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Most scholars of African American history
agree that the demise of slavery in the U.S.
put black Americans in motion to an unprece-
dented degree. Following their emancipa-
tion in 1865, freed slaves left the plantations
of the U.S. South as missionaries, journalists,
agronomists, scientists and political activists,
traveling not only to the North, but also the
Caribbean, Africa, Europe, and Asia. As Paul
Gilroy has outlined, these movements stood
at the core of the „black Atlantic,“ the on-
going spatial and cultural formation of Afro-
diasporic exchange that transcends both na-
tional and ethnic boundaries. This workshop
revisited Gilroy’s concept of the black Atlantic
from the perspective of the U.S. South. It ex-
plored the influence that the U.S. South has
had on shaping how African Americans ex-
perienced and interpreted race as a global is-
sue. In particular, the workshop traced the re-
lationship that black Americans developed to
the U.S. South as they traveled overseas, us-
ing these movements to place the U.S. South
into the context of the colonial and racial
regimes of the global South.

The workshop began with a keynote
address by BRENDA GAYLE PLUMMER
(Madison, WI). Plummer examined the global
significance of race relations in the Ameri-
can South through the development of NASA
and the Apollo missions. Noting that the
South was „ground zero“ for the space pro-
gram, she explored how narratives of tech-
nological advancement were in tension with
the racial realities of the South. The paper
offered a strong critique of the space pro-

gram and of the Federal Government’s failure
to challenge racial hierarchies in the South.
Pointing out how space travel became asso-
ciated with whiteness in the national cultural
imagination, Plummer documented the ex-
tent to which African Americans were often
left unmoved by the space race. Indeed, many
African American activists used the specter
of the space program to critique race and
class inequalities in the U.S. As one black
protestor commented with reference to fed-
eral spending on the space program, what
does America want – „Rockets or Ricketts?“
Space travel was often viewed critically by
African Americans, as a way of highlighting
inequality and contrasting the difference be-
tween white and black America. The Black
Panther Party pushed this argument further,
with Connie Matthews noting that the space
program represented further proof of Amer-
ica’s expansionist character and „imperialist
plans.“ In the view of the Panthers, the U.S.
was not content with colonizing the world,
but outer space too. The keynote also doc-
umented how African American artists cri-
tiqued the Whiteness of the space program
through popular culture, noting in particular
the Afro-Futurism of Parliament Funkadelic
and Gil Scott Heron’s „Whitey on the Moon“
(1970). Ultimately Plummer demonstrated
how the space race helped further transform
the local politics of the South into a geopoliti-
cal issue during the Cold War. In addition, she
provided a pointed critique of the extent to
which space was formulated as a White space,
which, for many African Americans, further
underlined the racial inequalities that existed
in the United States.

The first panel, on the U.S. South in print
culture, featured three papers that employed
textual and visual sources to highlight the
place and prominence of the U.S. South in
creating a black transatlantic public sphere.
NICHOLAS GRANT (Norwich, UK) dis-
cussed the border-crossing journalism of the
„Negro Digest“, a leading African American
periodical, during the 1940s. Grant demon-
strated that the „Digest“ had an international
focus and constantly connected Jim Crow
racism to black oppression in Latin America
and Africa. This emphasis on black solidarity,
however, stood in an uneasy relationship with
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a discourse of African American hegemony in
the global anticolonial struggle. The extent
to which African Americans served as mod-
els of black progress was also the topic of AN-
DREW BARNES’s (Tempe, AZ) paper. He an-
alyzed perceptions of black American life in
the African press around the turn of the cen-
tury, arguing that most papers used examples
of African American self-improvement in the
post-slavery South to counter European ideas
about African inferiority. Entering the realm
of visual culture, ELISABETH ENGEL (Wash-
ington, DC) investigated the role of photog-
raphy as a form of auto-ethnography and
self-fashioning prevalent in African American
missionary work in Africa between 1900 and
1939. She showed that labor, agriculture, and
dress functioned as productive visual tropes
that interlinked the U.S. and the global South.
This kind of missionary photographic self-
fashioning, Engel argued, substantiated ideas
of Southernness by reinforcing civilization-
primitivism binaries rather than promoting
the dominant notion of the pan-African unity
of black people.

Providing further evidence for the entan-
gled histories of the U.S. and the global
South, the second panel looked at how the
South was performed in cultural productions
based on examples from popular music and
film studies. LAURA CHRISMAN (Seattle,
WA) analyzed the Virginia Jubilee Singers, an
African American singing ensemble that per-
formed in England and South Africa. She re-
vealed how the transnational reach of com-
mercialized black music around 1890 could
inspire and merge visions of African Amer-
ican and black African liberation. Although
black South Africans welcomed the Jubilee
Singers enthusiastically, Chrisman cautioned
against reading their positive reception as ev-
idence that black Africans had no agenda of
their own and looked to African Americans
as their leaders in a joint struggle. LEIGH
ANNE DUCK (University, MS) focused on
Lee Daniels’s „The Butler“, a Hollywood-
produced historical drama released in 2013.
Duck recovered a series of explicit and im-
plicit transnational references while exposing
a long tradition in mainstream U.S. movies
of whitewashing and falsely nationalizing the
civil rights struggle. According to Duck,

the clash between the regional-moderate and
the global-radical version of the Black free-
dom struggle is condensed in the relation-
ship of Cecil Gains, the film’s protagonist,
with his son Louis. Despite its conciliatory
tone, the film provides some leeway for a rad-
ical and transnational re-reading of the Civil
Rights Movement in showing how Cecil ulti-
mately joins Louis in protesting against South
African apartheid.

The third panel, on the South in mo-
tion, provided a close examination of trav-
els that linked the American South and
Africa. ROBERT TRENT VINSON (Williams-
burg, VA) opened the session by tracing
how the travels of Chief Albert Luthuli, a
South African teacher and politician, and
Arthur Ashe, a South African athlete, to the
U.S. connected the anti-apartheid movement
to the civil rights struggle. Vinson illus-
trated that Luthuli’s understanding of the
global nature of racism and his critiques of
apartheid were shaped by his extensive visit
to the American South in 1948. He made a
compelling case for the important role that
Black South Africans played in the black
freedom struggle in the U.S. IMAOBONG
UMOREN (Oxford, UK) also explored the im-
portance of travel in connecting the U.S. and
the Global South. Focusing on the journal-
ist and activist Eslanda Goode Robeson, she
showed that Robeson’s intimate knowledge
of the racial practices of the U.S. South in-
formed her perspective on colonialism and
white supremacy. As Umoren argued, Robe-
son’s travels throughout Africa in 1936-1937,
prompted her early support for the Inter-
national Council on African Affairs (ICAA),
an important anticolonial lobbying organiza-
tion. The final panelist, CIPRIAN BURLA-
CIOIU (Munich), explored the merging of or-
ganized religion with the Pan-Africanism of
Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association (UNIA) based on the exam-
ple of the African Orthodox Church founded
by George Alexander McGuire. Burlacioiu
showed that the arrival of Garvey’s church
in Africa was not due to the circulation of
people, but the UNIA newspaper the „Ne-
gro World“. The paper spread Garvey’s mes-
sage of spiritual freedom and racial national-
ism to Africa and thus inspired the formation
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of numerous African Orthodox congregations
in Uganda, Kenya, Southern Rhodesia, and
South Africa, even after the African Orthodox
Church broke away from Garvey’s UNIA in
September 1923.

The final panel examined how political ac-
tivists and organizations connected the U.S.
South to other areas around the globe. JAMES
MERIWETHER (Camarillo, CA) introduced
the American Negro Leadership Conference
on Africa (ANLCA) and its conference in the
Shoreham Hotel in Washington, DC in 1964
as a key moment of inter-Southern anticolo-
nial organizing. According to Meriwether, the
ANLCA brought together labor organizers
such as A. Philip Randolph, Maida Springer,
and George McCray with individuals and
organizations from across the African conti-
nent, thereby putting decolonization politics
on the agenda of both U.S. foreign policy and
the Black American labor movement. While
the ANLCA failed to alter international poli-
tics, its efforts gave strength and visibility to
African American ties to Africa. JEANNETTE
EILEEN JONES (Lincoln, NE) went back to
the turn of the century, when the coloniza-
tion of Africa became discursively linked to
the „Negro question,“ the term used to re-
fer to American race relations after emanci-
pation. Jones showed that African Ameri-
cans presented themselves as informal cul-
tural diplomats, who encouraged the U.S.
to intervene in European colonization, thus
supporting American expansion and empire-
building. The panel closed with FREDRIK PE-
TERSSON (Åbo, Finnland). Drawing primar-
ily on the example of the International Trade
Union Committee of Negro Workers, Peters-
son demonstrated that Pan-Africanism and
international Communism diverged when it
came to issues of racism, capitalism, and im-
perialism. Based on this conflict, Petersson
asked to consider conflicts and tensions that
existed in organizations and movements as-
sociated with the international left.

The roundtable discussion that closed the
workshop centered on whether it is possi-
ble to write a history of the black Atlantic
and the U.S. South without reproducing the
political and cultural hegemony of African
Americans. Participants agreed that the cur-
rently predominant frameworks of Gilroy’s

black Atlantic and of the black or African di-
aspora, with its implicit focus on displaced
populations, have contributed to the privileg-
ing of African American experiences. They
centralize slavery as the „American excep-
tion,“ and marginalize the history of colo-
nialism and imperialism, most notably by
marginalizing the African experience, i.e. the
archives and agency of continental Africans.
Based on this criticism, participants discussed
new approaches. Laura Chrisman suggested
that concepts of internal colonization (Robert
Allen) could help scholars place the African
American experience within the context of im-
perial and colonial history. MANRED BERG
(Heidelberg) reminded the conference partic-
ipants that the acquisition of new research
skills, such as languages, are crucial when at-
tempting to demonstrate how African Ameri-
cans interacted with black individuals and or-
ganizations struggling for self-determination
around the world. Leigh Anne Duck raised a
similar concern, but also emphasized the pro-
ductivity of ongoing attempts to devise new
transnational paradigms, rubrics, and spaces
in Southern Studies. Instead of dismissing
„Southern exceptionalism,“ Duck stressed the
need to re-work our understanding of re-
gional specificity when carrying out research.
By using conceptual tools such as „enuncia-
tion“ and „translation,“ she suggested, schol-
ars could trace spatial and temporal specifics
that go far beyond the traditional borders
of the South, and thus challenge its „excep-
tional“ status. Similarly, GERALD HORNE
(Houston, TX) added that scholars would al-
ways have to account for the demographic
reality that the majority of black Americans
have lived and are living in the South. He ar-
gued that it is not enough to simply decon-
struct the South or to re-think the black At-
lantic on a conceptual level. There is also a
need to alter institutional structures that pro-
mote American imperialism and exceptional-
ist myths when it comes to race in the United
States. A practical approach to challenge the
political and cultural dominance of African
Americans, Horne noted, would be to move
these conversations to Namibia, a former Ger-
man colony, and to include researchers from
Brazil and Canada. Another overdue ap-
proach would be to understand the Decla-
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ration of Independence and the U.S. Con-
stitution as documents that safeguard white
supremacy to the present day. To this end,
Horne outlined how the history of the South
relates to the legacies and present realities of
U.S. imperialism, and thus becomes a field
of research in which historians should aim
to revise the master narrative of American
„democracy.“
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