own work on jamai-

can popular culture in order to demonstrate the scope of african diasporic 
praxis in a Caribbean context. I certainly do not claim “exemplary” sta-
tus for my culture- specific readings of african diasporic cultural texts. 
rather, I carefully delimit the boundaries of my project, drawing attention 
to a corpus of critical texts produced in jamaica that, for me, exemplify 
the global/local dialectic in african diaspora studies. First, I deploy lan-
guage as an important borderline: I focus on the Creole- anglophone Carib-
bean. second, I privilege the jamaican cultural landscape, developing both 
“popular” and “academic” conceptions of african diaspora  studies. Fi-
nally, from the perspective of literary/cultural studies, I examine a cluster 
of oral texts in which african diasporic discourse is articulated.
 the african diaspora is a long- established concept in jamaican popular 
culture. marcus Garvey, the preeminent Pan- africanist, energized afri-
cans at home and abroad to reclaim an originary, continental identity. 
Garveyism, that grand ideological movement of the twentieth century, 
spectacularly engendered a liberatory african diasporic consciousness in 
jamaica and across the globe. Garvey’s philosophy of “african redemp-
tion” mobilized both continental and diasporan africans to envision full 
emancipation from dehumanizing colonialist discourses and disempow-
ering sociopolitical institutions.
 In a 1913 newspaper article, “the British west Indies in the mirror of 
Civilisation,” which was published in the Africa Times and Orient Re-
view, marcus Garvey declared with characteristic panache: “I make no 
apology for prophesying that there will soon be a turning point in the his-
tory of the west Indies; and that people who inhabit that portion of the 
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western Hemisphere will be the instruments of uniting a scattered race 
who, before the close of many centuries, will found an empire on which 
the sun shall shine as ceaselessly as it shines on the empire of the north 
today.” Conceding that he would be derided for that proclamation, Garvey 
preempted his detractors: “laugh then you may, at what I have been bold 
enough to prophesy, but as surely as there is an evolution in the natural 
growth of man and nations, so surely will there be a change in the history 
of these subjected regions.”1

 the rastafari movement, which lays rightful claim to the legacy of 
Garveyism, is a classic example of the authority of african diasporic dis-
course in the jamaican popular imagination. Garvey’s reaffirmation of the 
biblical prophecy that “[p]rinces shall come out of egypt; ethiopia shall 
soon stretch out her hands unto God” heralded the coronation in novem-
ber 1930 of emperor Haile selassie I, King of Kings, lord of lords, and 
Conquering lion of judah, whom rastafari thereafter claimed as God in-
carnate. the fashioning of God in the image of africa was a fundamental 
ideological revolution that signified emancipation from mental slavery.
 Furthermore, the pervasive sense of estrangement in the west and the 
perennial desire to return to ancestral homelands are recurring motifs 
in rastafari philosophy and livity.2 Indeed, rastafari cosmology is a po-
tent manifestation of the multivalent conception of the african diaspora 
elaborated on by joseph Harris at the historic Howard University confer-
ence convened in 1979:

For FadsI [First african diaspora studies Institute] and this volume, the 
african diaspora embodies the following: the voluntary and forced disper-
sion of africans at different periods in history and in several directions; the 
emergence of a cultural identity abroad without losing the african base, 
 either spiritually or physically; the psychological or physical return to the 
homeland, africa. thus viewed, the african diaspora assumes the character 
of a dynamic, ongoing and complex phenomenon stretching across time and 
geography.3

 the cultural production of africans scattered across the globe decid-
edly functions as a potent means of celebrating a shared heritage and a 
common history of struggle against multiple isms and schisms—racism, 
colonialism, and imperialism. we africans, transferred as property to the 
americas, rehumanized ourselves in ecstatic acts of artistic creativity. 
one of the most engaging sites of african diasporic knowledge and the 
practice of african diaspora studies in jamaica is popular music—both 
foundation reggae and contemporary dancehall. like rastafari praxis, ja-
maican popular music manifests a global african consciousness that tran-
scends insularity; it is an inclusivist aesthetic that embraces both the con-
tinental and the diasporan.
 Bob andy’s poignant 1966 reggae lament, “I’ve Got to Go Back Home,” 
is a haunting evocation of the myths of transport that recur throughout 
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the african diaspora, articulating a primal sense of loss and the desire 
to return to ancestral homelands. though “home” here may primarily 
signify jamaica—there are, indeed, concentric circles of identity and 
alienation— the word also evokes continental africa, particularly given 
the politics of the time in which the song was written:

I’ve got to go back home
this couldn’t be my home
It must be somewhere else
or I would kill myself
Cause
I can’t get no clothes to wear
I can’t get no food to eat
I can’t get a job to get bread
that’s why I’ve got to
I’ve got to got to go back home
If I’ve got to walk
If I’ve got to swim

there is no gladness
nothing but sadness
nothing like a future here
I’ve got to I’ve got to leave this life
I just can’t stand this life I’m living

 Bob andy’s constrictive island of exile cannot constrain his psyche. 
He must walk, swim, fly, even beyond its confining shores.4 the sea here 
functions not so much as a constricting boundary but as a waterway con-
necting the island to distant lands. as dancehall dj shabba ranks puts 
it so poetically in “Back and Bellyrat,” it is his talent as a performer that 
makes him “fly offa jamaica map” [fly off the map of jamaica]. there is a 
large corpus of reggae and dancehall song texts produced in jamaica and 
the diaspora that fly off the map, articulating the Pan- africanist, conti-
nental identity of island peoples: the mystic revelation of rastafari with 
their “tales of mozambique”; Buju Banton’s “african Pride”; steel Pulse 
rallying round rasta, Garvey, and the red, gold, black, and green flags of 
cultural independence; and third world’s “lagos jump,” which mischie-
vously celebrates Pan- africanism as an erotic/cultural connection with a 
bewitching african woman.
 Peter tosh’s anthemic “african” is the most lucid articulation of af-
rican diasporic consciousness in jamaican popular music:

don’t care where you come from
as long as you’re a black man
you’re an african

no mind your nationality
you have got the identity of an african
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tosh uses “african” as a marker of racial identity, thus subverting con-
ventional representations of racial/national politics in jamaica. It is only 
people of african descent who do not define their racial/cultural identity 
in terms that denote ancestral homelands. europeans, Chinese, syrians, 
and Indians are all routinely raced and placed in their very naming. It is 
only displaced africans in jamaica who are unequivocally “local.”
 africa has been so dehumanized in the colonial imaginary that rela-
tively few jamaicans, even today, want to identify themselves as afri-
can. many obviously “pure” black jamaicans routinely claim ancestors of 
other races—usually distant great- great- great- grandfathers who have left 
no visible traces of their greatness on the body of their putative progeny. 
even in cases where some racial admixture is evident, the african ele-
ment in the mix is always the half that has never been told. mixed- race 
jamaicans are half- Indian, half- Chinese, half- syrian, half- white, but never 
half- african.
 this un- naming of the black half may signify that “african” is grudg-
ingly recognized as the norm. But, much more likely, this silence may 
speak eloquently of the unresolved question of race and the contested sta-
tus of african people in jamaican society. Consider, for example, the ja-
maican names for two mixed- race categories: “chiney royal” and “coolie 
royal.” the Dictionary of Jamaican English defines chiney royal as the 
“offspring of a Chinese and (usually) a negro, or (sometimes) a white or 
east Indian.” similarly, coolie royal is defined as “a person of mixed east- 
Indian and negro stock.”
 the unnamed african appears to be the “royal” in both hybrids. But 
this is no cause for celebration. a more cynical reading suggests that it 
is only in admixture that the royalty of african stock can be recognized; 
or worse, “royal” neutrally signifies admixture and is thus a valorization 
of the “mixed- race” ideal of Caribbean acculturation in which “pure” af-
rican stock is devalued. Indeed, the african majority in jamaica has been 
subjected to a fictive definition of national identity that is essentially 
multiracial. this national myth is inscribed in the national motto, “out 
of many, one people.”
 the homogenizing impulse effectively delegitimizes the common-
sense claim that, on the face of it, jamaica very much looks like an af-
rican society. the mixed- race motto does speak to the economic imbal-
ance in the society that concentrates wealth in the hands of a few who are 
mostly the out- of- many- one type, that is, not african. I will never forget 
the way in which the contradictions encoded in the national motto were 
deftly exposed by one of my high school english teachers, an english-
woman who could clearly see the self- deception enshrined in “out of 
many, one people.” which one?”
 Furthermore, in jamaican society the discourse of race is usually ar-
ticulated only in reference to black people. other people are not “raced” 
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in quite the same way. In a witty article entitled “Perkins and Black His-
tory,” the late eric “macko” mcnish, then editor of the newspaper Ja-
maica Beat, relates an amusing anecdote illustrating the way in which 
some jamaicans refuse to acknowledge race as a marker of their own iden-
tity, although they can see it in others. mcnish reports:

when Chinese jamaicans and east Indian jamaicans used to organise 
 annual cricket matches between an all- Indian XI and all- Chinese XI at 
the Chinese Cricket Club (now owned by melbourne), all jamaicans ap-
plauded it.
 However, when two Black jamaicans (which included this writer) asked 
the captain of the east Indian XI, who was a former Boys’ town player, if 
an all- african XI of Black jamaicans could play the winner of his match 
against the Chinese XI, his answer was, “Bwoy wi doan waan get inna di 
race ting” [man, we don’t want to get into this race thing].5

 tosh’s assertion of an “african” identity for black jamaicans immedi-
ately contests the divisive, racist devaluation of continental africa in ja-
maica. Having established “african” as a racial category, tosh proceeds 
to affirm a quintessential “african” racial identity that is not exclusively 
bound to the particular geographical location of national origin: “no mind 
yu nationality / you have got the identity / of an african.” Global af-
rican identity manifests itself in a variety of local settings. somewhat 
paradoxically, tosh asserts both the coterminality of “race” and “place” 
and contests that very identification. all black people come from africa 
originally. so to be black is to be african. But to be african is not neces-
sarily a function of having been physically born on the continent. africa 
is a continent of black consciousness from which some “europeans” who 
are born there voluntarily exile themselves.6

 Conversely, there is a sense of home that compels africans born out-
side the continent to valorize repatriation of the mind, especially when 
the body does not have the economic resources to follow the spirit. at 
one of dj sizzla’s free concerts at august town open land in Kingston, 
one of the performers on the bill, sandokan, I think it was, used a bril-
liant metaphor to describe the sense of primal connection that scattered 
africans feel for the continent: “africa is a[n] emotional magnet.” tosh 
invokes the magnetic concept of the african diaspora, or “scattered af-
rica,” as the trinidadian Garvey scholar tony martin would prefer.
 In the essay, “Garvey and scattered african,” martin interrogates the 
word diaspora and the politics of mimicry it embeds:

Before I begin my discussion of Garvey I would like to make a simple sug-
gestion that the term diaspora be deleted from our vocabulary, because the 
term African diaspora reinforces a tendency among those of us writing our 
history to see the history of african people always in terms of parallels in 
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white history. on this model of thinking Garvey is called a “black Zion-
ist”; George Padmore, a “black revolutionary”; and du Bois, a “black  titan.” 
there are parallels between black history and white history, of course, but 
it is unfortunate that blacks do not see our history primarily in its own 
right. we always seem to be looking for parallels in the experience of other 
peoples to shape our history. In the old days, other peoples told us we had 
no history at all; now they acknowledge that we have a history, but only in 
terms of other people’s history. so, we should do away with the expression 
african diaspora, because we are not jews. let us use some other termi-
nology. let us speak of the african dispersion, or uprooted africa as some-
body suggested, or scattered africa.7

 “Uprooted” africa signifies catastrophe, the toppling of an ancient  
tree of life that sheltered countless generations on the continent. and, in-
deed, the wrenching middle Passage that violently dislocated so many 
of us africans is a genocidal disaster of oceanic proportions. I prefer the 
metaphor “scattered africa,” which denotes disruption and dislocation 
but also connotes regeneration. “scattering” encodes an agricultural im-
age of germination—seeds sown to the wind that eventually bear fruit. 
the dispersal of african peoples across the globe engenders cultural cross- 
fertilization. Hybrid strains and hardy new varieties of africanness emerge 
from the sowing.
 tosh establishes ever- widening concentric circles of racial/cultural af-
filiation. Beginning at the center, jamaica, he sings:

Cause if yu come from Clarendon
or if yu come from Portland
or if yu come from westmoreland
you’re an african

these three parishes are selected, I believe, because they represent dif-
ferent points on the compass: Portland to the east, westmoreland to the 
west, and Clarendon somewhat central.
 the waves of racial/cultural/transnational affiliation expand to the 
wider Caribbean:

If yu come from trinidad
If yu come nassau
If yu come from Cuba
you’re an african

By the final refrain of “african,” tosh, following the routes of Caribbean 
migration to north america, Britain, and beyond, invokes many of the 
cities/ countries of the world in which scattered africans have reestab-
lished home: Brixton in the United Kingdom, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and 
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miami in the United states, parts of Canada, as well as an ever- widening 
circle containing switzerland, Germany, and taiwan.8

 moving from the politics of location, tosh addresses phenotypic dif-
ferences between africans across the globe:

no mind yu [your] complexion
there is no rejection
you’re an african
Cause if yu plexion high, high
If yu plexion low, low
If yu plexion in between
you’re an african

the “complexion”/“rejection” rhyme contrasts the exclusionary racial 
politics of white racists with the inclusionary discourse of many african-
ists. In addition, though tosh seems to establish a hierarchy of high, low, 
and in- between complexions, it is the very notion of hierarchy that is be-
ing contested. whatever the physical manifestation of “africanness” in 
terms of skin color, there is a rooted cultural identity that transcends the 
physical.
 on this score I must confess that I feel very little sympathy for those 
“in- between” racial types who refuse to claim what is perceived as a lim-
iting, unitary “african” identity. these new tragic mulattoes, victims of 
an old- fashioned euro- american racism that masquerades as newly fash-
ioned cultural theory, derace and erase themselves. they fail to acknowl-
edge the complexity of complexion that Peter tosh so effortlessly cele-
brates: “there is no rejection” of mixed- race people from the category 
“african.” whosoever will may come. Furthermore, in affirming the equal 
value of high, low, and in- between complexions, tosh contests the neo- 
colonial racial politics in jamaica that conventionally defines melanin- 
rich skin as “low color” and melanin- deficient skin as “high- color.”
 religion is as effective an instrument of alienation as are color and 
class. so tosh asserts in “african”:

no mind denomination
that is only segregation
you’re an african
Cause if yu go to the Catholic
If yu go to the methodist
If yu go to the Church of God
you’re an african

the primary point of tosh’s allusion to these Christian denominations is 
not to valorize them so much as to affirm the shared african identity of 
their devotees.
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 like popular music, the media is another powerful site of dispersal 
of african diasporic knowledge in jamaica. For example, the very popular 
radio program Running African, first aired in october 1990 on the all- 
reggae radio station IrIe Fm, plays a vibrant role in consolidating a global 
african identity for many jamaicans across class lines. Conceived and 
hosted by the visionary andrea williams- Green, the program, which is 
broadcast on sunday mornings between 6 and 10 a.m., functions some-
what like a church service and engages a faithful congregation of listen-
ers. there is often a call- in component that evokes the call- and- response 
structure of african rhetorical styles.
 the mission statement of the program, “reuniting the african family 
for development,” honors the spirit of Garveyism. williams- Green con-
ceives the interactive radio program as a virtual classroom in which the 
curriculum focuses on political and social issues of immediate relevance 
to african peoples and which are not always highlighted in the main-
stream media in jamaica. like reggae, the once marginalized music of af-
rican jamaicans, much of the programming on IrIe Fm celebrates african 
jamaican cultural traditions such as the devalued Creole language of the 
black jamaican majority.
 Indeed, the name of the program has its genesis in the jamaican ver-
nacular. williams- Green first thought of branding the program as “run-
nings african,” given the meaning of the colloquial “runnings,” which 
signifies “current affairs,” with somewhat subversive connotations of il-
licit activities and ideas—in this case, setting an african agenda for the 
program. But williams- Green did not like the dissonant sound of “run-
nings african,” and so for purely aesthetic reasons she decided to make 
“runnings” singular.9 Fortuitously, the singular “running african” en-
codes maroonage, a collective escape from constricting plantocratic defi-
nitions of african identity in jamaica.
 to turn from popular culture to more conventionally “academic” sites 
of african diaspora studies in the jamaica, I highlight the importance of 
the african Caribbean Institute of jamaica/jamaica memory Bank (aCIj/
jmB), which has paid a major role in consolidating research on african 
continuities in the Caribbean. located within the Institute of jamaica, 
which was founded in 1879, the aCIj was belatedly established in 1972 
and the jmB in 1980. the mission of these two now integrated agencies 
is “to collect, research, document, analyse, preserve, and disseminate in-
formation about jamaica’s cultural heritage through the utilisation of oral 
and scribal sources.” this mission has been accomplished through the 
deployment of a variety of strategies: “apart from staging regular exhibi-
tions on forms of african retentions in jamaican culture, the aCIj/jmB 
has led several research initiatives into areas including traditional dance 
forms, language, folk tales, traditional as well as popular recorded music, 
social movements, healing practices, and the development of villages in 
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the Caribbean.”10 the proverb used by the jamaica memory Bank to define 
its mission is this: “an old [wo]man dies . . . a book is lost.” thus the pri-
mary objective of the memory Bank is to ensure that the stories and wis-
dom of the elders are retrieved and documented for posterity.
 a far- reaching project of the aCIj/jmB is the recuperation of marcus 
Garvey’s legacy through the establishment in 2004 of the Kingston lib-
erty Hall as a multimedia museum and reference library.11 the liberty 
Hall website highlights the cultural significance of the building and con-
textualizes its current use:

In Garvey’s time liberty Hall was a place for community meetings, politi-
cal meetings, pre- trade union activities, an employment bureau and enter-
tainment. It regularly held plays, concerts and dances and it had its own 
band and choirs. U.n.I.a. [Universal negro Improvement association] 
groups such as the Black Cross nurses, the african legion and the juve-
niles used to meet there. after Garvey’s departure from jamaica in 1935, 
liberty Hall continued as a major entertainment centre and club and nur-
tured the talents of the people until the early 1960s.

 liberty Hall has been restored and refurbished as a living monument 
to marcus Garvey. once again it provides facilities for education, enter-
tainment, and enrichment of spirit for people in jamaica and visitors from 
abroad. Its restoration serves to remind us of Garvey’s international work as 
well as his work in jamaica and encourages us to develop in keeping with 
his philosophy.12

 the african studies association of the west Indies (asawI), founded 
in 1966 by dr. arthur drayton, a trinidadian lecturer in the then depart-
ment of english at the University of the west Indies, mona, was another 
important initiative in african diaspora studies.13 stalwart members of 
that association included the distinguished jamaican lawyer and ambas-
sador dudley thompson; the Guyanese Pan- africanist historian walter 
rodney; the trinidadian linguist mervyn alleyne; the jamaican political 
scientist locksley edmondson, and the Guyanese actress and writer jean 
small. In 1973 asawI hosted an international seminar on marcus Gar-
vey, convened at the University of the west Indies, mona. amy jacques 
Garvey and marcus Garvey jr. addressed the conference, which assembled 
Garvey scholars from the Caribbean itself, africa, north america, and 
europe.14

 the african studies association of the west Indies laid the founda-
tion for the institutionalization of the african and african diaspora stud-
ies program at the University of the west Indies, mona, jamaica. asawI 
members maureen warner- lewis, a linguist/literary critic, and rupert 
lewis, a political scientist, did pioneering work to establish the innova-
tive academic program that was introduced in the 1996–97 academic year. 
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the interfaculty program was conceived as multidisciplinary, and it drew 
on existing courses offered in the then Faculty of arts and General stud-
ies and the Faculty of social sciences. no new courses were designed for 
the program. this pragmatic approach makes it clear that african dias-
pora studies was not originally conceived as a discrete discipline. It was a 
thematic “area studies” enterprise founded on conventional disciplinary 
structures and strictures.
 Furthermore, african diaspora studies was not distinguished from 
african american studies or Caribbean studies. Courses in these areas 
were simply incorporated into the program, as evidenced in appendix 1. In 
addition, the composite nature of the program—african and african di-
aspora studies—remains potentially both advantageous and disadvanta-
geous. the advantage is that the joint conception enables understanding 
of the complex nature of african civilization in the centuries before the 
establishment of the atlantic slave trade. the disadvantage is that dis-
tinctive features of african diasporic culture in particular contexts may 
be erased.
 In the case of my own course on african/diaspora women’s narra-
tive, which was conceived as an exploration of cultural dis/continuities, I 
pay close attention to the cultural autonomy of the selected literary texts 
in their local context as well as the potential meanings that transcend 
place, time, and immediate cultural specificity. the course description, 
which appears here abbreviated as appendix 2, invites comparison and 
contrast between the worldview of the texts set in africa, the Caribbean, 
and african america.
 the Institute of Caribbean studies at the University of the west In-
dies, mona—and, within it, the reggae studies Unit and the rastafari 
studies Initiative—has played a central role in consolidating the multidis-
ciplinary field of african diaspora studies. established in may 1987, the 
Institute has decidedly enriched the intellectual life of the mona campus, 
indisputably confirming the primacy of Caribbean studies as the Univer-
sity’s competitive advantage in a globalized higher education market.15 
major accomplishments include the establishment of the over- subscribed 
graduate and undergraduate degree programs in Cultural studies, under 
the leadership of the former director of the Institute, joseph Pereira. In ad-
dition, the Institute hosted three international conferences on (1) the dis-
tinguished work and legacy of vice Chancellor emeritus, Professor the 
Hon. rex nettleford; (2) the equally distinguished work and legacy of the 
Barbadian historian and poet Professor Kamau Brathwaite; and (3) global 
reggae: jamaican popular music a yard [at home] and abroad.
 I now conclude with a comparative critique of a dancehall song text 
and two traditional religious song texts that illustrates the value of a 
multi disciplinary approach to african diaspora studies. I draw attention 
to the ways in which both “folk” and contemporary popular music mani-
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fest “african” elements that can be examined from a variety of disciplin-
ary perspectives: literature, linguistics, ethnomusicology, religion, his-
tory, philosophy, dance, geography, anthropology, and political science, 
for example.16

 In their song “african ting” [thing], Prezident Brown and don yute, 
declaring the african genesis of contemporary popular dance forms in ja-
maica, contest the censorial labeling of erotic dance as vulgar:

[Prezident Brown]:
It’s a african ting so african people sing
and if yu love what yu hear mek me hear yu chanting
well dem took we foreparents from di mother land
africa we from an a there we belong
african an jamaicans we all are one
so mek we beat pon di drum and sing dis ya song
Come een don yute come gi yu contribution
[don yute]:
If yu see a gyal a wine [gyrate] pon all her head top
no bother put on no label like di gyal slack
a vibes she a vibes to di sound weh she hear
Is a african ting an she bring it down here
It’s a african ting so african people sing
an if you love what yu hear
mek mi hear yu chanting
all di dance dem weh a cause all a explosion
all a dem a come from inna di motherland
Bogle dancing, butterfly dancing
an di tati dancing
all [even] world- a- dance is a african ting

 Having chanted an abbreviated history lesson on the middle Passage, 
these dancehall dj philosophers offer an ameliorative reading of the sexu-
alized female body in contemporary popular culture that reclaims the 
 potency of embodied spirituality. From an anthropological perspective, 
instructive parallels can be drawn between contemporary popular mu- 
sic and “traditional” religious ritual music focusing on the representa-
tion of female sexuality. In his 1956 study of african- derived Convince 
religious ceremonies in jamaica, anthropologist donald Hogg documents 
songs performed by “Bongo men” to summon ancestral spirits. these men, 
according to Hogg, “believe that spiritual power is morally neutral— that 
it can be put to both constructive and malevolent purposes by spirits who 
have it and by persons who can influence them.”17

 some of these Convince songs celebrate “pum- pum”—female geni-
talia—and its deadly power. Citing a line from one of these songs, “Pum- 
pum kill me dead, I make he kill me,” Hogg offers this interpretation: 
“[It] concerns the insatiable sexual appetites of Bongo spirits. Freely trans-
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lated it means, ‘If too much sexual intercourse will kill me, then I’ll just 
have to let it kill me.’”18 Hogg’s literal minded value judgment about “in-
satiable sexual appetites” seems to miss the point. the song appears to 
be a metaphorical acknowledgment of the efficacy of pum- pum even for 
dis/embodied Bongo spirits, which, though already “dead,” reclaim mate-
riality through the possession of devotees.
 Hogg cites another Convince song in which the spirits beg for pum- pum:

(Chorus) (verse)
whole- a- night [all night] me da beg him mother- in- law
whole- a- night me da beg him little more
whole- a- night me da beg him father- in- law
whole- a- night me a want a little more
whole- a- night me da beg him little pum- pum.
whole- a- night me da beg him more and more.19

In jamaican, “him” signifies both male and female. so the verse in en-
glish becomes:

I am begging her mother- in- law
I am begging for a little more
I am begging her father- in- law
I want a little more
I am begging her for a little “pum- pum”
I am begging her for more and more

these Convince songs clearly illustrate the potent spirituality of female 
genitalia in african diasporic religion in jamaica and in its contemporary 
reconfigurations in dancehall culture.
 In addition, from a linguistic perspective, paying attention to the af-
rican origins of certain “vulgar” jamaican words illuminates the nature 
of cultural transformation in the african diaspora. For example, the moral 
censure invested in, and provoked by, those jamaican “bad” words that al-
lude to female genitalia and the bloody specifics of menstruation suggests 
the potency of female sexuality in the culture. the female aperture, the 
menstrual blood, the protective cloths, and the birthing canal alluded to 
in so many jamaican “bad” words acknowledge the dread that the regen-
erative power of the woman often engenders. It is this embodied knowl-
edge of female authority that is invoked in the act of voicing the damning 
“bad” word: pussy hole, blood claat [cloth], raas claat, bumbo claat.
 the Dictionary of Jamaican English defines “raas” as “buttocks” and 
elaborates: “the word is more often used, however, in an exclamatory way 
to show strong opposition: scorn, anger, impatience, etc. It is considered 
very vulgar.” the entry on bumbo in the Dictionary of Jamaican English 
proposes that the word is “prob[ably] of multiple derivation” and cites 
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eric Partridge’s 1949 Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English: 
“Bumbo, occ[asionally] bombo . . . mid- C 18–19, west Indian; orig[inally] a 
negroes’ word.” the DJE also notes that “african origin is also claimed in 
the earliest quot[ation] (1774), and cf [compare] Zulu - bumbu, pubic region. 
However, there has prob[ably] been concurrent infl[uence] of english bum 
and perh[aps] also amer[ican] sp[anish] bombo, both meaning the buttock, 
rump.” the DJE also defines bumbo as “[t]he female pudend.” that latin 
word pudenda, meaning “that of which one ought to be ashamed,” inti-
mates that sexuality is constructed as essentially shameful in eurocen-
tric discourses. Conversely, the brazen use of feminized “bad” words in 
jamaican popular culture becomes a subversive reclamation of the con-
tested power of the “bad” and the “vulgar.”
 maureen warner- lewis reports her observation of erotic folk dances 
performed by women in Berbice, Guyana, that evoke religious ritual: “the 
leader of the dance circle erotically clapped one hand over her genitals 
while raising her other hand to clasp the back of her neck.” this body lan-
guage, recurring in identical form in contemporary jamaican dancehall 
culture, was first articulated by men and now equally by women. warner- 
lewis recounts the significance of this posture: “the leader described her 
action as part of a wedding dance that highlighted the significance of fer-
tility; while making her gesture she exclaimed the word bombo, a refer-
ence to the female genitals, a word much used in jamaica as an obscenity, 
and which has several Central african sources.”20

 warner- lewis gives the following etymology for bombo: “the Bembe 
and nyanga mbombo ~ bombo “anus, arse,” the related Koongo near- 
synonym bombo “wetness, clotted matter,” mbundu bombo “cavity” and, 
even more to the point, mbundu mbumbu, “vulva.”21 like the dancing fe-
male body in jamaican popular culture, these cognate Central african 
words that denote female fertility have undergone pejoration to obscenity 
in the diaspora.
 From a literary/cultural studies perspective, I argue that jamaican 
dancehall culture at home and in the diaspora is a potentially liberating 
space in which working- class women and their more timid middle- class 
sisters assert the freedom to play out eroticized roles that may not ordi-
narily be available to them in the rigid social conventions of the everyday. 
the dancehall, thus conceived, is an erogenous zone in which the celebra-
tion of female sexuality and fertility is ritualized. In less subtle readings 
of the gender politics of the dancehall, this self- conscious female assertion 
of control over the representation of the body (and identity) is misunder-
stood and the therapeutic potential of the dancing body is repressed. In-
deed, the joyous display of the female body in the dance is misperceived 
as a pornographic devaluation of woman.
 this erotic performance in jamaican dancehall can be recontextual-
ized within a decidedly african diasporic discourse as a manifestation of 
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the spirit of female fertility figures such as the yoruba oshun. In Carni-
val of the Spirit, african american yoruba priestess and cultural activist 
luisah teish characterizes oshun in this way: “she is maiden, mother, 
and Queen. yoruba folklore attributes many powers to her. she has nu-
merous lovers and is known by many praise- names. . . . she is the personi-
fication of the erotic in nature. It is she who sits as Queen of the Fertility 
Feast.”22

 In jamaica, oshun reappears as the river mumma of folklore and reli-
gion, both myal and revival.23 she is described by rev. r. thomas Banbury 
in his 1894 book, Jamaican Superstitions; or, The Obeah Book as “the wa-
ter spirit—the diving duppy.” He notes the reverential appreciation of her 
aquatic fertility: “she is believed to inhabit every fountainhead of an in-
exhaustible and considerable stream of water in jamaica. For this reason 
the sources of such streams were worshipped, and sacrifices offered.”24

 nigerian cultural critic Bibi Bakere- yusuf proposes yet another female 
orisha, oya, as a model for the performance of female sexual identity in 
the african diaspora. In email correspondence she observed that oya is 
the orisha of “masquerades and female power.” Bakere- yusuf elaborates: 
“Bearing in mind that in the yoruba language the word for spectacle—
Iron—is the same for ancestor, the masquerade is a spectacle that cele-
brates the ancestors, the living and the yet to come. oya is the deity of the 
Egun Egun (ancestral) masquerade, as well as of spectacle.25 Both  oshun 
and oya are here invoked to inform my reading of female agency and the 
performance of spectacular identities in jamaican dancehall culture.
 though cultural nationalists may cringe at the comparison, I propose 
that it is this same spirit of the spectacular—the dancehall bling aesthetic—
that is anticipated in marcus Garvey’s appropriation and adaptation of eu-
rocentric military regalia to fashion a resplendent visual identity for his 
african liberation movement. the capacity to recognize the cultural con-
tinuities that are manifested in seemingly dissonant discourses is a quin-
tessential requirement of inventive african diaspora studies.
 In both popular and academic usage the concept of the african di-
aspora continues to have currency in jamaica. the formal study of af-
rica and the diaspora is decidedly enriched by the deployment of multi-
disciplinary perspectives. Cross- faculty initiatives like the african and 
african diaspora studies program at the University of the west Indies, 
mona, engender complex understandings of the breadth and depth of the 
field. Comparative perspectives are enabled within an academic program 
that encompasses scholarship in the humanities and social sciences.
 In addition, popular manifestations of african consciousness in ja-
maica, for example, in reggae music, dancehall dj culture, and rastafari 
livity (not to be confused with levity), confirm the efficacy of an approach 
to african diaspora studies that bridges scholarship and lived experience. 
thus the consolidation of the legacy of marcus Garvey in the liberty 
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Hall multimedia museum and research library is an excellent example 
of the intersection of popular and academic conceptions of african di-
aspora studies in jamaica. located in that liminal space between and 
within “education and entertainment,” the liberty Hall enterprise em-
blematizes the protean nature of the terrain of african diaspora studies. 
From a wide variety of disciplinary perspectives and with a broad range of 
cultural under standings, both the “academic” and the “popular” are fer-
tile fields for the cultivation of the transdiscipline that is african dias-
pora studies.

a p p e N D i x  1 .  m a j o r  i N  a f r i c a N  a N D  
a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a  s t u D i e s

Faculty of Humanities and Education 
University of the West Indies, Mona, Jamaica

 a major consists of a minimum of 36 credits in the following courses 
with at least 24 credits over levels ii and iii.
 a minor consists of a minimum of 18 credits over levels ii and iii.

Level I (3 credits each except where noted)

hist1304 africa in world civilisation to 1800 (compulsory)
geND1101 introduction to comparative caribbean literature i: afro- 

caribbean poetry
freN1304 introduction to caribbean and african literature in 

french
hist1601 the atlantic world 1400–1600
musc1099 introduction to music (6 credits)
theo1401 introduction to the study of religion

Level II (3 credits each except where noted)

lits2107 african/Diaspora women’s Narrative
freN2301 african literature in french
govt200 philosophical foundations of slavery and anti slavery 

 resistance
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govt2004 sports, politics, and society
govt2005 caribbean political thought
govt2009 introduction to african politics
govt2012 popular jamaican music, 1962–82: roots lyrics as socio- 

political and philosophical text
govt2017 issues in contemporary african politics
hist2301 the state and Development in africa
hist2302 the state and Development in africa since 1900
liNg2201 african language structure and history
liNg2602 caribbean language: socio- historical Background
musc2099 music of the english- speaking caribbean (6 credits)
phil2601 african philosophy i
phil2602 african philosophy ii
theo2404 comparative religion

Level III (3 credits each)

lits3701 african american literature
govt3022 garveyism in the americas
hist3008 race and ethnicity—the British caribbean since 1838
hist3301 origins and Development of apartheid
hist3305 culture, religion, and Nation- Building in west africa 

since 1500
hist3310 colonialism and underdevelopment: africa since 1880
hist3601 capitalism and slavery
hist3614 By the rivers of Babylon: the african Diaspora in 

the west
hist3803 african archaeology
liNg3202 creole linguistics
soci3001 caribbean social thought
soci3025 caribbean culture

a p p e N D i x  2 .  l i t s  210 7  a f r i c a N/ D i a s p o r a 
w o m e N ’ s  N a r r at i v e

Course Description

 Beginning with the analysis of one southern african and one west 
african novel, the course defines indigenous african feminist perspec-
tives from which to compare the diasporic african american and Carib-
bean texts. the authors’ use of narrative conventions and modes such as 
autobiography, the bildungsroman, the romance; the quest/journey mo-
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tif; dreams, visions, and awakenings suggests a tradition of female dis-
courses that cross lines of race, class, ethnicity, and gender. these female- 
authored african/diasporic narratives employ “mainstream” canonical 
literary techniques while simultaneously sharing discursive strategies 
with other feminist texts that contest the hegemony of the phallocentric 
literary canon. techniques of oracy, for example, constitute an alternate, 
privileged discourse for these african/diasporic women writers.

Prescribed Texts:

african:
 dangarembga, tsitsi. Nervous Conditions
 aidoo, ama ata. Changes
african american:
 marshall, Paule. Praisesong for the Widow
 morrison, toni. Tar Baby
Caribbean:
 Brodber, erna. Jane and Louisa Will Soon Come Home
 Kincaid, jamaica. Lucy

Recommended:

Boyce davies, Carole, and elaine savory Fido, eds. Out of the Kumbla: Ca-
ribbean Women and Literature

Gates, Henry louis, jr., ed. Black Literature and Literary Theory
Harris, joseph. Global Dimensions of the African Diaspora
Pryse, marjorie, and Hortense spillers, eds. Conjuring: Black Women, Fic-

tion, and Literary Tradition
showalter, elaine, ed. The New Feminist Criticism
wall, Cheryl, ed. Changing Our Own Words: Essays on Criticism, Theory, 

and Writing by Black Women

N o t e s

 1. Cited in martin, Marcus Garvey, Hero, 21, 22.
 2. the rastafari neologism, livity, means “way of life.”
 3. Harris, ed., Global Dimensions of the African Diaspora, 5.
 4. the trope of walking on water to return to africa is beautifully rendered in 
the story of the flying africans of Ibo landing, elaborated in the novel Praisesong 
for the Widow, written by the Barbadian american Paule marshall.
 5. I am indebted to my colleague in the department of literatures in english, 
dr. norval edwards, for bringing this anecdote to my attention and for his gener-
ous comments, which have enriched my argument here. For a lucid account of the 
politics of race and nation, see his “states of emergency.”
 6. For a multilayered elaboration of this concept of continental consciousness, 
see Brodber, The Continent of Black Consciousness.
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 7. martin, “Garvey and scattered african,” 243.
 8. jamaican higglers (migrant traders who are mostly female) are famous for 
traveling the world in search of bargains. there is story, perhaps apocryphal, of a 
jamaican higgler who asked a travel agent, “where is taiwan?” she had noticed 
that a lot of the goods she was selling were made in taiwan, and she wanted to go 
to the source to cut out the middleman.
 9. telephone interview with Carolyn Cooper, February 9, 2009.
 10. Information brochure of the african Caribbean Institute of jamaica/ 
jamaica memory Bank. I am indebted to millicent shannon, administrator at the 
aCIj/jmB for research assistance.
 11. the curator/director of liberty Hall is donna mcFarlane, a Phd candidate 
in museology at the University of leicester. Her dissertation project focuses on 
the cultural politics of establishing and maintaining liberty Hall.
 12. see www.garveylibertyhall.com.
 13. I am indebted to arthur drayton, a quick- witted octogenarian, for this ab-
breviated account of asawI, given in email correspondence. a full history of this 
association needs to be written.
 14. I am indebted to tony martin for his brief account of the seminar given in 
the chapter, “Underground Hero,” in Marcus Garvey, Hero, 158.
 15. I conceived the reggae studies Unit in 1992, and it was institutionalized 
in january 1994. dr. jalani niaah, lecturer in Cultural studies in the Institute of 
Caribbean studies, has led the initiative in rastafari studies.
 16. I reproduce here excerpts from my book Sound Clash: Jamaican Dancehall 
Culture at Large.
 17. Hogg, “the Convince Cult in jamaica,” 4. I am indebted to Burton san-
keralli, a graduate student in Cultural studies at the University of the west Indies, 
mona, for bringing these pum- pum references to my attention, via Cecil Gutz-
more, a former lecturer in the Institute of Caribbean studies.
 18. Ibid., 11.
 19. Ibid.
 20. warner- lewis, Central Africa in the Caribbean, 235, 236.
 21. Ibid., 236.
 22. teish, Carnival of the Spirit, 79.
 23. For this insight I am indebted to l’antoinette stines, yoruba priestess, ar-
tistic director of the l’aCadCo dance Company, and a Phd candidate in Cul-
tural studies at the University of the west Indies, mona.
 24. Cited in Cassidy, Jamaica Talk, 184, 252.
 25. Bibi Bakere- yusuf, january 13, 2003.

r e f e r e N c e s

Discography

andy, Bob. “I’ve Got to Go Back Home.” track 5, Bob Andy’s Song Book, stu-
dio one, 1970.

Brown, Prezident, and don yute. “african ting.” track 10, Prezident Selections, 
rUnnetherlands, rnn0043, n.d.

ranks, shabba. “Back and Bellyrat.” track 4, Just Reality, vine yard records, 
 vydCd 6, 1991.
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1. “Flesh axe.” track 7, As Raw as Ever, sony, 468102 2, 1991.
tosh, Peter. “african.” track 6, Equal Rights, Columbia, 1977.

Print Materials
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14 soUtH aFrICa’s elUsIve QUest  
For an aFrICan IdentIty: tHe 
IronIes oF a soUtH aFrICa–led 
aFrICan renaIssanCe

Xolela Mangcu

In 1959, two of south africa’s leading intellectuals, eskia mphahlele 
and Gerard sekoto, visited the offices of the society of african Culture 

in Paris. there they met with the editors of Presence Africaine and asked 
them, “where do we come in—we, who are detribalized and are producing 
a proletariat art.”1 mphahlele had just come from south africa. He was 
dismissive and disdainful of negritude as just another form of “medieval 
clannishness.” this reflected the dominant political culture of the anC 
and its multiracial alliance partners: “we are aiming at a common society 
and to prove that multiracial societies can thrive and become a glorious 
reality in africa.”2 mphahlele wrote a scathing attack on negritude as yet 
a romantic representation of the african experience: “who is so stupid as 
to deny the historical fact of negritude as both a protest and a positive as-
sertion of african values? all this is valid. what I do not accept is the way 
in which too much of the poetry inspired by it romanticizes africa—as a 
symbol of innocence, purity, and artless primitiveness.”3 He was equally 
dismissive of nkrumah’s “african personality” as inappropriate and ir-
relevant for a people trying to construct a multiracial society. david at-
twell describes mphahlele’s early response to negritude as an “apology 
for the south african intellectual’s estrangement in the face of negritude 
which was, at the time, the most talked- about of intellectuali zations of 
identity in the black world.”4 However, the hardening of racial attitudes on 
the part of south africa’s white population, his experience as a member 
of a racial minority in the United states, and the emergence of black con-
sciousness in south africa led to a dramatic reassessment of mphahlele’s 
political outlook. and so in 1974 he observed that “there is something 
about the act of and fact of communal survival inside a situation of rac-
ism that either tones down, or lends another complexion to, the hate that 
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is mixed with anger. outside the situation you are on your own, you have 
little communal support: at best, it is intellectual. so you hate the whites 
you left behind with a scalding intensity. Could it be that distance cre-
ates a void and that the burning lava of hate must fill it?” But even in his 
embrace of negritude mphahlele turned not to the lyricism of senegal’s 
leopold senghor but to the radical, secular ideals of aimé Césaire. Finally 
mphahlele had come around. In 1974, he declared that  negritude was “the 
modern (cultural) equivalent of the old condition of fugitive slaves.”5

 ngugi wa thiong’o offers a slightly different account of why the 
distance of exile turns into a more radical orientation. speaking at the 
macmillan- stewart lectures at Harvard University, ngugi argues that 
the differences can be seen in the ways in which diasporic africans and 
continental africans responded to the tremendous loss of life that oc-
curred during slavery, colonialism, and apartheid. whereas africans in 
the diaspora were always longing for home, continental african elites 
have never properly mourned the deaths of slavery, colonialism, and apart-
heid. ngugi argues that even though diasporic africans lost much of their 
languages, they held on to what they could as a way of keeping their 
memory of home. they subverted the dominant languages of the new 
world through processes of creolization and the development of an al-
ternative aesthetic. the result was the negro spiritual—an aesthetic of 
 resistance—which later led to the blues and jazz, calypso, hip- hop, and 
other forms of representation. He cites aimé Césaire as someone who, 
even though lacking in african languages, played around with the French 
language, subverting and giving it a new form. africans in the diaspora 
had to innovate or perish. this innovative turn is to be distinguished from 
the development through imitation that characterized the europeans, who 
merely transplanted architectural models, place- names, and other things 
from the old world to the new world. ngugi argues that continental af-
ricans did exactly the opposite of their diasporic brothers and sisters. they 
ran away from their languages and instead engaged in processes of eva-
sion and denial. In the end ngugi offers a psychoanalytic explanation for 
this obsession with european languages and memory on the part of con-
tinental africans.6 However, in eskia mphahlele’s story we find a synthe-
sis of the diasporic and continental african—someone initially suspicious 
of his african identity ultimately coming around to it through his dias-
poric experiences. nonetheless, the fact of coming around to it is not in 
and of itself sufficient for as long as mphahlele is in exile. not only was he 
yearning for a place called home; he also had the option of fulfilling that 
yearning, albeit at the risk of alienating his political comrades. Indeed, 
he broke with the cultural boycott that had taken him into exile in the 
first place and returned to south africa. He could not resist the yearning 
for home because “a philosophical accommodation to a broadly diasporic 
identity was not a sufficient answer to mphahlele’s longing for rootedness, 
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for place.” He finds in his philosophy of african humanism a synthesis 
of finding “a subject position within the broader african modernity”—a 
way of bringing his broad experience of exile to bear on his life and work 
at home.7 the question, though, is whether the same cross- cultural syn-
thesis of a diasporic identity existing in tension with a continental and 
south african identity can be assumed for those who have returned from 
exile to lead the african renaissance. to what extent does their return 
take us closer to a synthesis of our diasporic and continental identities? I 
am not sure if it takes us any closer at all—for reasons of history and for 
reasons imposed by the fact of returning as rulers. the historical ambiva-
lence with black nationalism goes beyond the early mphahlele and is re-
flective of a multiracial accommodationism that goes back to the mid- 
nineteenth century.

t i y o  s o g a’ s  m u lt i r a c i a l 
a c c o m m o D a t i o N i s m

reverend tiyo soga was south africa’s first modern public intellectual. 
He was also the first, at least in recorded history, to grapple with our di-
asporic identity. Born in 1829, tiyo soga entered lovedale College—the 
center of missionary education for africans for the next 150 years—at the 
relatively advanced age of 15 under the tutelage of scottish missionary 
william Chalmers. However, his education was interrupted by the wars of 
resistance that spanned the entire nineteenth century.8 In 1846, soga was 
taken to safety in Glasgow, scotland, by his colonial minders, to return 
only in 1849 as a missionary and schoolmaster. soga returned to scotland 
at the outbreak of yet another war in 1851. He was to remain in scotland 
until his graduation in 1856—the first african to graduate from Glasgow 
at the time. He returned as south africa’s first ordained minister with his 
wife, a white scottish woman, janet Burnside, to the consternation of both 
blacks and whites. when Prince albert presented him with a beautifully 
bound Bible, soga exclaimed in gratitude: “what shall I say in admiration 
of the noble qualities of the second son of our beloved Queen? my loyalty 
knows no bounds.” tiyo soga had denounced african culture as backward 
and heathen, and he had refused to participate in the all- important custom 
of circumcision. However, soga’s experience in scotland had not been en-
tirely happy, and even after he returned he was not immune to the racial 
taunts of the white community, including imprisonment for not carrying 
a pass, even though he was exempted from doing so because of his status. 
He was acutely aware that the settler community tolerated him because 
of his education and missionary standing: “the scotch education, not my 
black face, has been my passport into places where that face would not be 
permitted to enter.” at times he spoke out against the colonial land grabs 
and killing of innocent africans, albeit in the language of a true mission-
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ary: “warriors of noble spirit disdain to strike a foe without weapons. . . . 
It is beneath the dignity of civilized men to be the formidable enemy of 
naked barbarians, who cannot write and reason like themselves.”9

s o g a’ s  t u r N  t o  B l a c k  N a t i o N a l i s m 
a N D  t h e  a f r i c a N  D i a s p o r a

soga’s politics changed radically after he read a newspaper article by one 
of his fellow missionaries, john Chalmers. just as edward Blyden’s turn to 
african nationalism was triggered by Hegel’s racist assertion in The Phi-
losophy of Culture that black people’s “condition is capable of no develop-
ment of culture, and as we see them at this day, such as they have always 
been,” soga’s african nationalism was triggered by Chalmers’s assertion 
that black people were indolent and incapable of development and inexo-
rably drawn to extinction. soga drew on the history of africans in the di-
aspora to repudiate Chalmers as follows:

africa was of God given to the race of Ham. I find the negro from the days 
of the assyrian to downwards, keeping his “individuality” and his “distinc-
tiveness,” amid the wreck of empires, and the revolution of ages. I find him 
keeping his place among the nations, and keeping his home and country. I 
find him opposed by nation after nation and driven from his home. I find 
him enslaved—exposed to the vices and the brandy of the white man. I 
find him in this condition for many a day—in the west Indian Islands, in 
northern and south america, and in the south american colonies of spain 
and Portugal. I find him exposed to all these disasters, and yet living,—
multiplying and “never extinct.” yea, I find him now as the prevalence of 
Christian and philanthropic opinions on the rights of man obtains among 
civilized nations, returning unmanacled to the land of his forefathers, tak-
ing back with him the civilization and Christianity of those nations (see 
the negro republic of liberia). I find the negro in the present struggle in 
america looking forward—though with still chains in his hands and chains 
on his feet—yet looking forward to the dawn of a better day for himself and 
all his sable brethren in africa.10

soga’s references to liberia and other african countries suggest he would 
have known about the works of martin delany, alexander Crummell, and 
edward Blyden in liberia. soga’s biographer, donovan williams, thus de-
scribes soga as the founder of black nationalism and black consciousness 
in south africa. williams argues that soga was caught up in the “cross-
tide of cultures.” He avoided both the naïve eurocentrism of his youth 
and the nativist racial purism of someone like edward Blyden. He faced 
his existential dilemma head on by suggesting that african identity was 
a matter of identification, not biology or skin color. He counseled his mu-
latto children about their identity thus: “I want you, for your future com-



302 Xolela Mangcu

fort, to be very careful on this point. you will ever cherish the memory 
of your mother as that of an upright, conscientious, thrifty, Christian 
scotchwoman. you will ever be thankful for your connection by this tie 
to the white race. But if you wish to gain credit for yourselves—if you do 
not wish to feel the taunt of men, which you sometimes may be made to 
feel—take your place in the world as coloured, not as white men, as  kafirs, 
not as englishmen. you will be more thought of for this by all good and 
wise people, than for the other.”11 according to attwell, “soga was indeed 
‘a man of two worlds,’ but he was also a transitional figure within Xhosa 
history, marking a choice that subsequent generations would have to re-
make for themselves.”12

 soga’s turn to radical black consciousness was a little late, however—
the seeds of a multiracial, nonracial consciousness had been laid in the 
african intellectual response to colonial defeat—a response of which he 
was the initial principal author. this was the response of accommodation. 
the thrust of the response is contained in Citashe’s famous poem:

your cattle are gone, my countrymen!
Go rescue them! Go rescue them!
leave the breechloader alone
and turn to the pen.
load it with ink
For that is your shield.
your rights are going!
so pick up your pen.
load it, load it with ink.
sit on a chair.
repair not to Hoho13

But fire with your pen

t h e  s e pa r a t i o N  o f  a f r i c a N  N a t i o N a l i s m 
f r o m  pa N -  a f r i c a N i s m  i N  t h e  a N c

Citashe’s poem prefigured the turn toward the adoption and adaptation 
of european modernity by early intellectuals in the eastern Hemisphere. 
william Gqoba’s essay “education” was the first systematic argument 
for turning to education as the new weapon for freedom.14 writing about 
this first generation of african intellectuals, ntongela masilela argues 
that these people stood on the border line between tradition and moder-
nity: “they were concerned with the historical issue of what were the 
political and cultural facilitators of entrance into modernity.”15 masilela 
divides these early intellectuals into two groups: the conservative mod-
ernizers and the revolutionary modernizers of the 1940s. However, this 
is where categories can fail us, sometimes ignoring the nuances among 
the conservative modernizers themselves. Certainly among the conserva-
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tives we could include people such as john tengo jabavu (founder of the 
first black newspaper, Imvo Zabantsundu, and the University of Fort Hare 
and perhaps the most influential african leader since tiyo soga) and john 
 langalibalele dube (cofounder of the anC, the newspaper  Ilanga Lase- 
Natal, and ohlange Institute). But where would we put the more radical 
among them: rubusana (the first black person to become a member of par-
liament), sol Plaatje (the legendary author and newspaperman), and s. e. K.  
mqhayi (the great Xhosa poet)? even though they were all conservative,16 
the former were more influenced by Booker t. washington and the latter 
by w. e. B du Bois. In the end, however, washington seems to have had 
much greater influence on early south african intellectuals than du Bois. 
many of these conservative modernizers were just frightened by Garvey’s 
Pan- africanism and set out to destroy it before it gained any hold in south 
africa. these intellectuals exercised their influence through their own 
newspapers. For example, the most conservative and perhaps the most in-
fluential of all was r. v. selope thema, who campaigned vigorously against 
Garveyism in south africa. as masilela puts it, “selope thema could not 
accept in many ways that the philosophy of his master, Booker t. wash-
ington, had evolved and taken the mantle of Garveyism. to conservative 
modernizers such as dube and selope thema, the black radicalism of 
Garveyism was viewed as a threat to their conservative and middle- class 
construction of african nationalism.” His attempt to bring in the african 
american experience was not so much a Pan- africanist or diasporic proj-
ect as “a neutral undertaking of taking lessons from a particular black 
modernity.” masilela argues that by the time of the formation of the anC 
it was “too late to bring in du Bois to counter the deep influence of Booker 
t. washington on a substantial number of new african intellectuals.”17 
and thus began the separation of the anC’s african nationalism from 
Pan- africanism. this partly explains the ambivalent identity of south af-
ricans toward Pan- africanism or the african diaspora in general, and pro-
vides the backdrop to mphahlele’s question, “where do we come in—we 
who are detribalized and are producing a proletarian art?”

pa N -  a f r i c a N i s m  a N D  
B l a c k  c o N s c i o u s N e s s

this is not at all to suggest that south africa did not have a Pan- africanist 
vision, only that it was never the dominant position of the liberation move-
ment. In the 1940s there emerged a group of “revolutionary modern izers” 
such as a. P. mda, anton lembede, and robert sobukwe who sought to 
connect south africa to nkrumah’s call for a United states of africa. 
some of these “revolutionary modernizers” broke off from the anC in 
1959 after the latter had adopted the Freedom Charter. what irked the 
africanists was the Charter’s declaration that “south africa belongs to 
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all who lived in it, black and white.” this confirmed to them that the 
anC was no longer the custodian of african nationalism, let alone Pan- 
africanism. seeking to take the initiative from the anC, the PaC led 
a countrywide anti- pass campaign, culminating in the sharpeville mas-
sacre of 1960. However, what is more interesting is not so much what hap-
pened to the PaC in south africa after 1960—it was decimated through 
a nationwide series of arrests of its leadership—as its reception in exile. 
sobukwe was kept on robben Island for the entire decade and ultimately 
released and banished to Galeshewe in Kimberley, a place with which he 
had had no connection before his imprisonment—yet another example of 
how apartheid dismembered black people from their places of memory 
and meaning.
 meanwhile, many african governments refused to acknowledge the 
anC as the genuine representative of the south african people. they ac-
corded that status to the PaC because only the PaC spoke the language of 
Pan- africanism. Unfortunately, the PaC was wracked by internal strife, 
which ultimately led to its demise as a political force.
 However, the politics of identity would be carried forward by the stu-
dent activists of the black consciousness movement under the leadership 
of steve Biko. the movement emerged in the late 1960s and 1970s as a 
 reaction of black students to the dominant role played by white liberal 
students in the liberation struggle. the rejection of white tutelage was 
taking place within a broader revival of black power politics in the United 
states and radical anticolonial struggles in mozambique, angola, and Zim-
babwe. steve Biko even wrote to Charles Hamilton and stokely Carmi-
chael after reading their book, Black Power. even though he never left 
south africa, Biko had a deep appreciation and based much of his think-
ing on diasporic writings, particularly the writings of Frantz Fanon and 
aimé Césaire. Barney Pityana describes Biko’s diasporic consciousness as 
follows:

Black Consciousness for him was moulded by a diversity of  intellectual 
forces and fountains: from the liberation history of south africa, the 
 Pan- africanism of Kwame nkrumah, the african nationalism of jomo 
 Kenyatta, the negritude of the west african scholars like leopold sadar 
 senghor, aimé Césaire, and others in Paris. Biko taught himself a political 
understanding of religion in africa. He devoured john mbiti. ali mazrui. 
Basil davidson. He understood the critical writings of walter rodney, and 
he interpreted Franz Fanon. He laid his hands on some philosophical writ-
ings like jean Paul sartre and made ready use of some philosophical con-
cepts like syllogism in logic and dialectical materialism in marxist politi-
cal thought. all this by a young medical student.18

 In his writings Biko advocated a joint culture—or what attwell calls 
transculturation—that would give birth to a new south african identity 
that would be at once african and universal.19 an important legacy of 
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steve Biko was the creation of a new black political identity that included 
africans, Indians, and Coloreds through what Kirstie mcClure describes 
as the “politics of direct address.” this is “a quotidian politics”20 in which 
individuals and communities changed their identities through horizontal, 
solidaristic relationships with each other. even though Indians and Col-
oreds had always played a leading role in the liberation movement, this 
was really the first time that there was an inclusive political definition 
of blackness that went beyond skin color or other physical characteris-
tics. Blacks would be defined as “all those who are by law and tradition, 
politically, socially, and economically discriminated against as a group 
and identify themselves as a unity towards the realization of their aspira-
tions.” But Biko spoke also of the need to incorporate the african experi-
ence into that collective political identity. this was “primarily a culture 
that accepts the humanity of the black man. . . . sure it will have euro-
pean experience because we have whites here who are descended from eu-
rope. we don’t dispute that. But for God’s sake it must have african expe-
rience as well.”21 this was at least the promise of thabo mbeki’s african 
renaissance.

t h a B o  m B e k i  a N D  t h e 
a f r i c a N  r e N a i s s a N c e

there was a great deal of excitement among africanists and black con-
sciousness activists when thabo mbeki first signaled that he was taking 
the anC toward a Pan- africanist direction. the anC had finally seen 
the light, we proclaimed. In a sense african nationalism was being joined 
to the broader stream of Pan- africanism, or so we thought. It is not clear 
what made mbeki take the anC in this direction. after all, in the 1980s 
thabo mbeki was the darling of the white media and business commu-
nity. on his return from exile, he was feted by leading white politicians 
and business leaders as the polished, urbane, suave, pipe- smoking, gray- 
haired intellectual—an embodiment of modern sophistication. But some-
thing must have happened to trigger this radical turn. at some point he 
must have come to the realization that he could not transform south af-
rican society without challenging the assumptions of the very people who 
had courted and supported him. they must have been just as surprised 
by his radical turn as he was by their resistance. as soon as he felt the 
sense of rejection and resistance, mbeki increasingly called on black in-
tellectuals to rally to his support. “where are the black intellectuals?” 
he asked repeatedly and plaintively. Unfortunately, this coincided with 
his embrace of increasingly controversial policy positions on HIv/aIds 
and the economy. this left him exposed on both flanks, so to speak, and 
brought about a defensive culture within the anC. this would have im-
plications for the prosecution of the african renaissance. mbeki simply 
turned to a limited number of trusted advisors to spearhead the renais-
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sance project. an african renaissance Institute was established, and con-
ferences were organized to inaugurate the renaissance. mbeki delivered 
a moving address to parliament affirming his african identity: “I am an 
afri can.” It was mbeki’s best speech. It was remarkable not only for its 
poetic delivery but also for its assertion of african pride in a country 
that, in the words of steve Biko, had always seen itself as “a province of 
europe.” However, the speech was equally remarkable for the fact that it 
said little about the african diaspora or the continent of africa itself, ex-
cept that africa needed to be rescued from the warmongers and dicta-
tors. there was nothing in the speech about african philosophy or culture 
or how those might inform the project of the african renaissance. the 
“african” in mbeki’s speech was the south african “african.” this con-
firmed that our conception of ourselves as african has never gone beyond 
south  africa—we are africans because we are geographically located on 
the african continent.
 this cultural omission has not been helped by the almost exclusive 
conceptualization of the african renaissance as nothing more than a ve-
hicle for economic development. to paraphrase nehru, the african re-
naissance and the economic development projects that would carry it 
forward would become south africa’s “temples of the modern age.”22 Un-
fortunately, the more the african renaissance became the language of of-
ficial discourse, particularly economic development discourse, the fur-
ther it was removed from civil society, the universities, or the media. very 
little was heard from the african renaissance Institute, and the confer-
ences that had been organized with much fanfare came to a halt. Instead, 
we saw a proliferation of “african renaissance” commercial enterprises 
and consulting companies and even security companies. apparently, put-
ting on the badge of the african renaissance was good for business. the 
whole thing had been vulgarized.
 our media is even worse. If anything, our media shows an incredible 
amount of not only ignorance but also willful disinterest in african cul-
tural and intellectual matters beyond south africa—and here I am talk-
ing about black- led and black- edited newspapers that find it difficult to 
cover major african thinkers and scholars when they visit south africa. 
not only is our conception of african identity limited to south africa, but 
even within south africa itself the question of who constitutes an african 
has been reduced to a biological essentialism and limited to those who 
walk a particular ideological line—those who are “distinctly african.” 
this crude essentialism is a departure from the tradition of tiyo soga, 
eskia mphahlele, robert sobukwe, and steve Biko. If there is any lesson 
from our experience, it is that the sooner the project of the african re-
naissance is accorded relative autonomy from the state, the better it will 
be for us to revive it in civil society both within our country and across 
our borders. the question therefore remains, “where do we come in—we 
who are detribalized, who are producing a proletarian art?”
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 Pallo jordan, south africa’s former minister of arts and culture and 
one of the anC’s leading thinkers, located south africa’s place in the 
history of the african diaspora in a speech he gave in jamaica in 2005.23 
jordan sketched the shared history of connections among african people, 
and he described Pan- africanism as “the political project inaugurated by a 
group of african- descended intellectuals and activists at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, with the aim of restoring the human rights of the 
peoples of africa and those of african descent throughout the world.” He 
spoke of the central role played by Henry sylvester williams in organizing 
the first Pan- african conference. He celebrated the role played by Haiti 
in lighting the “torch of freedom” for african people when the Haitians 
revolted and defeated the French in 1804. But he also spoke of the role 
played by the founding father of the anC, Pixley ka seme, starting with 
the speech he gave at Columbia University in 1906. like ngugi he drew 
attention to the different responses to slavery between those who sought 
to abandon the new world and return to africa and those who sought to 
recast their relationships with whites in the new world while also fight-
ing for the freedom of their people in the colonized territories back home. 
over time the former lost its attractive appeal, and the latter group pre-
vailed. jordan noted that these two movements were not mutually exclu-
sive. For example, those who remained in the new world— particularly 
african americans—played a crucial role in providing material and stra-
tegic resources to those who were struggling for freedom on the continent: 
the african diaspora was destined to play a decisive supportive role, es-
pecially in the southern african theater of struggle. many south african 
leaders came under the influence of people such as Booker t. washington. 
jordan drew attention to the conservative nature of the early leadership, 
whom he said spoke in “the cautious language of petitioners.” He did not 
examine how this conservatism ultimately shaped the nature and evo-
lution of african nationalism in south africa in similarly conservative 
and ascetic ways in relation to the country’s connection to the conti-
nent. He rightly noted that “Garveyism in the British empire found an 
echo in negritude in France’s atlantic empire, afro- Cubanismo in Cuba, 
modernismo afroBrasileiro in Brazil, and the new african movement 
in south africa.” jordan spoke of increasing radicalization after the fifth 
Pan- african conference in 1945. By this time africans had taken over the 
leadership of the struggles for independence, no longer overwhelmingly 
reliant on the advocacy of their kith and kin elsewhere on the globe. But 
it would be a mistake to argue in the case of south africa that this po-
litical radicalization was strong enough to change the sense of estrange-
ment between south africa’s variant of african nationalism and the Pan- 
africanism taking root elsewhere in the continent. this explains why the 
Pan- africanist Congress became popular with Pan- africanists outside of 
south africa, including robert mugabe in south africa. even a man of 
jordan’s historical expertise fell into the technocratic conception of the 
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african renaissance. thus by the end of his speech he was defining af-
rica’s regeneration in terms of mbeki’s pet project, the new Partnership 
for africa’s development. He spoke of trade, trade, and more trade as the 
modern- day version of the challenges facing the african diaspora: “africa 
has attempted its own indigenously evolved response to globalization, the 
new Partnership for africa’s development, focusing on the development 
of infrastructure, the redefinition of trade between africa and its principal 
trading partners, the exploration of intra- african trade, and the develop-
ment of a new partnership among african and other developing coun-
tries.” trade, trade, and more trade would thus be the thrust and content 
of the african renaissance.
 as a demonstration of south africa’s commitment to the diaspora, 
jordan spoke about the positive role that south africa plays in mediating 
conflicts in africa, but said nothing about the monstrous rule of robert 
mugabe and the shameful role played by thabo mbeki in providing cover 
for mugabe both at international forums and in the negotiations between 
mugabe and the opposition movement for democratic Change. mbeki 
earned the image of someone who coddled and protected dictators in the 
name of african nationalism. For example, there was a letter he wrote 
to the mdC’s morgan tsvangirai, effectively painting a picture of him 
as an “Uncle tom” who obeyed europe’s instructions at the expense of 
the african brotherhood in the south african development Community 
(sadC). the unfortunate consequence of mbeki’s african nationalism 
politics was that even laudable causes were seen as part of his african-
ist grandstanding while using the language of african nationalism to de-
fend the indefensible. His excursions into african historical achievements 
were seen as part of a political project of the diaspora that was very differ-
ent from the one jordan provided—a political project of restoring human 
rights to african peoples. mbeki’s political project became closely asso-
ciated with robert mugabe, a leader who was doing everything to under-
mine the human rights of his own people.
 what had become a political project of freedom became a political 
project in defense of dictators. In january 2005, mbeki addressed the su-
danese national assembly in celebration of that country’s forty- ninth an-
niversary. Here again mbeki used the language of african nationalism 
to invoke a shared colonial past. He lauded sudan’s pioneering role in 
the struggle for freedom while saying nothing about the genocidal atroci-
ties the sudanese government was committing against its own people. 
 mbeki’s biographer (although hagiographer would be more appropriate), 
ronald suresh roberts, argues that in that speech mbeki made “the Pan- 
african imperative not merely a mark of solidarity but part of the defini-
tion of tasks to come.” as a result, even some of his best initiatives were 
always clouded by the fact that they were used by his own supporters as 
proof of his african nationalism and conversely as a way of putting down 
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perceived enemies. thus roberts used mbeki’s support for Haiti as an oc-
casion to take a shot at nadine Gordimer, with whom he had previously 
had a falling- out over his biography of her. In roberts’s study of mbeki, he 
writes, “these slaves nadine Gordimer described as ‘the simple people of 
Haiti.’” His laudable decision to host aristide and bestow on him the su-
preme order of the Companions of oliver tambo (Gold)—south africa’s 
highest national honor—was seen as part of his politics. For mbeki, the 
people of the Caribbean had been the victims of american and western 
interference, and that was exactly what the americans and the west were 
doing in Zimbabwe. those who criticized him on Zimbabwe, HIv/aIds, 
and corruption were practicing the same old tradition of western inter-
ference that the people of the Caribbean had so valiantly resisted. this 
analogy held because, in roberts’s rather elegant phrasing, the people of 
the Caribbean and the people of south africa (read mbeki) were powered 
by an “invisible hand of an anti- imperialist tradition.”24 the global past 
of shared struggle was thereby deployed to call for solidarity around the 
cynical political practices of autocrats on the southern tip of the african 
continent. this was the cynicism that informed mbeki’s approach to the 
renaissance, including his decision to extend his stay in political power 
by seeking a third term as president of the ruling african national Con-
gress. By reaching for power this way, mbeki went against everything he 
had articulated in the 1990s as the bright- eyed champion of the african 
renaissance. However, the anC would have none of that.
 In december 2007, the party resoundingly rejected mbeki’s reach for 
power by electing his anti- type—jacob Zuma—to become its leader. In 
my book To the Brink: The State of Democracy in South Africa, I de-
scribe Zuma as the very opposite of thabo mbeki. whereas mbeki was 
seen as a detribalized, modernist african leader, jacob Zuma appeared to 
be a conservative traditionalist. on the face of it, this might lead people 
to believe that Zuma would therefore have a greater affinity for the con-
tinent and the diaspora. In yet another ironic moment, jacob Zuma was 
the one leader who went out to the scenes of the xenophobic violence that 
claimed many lives in the townships in 2008. the angry crowd asked him 
to leave, but Zuma stood his ground and informed them he was not going 
anywhere. Zuma was, of course, one of them—the uneducated herd boy. 
that became the source of his authenticity—as it has become to many 
people in the rural areas and townships of south africa. on the other 
hand, the great champion of the african renaissance and the president of 
the republic, thabo mbeki, was nowhere to be found. Instead, he chose 
to address the nation and appeal for calm on television in a speech in en-
glish about human rights that was hardly likely to strike resonance with 
the rampaging crowds. someone needed to talk to the people, face to face 
and in their language, and that person was Zuma. But would this of neces-
sity redefine south africa’s understanding of its place on the continent? 
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there are many on the continent who see Zuma as an embarrassment. 
achille mbembe has described Zuma as the false prophet (um- profethi) 
who represents a millenarian movement on a path of self- immolation. 
He compares Zuma to the young nineteenth- century Xhosa prophetess 
called nongqause, who led the mass suicide of the Xhosa people when 
she asked them to kill their cattle and burn their granaries as penance for 
their sins and in anticipation of new wealth. nongqause prophesied that 
if the Xhosa did that, then all the dead would arise, and with them would 
come untold wealth. at the instigation of their chiefs, some people went 
along with nongqause’s tragic prophecy, and others refused. thousands 
of people died as a result, and the foundations of Xhosa society were de-
stroyed. this story is regarded as one of the most damaging of all the co-
lonial conspiracies in south africa. Zuma, mbembe argues, promises the 
poor and downtrodden exactly the same kind of millenarian vision. In the 
end nothing will come of it, as Zuma will be proven to be the false prophet 
he really is, mbembe contends. However, by resorting to metaphysics in 
explaining political phenomena, mbembe relies on the stereotype of the 
unthinking poor. and yet the people behind Zuma represent an astute po-
litical movement supported as much by members of the middle class as 
by the working class. these are people and constituencies that have been 
the victims of thabo mbeki’s political machinations over the past decade. 
Zuma has become the populist symbol around which they will get back 
at mbeki.25 as much as some of his views will make you cringe—such 
as saying he would take a shower after having sex without a condom to 
avoid contracting HIv, Zuma is not a political blank slate. and the para-
doxes of a Zuma presidency may well be that of a culturally conservative 
presidency that nonetheless makes politically progressive changes, such 
as the new anC leadership’s tough actions on Zimbabwe, including hold-
ing back agricultural aid until a settlement has been reached by the ruling 
ZanU- PF and the movement for democratic Change. nonetheless, jacob 
Zuma’s alienation from africa and the diaspora is going to be different 
from thabo mbeki’s. mbeki’s instincts are continental and diasporic. like 
other political pathfinders before him, his desire for political power got 
the better of him. Zuma’s political instincts are likely to be more south 
african, even if africanists will continue to push for wider initiatives fo-
cused on africa and diaspora. However, Zuma’s provincial instincts may 
still prevail, proving yet again how even the tribalized among us are also 
awkwardly african.
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15 “BlaCK FolK Here and tHere”: 
rePosItIonInG otHer(ed) aFrICan 
dIasPora(s) In/and “eUroPe”

Jayne O. Ifekwunigwe

when we have made an experience or chaos into a story we have 
transformed it, made sense of it, transmuted experience, domesti-
cated the chaos.

—Ben Okri, A Way of Being Free

the story I will begin to recount is one that seeks to expand the way 
we think about african diaspora(s) in/and “europe.” Using broad 

brushstrokes, I will explore two compound problematics that stand in as 
distillations rather than crystallizations of relevant debates. First, why is 
it difficult to confine or define the african diaspora in/and europe, and 
what impact has the pioneering work of stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy had 
on the emergence of a dominant anglophone Black [north] atlanticist ap-
proach to african diaspora studies in europe?1 second, how might a re-
conceptualization of “new” transnational/extracolonial african diasporas 
offer a framework that unsettles the conceptual “tidiness”—as discursive 
formations—of “europe,” “africa,” and the “african diaspora”?2 Finally, 
I will close with some polemical thoughts about potential impediments 
to proper diasporic dialogue “here and there.”3

p r o B l e m a t i c  o N e

afro- Caribbeans [“african europeans.” . . . ] couldn’t simply be african, it was 
literally impossible to retrace their origins. symbolically, they have to acknowl-
edge they have a complex cultural inheritance. . . . their roots are routes, the 
various places along the path of slavery, [(post)colonialisms] and migration.

—Hall, “les enfants de marx et de Coca- Cola”

 I was still in london, where I was born and to which I had returned 
to work almost seventeen years ago, when the book editors invited me to 
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contribute. as I write, I am now in durham, north Carolina, to which I 
relocated three years ago and where I have now almost completed the pro-
cess of (re)acculturation to american life in all its complexities and con-
tradictions. there is no doubt that this current liminal phase has con-
tributed to my producing a very different chapter than one which I would 
have conceived in “europe,” which in and of itself is a shifting fractured 
construct:

the imaginary of europe has been undergoing drastic changes. In the nine-
teenth century, europe was represented as the heartland of civilization, 
progress and power. europe, the citadel of the Great Powers, lorded over the 
world, as in the Berlin Congress carving up africa. . . . during two major 
wars, “the lights went out all over europe” and hegemony shifted across 
the atlantic. through the cold war, europe was a space in- between and 
under the shadow of the superpowers. . . . In the 1980s, europe recovered 
 dynamism en route to the new europe of 1992. 1992 came and went and 
the eU remains divided in the process of integration.4

what Pieterse encapsulates is the difficulty of defining a monolithic eu-
rope with so much history and which keeps growing like a supranational 
fungus.5 nevertheless, in spite of the declining significance of the nation- 
state alongside the sustained importance of nationalisms, a nostalgic at-
tachment to a romanticized europe of the “old world” does persist and is 
reproduced in the popular imagination of the “new world.”6

 this is not the europe to which I will turn my attention. For the 
purposes of exploration, I am concerned with a partial europe7 that used 
the master tools of scientific racism to manufacture its racialized “oth-
ers” and build the industries of transatlantic slavery and imperial expan-
sion.8 It is this cooperative complicity under the guise of “commerce” 
and “civilizing” mission that literally and figuratively aligned rather than 
conflated the destinies of africans—diasporic and continental (as one of 
many enslaved and colonized by europeans) with diverse histories, cul-
tures, and modes of economic and political organization, thereby forever 
situating them within the same unfolding dialectical macronarrative.9 as 
a result, since the sixteenth century (and before ), these earlier circuits of 
trade, processes of settlement, and political economic regimes have cre-
ated co- terminal points of reference for “older” african diasporic con-
stituents in europe as well as the americas and the Caribbean.10

 as a metaphor and paradigm,11 interdisciplinary characterizations of 
this story frequently privilege the narrative of transatlantic slavery (roots) 
or focus on the social and historical processes of imperialism and colo-
nialism (routes).12 mazrui’s periodization provides a synthesis:

we must remember that historically there are two african diasporas and 
not just one. there is first the diaspora created by the slave trade, the dis-
persal of people of african ancestry sold as slaves both across the atlantic 
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and across the Indian ocean and the red sea. . . . But there is also a dias-
pora created by colonialism, by movements of populations instigated or pro-
voked either directly by the colonial experience or by the ramifications and 
repercussions of the colonial aftermath.13

 By dint of historical and political circumstances, african diaspora 
studies in europe necessitate incorporating the “ both/and/[beyond]”14 of 
slavery and (post)colonialisms (and colonialisms’ twin:  underdevelopment) 
as well as the latest phases of transnationalism and globalization.15 Bor-
rowing from the seminal essay “Unfinished migrations: reflections on 
the african diaspora and the making of the modern world,”16 african 
diasporas in europe can be configured not simply as political spaces but 
also as processes and conditions. that is, first, african diasporic pro-
cesses extend the links of the migration chains which originated in the 
historical moments of the transatlantic slave trade and the rise of euro-
pean empires, wherein two adages respectively pervade the collective con-
sciousness of these older african diasporas: “we are here because you 
brought us here” or “we are here because you were there.” second, af-
rican diasporas are spatially constituted wherever african (post)colonial 
and transnational constituents find themselves, be that “initially” in the 
Caribbean or west africa and then subsequently in europe, as were the re-
spective trajectories, for examples, of surinamese to the netherlands and 
senegalese to France.17 their spatial and “racial” locations as both gen-
dered african diasporic agents and former black colonial, tribal, and is-
land subjects inscribe sameness as they mobilize and politicize.18 Finally, 
african diasporic conditions persist and are transformed by the interface 
of transnational Pan- african diasporic traditions of resistance, protest, 
and cultural innovation with global economic, political gendered, and ra-
cialized hierarchical structures that exclude as they appropriate and com-
modify.19 local and dynamic diasporic spaces, processes, and conditions 
intersect with and in fact are produced by transnational identities, trans-
lated cultural commodities, and global political strategies.20

 However, mutually constituted and yet infinitely complex african di-
asporic spaces, processes, and conditions in europe resist complete con-
tainment within either the “culture- bound” discourse of the nation- state 
(and more recently the supranational formation of the eU) or the trans-
national “imagined community” paradigm of the african diaspora.21 this 
inability to entirely name african diasporas in europe or firmly situ-
ate them within the dominant discourse of the african diaspora across 
the atlantic stems from two divergent myths of “common” origin. First, 
in spite of the long- standing and transformative presence of their dias-
poric “others,” specific origin narratives of nation- states across europe 
are predicated on differential mythologies of indigeneity and provincial-
ism, which in turn define citizenship and deny rights to belonging: “as 
a result, it is difficult to translate each of these national discourses di-
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rectly into the terms of another because the meaning of even the appar-
ently common elements is structured in part by the place they occupy in 
the nationalized ensemble.”22 For example, as exclusionary/explanatory 
immigration ideologies, “race” is privileged in a British context while the 
notion of biological descent is favored in Germany.23 second, in american, 
Caribbean, and Brazilian contexts, the african diaspora has evolved into 
a potent political formation, which provides an evocative historical narra-
tive for descendants of slaves, all of whom have a symbolic if not a spiri-
tual link to the “motherland.”24 In europe, the transatlantic slave trade 
only explains half of the story, which is also not one that is embraced 
by all constituents of african descent, such as those who as colonial or 
(post)colonial subjects journeyed directly and more recently from conti-
nental africa to their “mother” countries “abroad.”25 as such, the violent 
imprint of (post)colonialism leaves as indelible a psychic mark on african 
diasporic subjects in europe as the transgenerational emotional scars of 
the middle Passage.26

 “Cultural Identity and diaspora” is one of stuart Hall’s foundational 
texts, which, while also paying homage to the Negritude movement, Frantz 
Fanon, and Pan- africanism, eloquently addresses these fusions and fis-
sures in Pan- african diasporic genealogies. though he specifically en-
gages with “the absences and presences” in Caribbean cultural identities, 
his formulation is instructive for my partial meditations on african dias-
poric identities processes in europe. Hall suggests that there are two ways 
of understanding cultural identity. within the first:

our cultural identities reflect the common historical experiences and shared 
cultural codes which provide us as “one people,” with stable, unchanging, 
and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the shifting divi-
sions and vicissitudes of our actual history.27

 In the geopolitical context of european (post)colonial metropoles, this 
collective african diasporic consciousness is forged from the lived reali-
ties and the legacies of interwoven histories characterized by metropolitan 
racism, sexism, class discrimination, xenophobia, Islamophobia, and re-
sistances. In a (dis)integrated europe, where the racialized boundaries of 
exclusion are tightly drawn, a profound sense of (un)belonging is the end 
result.28 the French- born (although marked in the press as “african” or 
“arab”—“Les beurs”) muslim youth uprisings that erupted in october/
november 2005 in the impoverished banlieues (suburbs) of Paris and the 
bombings in london in july 2005 that were carried out by a multiethnic 
cohort of British- born muslims highlight the profound failings of the eu-
ropean multiculturalism project.29 these recent political events also pin-
point the complexities of fluid, partial, and multiple identity politics in 
contemporary europe, where lines of identification are (and always have 
been) drawn along more than one axis than “race.”30 the contested terrain 
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upon which twenty- first- century europe is attempting to limp forward is 
dotted with very contemporary antagonisms, whose ontological roots are 
firmly situated in modernity.31

 while Hall’s first definition illuminates a common heritage of insti-
tutionalized oppression that contributes to similar persistent lived so-
cial inequities for and resiliences of black communities in different met-
ropolitan european milieux, his second conceptualization uncovers the 
messy lived dimensions of african diasporic identity politics in specific/
local contexts:

this second position recognizes that, as well as the many points of simi-
larity, there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which 
constitute “what we really are”; or rather—since history has intervened—
“what we have become.” we cannot speak for very long, with any exactness 
about “one experience, one identity,” without acknowledging the ruptures 
and discontinuities which constitute, precisely . . . uniqueness.32

 the necessity of acknowledging the simultaneity of closure and rup-
ture is echoed in the influential work of Paul Gilroy, particularly The 
Black Atlantic. Gilroy provides a heuristic configuration—“the black 
atlantic”—which as a “transcultural international formation” links the 
lived experiences, political projects, and cultural products of Black europe 
(Britain in particular) and Black america [and beyond]. By way of critique, 
Gilroy supports Hall’s assertion that as a dialectical formation, the af-
rican diaspora is by definition an “unfinished” and complex entity:

the status of nationality and the precise weight we should attach to the 
conspicuous differences of language, culture and identity which divide the 
blacks of the diaspora from one another, let alone from africans, are un-
resolved within the political culture that promises to bring the disparate 
peoples of the black atlantic world together one day.33

 while Gilroy is specifically addressing the myriad challenges asso-
ciated with tracing transatlantic and transnational contours of the afri-
can diaspora based on a unified political destiny, his assertion indirectly 
also highlights the road blocks and detours toward the furthering of a 
Pan- african diasporic political project in europe. on the one hand, de-
spite a sustained african presence stretching back centuries, a europe 
of social exclusion, which deploys different assimilation models to con-
tain the “unmeltable” “minority ethnic” communities already there, pre-
scribes a “common european identity” as much on the mythologization 
of an essentialized “white” indigeneity as on brandings of “black” alteri-
ties.34 on the other hand, although this road is by no means without its 
essentialist potholes, the popular folk concept of “race” as it is imposed 
by “non- blacks” and politicized by “blacks” has long been a Pan- african/
diasporic route to solidarity and affiliation.35 Best (Black european stud-
ies Program) is one such example of the ways in which a strategic identi-
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fication with “Blackness” has been mobilized in the interest of advancing 
african diaspora studies in europe.36 Funded by the volkswagen Founda-
tion, based in Germany at the johannes Gutenberg- University mainz, and 
inaugurated in october 2004, the program is intended to

conduct empirical studies focused on the often neglected history and pres-
ent of black people in europe, and remains in close contact with the Univer-
sity of massachusetts at amherst, where another Center for Black european 
studies is planned. regional working conferences in northwest, east, and 
south europe will offer a forum of exchange for scholars and activists, es-
tablish regional networks, and offer an inventory of existing scholarship. an 
archive will for the first time bundle sources on black europe, up to now 
scattered in archives and private collections.37

although still in its infancy, Best is a necessary and exciting interven-
tion, whose mission echoes the solidarity in difference plea voiced by both 
Hall and Gilroy.38

 In short, myriad dialectical tensions are reflected in emergent african 
diaspora studies (ads) in europe, which is a field and an “area” without 
borders. this particular conceptualization of ads in europe, which has 
morphed into an extended rumination, is influenced by both my own dis-
ciplinary moorings in Cultural studies, anthropology, and sociology as 
well as my former location in Britain. yet simply being positioned within 
a european discursive frame by no means makes me the designated au-
thority, nor can this guarantee a perspective, which is either comprehen-
sive or necessarily entirely representative. the existence of a common 
currency (more or less) but not a common language, the geographical ex-
pansiveness of our “region” as well as the paucity of Pan- european ads 
institutional structures to disseminate knowledge and foster dialogue/
collaboration all contribute to the conceptual challenges of ads in eu-
rope. Brent edwards artfully reinscribes the difficulties of literal and figu-
rative translation across the linguistic and geopolitical spaces between di-
asporic joins as décalage (“the kernel of precisely that which cannot be 
transferred or exchanged”).39 within the context of this important book, 
which is primarily an analysis of evolving black internationalism in the 
1920s and 1930s, edwards also makes a point pertinent to constraints of 
translation as contemporary african diasporic knowledges circulate:

the cultures of black internationalism can be seen only in translation. It is 
not possible to take up the question of “diaspora” without taking account of 
the fact that the great majority of peoples of african descent do not speak or 
write in english.40

 Framed in another way, many anglophone scholars of the african di-
aspora do not speak or write in more than one language than english. to 
rigorously engage with african diaspora studies in europe, in addition to 
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the default lingua franca english, at the very least, one would need to be 
proficient in French, German, dutch, Italian, Portuguese, and spanish, 
and there are few if any of us who are such polyglots.41 George shepper-
son’s seminal essay in joseph Harris’s groundbreaking anthology provides 
both another historical explanation for the relative dominance of anglo-
phone ads and a challenging prescription for the expansion of the field 
beyond its current linguistic and geopolitical boundaries:

the concept of the african diaspora . . . originated in the english- speaking 
world, where it received the most development to date . . . although it owes 
much to anglophone influences, now has everything to gain by approaches 
through other languages as well as english; the european languages of 
the slave trade and the transplanted slave cultures; the relevant asian lan-
guages; the african languages of the slave trade, east as well as west; and 
the hybrid languages that have resulted from the very complex mingling 
over centuries of african and non- african peoples.42

as already mentioned, all of these silences, absences, ruptures, and clo-
sures make african diaspora studies in europe an “unfinished” project.43

 “Finishing” ads in europe necessitates the simultaneous pivoting of 
the conceptual axes of time, space, and shifting condition: “Conceptuali-
zations of diaspora must be able to accommodate the reality of multiple 
identities and phases of diasporization over time.”44 For discursive pur-
poses, african diaspora (“big d”) is the generic, singular, temporal forma-
tion, conceptualized by Hall as the transcendent supranational common 
heritage derived from the shared legacies of and resistances to slavery, 
colonialism, (post)colonialism, racism, and other forms of structural in-
equalities.45 african diaspora (“little d”) signals shifting multiplicity, 
that is, specific, localized/spatialized, and politicized necessarily already- 
always “hybrid” including “mixed race,” complex, and gendered configu-
rations (e.g., english- african diaspora, German- african diaspora, swedish- 
african diaspora).46 each of these situated african diasporic communities 
represents diverse outcomes to similar but not necessarily simultaneous 
macrosocial, economic, and historical processes, which are unifying but 
not unified. as such, across continua of time and space, african diasporas 
can be conceived of as dynamic, interlocking, and interdependent global 
networks of geopolitical spheres, each of whose localized intersectional 
constituencies are also sensitive to and impacted by the political machi-
nations of the nation- states of which they are a part.
 For example, in Britain (about which I can speak with the most privi-
leging “authority”), and mindful of the essentialism inherent in my not 
acknowledging the ethnic and structural diversity within these commu-
nities (both west african and “west Indian”), between 1900 and 1960, 
thousands of elite west african students from nigeria and Ghana flocked 
to england.47 In 1948, the ship Empire Windrush disgorged 492 working- 
class jamaican women and men, many veterans of world war II, at tilbury 
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docks, who were among the first of countless postwar reserve army la-
borers actively recruited by the British colonial government.48 although 
the objectives and trajectories of west africans and african Caribbeans 
differed, the fact that their countries of origin were at the time all Brit-
ish colonies gave them a common destination, “mother england,” and a 
common destiny, that of unrelenting metropolitan racism and discrimina-
tion.49 For the following three decades, events leading to decolonization, 
liberation, and neo- colonization took place on the Indian subcontinent, 
in the Caribbean, and in continental africa.50 at the same time, succes-
sive corresponding waves of (post)colonial migrants, now members of the 
Commonwealth, arrived in Britain only to be subsumed under the ban-
ner of discrimination and resistance, which ron ramdin described as “the 
empire within.”51

 as an aside, it is worth noting that there have always been inter-
diasporic and extracolonial migrations of peoples of african descent such 
as african americans in Paris or african students in the United states, 
such as Kwame nkrumah and nnamdi azikiwe, which further com-
plicates the cognitive remapping of the african diaspora and its mul-
tiple and heterogeneous diasporas.52 Furthermore, the long- term effects of 
under development in africa as well as latin america and the Caribbean,53 
coupled with the recent global rise of multinational/neo- imperial corpo-
rate industrial complexes and insatiable predatory capitalisms,54 have 
given rise to contemporary compound african diasporas that do not nec-
essarily or neatly correspond to former colonial european or Common-
wealth status: “delocalized transnation[s] which retain a special ideologi-
cal link to a putative place of origin but is otherwise a thoroughly diasporic 
collectivity.”55 the complexity of the constituent parts of these newer 
hyphenated diasporic signifiers force additional reassessment of conven-
tional forms of diasporic space, process, and condition.56 the recent clan-
destine movements of women and men from west africa via morocco 
to southern spain, discussed in the next section, delineate further the 
impossibility of containing such multilayered and “overlapping” african 
diasporas in europe.

p r o B l e m a t i c  t w o

at the heart of diaspora is the image of [a] journey. . . . the circumstances of 
leaving determine not only the experiences on these journeys, but also the cir-
cumstances of arrival and settling down.

—Ujuris, “diaspora and Citizenship”

 although the etymological root of diaspora is particular (from the 
Greek, to scatter and sow), its contemporary applications are now many 
and varied and extend beyond the classical formulations of the jewish di-
aspora and the african diaspora.57 In the latest phase of transnationalism 
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and globalization, diaspora has become what Phil Cohen describes as “the 
master trope of migration and settlement.”58 the term is deployed indis-
criminately to describe travelers and cosmopolitan elites as well as po-
litical refugees, economic migrants, and guest workers: “In these ways, 
the dispersed diasporas of old have become today’s “transnational com-
munities” sustained by a range of modes of social organization, mobility, 
and community.”59 with such apparent elasticity and fluidity, what con-
stitutes the criteria for “authentic” diaspora inclusion is highly contested: 
“Focusing peculiarly on the ethnic axis of homelands and abroad, theo-
ries of diaspora overlook the transgressions of the national and lose sight 
of the new dynamics and topography of membership.”60

 nowhere is this problematic more apparent than in classical versus 
contemporary conceptualizations of the african diaspora.61 that is, as pre- 
viously mentioned, the roots and routes paradigm, heralded by Hall and 
Gilroy, periodizes the african diaspora on the bases of similar lived lega-
cies of transatlantic slavery and (post)/colonialisms, respectively.62 at the 
same time, an exploration of specific (“older”) african diasporic  formations 
in europe, which emerged as a result of these aforementioned political eco-
nomic processes, demands the embrace of heterogeneity, dynamism, hy-
bridity, and multiplicity. In the late twentieth and early twenty- first cen-
turies, there have been “newer” african diasporas in europe, whose origin 
narratives are interwoven with but not exclusively defined by  either the 
middle Passage or empire and their aftermath.63 Historian Paul  tiyambe 
Zeleza provides a useful typology of “contemporary diasporas” as those 
that have formed since the late nineteenth century, and he distinguishes 
them on the basis of three waves:

the diasporas of colonization, decolonization and the era of structural ad-
justment, which emerged out of the disruptions and dispositions of colo-
nial conquest, the struggles for independence, and structural adjustment 
programmes (saPs), respectively . . . the diasporas of structural adjustment 
have been formed since the 1980s, out of the migrations engendered by eco-
nomic, political and social crises and the destabilizations of saPs.64

 these “diasporas of structural adjustment” include reconfigured con-
tinental african migrations to europe since the 1980s and persisting until 
today, which can be conceptualized not as faux diasporas (“economic mi-
grations”) but as new epistemologies of the african diaspora.65 the stra-
tegic identifications of newer and at times clandestine african diasporic 
communities across europe are mired by the precariousness of their po-
litical status.66 Cartographies of new african diasporas can contribute to 
a reconfiguration of gendered and racialized situated politics of belonging 
in Fortress europe and beyond.67

 In Fortress europe, borders remain permeable for the transnational 
flow of capital, commodities, and information but not people. across the 
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eU, “illegal” immigration control is a hot button issue that polarizes po-
litical debates and public opinions. the rallying cry from the right is 
to contain “the others” already within and keep “those others” out. 
these outside “others” are exemplified by clandestine movements “by 
any means necessary” of the unwanted and the impoverished (as opposed 
to the “brain drain” elites) from structurally (mal)adjusted west african 
urban centers to economically and demographically restructured western 
and southern european metropoles.68 what motivates west african mi-
grants is the promise of european Union (eU) wages “10–15 times higher 
than in africa. . . . [given] the [GdP] gap between the eU and the less- 
developed non- eU mediterranean [and sub- saharan] countries.”69 as was/
is the case with older african diasporic formations, at every stage of the 
migration process, strategies are highly gendered.70 that is, west african 
clandestine migrant women and men may share a similar destination, but 
by virtue of their glocalized structural positions, their destinies will be 
very different.71 sassen’s dialectical configuration of global cities and sur-
vival circuits demonstrates the extent to which migrant women, who are 
overrepresented in the service sector laboring as nannies, domestics, or 
sex workers, are integral to the growth of economies in both “the north” 
and “the south.”72

 these transnational migratory processes include the smuggling of 
west african (such as from nigeria, sierra leone, mali, Cameroon, and 
Guinea- Bissau) and north african (particularly moroccan) women and 
men via morocco to southern spain—the Gateway to Fortress europe.73 
Conventionally, these contemporary continental african dispersals have 
been analyzed either utilizing traditional tropes of “push/pull” migration 
or within the broader contexts of european asylum and immigration dis-
courses.74 an alternative intervention repositions recent clandestine west 
african migrations as culturally specific, differentially gendered, and simi-
larly racialized new african diasporas, which are situated within, not out-
side, the latest political economic circuits of global capitalism.75 Placing 
clandestine west african migrant women and men at the center provokes 
a (re)examination of what constitutes volition, agency, and victim hood in 
theorizing about the african diaspora in particular and diaspora in gen-
eral.76 as agents and victims, these “unofficial” migrants deploy strategies 
that demonstrate both the limits of individual agency and the exigencies 
of survival. (re)imagining “new” temporal and spatial dimensions of af-
rican diasporas in europe, within which there are even more compound 
and multiple forms, animates the ways in which, in all their specificity 
and complexity, the historical ideas, economic processes, and political 
projects of continental africa and the african diaspora are (and always 
have been) mutually constituted.77

 this continental/diasporic african interface is exemplified by clan-
destine movements from west africa to europe via morocco and southern 
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spain. Imagined by prospective migrants as “the Promised land” but with 
managed and controlled borders which more approximate a “Fortress eu-
rope,” spain is a relatively recent extracolonial destination or transit zone 
for former British and French colonial west african migrants and thus 
an underexplored area within european african diaspora studies.78 ad-
dressing undocumented african migration flows to the western mediter-
ranean also shifts the traditional [Black] north atlanticist african dias-
poric frame thereby highlighting older and established trade and migratory 
routes between north africa and southern europe.79 with reachable roots 
on the continent, contemporary african “irregular” migrants speak from 
multiple locations as transported and transplanted daughters and sons of 
“overlapping” diasporas.80 lewis is specifically addressing the american- 
african diaspora in a north atlanticist frame. However, the dynamics of 
overlap and intersection in new temporal, spatial, and experiential con-
figurations of african diasporas also resonate in very interesting ways in 
the contexts of these southern european and mediterranean movements.
 this blurred complexity reconfigures the dynamics of inter/intra 
african/diasporic and transnational activities at what yeoh, willis and 
Fakhri call “the edges.”81 that is, en route to southern europe, west afri-
cans frequently traverse (or remain for years at a time in) former colonial 
French african territories, pass through (are detained for economic or po-
litical reasons in) the contested spanish/north african enclaves of Ceuta 
and melilla, and then make their way to maghreb/arab spaces, where (if 
they can raise the funds for this next stage) they cross the mediterranean 
in order to enter Iberia.82 the borders crossed are not just physical but 
also symbolic, economic, and political.83 at the same time, as always, the 
nation- state is both extraneous to transnational identities formation and 
integral to the everyday policing, surveillance, management, and contain-
ment of racialized and gendered african diasporic bodies.84

 For clandestine west african migrants en route to spain via morocco, 
a contingent state of (un)belonging is fabricated in response to both their 
legal and social exclusion. From a legal standpoint, most taking these 
treacherous journeys do not meet the criteria for refugee status outlined 
by the 1951 Un Convention.85 socially, the popular folk concept of “race” 
as it pertains to local spanish and moroccan constructions of “Blackness” 
and “non- Blackness” inform and impede the collective and personal proj-
ects of these “new” african diasporic agents.86 this latest (in)voluntary 
transnational circulation of african peoples illuminates the complexities 
and politics of new african diasporic processes in the latest globalizing 
age and forces a realignment of the gendered conceptual relationship be-
tween continental africa and the african diaspora.87 rather than treat-
ing contemporary processes of continental african migration as separate 
entities outside the diaspora paradigm, this new theoretical formulation 
assumes their interconnectedness and demonstrates their dynamism.
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 this “worlding” of africans as a “state of being ‘cast out’ into the 
world” has happened before.88 although these journeys are as treach-
erous as the middle Passage, the difference is that these africans are 
(un)wanted.89 the sifting of the “(un)wanted” is not unique to spain. most 
european countries, including the United Kingdom, France, Germany, 
Italy, the netherlands, and now Ireland, are grappling with “the asylum 
and immigration problem.”90 once they land, their vulnerable status as 
illegal immigrants deprives them of rights and entitlements afforded citi-
zens and designated refugees.91 these aforementioned contemporary emi-
grants, most of whom have not been granted political asylum by spain 
on the grounds of refugee status, should be recognized as the latest trans-
national manifestation of older african diasporic processes.92 In european 
(and north american) metropolitan destinations, the new migrant cos-
mopolitanism that is manufactured also demands that we come to terms 
with the heterogeneous dialectics of africanness and blackness in differ-
ent diasporic frames.93 their consciousness of home as both continen-
tal african and diasporic is multi- sited and imagined but not imaginary 
and territorialized as well as both de- territorialized and re- territorialized. 
when we witness these more recent dispersals, we must name them as 
part of a historical continuum within, not outside, the african diaspora— 
the latest layers. more recent migrants and refugees from continental af-
rica have different, shared, and specific narratives of home, community, 
longing, and belonging than their predecessors. the “myth of return” is to 
a place they recently knew rather than to a place they can only imagine. 
such a repositioning forces a rethinking of the constitutive dimensions of 
persecution and victimhood, which have been integral criteria for “clas-
sical” diasporic membership. such a paradigm shift politically empow-
ers african economic (and political) refugees and relocates their struggles 
within a broader Pan- african diasporic framework. the persistence of 
globalized, racialized, and gendered inequities as manifest in the legal 
and social exclusion of clandestine west african migrant women and men 
en route to europe affirms the importance of viewing african/diasporic 
formations as dynamic and historically contextualized and thus cyclical 
rather than static and ahistorical. the harsh economic, social, and politi-
cal realities of this situated (un)belonging remind us that, spanning five 
centuries and still unfolding, the unique history of the african diaspora is 
also in part both a history of continental africa and Fortress europe.94

 c o N c l u s i o N

It is out of chaos that new worlds are born.
—audre lord, “eye to eye”

 although there are many aspects of life in london that were gratifying, 
the significant burden of underrepresentation and the profound isolation 
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associated with black intellectual labor in the Belly of the (Post)- Imperial 
Beast necessitated regular trips back “across the pond” to participate in 
the recurrent interdisciplinary conferences in the United states delight-
fully dedicated entirely to the interrogation of african diaspora studies, 
such as those of aswad (association for the study of the worldwide af-
rican diaspora). I would then return home sufficiently sated. now that I 
am residing in the heartland of african diaspora studies, I am contend-
ing with a different malaise. that is, unless they transpire at conferences 
specifically devoted to the african diaspora beyond the United states, 
such as the april 2006 conference at northwestern on “Black europe and 
the african diaspora,” debates and discussions about “other” african 
diasporas are relegated to the margins or nonexistent.95 For example, at 
the madison conference in march 2006, which gave birth to this impor-
tant and groundbreaking collection, those of us representing “the interna-
tional” dimension were gathered together in the very last session on the 
last day. on a positive note, this was the first time I had been grouped to-
gether with fellow african diaspora scholars (re)presenting south africa, 
Brazil, and the Caribbean, so in and of itself, this was a refreshing and in-
triguing development. sounding out a more critical note, though I am cer-
tain that this was not the intention of the conveners, this particular as-
sembly intensified the already marginalized status of african diaspora 
studies outside the United states. within this “area studies” panel (as op-
posed perhaps to the earlier “disciplinary” sessions), I was also troubled 
by the omission of either contemporary west african or east african per-
spectives on african diaspora studies.96 the apparent framing of the sym-
posium in terms of U.s.–african diaspora studies and “its” disciplines 
suggests that “the United states” is not a contested “area,” while unwit-
tingly simultaneously ensuring the ontological fixity of the Caribbean, 
Brazil, south africa, and europe. this implication limits the context for 
any critical engagement with “constraints and possibilities of doing af-
rican diaspora studies” not just in europe but also in the shadows of the 
institutional might of the United states.
 that is, within the cartography of the african diaspora, there are 
“spaces” (the americas and the Caribbean) which garner significant aca-
demic attention and others such as those in europe that are more periph-
eral.97 on the other hand, as anthropologist lena sawyer’s ethnographic 
research in sweden suggests, there are peripheries within the peripheral, 
such as those beyond Britain and even “continental” europe:

african diasporas are not without evaluation and hierarchy; one person’s 
periphery can be someone else’s center . . . and [these] center[s] and periph-
eries on a hegemonic map of african diaspora shift for people in locales 
( nations, regions, cities, towns) like Helsinki (Finland), Bergen (norway), 
and even the northern swedish city of Kiruna; it is possible that stockholm 
is an important “center” of african diasporas.98
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 additional examples that broaden the scope and intensify the com-
plexities of diasporic affiliations are jacqueline nassy Brown’s mapping of 
the “geographies” of Black liverpool (england), elisa joy white’s formu-
lation of “minoritized” and “retro- global” african diasporic spaces in dub-
lin (Ireland), and jacqueline andall’s examination of second- generation 
african- Italian diasporic identities formation in milan.99 In powerful 
ways, each demonstrates how—although informed by the “global”— 
micropolitics of diaspora are contested and negotiated within the specific 
dynamism of urban “local” (rather than necessarily european or entirely 
reverential american) spaces. Finally, in tina Campt’s work on the poli-
tics of memory and Black- German identities, both her “inter- cultural ad-
dress” intervention and her application of Brown’s conceptualization of 
“diasporic relations” provide a salve for filling these silences and absences:

Intercultural address illuminates important tensions of diasporic relation 
through the ways in which it simultaneously contests and affirms the as-
sumptions of similarities between . . . black communities.100

Hence, the considerable current and future challenges of african dias-
pora studies in europe (and Global african diaspora studies in general) 
include how to constitute interdisciplinary research and engage across 
“international” borders in a truly dialogic manner.101 as such, any com-
parative interrogations of african diasporas across europe, within euro-
pean nation- states, or for that matter encompassing those in the americas 
and the Caribbean, must be interdisciplinary, historically grounded, eth-
nographically situated, and mindful of institutional hierarchies and in-
frastructural deficits that contribute to the perpetuation of hegemonic 
discourses. only then can the rules of engagement for african diaspora 
studies be deemed truly dialogic.
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