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Diversity in the United States and Abroad: 
What Does It Mean When American 
Studies Is Transnational?

Emory Elliott

Dedication

I dedicate this address to three remarkably productive and courageous 
women scholars with whom I have had the privilege to work over the 
course of their careers: 

First, Professor Nellie McKay, who passed away early in 2006, and whose 
courageous life and valuable work were celebrated at a wonderful conference 
held by her colleagues at Madison in April. Nellie was a pioneer in African 
American literature and a splendid mentor and dissertation director to a large 
number of PhDs, many of whom spoke eloquently about her gifts at her 
memorial. 

Second, Professor Tao Jie of Beijing University, who retired recently and 
who now lives in Oakland and is here tonight. I met Professor Tao during 
my first visit to China in 1986. As early as the 1950s, she was doing research 
on African American authors such as Charles Chestnut. During the Cultural 
Revolution, she was forced to leave her profession for several years. She returned 
in the 1980s to train a very high percentage of the PhDs in American studies 
who are teaching in China’s universities today. 

Third, Professor Viola Sachs, who recently retired from the University of 
Paris VIII. Having fled Poland with her family during the war, she grew up in 
Rio de Janeiro and returned to Warsaw in 1954, where she rose to full professor 
in American studies. Her family was threatened in 1968, and they left every-
thing they owned and fled to Paris, where she again became a full professor. 
She directed many PhD students who were drawn to work with her because of 
her on work on the American imaginary and the American Renaissance. She 
directed the dissertations of many, including several scholars from northern 
and southern African and Arab countries. 
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Wilderness and Wrath

In August of 1967, a time of American military escalation in Vietnam and 
political unrest at home, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. asked Americans, 
“Where do we go from here?” He said, “In order to answer that question, we 
must first honestly recognize where we are now.” Calling for an end to the 
war, King said: “I speak for those whose land is being laid waste, whose homes 
are being destroyed, whose culture is being subverted. I speak for the poor of 
America who are paying the double price of smashed hopes at home and death 
and corruption in Vietnam. I speak as a citizen of the world as it stands aghast 
at the path we have taken. I speak as an American to the leaders of my own 
nation.”1 Dr. King’s words are still timely as we witness thousands of coalition 
soldiers and hundreds of thousands of Iraqi people being killed and maimed in 
a war that vast numbers of people believe to be unjustified and illegal. Today, as 
so many of us stand aghast at the path the U.S. government has taken, I believe 
it is our responsibility to follow Dr. King’s example and speak out as “citizens 
of the world” against American imperialism, militarism, and unilateralism, as 
well as the domestic intimidation that seeks to silence such critiques. 

While as scholars and teachers we may not have the influence that King 
had or the reach to be heard by the nation’s leaders, still, many ASA members 
have spoken out through their teaching and research, as well as in conference 
sessions and inaugural addresses. Throughout the nation’s history, writers, art-
ists, journalists, teachers, and public intellectuals have employed both explicit 
and subtle methods to critique the gaps between the expressed ideals of the 
United States and the lived realities, and so too have many American studies 
scholars used their research to examine and analyze from where we have come, 
where we are now, and to where we may be headed. 

In this time of deep political division, national paranoia, and global un-
certainty, scholars of the humanities, arts, and social sciences across the globe 
must learn from each other, share perspectives, and continue to broaden the 
range of ideas needed to bring about change. It is no accident that many of 
our colleges and universities are under attack from members of boards of 
trustees, community and religious groups, and state and federal legislators; 
they perceive education, and higher education in particular, as threatening 
to current political and economic policies. Some political organizations have 
even employed students to attend classes with the aim of collecting so-called 
subversive comments by their professors in attempts to discredit them or call 
for their dismissal. Across the country, there are concerted efforts to replace 
academic scholars who hold major administrative positions with leaders from 
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the corporate world. We need to engage in discussions of these matters across 
national borders because most of these efforts are global. Every time a new idea 
for limiting free speech, academic freedom, and effective education emerges in 
one place in the world, it will reappear soon thereafter in another. 

I suspect that I am no exception in having come to American studies out 
of political convictions. In May of 1970, I was a doctoral student in English 
at the University of Illinois preparing to write a dissertation on seventeenth-
century English literature. When the United States bombed Cambodia, and 
four students were killed by National Guard soldiers at Kent State, two hundred 
of us grad students gathered outside the English building in silent protest. In 
anger, one student called out: “How can we be studying literature at a time 
like this?” I thought that I could justify studying literature at such a time 
because I believe that literature teaches us about dimensions of society and of 
ourselves in ways that often penetrate more deeply into our consciousness and 
our lives than other vehicles of knowledge. But I had to ask myself why I was 
studying English literature when I did not understand my own country—a 
country that boasts about its values of freedom and equality—while protests, 
demonstrations, and urban uprisings were necessary for citizens to gain basic 
rights of social justice and while millions of its citizens were deeply opposed 
to the government’s foreign policies. My move to American literature and 
American studies was therefore in part a political move—though it could not 
have been more personal. 

I embarked on an interdisciplinary dissertation on early American writing to 
try to understand what was then called “the American mind” and the “Puritan 
imagination.” Growing up Catholic in a working-class, racially and ethnically 
mixed, inner-city commercial area of Baltimore, I had a lot to learn about the 
role of Calvinism and Protestant religious perspectives in America and how 
American writers had responded to them. While I discovered in early Calvinist 
America many positive qualities, such as an emphasis on literacy, education, and 
the rule of law, I also recognized structures of thought and social organization 
characterized by narrowness, paranoia, fear of outsiders, Manichaean dualism, 
isolationism, and myths of national exceptionalism, utopianism, and a divinely 
ordained manifest destiny that continue to be sustained by our government 
and society today, especially through religious and political rhetoric. In much 
American literature and art, critiques of such negative components of U.S. 
policies and culture have persisted and have also been central to my research 
and writing. I have found that when I lecture outside the United States, my 
audiences are usually quite receptive to my analyses of what we used to call 
historical continuities. At home, audiences are more resistant, with some eager 
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to divorce the past from the present and to insist that no recognizable connec-
tions exist between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and contemporary 
society, while others believe that mainly positive influences remain. Far too 
often, we do not see ourselves as others see us. 

Of course, there is still much about this country that I do not understand, 
and I have struggled with the question of “where do we go from here,” espe-
cially when many people at home and abroad believe that the United States is 
undergoing a permanent change of identity. In his book Failed States, Noam 
Chomsky has recently called the United States a “failed state” because of its 
“abuse of power and assault on democracy.” He says, “Failed states are those 
that are unable or unwilling to protect their citizens from violence and perhaps 
even destruction” and those that “regard themselves as beyond the reach of 
domestic or international law.”2 It has been five years since the terrorist attacks 
on the United States and the invasion of Afghanistan and over three years since 
the invasion of Iraq, and terrorism continues, while there appears to be no exit 
plan or end in sight to either of these undeclared wars. When such blatant 
failure occurred in Puritan New England, the clergy sought the reasons for 
God’s wrath upon his saints, and they usually found external enemies, such 
as Quakers and Catholics, or enemies within, such as sinners, dissenters, and 
witches, to blame and eliminate. 

As elections near today, the rhetoric has intensified, with accusations against 
those who oppose U.S. foreign policy as being like those who wanted to ap-
pease Hitler. Proponents of the war also claim that we are already fighting 
World War III, and that we must be willing to pay the highest price in lives 
and resources as we did after Pearl Harbor. When our leaders believe that the 
United States is exceptional, is always in the right, and has Divine Providence 
on its side, they can be exceptionally dangerous and astonishingly destructive, 
internally as well as externally. The words that W. E. B. DuBois used to admon-
ish earlier repressive efforts still ring true today: “The hushing of the criticism 
of honest opponents is a dangerous thing. . . . Honest and earnest criticism 
from those whose interests are most nearly touched—criticism of writers by 
readers, of government by the governed, of leaders by those led—this is the 
soul of democracy and the safeguard of modern society.”3

It has also been three years since Amy Kaplan’s brilliant presidential ad-
dress opened with these words: “I write with a sense of urgency and bewilder-
ment—urgency because I believe that our work must speak to the current 
crisis as the United States occupies Iraq and marshals violent force around 
the world.”4 She urged us in American studies to be at the center of efforts 
to address the questions raised by current foreign polices, domestic divisions 
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and conflicts, and the social, political, moral, ethical, and diplomatic failures 
contributing to the growing anti-Americanism in the world. Recalling earlier 
invasions and occupations of the Hawaiian Islands, the Philippines, Mexico, 
and Vietnam, among others, Kaplan encouraged more teaching of such rep-
resentative histories and more analysis and interpretation of the mystifying 
rhetoric of the Bush administration. 

Today, I share her outrage in the face of the major illegalities and numer-
ous revelations of war crimes by U.S. and coalition forces, including rape and 
murder, and the existence of secret prisons and interrogation centers where 
people are held illegally and tortured under the veil of such euphemisms as 
“coercive interrogation” and “extraordinary renditions.” Again, we need only 
recall the history of the U.S. involvement in Latin America in the 1960s and 
1970s to recognize a pattern of control through violence. I am appalled by 
the Bush administration’s continued defiance of the U.S. and international 
courts that have called for closing the prison in Guantanamo and for policy 
changes to bring the United States into accord with international laws. How 
and when, if ever, can we expect this country to recover what had long been 
a positive reputation for its respect for reason, truth, and basic human rights 
and its commitment to democratically and fairly elected governments and to 
the rule of law? 

As bleak as things are today, however, I look with radical hope to U.S. 
history, to the turns of events that can occur—that have occurred—when 
courageous people have challenged the dominant ideology and risked their 
lives, careers, and personal freedoms to join movements to end slavery; to gain 
rights for women, the poor, and the oppressed; to stop witch hunting; and to 
end wars and acts of aggression. Given the strength of the commitments that 
I know exists among so many in the ASA to change our current situation, I 
add my own passionate wish that we will be unrelenting in speaking out and 
offering our own honest and earnest criticisms and that we will continue to 
train more informed and thoughtful citizens who will contribute to positive 
changes in our society.

Errand

I wish to raise several questions that are deeply related to the issues about which 
I have just spoken and to present some reflections about where our field has 
been, where it may be going, and what we may do to meet present challenges 
and opportunities. My larger question is this: “How can we, through our 
teaching and research, more effectively generate developments that will lead 
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to thoughtful citizenship and to a more humane future?” Having heard and 
recently reread many ASA presidential addresses, I recognize that this event 
provides a moment when our work unites us and, at the same time, when 
one of us is asked to express a specific viewpoint to consider in relation to our 
collective work. 

Thus, I want to explain why my personal experience led me to believe that 
genuine inclusiveness and broad international collaboration are especially 
crucial to our work in the twenty-first century. More than ever, those of us 
who study the United States from the inside and those who do so from the 
outside need to have more dialogue. As a result of the technological changes of 
the last twenty to thirty years, students who study abroad today learn not only 
about cultural differences; they also discover how much they have in common 
with other students around the world. When I speak to students, whether in 
Chongquin, China, or Riverside, California, I remind them that with their 
computers, cell phones, iPods, fluent English, and knowledge of global popular 
culture, they have far more in common with other students like themselves 
in other countries than they do with ninety percent of the people who live in 
their own regions. The same common ground is true for teachers at every level, 
who have more in common with each other than they do with large segments 
of their surrounding populations. Of course, there are also many downsides 
to the effects of such cultural globalization, such as the hegemony of English 
as the lingua franca of global business and the privileges of class that afford 
unequal access to new communication technologies, not to mention college 
as well. I understand these inequalities quite well. 

For economic reasons, I did not have the opportunity to travel abroad during 
or after college or graduate school. In fact, I did not travel outside the United 
States until 1982, when I was a full professor at Princeton. Indirectly, it was 
the ASA that made my first trip possible. I was a member of the American 
Quarterly editorial board in 1978 when I was asked to break a tie on an essay 
submitted on The Scarlet Letter and Moby Dick by Professor Viola Sachs of 
the University of Paris. In its theory and method, it was unlike anything that 
had previously been published in AQ. Sachs argued that several writers of the 
American Renaissance drew upon ancient scriptures, the occult, numerology, 
and mystical symbolic systems and that they imagined themselves to be in the 
process of constructing a new American scripture or secular new testament. I 
found the essay bold, unconventional, and provocative, and I voted for it. The 
editor at the time was so disturbed by its radical approach and unorthodox 
argument that he preceded the article with a disclaimer, which seemed designed 
to emphasize the article’s foreign status: “Editorial Note. American Quarterly is 
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pleased to publish this leading example of French work in American studies. 
We recognize its provocative and controversial character.” (You can look it up: 
volume 32, number 2.) Viola viewed the disclaimer as a badge of honor for an 
outsider, as she has always called herself. That she was perceived as such was 
evident when I invited her to give a lecture at Princeton on Moby Dick, and one 
of my colleagues told me the next morning that her lecture had frightened his 
students. I told him that it was amazing that a lecture on a familiar text such 
as Moby Dick could frighten anyone. Months later at the annual holiday party, 
the graduate students did their traditional skits parodying their grad profes-
sors, but that year for the first time they chose to parody a visiting speaker. 
Viola’s fresh ideas and exuberant, passionate performance had made such an 
impression that the students presented her as “Professor Violent Sex,” which 
she considered an even more remarkable tribute. 

Professor Sachs invited me to her 1982 conference in Paris titled “Race in 
Brazil and the United States.” With only twenty-five scholars from Brazil, the 
United States, and several European countries, the conference was unusual for 
me in that it allowed time and opportunities for intense discussions and frank 
exchanges. However, I was embarrassed to realize that I was sadly ignorant 
of the excellent research in American studies being done abroad, and I was 
disturbed by how parochial our conception of American studies in the United 
States had become. Soon, I became acquainted with many scholars in Europe, 
China, and Brazil, and as master of a residential college at Princeton, I invited 
international Americanists to give lectures or to become visiting resident fel-
lows. We hosted twenty international scholars in residence at Princeton before 
I left there in 1989. At the Center for Ideas and Society at UCR, we have 
had dozens of speakers from abroad and thirty-eight international scholars in 
residence. Students and colleagues have often expressed their recognition of 
the value of having visitors present international perspectives on the United 
States at our campus, and I believe that there are few pedagogical activities 
more important for us to be doing today than fostering international exchanges 
in American studies. 

My international experience became a part of my work in the ASA in 1987, 
when then-president Lois Banner asked me to chair the program committee for 
the 1989 convention in Toronto, and her successor, President Linda Kerber, 
asked me to chair the international committee for a five-year term. I would 
like to thank Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Michael Frisch, and John Stephens, my 
ASA colleagues who gave the committee valuable support during that time 
and have helped sustain international initiatives over the years.
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Renewal

In her 1994 essay “What We Know That We Don’t Know: Remapping Ameri-
can Literary History,” Carolyn Porter drew attention to what she recognized 
to be a major blind spot in American literary and American studies research. 
She asserted that the attention of U.S.-based American literature scholars had 
been focused narrowly upon the national literature with little regard to the 
relationships of American literature to the literatures of other countries. Thus, 
she encouraged U.S. Americanists to turn their attentions to the ways that the 
United States is interconnected culturally, not only to Europe, but also to Af-
rica and Latin America, and she asserted that if scholars ponder this new form 
of contextualization, they will make new discoveries that would reconstitute 
the field of American studies with an emphasis upon “a historicized politics 
of location.” Porter’s argument helped to accelerate the emerging shift toward 
diasporic studies and transnational studies.5

In his forthcoming essay “Theories of American Culture,” Winfried Fluck 
of the Kennedy Institute in Berlin provides a succinct and valuable overview 
of the development of the field of American studies and an insightful analysis 
of the formation of transnational American studies. Although he finds “a 
notable change in attitude on the side of the American scholars and the 
American Studies Association toward non-U.S. Americanists who are now 
actively encouraged and invited to contribute their own point of view,” Fluck 
also seeks to understand “the underlying premises which have guided the work 
of transnational studies.” Tracing the evolution of the theories of American 
studies from its founding to the present, he argues that the guiding principles 
of the field have been to seek ways to negate and/or resist the worst tenden-
cies of U.S. culture. This pursuit changed, however, with the discovery in the 
1980s that “the idea of negation or subversion was a (liberal) illusion.” Once 
that illusion was shattered, the only hope for pursuing resistance was on the 
margins or outside the system until it was discovered that “there is no longer 
an outside the system.” 

Thus, Fluck believes that the search for resistance has moved to transna-
tional American studies, because views from outside the United States “remain 
resistant to ideological absorption by ‘America.’” Fluck quotes Jane Desmond 
and Virginia Dominquez, who have argued that “the inclusion of perspectives 
from abroad would help to resuscitate the study of U.S. culture within an 
understanding of global dynamics, which would, in turn, better elucidate the 
inequities and oppressions that currently plague U.S. culture.” Fluck also cites 
John Carlos Rowe, who says that the essays in his Post-Nationalist American 
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Studies volume aim for “the political as well as intellectual transformation of 
inherently exclusive and repressive systems.” Fluck also notes Paul Giles’s argu-
ment that globalization has weakened the United States and created an identity 
crisis, which offers new opportunities for resistance. But, while encouraged by 
these moves, Fluck concludes with an expression of deep concern that the last 
election, which may be a response to the identity crisis, remains so disturbing 
to Europeans that they must recognize that the power of the United States is 
not going to go away, and “it remains a major issue whether, how, and to what 
extent we are subjected to, or affected by, American power.”6

I want to expand upon Fluck’s analysis by adding some thoughts about two 
subjects around which my research, teaching, and personal and professional 
life have circled—cultural diversity in the United States and abroad and the 
internationalization of U.S. studies. These two directions, often seen as being 
opposed, indeed are intertwined, and while I am convinced that cross-cultural 
exchanges have the capacity to produce fresh perspectives and promote creative 
freedom, I also recognize that such efforts at cultural exchanges do not inher-
ently lead to positive results. When they are seen and felt to be stemming from 
mere tolerance anchored in conservative neoliberalism, they can be counter-
productive in that they merely reassert established relationships of power and 
prestige. This issue writ large for the place of the United States relative to the 
rest of the Americas also pertains to the institutional politics of U.S. academic 
institutions. For example, over the last forty-five years, those who created 
departments and programs of ethnic studies met strong initial resistance and 
have had to struggle to maintain their identity and mission. 

The recent and continuing development of diasporic and transnational 
studies can also be seen as yet another infringement upon territories already 
occupied by scholars doing similar work in other departments and programs. 
Unfortunately, some institutions and administrators may be too ready to 
embrace a seemingly new idea without recognizing the continuing value of 
what is already in place, if it appears to “solve” a lingering discomfort with 
departments established through activism. Much of the excellent research that 
has been produced thus far under the name of transnational studies is being 
done by faculty based in established programs and departments and I would 
argue that administrators and scholars have a responsibility to see that exist-
ing programs are enhanced by and alongside new ones, rather than merely 
substituted for or subsumed by. Because of its long association and support 
for ethnic studies as a field and the development of African American, Asian 
American, Latina/o, Chicana/o, and Native American studies, the American 
Studies Association is uniquely positioned to explore the transnational without 
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undermining the political and institutional stakes of these other fields and 
programs. Specifically, I want to examine the transnational turn in relation to 
the role of U.S. intellectuals, writers, and artists of color who were interna-
tionalists as early as the 1880s. More than a century ago, they were citizens of 
a transnational, Pan-American world that only a few scholars had recognized 
until the last two decades.

History

If you detected the question mark in my title to be a sampling of, or what we 
used to call a reference or allusion to, Mary Helen Washington’s 1997 presiden-
tial address, “Disturbing the Peace: What Happens to American Studies If You 
Put African American Studies at the Center?”7, you are perceptive. Following 
Mary Helen’s lead, I have put ethnic studies, and especially African Ameri-
can studies, Latino/a studies, Asian American studies, and Native American 
studies at the center of this address. Many, if not most, intellectuals, writers, 
and artists of color in the United States in the twentieth century were inter-
nationalists and universalists before the concept of the transnational emerged. 
While some may argue that focusing on intellectual and cultural difference 
is to risk eclipsing enormous problems of economic inequality in the world, 
such potentially divisive arguments spring from the dualistic logic that is so 
prevalent and often so paralyzing in our society. Attention to issues of cultural 
diversity need not blind us to the grave problems of poverty and genocide in 
our world. Given the many pressing problems we face today, we need to and 
can approach multiple problems on multiple fronts. 

While a majority of European immigrants between 1880 and 1960 sought 
and eventually gained acceptance as “white Americans” by embracing Ameri-
can values and having their children learn English, immigrants of color and 
American-born African Americans faced obstacles that largely excluded them 
from the assimilation process. Thus, most created their own communities and 
retained stronger attachments to their places of origin than did most Europe-
ans. During those decades, many people of color lived in fluid transnational 
cultural borderlands developing political and cultural centers of contact and 
exchange that nourished their work and provided perspectives and intellectual 
freedoms that were nonexistent or very limited within the United States. Paris 
and Havana were two such vital locations. 

From the work of Houston Baker, Ross Posnick, Arnold Rampersad, Nel-
lie McKay, Hortense Spillers, Brent Hayes Edwards, Edouard Glissant, Aime 
Cesaire, and others, we have learned that between the 1880s and the 1960s 



| ��Diversity in the United States and Abroad

there was a much more substantial and influential community of black and 
Latino/a intellectuals than mainstream scholarship had previously recognized.8 
In 1893 at the age of twenty-five, W. E. B. DuBois was able to marshal an 
African American international network that had its roots in the early 1800s as 
he set out to articulate a new movement in which the values of intellectualism, 
diaspora, and universalism were debated and applied, welcomed and scorned 
in the decades that followed. Many intellectuals and artists of color struggled 
to counter racial hatred and violence by forming international alliances and 
collaborations that helped to put U.S. racism in a global context, where it 
could be more openly critiqued and condemned. 

DuBois organized black professionals to fight for civil rights and helped 
to form the NAACP, and in this process, he argued against racial classifica-
tion and expressed his belief in intellectual and social advancement as the 
best means of transforming U.S. society for the common good of all. Within 
black communities, the debates took the form of opposition between racial 
identity and nationalism on the one hand and universalism, transnationalism, 
or cosmopolitanism on the other. Through the power of his intellect and the 
respect he had even among his skeptics, DuBois and later Alain Locke enabled 
an intellectual atmosphere within which many thinkers and artists found 
cosmopolitanism and transnationalism accommodating to their views of their 
own situations within a global geography that they defined as Pan-American 
and Pan-African.9

By 1919, it had become evident that social advancement based upon intel-
ligence and talent was not leading to acceptance and equality in the United 
States in the foreseeable future. While some turned to black nationalism, many 
simply withdrew into communities such as Harlem. Others became permanent 
expatriates or established alternative residences abroad. Several important 
studies have provided a wealth of research on the black intellectuals and art-
ists in the African diaspora and especially Paris, including Michel Fabre’s From 
Harlem to Paris: Black American Writers in France, 1840–1980 (1991), Tyler 
Stoval’s Paris Noir: African Americans in the City of Light (1996), Abiola Irele’s 
The African Imagination: Literature in Africa and the Black Diaspora (2001), 
and Brent Hayes Edwards’s The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, 
and the Rise of Black Internationalism (2003).10

In a recent special 2005 issue of Modern Fiction Studies titled “Paris, Modern 
Fiction, and the Black Atlantic,” the editors, Jonathan Eburne and Jeremy 
Braddock, state: “Understanding diasporic modernism means recognizing 
the conceptual range and scope of transnational black cultures throughout 
the twentieth century, as well as the geographical mobility that made such 



|   �� American Quarterly

internationalism possible.” The volume explores the lives and works of African 
American writers and artists who visited or lived in Paris in the first two-thirds 
of the twentieth century. In his essay in this volume, “The Language of Libera-
tion,” Mark Whalan observes that the high degree of “cosmopolitan sophistica-
tion” and language facility of African American visitors to Paris stemmed to a 
degree from their “geographical, social, and historical mobility.”11 Of course, 
such mobility was a mixed condition, as it often resulted from dire personal 
situations, but, often, the positive result for many of those who survived their 
perils was fluency in several languages, including Spanish and Portuguese, as 
well as French, and acquaintance with many cultures. 

As these histories and their texts come to light, many scholars working in 
diasporic studies have brought to their research considerable language skills 
necessary for working in the countries of their family origins and in the libraries 
and records offices of the former empires that once controlled those countries. 
Many African American writers and artists who went abroad found a freedom 
of expression there that was not possible for them within the United States, 
and they developed new perspectives and found safer positions from which to 
critique aspects of U.S. policies and culture.

In the last twenty years, I have participated in the development of the various 
forms of diasporic studies by reading many book manuscripts and proposals for 
presses, tenure and promotion review groups, and fellowship committees and by 
working with graduate students, postdoctoral students, and young faculty who 
have been doing research in diasporic, Black Atlantic, and Caribbean studies. 
In my experience, most scholars who have been drawn to these new fields are 
motivated by their personal interest in excavating the lives and works of writers 
who were not in the mainstream canon twenty years ago. Canon revision in 
the 1980s brought to light many writers of color who had rarely been studied 
in the United States before the 1980s, while in fact many of them had been 
discovered and written about from the 1950s through the 1970s by literary 
scholars in other countries. From the inclusion of the writings of Douglas, 
Dunbar, Washington, Dubois, Hurston, Hughes, and others of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, students began to get glimpses of the intellectual 
and cultural ferment in the communities of black writers and artists. By the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, more missing writers emerged: Harriette Wilson, 
Delany, Chesnutt, Hopkins, Harper, Locke, McKay, Johnson, and Toomer, 
among others. As my own students, postdocs, and job candidates in the early 
1990s described their work, it was evident that they were excited to work in 
archives that had rarely, if ever, been examined.



| ��Diversity in the United States and Abroad

As the books and articles on diasporic and transnational subjects began to 
appear, younger scholars especially have recognized that the new work only 
scratches the surface and that we needed a complete revision of what we thought 
we knew about nineteenth- and twentieth-century cultural, social, political, 
literary, and intellectual life in the United States and beyond its borders. New 
worlds of previously ignored or erased diasporic interrelationships and remark-
able cultural interpenetrations have begun to appear. 

While Caroline Porter had lit a spark at a crucial moment in 1994, there 
had already been some important predecessors such as Hortense Spillers and 
Marjorie Pryse, who in 1985 published Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, and 
Literary Tradition, which signaled growing attention to the Caribbean.12 The 
book that really fueled the explosion of research in transnational arenas was 
Paul Gilroy’s 1993 seminal work, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double 
Consciousness. Controversial and much debated, Gilroy’s book consciously in-
vokes the life and work of W. E. B. Dubois as a leading figure who embraced 
Pan-Africanism early on and who possessed a global vision that influenced 
many African American writers and artists. Unlike so many such works that 
focused primarily upon literature, Gilroy’s book also had a significant impact on 
historians. For most Americanists working outside the United States, however, 
the study of American literature is more often the field of choice, because it is 
more accessible and does not require travel to archives and research libraries in 
the United States. As a result, most of the texts that I am citing are the works 
of interdisciplinary Americanists whose major work is in literary studies.13

Also appearing in the 1990s were two major volumes edited by Amy Kaplan 
and Donald Pease, Cultures of United States Imperialism, in 1993, and by Pease, 
National Identities and Post-Americanist Narrative, in 1994.14 Joan Dayan’s 
Haiti, History, and the Gods also appeared in 1994,15 and Joseph Roach’s Cities 
of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance16 came out in 1996, as did Sieglinde 
Lemke’s Primitive Postmodernism: Black Culture and the Origins of Transatlantic 
Modernism.17 

After 2000, there has been a marked increase of collections and monographs 
exploring transnational and comparative connections, including books by John 
Carlos Rowe, Sharon Holland, Walter Mignolo, Carmen Cáliz-Montoro, Ni-
cole King, Anna Brickhouse, Shelley Streeby, Amy Kaplan, Kirsten Silva Gruesz, 
Rodrigo Lazo, Joyce Moore Turner, Hershini Bhana Young, Sean Goudie, and 
Maria DeGuzmán and edited volumes by Genevieve Fabre and Klaus Benesch 
and by Jon Smith and Deborah Cohn. Forthcoming in 2007 is an important 
new collection, Hemispheric American Literary History, edited by Caroline F. 
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Levander and Robert S. Levine, and a book by Zita Cristina Nunes, Resisting 
Remainders: Race and Democracy in the Literature of the Americas.18

While African diasporic studies have been the most prolific, new research 
continues to appear that explores the Latino/a American and the Asian diaspo-
ras. In 1985, a work titled Afro-Latin Americans Today: No Longer Invisible and 
published by the Minority Rights Group (directed by Alan Philips) asserted 
that of the 450 million people in Latin America, about one-third have African 
ancestry, and yet black Latinos are hardly recognized and remain oppressed and 
neglected. The volume participated in a movement in many Latin American 
countries to begin to acknowledge the presence and contributions of people 
of Afro-Latin descent.19 In 1986 Bell Gale Chevigny and Gari Laguardia pub-
lished their volume Reinventing the Americas: Comparative Studies of Literature 
in the United States and Spanish America.20 In 1991, Héctor Calderón and José 
David Saldívar opened the way for Chicano/a diaspora studies with Criticism 
in the Borderlands: Studies in Chicano Literature, Culture, and Ideology.21 In 
1997, William Luis gave us Dance Between Two Cultures: Latino Caribbean 
Literature Written in the United States;22 in 1998 we had José Martí’s “Our 
America”: From National to Hemispheric Cultural Studies, edited by Jeff Belnap 
and Raul Fernandez;23 and 1999 gave us Doris Sommer’s Proceed with Caution, 
When Engaged by Minority Writings in the Americas.24 In her 2003 volume, 
Daughters of the Diaspora: Afra-Hispanic Writers, Miriam De Costa-Willis col-
lected twenty works from eleven women writers in the Americas. The volume 
represents the lives and works of writers who are “always on the move—from 
Costa Rica to Zimbabwe and Bogotá to Barcelona” and yet often meet in the 
trans-hemispheric crossroads of New York City. Their works raise questions 
about home and mobility, race and ethnic identity, national belonging, glo-
balization, and gender.25 In 2000, reaching beyond a single ethnic group to 
embrace a larger scope of work, Carmen Cáliz-Montoro published Writing 
from the Borderlands: A Study of Chicano, Afro-Caribbean and Native Literature 
in North America, in which she examines Chicano/a literature but also works 
by Caribbean Canadian writers and works that she calls “literature without 
frontiers,” which includes northern Native American authors and the work 
of Vietnamese writers.26 

Within the field of Asian American studies, there developed a distinct con-
cern with the Asian diaspora. In her seminal work of 1996, Immigrant Acts: 
On Asian American Cultural Politics, Lisa Lowe engages the legal, political, 
and cultural relations between the United States as a nation and the people of 
Asian origins who have come to the United States as a means of constructing 
a cultural and social history of Asian Americans. Among other subjects, Lowe 
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demonstrates how war, capitalism, and racism have created a host of contradic-
tions for the United States and for Asian immigrants and their descendants, 
and she critiques the meaning and definition of citizenship within a liberal 
democracy as the site where the gaps between the political theory of the U.S. 
Constitution and the realties of the lives of Asian and Asian American peoples 
have been most glaring.27 In her 1999 book, The Americas of Asian American 
Literature: Gendered Fiction of Nation and Transnation, Rachel Lee broke new 
ground by making the study of Asian American literature transnational, hemi-
spheric, and global.28 In 2001, Kandace Chuh and Karen Shimakawa published 
the edited volume Orientations: Mapping Studies in the Asian Diaspora, which 
gathers many of the most respected scholars of Asian American studies, who 
examine the themes of transnationalism, globalization, and postcoloniality as 
they impact the Asian diasporas.29 

Although indigenous Americans are not immigrants, they have also ex-
perienced dislocations that can properly be considered diasporic, as Native 
Americans throughout the Americas have both voluntarily, as a result of eco-
nomic pressures, and involuntarily, due to genocidal institutional policies of 
the settler nations who currently occupy this hemisphere, left their homelands 
and adjusted to harsh conditions in unfamiliar locations where resources are 
scarce. Yet even when indigenous communities advocate for universal citizen-
ship, as Native Americans did following World War I and were eventually 
granted citizenship by the U.S. government in 1924, many aboriginal people 
remain dislocated from their homelands and live as often invisible outsiders 
within countries such as the United States, Canada, and Mexico.30

Text

In addition to the valuable information about our society gathered by scholars, 
social scientists, and humanists, artists and writers also do fieldwork and archival 
research in order to represent human experience, but they add to that research 
their imaginative power to create fictional worlds with characters from whom 
we may learn that which we would not have access to otherwise. Diasporic 
literature is rich in autobiographies and fictional narratives that enable us to 
understand deeper psychological and emotional experiences that we otherwise 
may never have, or wish to have, in our own lives. When people say that they 
do not read fiction because it is not about real life, they deny themselves ac-
cess to imagined parallel worlds in which readers can vicariously encounter 
the intimate lives of characters who are unlike themselves but are very much 
like real people. Rejecting opportunities to discover so much about humanity 
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so efficiently is a tragic loss. Toni Morrison has said that her research and her 
own memories “won’t give me total access to the unwritten interior lives of 
people. Only the act of the imagination can help me [do that].”31 So much in 
our everyday lives involves our efforts to grasp the complex play of emotions 
and feelings in our relationships with others, but most of us feel that we lack 
the imagination necessary to perceive what another feels. Fiction and other 
art forms help us to bridge that gap.

As a literary scholar, I want to end this talk by drawing upon a wonderful 
novel by Paule Marshall, Praisesong for the Widow, that presents in a very dif-
ferent way much of what I have been trying to express.32 Marshall’s parents 
emigrated from Barbados to Brooklyn, where she was born in 1929 and was 
raised in a closely knit West Indian community. When she was nine, she first 
visited Barbados and learned the West Indian dialect that she employs in her 
writing. Like many in her black middle-class neighborhood, she grew up in a 
home in which discussions of literature and ideas prepared her to graduate Phi 
Beta Kappa in English from Brooklyn College. Published in 1983, Praisesong 
explores the stifling social constraints that most nonwhite Americans face in 
the United States and presents a telling allegory that exposes the psychological 
damage, physical pain, and early death that can result from years of intimida-
tion, discouragement, and disappointment imposed by a dominant culture 
that drives people to repress their own cultural heritage and deny their own 
individualism.

The protagonist, Avey Johnson, is a sixty-four-year-old widow whose 
husband passed away four years earlier. Since then, she has taken an annual 
Caribbean cruise with two women friends aboard a ship on which they are 
usually the only black passengers. On her current journey, Avey has a personal 
crisis: she becomes nauseous, disoriented, and distracted by memories from 
her youth in the West Indians. She also ponders her marriage and the changes 
in her husband over the years. She decides to leave the cruise in Grenada and 
return home.

Although her husband’s name was Jerome Johnson, Avey always thought 
of him as having two identities: his public name was Jerome Johnson, but her 
private name for him was Jay. Clearly, Marshall is invoking DuBois’s metaphors 
of the veil and double-consciousness. When they were young, Jay worked in 
a shipping department and was optimistic and ambitious. At work, he wore a 
public face of the serious and responsible Jerome, while at home Jay enjoyed 
jazz and dancing and was witty, open, playful, passionate, and loving. Taking 
correspondent courses for six years, he became a CPA, but could not find a 
job in accounting. He enrolled in Long Island University, but he grew more 
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frustrated, disappointed, and distant. During a violent argument with Avey, he 
destroyed the love in their marriage. Although he soon got his degree, found a 
job, and moved to a house in White Plains, he had lost all pleasure in life and 
died a bitter man. Avey reflects: “He went about those years like a runner in 
the heat of a long and punishing marathon . . . his body being pushed to its 
limit; and on his face a clenched and dogged look that was to become his sole 
expression over the years. He put on blinders. Even things once important to 
him, that he needed, such as music, the old blues records that had restored 
him at the end of the day found themselves . . . out of his vision.”33 As Avey 
leaves the ship and begins what will become a profound personal search to 
discover her own self, “she was mourning him, finally shedding the tears that 
had eluded her on the day of his funeral.”34 

Following this emotional breakthrough, Avey takes off her own blinders and 
departs radically from her plan to return to New York by going for a walk on 
an empty beach, where she meets an aged barkeeper, Lebert Joseph, who is a 
trickster, Griot, seer, and prophet. He recognizes her trouble and persuades her 
to join the annual excursion that the people of the region take to the island of 
Carriacou for a festival. In the chapters that follow, Avey is guided by Joseph and 
others through a psychic and physical transformation in which her body purges 
itself of all of the cruise ship meals—symbolic of all of the years in which she 
had swallowed but could never digest cultural values that she never possessed 
as her own. At the festival, Avey begins to recall dance steps she had learned 
as a girl, passed down from her African and Caribbean heritages. Tentatively, 
she joins the dancers who welcome her into her cultural home. 

Avey’s new knowledge transforms her in body and mind, liberates her from 
the old social constraints, and awakens her to a new mission in life. She sells the 
house and devotes herself to helping her daughter teach poor black children. 
She proclaims that she is like the ancient mariner and will spread the word 
among the young not to abandon or reject their personal histories and identities 
in order to conform to the expectations of the dominant culture.

Application 

While this is a story about two people who struggle to make lives for themselves 
in spite of racial prejudice and limited opportunities, it is not a bitter denun-
ciation of the country. The narrator fills in the sweeping historical context of 
their experiences: the Great Depression, WWII, the civil rights movement, 
the March on Washington, the uprisings in Watts and Detroit, and the Poor 
People’s March. But the narrative makes it evident that those momentous events 
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are ultimately peripheral to what is most important: self-worth, dignity, and 
love. Jay dies a bitter man, but Avey transforms herself to live another twenty 
years as a productive and wiser person. 

On another level, this is a novel about transnationalism that wants us to 
ask where Jay and Avey go wrong and why. While they were both intelligent, 
they did not question the premise that to be a successful person in the United 
States requires conforming to increasing discourses of nationhood, corporate 
sovereignty, and the commodification of identities. Much contemporary 
popular music expresses recognition of this persistent conflict between material 
acquisition and self-disgust, such as in Kanye West’s song “All Falls Down,”35 
which berates young people for being addicted to designer fashions, while he 
admits about himself that his own self-esteem is so low that he won’t go out 
unless he is wearing expensive watches and jewelry to prove his self-worth. Our 
bumper stickers tell us that we are “born to shop” and that “the person who 
dies with the most toys wins,” and our president told us the best response to 
9/11 was to go to New York and spend money.36

What Paule Marshall knows and what she hopes her readers will learn is 
that by rejecting their own cultural heritage—symbolized by the jazz and 
dancing that Jay and Avey love and the memories of Avey’s childhood that she 
represses for decades—they blindly accept the nationally ordained life plan 
for success. Unfortunately, what they do not know is that in their own city at 
the time there were many intellectuals and leaders of color like Marshall who 
understood that rejecting one’s own identity and values and bowing to the 
god of money can be self-destructive. Had Jay and Avey discovered the level 
of questioning and critique developed within that transnational network, they 
might have been able to recognize and embrace what they really cherished. Jay 
sacrificed everything for the house in White Plains, and Avey made a mistake 
when she purchased her first ticket to board the Bianca Pride, both symbolic 
of the misguided desire for whiteness. 

The arrogant assumption that we who live in the City on the Hill are the best, 
the brightest, and the strongest, who know what is best not only for ourselves 
but for the rest of the world, is a dangerous and deadly error. For a nation as 
self-satisfied and self-isolating as the United States, the need to humbly seek 
and carefully consider outside perspectives and criticism is essential to the 
future of the country and its citizens. As Americanists, we need to listen and 
really hear all voices and make greater efforts to engage with colleagues from 
around the world, not only to share our knowledge of the United States but to 
learn other ways of perceiving, thinking, and behaving in the world. Moreover, 
many more members of the new generations of U.S. Americanists must become 
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multilingual. Not only is it self-focused and offensive to assume that everyone 
else must speak English, but to be unable to converse with others in another 
language is to lose in translation more than one can ever know. 

Finally, living in the richest, most powerful, most wasteful, and most terrify-
ing country in the world places upon us an enormous responsibility to employ 
every advantage we may have—in research and library resources, academic 
influence, technological expertise, programmatic opportunities, travel sup-
port, networking, governmental contacts, and the like—in working closely 
with scholars from every country to form alliances, advance knowledge, and 
accomplish goals together so far unimagined.
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