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Two Steps Back

In 1996, in an attempt (neither the first nor the most vigorous) to jog the African 
Studies Association (ASA) out of its nearly forty-year Cold War slumber on the ques-
tion of the African diaspora, I coordinated an issue of the ASA’s polemical journal, 
Issue: A Journal of Opinion, titled “African [Diaspora] Studies.” I asked scholars, 
activists, and graduate and undergraduate students to write short pieces from their 
vantage point about the ways they were and were not engaging African studies with 
the African diaspora. An editor of this issue of Radical History Review, Melina Pap-
pademos, then a graduate student interested in work on blacks in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, wrote about her frustration at not finding support at the graduate 
level to study the African diaspora. Similarly, for those of us trained in African his-
tory, the signal was clear: the study of Africa was an enterprise completely separate 
from the study of people of African descent in the Americas, Europe, or Asia.

Moreover, we were trained to focus on discrete ethnic and/or national groups 
or regions because, it was argued, Africa is huge and each people and language too 
distinct to make possible broad assumptions or establish theses across societal or 
national divides. This local-versus-global distinction gave those of us who studied 
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Africa a much needed research posture, for it discouraged the use of stereotypes 
to examine Africa’s historical processes. However, for radical historians like myself, 
finding a “usable past” that could make visible common interests toward struggle 
proved very difficult under these conditions. While microwork was important and 
valuable to a radical project, especially work looking at gender, class, colonialism, 
political economy, race, nation, sexuality, and so on, there was also a need for a 
body of work that asked big questions across ethnicities, regions, language groups, 
nations, and continents.1

Interestingly, however, before the formal organization of the U.S.-based ASA 
in 1957 or the inclusion of the study of the African Americas in mainstream aca-
demic organizations, most literature on Africa and the African (not of the social 
Darwinist kind) actually focused on more diasporic questions. While some probed, 
explained, and revealed the black/African condition, others mined histories, sociolo-
gies, and political ideas for hopeful solutions to racial oppression. Few had access 
to publishing houses or academic audiences; instead, they struggled to self-publish 
in newspapers, magazines, pamphlets, and black journals or by “making known” in 
speeches and through word of mouth.2 Most also evidenced an African-rooted/race-
based sensibility that crossed peoples, lands, colonies, islands, and continents. These 
earlier works (by archivists, collectors, researchers, griots, and scholars) showed a 
double agenda, as both the bearers of black histories, artifacts, and culture — lest 
they be lost — and as the tools of witness-agitators against the hardship and struggle 
of black peoples of the day. As Michael Gomez notes and others have echoed, engage-
ment with the African diaspora has always been both an “academic project and [a]  
social agenda.”3

Much of this written and oral literature extends all the way back to the slave 
trade and to the beginnings of an African presence in Europe and the Americas. 
Just a few examples include the race consciousness and extraterritorial pull of Bouk-
man’s Prayer (1790s) during the early part of the Haitian Revolution; Eugenio María 
de Hostos’s Pan-Caribbeanism in the League of the Antilles newspaper, Antillanos 
(1875); the antigenocidal plea of Sol Plaatje’s Native Life in South Africa (1914), 
which he took on tour in the United States and Canada in 1921; the “black subjective 
voice” of João dos Santos Albasini’s O brado africano (The African Outcry) (Mozam-
bique, 1919); the transcolonial call to African women of Fumilayo Ramsome-Kuti 
(Nigeria, 1950s); and the powerful pan-African acuity of Nnamdi Azikiwe, C. L. R. 
James, Aimé Césaire, and other West Indians and Africans organizing in Europe 
between the 1930s and the 1950s.4 Because these authors and agitators — and the 
hundreds, possibly thousands of others like them — lacked citizenship rights in the 
lands in which they were born (either as slaves, second-class free persons, or as 
colonial or neocolonial subjects), they lived a kind of “cosmopolitanism” or “global 
citizenry” that focused on their common struggles against racism, imperialism, and 
injustice. This is not to say that every person of African descent had intimate knowl-
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edge of “a black world” — that would have been impossible — but that there was a 
desire to connect and to know. And in most cases, there was some level of knowledge 
of other black areas beyond one’s own — even if only from south to north, country-
side to town, one colony to the next.

Nation Time
Over time, two largely twentieth-century pressures complicated these earlier forms 
of “knowing” in the black world, namely, the development of the nation form as 
the central model for a modern black politics across the diaspora and the exten-
sion of Cold War liberal ideologies into the academy. In the twentieth century, a 
greater proportion of Africans and their descendents focused their attention on 
the relationships they had as noncitizens or second-class citizens with their nation, 
colony, or neocolony. The nation-state took center stage in the struggles for equality 
and human rights among Africans, people of African descent, and other people of 
color. The civil rights movement, African independence movements, and the Cuban 
and Mozambican revolutions, for instance, argued for equal rights and citizenship 
within nations and as nations within a world of dominant northern/Western, white- 
dominated states. This fight was crucial to the betterment of the everyday lives of 
the masses of oppressed black peoples.5  

Some intellectuals also took the nationalistic politics of this century to argue 
for a black modernity that would distance them from Africa and allow their inclu-
sion into the world of “white civilized” nation-states. This was the case in instances 
as varied as the uplift movements among missionaries in the United States, the whit-
ening schemes of Latin America and the Caribbean, the role of Afro-Cuban politi-
cians in the suppressing of the uprising of 1912, and even the negritude writers’ con-
struction of an oppositional black consciousness within a fairly elitist French context. 
All of these activities illustrated unique forms of Du Boisian double consciousness, 
made visible by a highly problematic and contradictory politics of national inclusion. 
Many peoples of African descent grew to feel (and still do) a tension between loyal-
ties to nation and a broader swath of African and African-descended peoples.

Even so, within these two developments, there still was a progressive modernity 
to which anticolonial, black, and revolutionary struggles could strive. Vijay Prashad  
has called the middle decades of the twentieth century the most promising for 
international solidarity among peoples of color. In the hearts and minds of Ghana’s 
Kwame Nkrumah, India’s Jawajarlal Nehru, Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, Indone-
sia’s Ahmed Sukarno, Algeria’s Ben Bella, Cuba’s Fidel Castro, and Vietnam’s Ho 
Chi Minh, the “Third World was not a place . . . but . . . a project.”6 The historic sum-
mits in Bandung in 1955, in Belgrade in 1961, and in Havana in 1966 all focused 
on the possibility of new pathways for people of color to work together toward eco-
nomic and social leveling. In fact, the United Nations became a site of contestation 
between emerging nations and those of Europe and the United States. Resolutions 

Radical History Review

Published by Duke University Press



10    Radical History Review 

were passed against apartheid South Africa and for agencies like UNESCO and the 
United Nations Development Programme. 

More specifically, a good number of African-descended peoples continued 
to draw on the black diasporic tradition and to engage in solidarity and movement 
building across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and the Mediterranean and Carib-
bean seas.7 Some African Americans felt so inspired by the African freedom move-
ments that they relocated to the continent in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, while oth-
ers, such as Sidney Poitier and Thurgood Marshall, made it their business to attend 
independence celebrations in Africa. Both Malcolm X’s international pilgrimage and 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s anti – Vietnam War stance were as much connected to these 
progressive impulses in the world as they were to their own religious and moral 
compasses.

Cold War Liberalism
The Cold War (1945 – 90) was the second twentieth-century force to have a sig-
nificant impact on the study of Africa and the African diaspora. In an effort to stop 
the progressive nationalisms mentioned above, as well as their emerging relations 
with each other and the Soviet Union, the United States for the first time shaped an 
African foreign policy in the 1950s. It fashioned new posts such as the assistant sec-
retary of state for Africa and new African divisions in USAID, the U.S. Information 
Agency, the American Federation of Labor, and the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA). Similarly, in Britain and France there was a rush to “Africanize” colonial 
institutions after World War II.8 As David Robinson notes, “colonial Africa might 
require study commissions and training programs for civil servants, [but] indepen-
dent Africa required a whole new structure.”9 Key to these new structures was the 
role of clandestine organizations like the CIA and the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI). In Africa, the CIA — along with its allies — instigated coups, assas-
sinations, and destabilization efforts, while in the United States, the leaders of the 
largest and most effective African solidarity organization to date — the Council on 
African Affairs — were banned and jailed as communist sympathizers.

For an increasing number of African Americans, the only way to connect 
with Africa (or with the African diaspora, for that matter) was through State Depart-
ment tours or by joining one of the United States’ highly problematic government 
agencies. The United States was actively concerned with its so-called race-relations 
image abroad; for, after all, how could it win the hearts and minds of newly indepen-
dent Africans if it was seen to have a “race” problem? So it offered African American 
artists and spokespersons state-sponsored work and travel opportunities. For some 
African Americans, working with the U.S. government represented an inclusion 
they had longed for, and a small number thought of their participation as helpful to 
Africa. Those, however, who refused to be a part of the new African foreign policy 
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initiatives and traveled independently often found themselves targeted and under 
surveillance.10 

It was during this time that the United States Departments of State and Edu-
cation and philanthropic agencies such as Rockefeller, Ford, and Carnegie Founda-
tions decided to fund emerging African studies programs at major U.S. universi-
ties. While the largely white and male scholars who founded the ASA in 1958 were 
rarely direct operatives of U.S. foreign policy, they did suffer from two misconcep-
tions. One was that they believed they could influence through persusasion the U.S. 
government to do good work in Africa — a proposition that few African Americans 
believed (even those artists who went on U.S. State Department tours). Second, they 
reflected in their scholarly agendas an amnesia or complete denial of the intellectual 
and political history of and in the African diaspora.

The result was a largely white and male ASA in a liberal fog, constructing 
paradigms and agendas while beginning to work with emerging African universities 
in isolation from any acknowledgment of the history mentioned above. It is quite 
astonishing that from 1958 to 1970, in the minutes of business meetings and con-
ference proceedings, one discovers near total silence on African-descended people 
dispersed throughout the globe and on the historical, political, and intellectual link-
ages they had with Africa. 

A similar U.S. Cold War thrust catapulted a series of fledging Latin Amer-
ican studies groups into the Latin American Studies Association (LASA) in May 
1966. According to Howard Cline, there was no official interest in the United States 
for Latin America studies until progressive movements in the region began to gain 
traction. In fact, it was the United States’ inability to derail the Cuban Revolution 
that pushed the government to fund Latin American studies programs. Cline goes 
on to posit that LASA “might well erect a monument to Fidel Castro, [its] remote 
godfather. His actions . . . jarred complacency in official and university circles, dra-
matically revealing that all was not well in Latin America and that something must 
be done about it.”11

What was “done about it” was the founding of university-based programs to 
train PhDs in Latin American studies with the hope that their work might be useful 
to U.S. political, military, and business interests in the region. Latin American stud-
ies shared the National Defense Education acts titles IV and VI funds with African 
and Asian studies known collectively as language and area studies programs and 
began to receive funds from Ford, the Social Science Research Council (SSRC), the 
Brookings Institution, and the Fulbright Program. Again, while they were rarely 
actual agents of the CIA, largely white and male scholars within LASA marginalized 
the study of black peoples in the Americas and their connections to Africa.

It is important to note, however, that the marginalization of the study of 
peoples of African descent had its own particular trajectory in Latin America and 
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the Caribbean. In fact, it was in the ideologies of nationalism — especially in those 
areas colonized by Spain, Portugal, and France — that black and indigenous peoples’ 
histories and conditions tended to be ignored.12 Throughout the region, national 
myths of racial democracies were created to serve as bulwarks against imperialism 
and internal racial strife. However, because these national narratives unfolded in a 
context of slave-based, conquest-based whiteness, they tended to silence African-
descended and indigenous voices and studies while normalizing and empowering 
European-centered ones.

The U.S. State Department apparatus used this narrative as best it could to 
influence and prop up racist and military elites in the region in much the same way 
it did African elites on the continent. And as in its African policy, it used African 
Americans as part of state-sponsored initiatives, especially in countries with large 
black populations such as Brazil and Cuba. Those who chose to connect with these 
countries on their own were, like those who independently went to Africa, targeted. 
For instance, Josephine Baker, known at the time for speaking out on U.S. racism, 
traveled on her French passport through Latin America and the Caribbean. Shortly 
before she was due to arrive in Cuba in 1953, her Cuban agents were pressured 
to cancel her tour and newspaper editorials slammed her. Yet she arrived anyway. 
Once there, she was denied access to the premises where she was supposed to per-
form and was picked up by military police. The police questioned her for three 
hours and said that “the questioning was in response to a suggestion by the U.S. 
Federal Bureau of Investigation . . . that Miss Baker might be an active Commu-
nist.”13 Interestingly, though, the American embassy report issued sometime after 
this interrogation seemed only concerned with Baker’s potential contact with and 
influence on “Cuban Negroes.”14

Tangled Webs
Overall, the Cold War and the politics of the nation served to block large-scale, 
independent ties that might bind among Africans and people of African descent. In 
Africa and the black Americas these pressures were felt in various ways. In Cuba, for 
instance, the life chances of Cubans of African descent were immensely enhanced 
by the revolution, with universal health care, education, and employment open to 
all yet their voices and cultural initiatives were severely constrained and marginal-
ized early in the revolution by the combined forces of the national myth of racial 
democracy, a vitriolic U.S. embargo, and the Marxist belief that class leveling would 
end racism. In the United States, it was black student activism in the North and 
civil rights struggles in the South that catapulted black studies into the curriculums 
of many colleges and schools. Yet with the white Right attacking black studies in 
general and the black Left severely excised from it, the result was a twofold com-
promise. Afrocentrism and heritage studies jostled for centrality in African diaspora 
studies, while a liberal and sanitized “national inclusion” of the black experience in 
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the United States was slowly and unevenly added to curriculums. The result was a 
less politicized and a more cultural engagement with the diaspora.

The situation in Africa during the same period also deserves further com-
mentary. African universities sprang up in every country as the result of national 
independence, and since most African universities were public institutions, the 
euphoria of nation building forged strong partnerships between academics and the 
state. However, as economic and political problems became intractable, tension grew 
between these two sectors. The political class became less interested in funding uni-
versities, and scholars became more critical of corruption and the state’s coercive 
control of universities. In turn, more funding came from foreign donors, and while 
many African scholars found this income crucial, many also found themselves serv-
ing as “consultants” to outside agencies and their agendas. Paul Zeleza summed up 
the problem beautifully in a lecture he delivered at the University of Malawi in June 
2000, stating: “In most African countries, the development of the universities and 
research has been firmly tied to the vagaries of the state policies, the shifting mis-
sions and mandates of international donor agencies, and the unpredictable demands 
and dislocations of civil society.” African universities, therefore, are suffering, and 
many African academics work abroad. Yet they, too, often find themselves “caught in 
the bind of addressing African realities in borrowed languages and paradigms [and] 
conversing with each other through publications and media controlled by foreign 
academic communities.”15

What Time Is It?
Interestingly, Zeleza’s words bring us full circle as new cohorts of African-descended 
researchers are now pushing the African diaspora onto the research agendas of major 
academic organizations. Zeleza himself ended his important speech by arguing that 
the way forward for African scholars was to focus less on support from international 
agencies and to reengage a pan-Africanist agenda as a guide. The emergence of new 
regional, as opposed to national, African institutes is one area where outside funding 
has proven most useful and is also illustrative of a resurgence of pan-Africanism on 
the continent. Zeleza’s focus, though, is transcontinental as well as transnational, for 
it is in a reframing of Africa with African diaspora studies that he sees hope.

The ASA’s African Studies Review issued a special edition on the African 
diaspora in 2000, and its 2001 annual theme also centered around the African 
diaspora. Similarly, LASA now has a section on ethnicity, race, and indigenous peo-
ples, founded in 2005, and there continues to be healthy discussion and debate about 
its direction. LASA has also taken key positions against imperialism in the region. 
Alongside the founding of ASWAD, the Association for the Study of the Worldwide 
African Diaspora, in 2000, important older organizations and institutions have also 
gained new life. The Association for the Study of African-American Life and His-
tory, founded by Carter G. Woodson in 1915, once again boasts record numbers 
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of conference attendees. Harlem’s Schomburg Library, dedicated to scholarship on 
the African diaspora, bustles with local, national, and international research activ-
ity. Finally, in Cuba, amid national discussions on race that began in 2000, Gloria 
Rolando’s 2007 film on the 1912 uprising and massacre of thousands of black and 
poor people in Oriente province, Roots of My Heart, aired on Cuban television. This 
episode in Cuban history, long ignored and denied, now has a national commission 
to make public its memory.

Given the hundreds of millions of people of African descent throughout the 
world whose histories and conditions are in need of research and study, the bear-
ers of African diaspora studies (archivists, collectors, researchers, scholars, griots) 
will continue to have work to do. The challenge is to make it possible again for the 
witness-agitators to have a voice and place in this field. As Russell Adams wrote in 
the Journal of Negro Education in 1977, “Black Studies has two major traditions: an 
off-campus tradition and an on-campus tradition. The location of Black Studies at 
any given point in time is crucial to the way the studies have been pursued, the ends 
to which the information has been put and the kinds of focus blacks take on matters 
that have to do with liberation.”16 What time is it now?
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