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Crastal P, a 20-something-year-old rapper and entrepreneur in Monrovia, and me in his home on the
beach in Sinkor, 2011 (Photographs by Donald)

Because [ had come to terms with the subjective nature of scientific research (social
science research, especially) early on, I shared as many of the predispositions and
objectives as I could cognitively access with my participants. That swift acceptance
of the unavoidable subjective nature of research was thanks to an introduction to
ethnography through a course designed by highly reflexive and uber-critical
scholars at the New School for Social Research and to the modeling of reflexive and
rigorous scholarship of my advisors at the University of Pennsylvania (although
their applications of this orientation may not have been as heavy-handedly

“mesearchy” as my own).

Towards conducting a sincere ethnography (Jackson 2005; 2010), I did not hesitate

to tell my participants the “real” reasons why [ wanted to do this research. I told
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them what I thought was unjust and toxic in the world and what I found useful and
hopeful. Many of these things changed shape over the course of our relationships
and I would share their countless permutations. I also shared the questions that
plagued me (like whether or not equity would ever be possible in America for black
and brown people). They offered constructive responses or sincerely shared my
nescience. Sometimes they treated my convictions and summaries of others’
scholarship like lessons and other times, they corrected me or explained to me
what I (or the scholar) did not get right. They knew that I understood myself to be
connected to them through race and culture and that I also understood myself (and
other African Americans) as significantly different from them. We talked about
these things quite a bit and together, got a better sense of my quasi-nativeness
(Jacobs-Huey 2002; Narayan 1993; Jackson 2005) and what that might mean for

this project.

[ think they like(d) and respect(ed) me and I know I do them. Sometimes I annoyed
them and embarrassed them. I am older than them (just a little younger than their
parents) and am considered “well-educated” and these two factors alone seemed to
warrant a high level of respect (on principal) according to them. However, such
enculturated and institutionalized criteria of respect/honor quickly wither when a
certain kind of intimacy is cultivated and the veneer of social roles is removed.
They rode in my dirty car and experienced my mediocre driving, ate at my cute and
cluttered apartment, heard my constant dating woes, laughed at my “baby crazy”

talk (and one charitably, and teasingly, offered to share her newborn son with me).
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In general, they bore witness to my constant suturing of wounds. As [ conducted
this ethnography on their experiences of becoming, they saw me very much in the

throes of my own becoming.

Meanwhile, I watched them hold down demanding jobs and graduate from high
school, successfully manage long-term relationships, matriculate into community
college and plan their futures, launch music careers, become parents, among many
other impressive and respect-worthy things. So while the balance of power was
usually in my favor (as far as intellectual authority), changing conditions
consistently re-syncopated any student-teacher or elder-youth dynamic that would
structurally grant me authority in many contexts. The most pertinent example is
when Victoria gave birth to a beautiful baby boy and was repositioned as “mother”
while I was “childless” and openly impatient about my own transition to
parenthood. In addition to the social meanings assigned these positions (“mother”
and “childless woman”) by the patriarchal gender norms that inform both
American and Liberian societies, this shift significantly changed our relationship
because it allowed her to become one of my many supporters and guides as |
prepare for parenthood. Johnetta frequently made me question my maturity as
well, with her unshakeable sensibleness. To avoid her admonishment, I put as
much effort into hiding my smoking from her as I did hiding it from my own mom.
Brian’s infallible and effortless “coolness” often had me emphasizing my own

coolness (via my vast, but somewhat antiquated, hip hop literacy) in the hopes that
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he would affirm it. I relied heavily upon him and his friends to tutor me on Liberian

hip hop and hip hop by Liberian artists.

And, sometimes, I told them that I loved them. Or, maybe I didn’t “tell” them
explicitly, but I acted like I love them because I did (do). I have not been conflicted
about feeling the love I feel for them, as years of working with young people and
loving most of them after a short time prepared me to expect the same with
Johnetta, Victoria, Brian, Ernie, Frankie, and others, but I did force myself to mine
the possible motivations for this love. [ was concerned that I pitied these young
people or that I thought them children and myself a parent. When I realized that I
was fully present to their complete personhood and adulthood, and that I actually
felt more deferent to them than parental, I began to worry that I was romanticizing
them, and young people in general. After some time, I settled down with the belief
(i.e., hope) that my reasons for loving them, and my reasons for wanting to do this
work, were not about saving anyone, nor were they as motivated by my own self-
making and identity politics as I had suspected, but they seemed to be driven by a
“politics of correction” (Dominguez 2000: 362) rooted in a “politics of love” (2000;

Jackson 2005:225).

Virginia Dominguez has said, “Whatever the case, even when we reflect on our
positions as researchers and contemplate the epistemological and ethical dilemmas
of our work, we tend to mute the real expression of love when we do feel it” (368).

While I tried to examine my love throughout this journey, I tried not to mute it in
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the following chapters. Following this politics of correction, I see my (and Betsy
Rymes’ and Cathy Cohen’s and H. Samy Alim’s and others’) more generous and
deferent leanings towards young people as moves to expand and unsettle prevalent
discourses about adolescents and “new adults” that tend to patronize, chide, or

ignore (via a kind of denial of validity) their beliefs and practices [Rymes 2011]).

My personal experience as a dark-skinned black little girl and young woman
growing up in the United States, Germany, and Panama, along with those shared by
and observed of the countless young black people of all hues whom I have had the
blessing of teaching, mentoring, and friending over the past fifteen years,
compound the memories and visions passed along by my parents, grandparents,
and generational peers. My participants’ experiences and those of their ancestors
and current family members are also crucial media and I like to imagine the
inevitably of some shared ancestors (given my family’s lineage from the “Rice
Coast” region of western Africa of which present-day Liberia is the center) (Carney

2001; Littlefield 1991)).

These first and second-hand experiences, bolstered by the theorizing of great
thinkers past and present, collectively testify to the perpetual exigency of
unpacking and legitimizing black suffering. It is through this kind of undertaking
that the threadbare concept of “unpacking” finds a precise congruity, as blackness
has historically functioned as a kind of ontological baggage that bows the backs to

which it is strapped, even as individuals brilliantly repurpose it as a repository of
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the past and an infinite and ever-changing wellspring of self-making. This was
certainly the case in colonial and early Liberia, when settlers emphasized
blackness!? as a stratified ontogenetic possibility. We exploit these heavy loads to
anchor us to being and to fuel us in becoming. Because of this shared labor,
regardless of which stories we choose to tell ourselves of what has happened
before, most of us come to understand the past as the primary mechanism through
which we experience the present and imagine possible futures (dystopic, utopic, or

other).

2.8 Circulation and Outreach

While this text earnestly engages with theory around historical and contemporary
meanings and uses of blackness and with abstractions around subjectivity, at the
end of the day, the project attempts to dissect and historicize the very real tensions
and ties that characterize Liberian-Black American relations in schools and
communities across the country. It is vitally important to me that this work not be
confined to scholarly conversations and that it also circulates among community

members and organizers, educators, and policymakers.

12 T find it necessary to stress that I am not suggesting that Liberia’s black settlers imported the
concept of race or blackness because indigenous Liberians’ encounters with European traders were
unquestionably entrenched in, and expressed through, European and American racial logics
(Guannu 1985).
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In addition to frequently sharing epigrammatic analyses with my participants, I
have been fortunate enough to informally share my findings (and newly generated
questions and concerns) with members of the Liberian immigrant community in
the Philadelphia area. In the near future, I hope to begin formally sharing findings
with community members and organizers, educators, and policymakers through
talks, workshops, and possibly, a co-curated digital photographic exhibition. While I
acknowledge some didactic value in sharing work that facilitates a more nuanced
understanding of tensions and ties that make Black Diaspora, my motivation for
sharing the project mainly derives from a desire to collaboratively develop
research-informed programming and curricula with community members and

educators that will address these issues in material ways.



106

CHAPTER 3 - THE POT AND THE KETTLE: BLACK SETTLER COLONIALISM
AND LIBERIAN MODELS OF PERSONHOOD

Straight from the bottom
this the belly of the beast
From a peasant to a prince to a motherfuckin'king

- Kendrick Lamar “King Kunta”

3.1 Introduction

As the only official colony in United States history, and one of few veritable
examples of same-race settler colonialism in the modern world, Liberia’s
relationship with the United States has been long and tumultuous. Not long after
the first ships (headed by white American Colonization Society members and
loaded with members of the free black gentry and recently emancipated Black
Americans) landed on its shores in the early 19th century, the seeds of an imminent
caste system were planted with the instantiation of the first Black American-cum-
Americo-Liberian governor in 1841, and were later sowed when Liberia declared

itself an independent nation in 1848 (Clegg 2004; Dunn 2009).

Conditioned agents themselves, Americo-Liberians drew from chronotopes of
modernity (and inexorably, primitivity) for their own self-(re)making (Hall 1990)
in the new land and maintained political and economic dominance by constructing
a de facto caste system which relegated indigenous Liberians to the lowest strata of

agricultural, industrial, and domestic labor until the 1980 coup led by Samuel Doe
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(Sesay 1992). In 1926, a globalizing Firestone Tire and Rubber Company® would
start one of the world’s largest rubber plantations in Liberia and subject its
indigenous workers to decades of underpayment and unsafe work conditions
(Sirleaf 2009), thereby playing a pivotal role in binding relations of production to

ethnic-based social relations and creating salient ethnoclasses.

Through late capital, a theatrical and tragic Cold War, 14 years of civil war, and
many other phenomena, the peculiar “intimacies” (Stoler 2002) of settler
colonialism have surreptitiously intertwined the lives of the colonizer and
colonized in Liberia and in the metropole. In earlier times, the linkages were
transparent: the importation of a U.S.-based political structure; Americo-Liberian
dominance; syncretized languages, religious practices, foodways, and kinships (e.g.,
well-to-do Americo-Liberian families raising indigenous children as “wards”
(Cooper 2009; Sirleaf 2009). But in the past three decades, such connections have
manifested more ambiguously: e.g., the United States’ fickle intermingling in
Liberia’s political and economic activities; mass migrations of Liberians to the
United States; and the conviviality and contention that arise when the colonizer’s
kinfolk (Black Americans and Americo-Liberians) and the formerly colonized
(indigenous Liberians) live together in a new context and must re-imagine and re-
position themselves in relation to what Barnor Hesse has called “racialized
modernity” (2007). This project should provide valuable clarity on this peculiar
brand of postcolonial conviviality and contention through an ethnographic look at

how young indigenous Liberians situate themselves in the metropole.
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3.2 Back to Africa: The Black Settler Colonial Imagination

My country shitted on me
She wants to get rid of me
Cause of the things I've seen
Cause of the things I've seen
-Nas

3.2.1 Pre-migration Politics

Claude Clegg’s fascinating chronicle of the colonization of Liberia, titled The Price of
Liberty: African Americans and The Making of Liberia (2004), begins with a single
figure: a 22-year-old woman named Charity Hunter, who has just been
emancipated from slavery and is taking her three children from their North
Carolina home to Norfolk, Virginia - where they will board a ship called the Hunter
and sail to Africa. It was 1825 and Clegg says the “free-black removal” conversation
was already hundreds of years old when this young sojourner and her 64

companions set sail. The conversation was, he notes, “as old as the republic itself”

(3).

In fact, around the same time that the forefathers were penning the Constitution,
Clegg states that Thomas Jefferson, then a Virginia commonwealth legislator, began
reciting his homilies on the advantages of black colonization somewhere beyond
United States borders (2004:21). His first formalized attempt to help establish a
black colony occurred in 1805, when he and fellow state legislators proposed that

Virginia’s United States Senators compel Congress to reserve a portion of the
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recently acquired Louisiana territory for a black colony. Eleven years after the
proposal failed to be of consequence, a group of high-ranking federal officials did
gather in Washington DC to reflect on the future of African Americans. In their
debates about slavery, the topic of African colonization arose and inspired
passionate petitions from the likes of convener Henry Clay (Clegg 2004 ), “The Great
Pacificator” (and regular legislative collaborator of staunch anti-abolitionist John C.
Calhoun) who deemed slavery immoral saw aggressive abolitionists as slanderers
of the “rights of property” (Remini 2011; Seager 2015: 278). Particularly wary of
free blacks, the slave-owning Clay declared at the 1816 summit that colonization
would help purge the nation of “a useless and pernicious, if not dangerous, portion

of the population” (Clegg 2004: 30).

Clay’s address was followed by a commentary from the clerk of the Supreme Court,
Elias B. Caldwell, whose more empathetic and justice-oriented rationale was very
likely influenced by his gradual abolitionist brother-in-law, Reverend Robert Finley
(“American Colonization Society”; Clegg 2004: 30). Caldwell voiced the need for
some kind of social redress for the violence America had inflicted on Africa and its
people and advocated colonization not only as way of bringing the gift of salvation
and civilization to Africans, but also as the only way for African Americans to truly

experience an autonomous existence (Clegg 2004: 30).

Congressman and wealthy planter and slaveholder, John Randolph, is said to have

spoken next and Clegg tells us that his statement asserted that colonization “could
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both be abolitionist, albeit gradual and voluntary, and proslavery” by encouraging
slave owners to free themselves of the burden of slaveholding (or “caring” for
slaves) and protecting the interests of committed slavers who would not have to

worry about disruptive free-black activists (30).

On New Years Day of 1817, a few weeks after the Clay (et. al) meeting a motley
crew of prominent “white patricians” (31) formally established the American
Society for Colonizing the Free People of Color of the United States, which would
soon become the American Colonization Society (ACS). Meanwhile, throughout the
country, a handful of black colonizationists and a larger cluster of white state
legislators and religious institutions were also strategizing African colonization and
immediately hopped on board, so to speak, when the ACS was formed. Most
notably, Black and Native American Quaker and successful sea captain, the free-
born Paul Cuffe was pivotal in galvanizing American colonization in western Africa
(Thomas 1988) and understood the fruit of the movement to be threefold:
stymieing a still thriving slave trade at its source, providing a place of solace for
subjugated African Americans, and bringing the light of civilization to his benighted
brethren. Soon after transporting nine African American families to Sierra Leone,
his second trip to the almost 30-year-old British colony, Cuffe passed away in the
fall of 1817 and with him went what may have been a largely black-led movement,
anchored in a desire for liberation of oppressed people rather than a yearning to
cork prospective civil liberties for free black people in the United States (Clegg

2004: 24-25; Tomek 2011).
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The ACS, with its slaveholding forefathers and their regular characterizations of
black people, was the principal organizing body of the African colonization
movement and for these reasons and others, it was hardly beguiling to most free-
black folks, especially those in the north. For example, founder of the African
Methodist Episcopalian church, the Reverend Richard Allen, openly and repeatedly
denounced the “scheme” based on his concerns about the movement being in the
interests of slaveholders. He, and other AME leaders, initially supported the

venture, when it was being spearheaded by Cuffe (Ciment 2013; Tomek 2011).

Before and after the first ships left American docks full up of migrants, Allen would
also voice more upsetting concerns about the competencies of his fellow black folk:
sentiments that were mimeod in many others’ expressions of a kind of black
elitism. A letter he wrote to the first black newspaper in the United States, The
Freedom Journal, was cited in David Walker’s Appeal (Walker and Turner [1830]
1993): “It is said by the Southern slave-holders, that the more ignorant they can
bring up the Africans, the better slaves they make, (‘go and come.") Is there any

fitness for such people to be colonized in a far country to be their own rulers?” (64).

Perhaps Allen’s, Walker’s, and others’ most compelling lines of reasoning against
“repatriation,” speak to the mutability of indigeneity. Allen’s letter to The Freedom

Journal editor says:

“See the thousands of foreigners emigrating to America every year: and if there be ground
sufficient for them to cultivate, and bread for them to eat, why would they wish to send the
first tillers of the land away? Africans have made fortunes for thousands, who are yet
unwilling to part with their services; but the free must be sent away, and those who remain,
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must be slaves. | have no doubt that there are many good men who do not see as I do, and
who are for sending us to Liberia; but they have not duly considered the subject--they are
not men of colour.--This land which we have watered with our tears and our blood, is now
our mother country, and we are well satisfied to stay where wisdom abounds and the
gospel is free" (64-65).

Here, Allen’s indigeneity locates the nation-state as the touchstone of historical
belonging, effectively erasing Native Americans and making African Americans the
“first tillers” of the soil and our tears and blood the nourishment from which the
nation sprang forth. In this vision of African American historicity, we hear Frank
Wilderson (2010), Alexander Weheliye (2014), Patrick Wolfe (1999; 2006), and
others who explain how the slave (and her descendents) are birthed through the
birthing of the nation-state. Despite his prohibition from full citizenship and a bona
fide political life, and therefore from an actualizable social life according to Orlando

Patterson (1985), Allen’s nationalism remains fervent.

Reflected in the “Three-Fifths Compromise” of 1787 (Bardes, Shelley, Schmidt
2008), portions of Allen’s being and the being of other black folks were integral to
the nation: their unrecompensed labor and their value as property, certainly, but
for some, also their entertaining folk arts, their companionship, and their loyalty.
Like colonial subjects the world over, his cleaving to a “mother country” that has
“shitted” on him, as the epigraph from Nas put it, results from years of ingesting a
European commons saturated in white supremacy - an ideological diet that
transmuted the tongues, gods, and bodies of colonial subjects and enslaved objects.
He bemoans the very idea of departing from a land where “wisdom abounds” and

“the Gospel is free”- a land where he was not pragmatically human and not deemed
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capable of understanding or producing such wisdom and a land that was made

through sacrilege of the Gospels.

Toggling between a desire to realize the possibilities of emigration and
circumspection around the white leadership of the movement, John Forten, a
financially solvent black freeman from Philadelphia, was appealed to by both sides
in the early years (Tomek 2011). Unlike Allen and others concerned with the
feasibility of colonization, his primary quarrel with the movement was that it
appeared to be a digression from ardent abolition efforts and a ploy by

slaveholders to do away with freed blacks who might agitate their property (147).

Among those who saw African civilization as opportunity and duty, who seemed to
understand themselves as both persecuted Israelites and provident shepherds
(Barnes 2004), was Daniel H. Peterson, a Protestant clergyman, who provides a
blistering critique of Allen and the AME church for their opposition to colonization
(Moses 2010). He, along with more prominent black colonizationists who took up
the Cuffe’s cause like John B. Pinney, Elliot Cresson, and later, AME bishop, Henry
McNeal Turner (Moses 2010; Redkey 1967) seemed less concerned with
slaveowners’ unsavory interests in the movement than they were with the promise

of true liberation.
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3.2.2 Settling the Score

A ripe apple of discord for the next century, African colonization, which would
develop into the African American repatriation movement to existing colonies and
nations (Liberia and Ethiopia), would come to pass in ebbs and flows but would
begin in 1820 with 86 black sojourners, three white “chaperones,” and a handful of
white crew members (McDaniel [Zuberi] 1995; Ciment 2013; Clegg 2004). In
settler colonial kinship, the first ship of émigrés to Liberia, the Elizabeth, is
commonly referred to as the Mayflower of Liberia, and departed on an icy February
day from New York City. The merchant vessel was accompanied by the USS Cyane,
courtesy of the United States Navy (Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000; Yarema

2006).

The ship and its battered lot would reach the shores of Sierra Leone (the chosen
destination for scoping out neighboring territory for a new colony) about one
month later, only to be disallowed from docking at Freetown by British colonial
authorities who were not in support of an American outpost in their freshly
appropriated neighborhood (Ciment 2013). The white chaperones, Samuel Bacon,
Samuel Crozer (a physician), and John Bankson (Bacon’s assistant), were appointed
by the ACS and the United States government!3 to ensure the venture’s victory and
to carry out a “recaptive” program similar to Britain’s (Burin 2008; McDaniel

[Zuberi] 1995; Ciment 2013).

13 Bacon was appointed as leader of the expedition by US President James Monroe based on a
recommendation by the ACS (Yarema 2006).
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These white convoys and the other Elizabeth passengers found harbor on nearby
Sherbro Island at a busy trading post, that some denote as a small colony, run by a
man with a fascinating biography, John Kizell. Kizell was a comrade of Cuffe’s who
met the American visionary during one of his expeditions (Ciment 2013). Surely,
Cuffe’s mission, and that articulated by the ACS’s 1818 emissaries Samuel Mills and
Ebenzer Burgess when they came to visit Britain’s colony for liberated African
American slaves and Africans rescued from slave ships (Sidbury 2007), resonated
with Kizell (even if it caused some friction with the British colonial officials he
worked for) because of his own back-and-forth-and-back journey. After being
captured from his native Sherbro Island as a child and sold into slavery, he was
liberated from a South Carolina slaveholder when the British took Charleston
during the Revolutionary War, lived in Nova Scotia, Canada and London, England,
and eventually emigrated to Settler Town (the oldest section of the capitol city of
Freetown) along with 1,200 other Black Loyalists under the auspices of Britain’s

Sierra Leone Company in 1792 (Clifford 1999).

Although most of the black migrants and all three of the white stewards would
succumb to malaria within a few months of arriving in western Africa (McDaniel
[Zuberi] 1995), a second convoy of about 30 migrant, two more ACS agents, and
two government officials would disembark in 1821 and secure a land deal with a
Grand Bassa chief on the coast of present-day Liberia. The ACS rejected the treaty,
fired the remaining agent who was responsible for it, and sent another agent, Dr. Eli

Ayres, to clean things up (McDaniel [Zuberi] 1995: 53). Ayres and his counterpart,
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Robert Stockton, participated in number of palavers (community meeting) with
King Peter Zolu Duma of the Dei (Dey) ethnic group and after Stockton purportedly
put a pistol to the king’s head, got the headland they desired and the remaining
settlers planned their move to Cape Mesurado (or, Monserrado) (Ciment 2013;
McDaniel [Zuberi] 1995; Sidbury 2007). However, when other local leaders caught
wind of King Peter’s deal, a bounty was placed on his head and he was forced to
nullify the treaty. A distant, but powerful, leader named Sao Boso (but remembered
as Boatswain) heard of the peculiar strangers and their conflict with locals and
traveled to the coast to ascertain the situation. To the pleasant surprise of Ayers, he
decreed that the deal was valid and would be upheld (and that King Peter’s neck
would be saved). His confederacy of tribal armies would provide insurance of the
decree for a while but eventually the Dei and other local groups would grow tired
of the settlers planting flags and building homes on land of which they were not
regarded as rightful. Indeed, the treaty was a rather raw deal of some $300 worth
of rum, guns, and other goods for a 40-plus mile plot of coastal land and many
locals claimed that the settlers had only been ceded the tiny low-lying island
abutting Cape Mesurado where they had resided in relative misery until

Boatswain'’s intervention (Burin 2008; Ciment 2013).

Now under the official leadership of ACS agent, Jehudi Ashmun, and unofficial
leadership of black settler, Lott Carey, the newly settled colonists engaged in
regular skirmishes with indigenous Liberians that culminated in a bloody battle in

November of 1822. The “Battle at Crown Hill,” or the “Battle at Fort Hill,” would
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become a linchpin in the Liberian nationalist memory and would be
commemorated through a legendary figure, Matilda Newport, whose fabled lighting
of a cannon with her cigar would be re-enacted by Americo-Liberian and other
“civilized” schoolchildren for decades to come (Ciment 2013; Cooper 2008;
Nyanseor 2009). While “Matilda Newport Day” (celebrated on December 1st) was
done away with by President William Tolbert in 1974, “Pioneer’s Day,” though
controversial, remains a nationally observed holiday that commemorates the

gallantry of the American settlers (Martin and Carlisle 1975; van der Kraajj 2008).

Two years after that battle on the coast, along with many others in which
indigenous locals resisted the colonization of their land (and of themselves as well)
(Boahen 1985; Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000: 5), Liberia and its capitol,
Monrovia, were officially named by the ACS: the colony for its orientation towards
liberty and the capitol for then United States President, James Monroe. Although it
is often described as one of only two African nations that were never colonized,
from 1822 until 1847 Liberia was a cluster of official colonies of the American
Colonization Society and its affiliated state-level organizations (Pennsylvania
Colonization Society, Maryland State Colonization Society, Mississippi State
Colonization Society, Virginia Colonization Society, Colonization Society of New
York State, among others) (Burin 2008). When we acknowledge that the ACS and
many of these organizations were partially funded and largely supervised by the
United States government, re-conceptualizing Liberia as a former American colony

seems quite constructive, particularly when are able to re-examine the political,
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economic, and cultural historical relationship between the American settlers and
their descendents and the regions’ indigenous peoples (Ciment 2013; McDaniel

[Zuberi] 1995; Clegg 2004).

There is another important lamina of complexity to consider when looking at these
early years of ferment: the peculiar institution of slavery and its roots in western
African soil (Sundiata 2003). According to some historians, the heart of conflict
between settlers and some coastal indigenous groups was their active participation
in the procurement of slaves, capturing individuals or transferring locally-enslaved
persons to European slavers (e.g., Sundiata 2003). As Basil Davidson (1961; 1966),
Ibrahim Sundiata (2003), Amos Beyan (1991; 1985; 2005), Ali Mazrui (1994), and
others have prudently warned, the possible impetuses and conclusions related to
discourses emphasizing African complicity in the Atlantic Slave Tradel* demand a
gingerly and reflective approach. They also concede that attendance to it, and a
meticulous historical examination of it, are nonetheless necessary, especially when
trying to better understand the particles that compose a social order.!> Bayo
Holsey’s insight that “memory is a political act” (2008) also goads us to sit with
varying accounts of the past and prod them for better understandings of what

people do with history.

4 Perhaps one most divisive representations of Africans’ role in the slave trade is Henry Louis
Gates’ recurring reference to it in his PBS© television series Wonders of the African World (Henry
2007).

5 The issue of slavery became a catalyst of further discord in the first three decades of the 20th
century when Liberia’s Americo-Liberian-run government began exporting labor to a Spanish
Guinea colony on its Fernando Po island and was found guilty of practicing slavery by the League of
Nations (Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000; Sundiata 2003).
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Throughout the official colonial period, a series of United States government-
approved white governors were dispatched by the ACS and in 1847, Liberia’s first
black governor, John Jenkins Roberts, ushered the commonwealth into
independence. The next year he was elected its first president and in 1862, 15
years after it was declared a sovereign state, the United States government
recognized it as such and signs a commerce and navigation treat with the new
nation formally beginning its long and temperamental relationship with the tender

republic (Malloy 1910; McDaniel [Zuberi] 1995; Pham 2004).

For example, before Liberia’s independence in 1847, the United States would help
fund the inaugural 1821 expedition (roughly $100,000 appropriated by James
Monroe from the Slave Trade Act of 1819), offer military assistance in early 1822,
and facilitate the transport of the second group of 37 settlers along with food stores
for the struggling settlers also in 1822 (Burin 2008; Hodge and Nolan 2006; Pham
2004). It would also deploy its Africa Squadron in 1843, several hundred Marines
under the command of Commodore Matthew Perry, to police Liberia’s waters for
slave ships and to safeguard American merchant ships (which were rumored to
have been attacked by indigenous locals) (Schroeder 2001). Later, the United States
would dispatch the USS Alaska in the Liberian government’s war with the Grebo

(or, Glebo [Moran 2006]) in the 1870s (Olukoju 2006), but it would also freeze its
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arcane funding stream to the ACS and its state ancillaries when Andrew Jackson

vetoed the Bank Recharter Bill of 183216 (Everill 2012; Yarema 2006).

The rest of the century would deliver tens of thousands of American newcomers to
Liberia, with notable increases after Nat Turner led fellow slaves in the historic
1831 Virginia rebellion, after the passing of the terroristic Fugitive Slave Law of
1850, and after the 1877 Compromise that withdrew federal troops from many
southern states and left black people there even more vulnerable (Barnes 2004:5;
Kremer 1991). These three events, along with other antebellum and
Reconstruction policies, made an already insufferable existence America even less
bearable for free blacks and for those dreaming of freedom. Later antebellum
migrations would also bring more folks who were tasting freedom for the first time
by means of the Quakers’ and other abolitionist supporters’ manumission efforts.
Emigrés would arrive in small numbers until 1892, when the ACS discontinued
transport. Despite the “Liberia fever” that was spreading through the South at the
time as a result of the mounting miasma of lynchings, without ACS support, only a
few migrants trickled into Liberia through the end of the 19th century and
ironically, most came through the AME church (Barnes 2004). Three decades later,

)«

Marcus Garvey’s “Back-to-Africa” movement and the founding of his Black Star Line
merchant fleet augured a surge of expansion in the erstwhile struggling nation but

due to a number of factors (including DuBois’s competing influence in Liberia;

6 In a January 19, 1841 speech given by U.S. Congressman Joseph White before the U.S. Senate, it
was clearly stated that certain funds received by the government were to be allocated to particular
projects, “the colonization of free blacks” among them (1843: 59).
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logistical and political quandaries around implementation, among others), the

campaign was never effectuated (Sundiata 2003)

Before 1867 alone, the ACS (with the financial and logistical assistance of the
United States government) would help transport somewhere close to 19,000
people to Liberia, of which roughly 4,500 were free-born and about 7,000 were
manumitted or purchased their own freedom (Olukoju 2006; Moran 2006). More
than 5,500 of these new residents would be recaptives rescued from slave vessels
headed for the Americas (Olukoju 2006; Moran 2006), accentuating the
spellbinding shuttling of black bodies back and forth across the Atlantic that helps

limn the thing we call “African Diaspora.”

3.4 Making Civilized People and Natives: the Pan-Africanism-Black Elitism

Paradox

In many ways, the African Americans who not only supported African colonization
back home, but who also became its primary participants did not veer far from
Richard Allen’s and many others’ theocentric understandings of the human
(Wynter 2003). In a manner of speaking, the theology of many free-black people
and enslaved black people of the time, preached the “adaptive” provisions of
whiteness/ Christian/Humanity that was only partially accessible to black bodies.

Wynter’s “adaptive truth-for terms” (269) are effectively the epistemes that
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buttress the discursive structures through which one conceptualizes a self, Other,
and “the world.” These adaptive terms are the gaps through which Others slide
themselves into the normative schema of humanity and either fundamentally
unsettle it, or fractionally reproduce it. In one of many instances of bitter irony that
typifies black settler colonialism, Allen’s and others’ doubts about ordinary,
oppressed black folk’s competence in occupying or reproducing this schema, and
their concerns about the impending dysgeny that would result from the attempts of
colonized people colonizing like Others, are refracted in the ideologies animating
the African colonization movement, as it protagonists also doubted the inherent
capacities of “uncivilized” Africans to germinate valid culture and imagined certain

black “human kinds” (Hacking 1996) as more human than others.

The theocentric sorting of “civilized” and “native” (or “country”) people easily bled
into the socioeconomic parsing of people that wontedly pivoted around the
conception of the modern nation-state, beginning with proscriptions around
citizenship. Invariably, citizens were “civilized” folk and unofficially citizens were
“originally inhabitants of the United States of North America” (Richardson 1959:
64), as the preamble to the 1848 constitution conveyed. Barred from citizenship
were indigenous Liberians and “congos” (the conflated and eponymous term for
captured individuals rescued from salve vessels) despite the fact that the former
lived within Liberia’s interior annexed territories (and a few in the colonized
coastal region) and outnumbered the settlers 50 to 1 (Ciment 2013: 97). Carl

Patrick Burrows has noted that roughly 500 indigenous Liberians who had



123

sufficiently “adopted settler ways” were eligible to vote in the elections, but he did

not specify their citizenship status (1989: 65).

Burrows’ reflection on the constitutional convention, in which 12 delegates
conferred on and composed the historical text, attempts to provide more
sociocultural context for the event by providing short biographies and a précis of
the social milieu. Just as many indigenous Liberians’ may have found the settlers’
national motto professing a “love of liberty” bitterly ironic, they may have also been
dismayed to learn that one delegate spoke passionately of the settlers’ entitlement
to Liberia as “an inheritance from their forefathers,” as Burrows cites.l7” As other
scholars have noted, it seems that the settlers’ love of liberty was hardly catholic
and their understandings of kinship rather sinuous (Ciment 2014; Clegg 2004), but
as Sundiata reminds us, there is nothing exceptionally appalling about the Americo-
Liberians’ ideologies or practices when placed alongside other settler colonizing
projects (2003: 60-61). In fact, I would argue that in comparison to many settler
colonial undertakings, it was significantly less bloody and as Sundiata also notes,
there seemed to be a higher degree of intermarriage and absorption of indigenous
people into the settler “caste-cum-class” (Kieh 2008) than we typically see in
settler colonial contexts (Sundiata 2003: 61). He ticks a sociality of “competition
and collaboration” (61) in which the “Pan-Negro folk community emanating from

the African Personality proved a chimera” (62), illuminating the chasm between

7 Burrows cites Charles Henry Huberich’s The Political and Legislative History of Liberia (2 Vols)
published in 1947 by the Central Book Co.
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many pan-Africanist notions at the time and the reality of intimate and protracted

diasporic contact.18

Teshale Tibebu introduces us to a “brilliant intellect of incurable contradictions”
(2012: 37) in his nuanced biography on Edward Wilmont Blyden, the “father of
Pan-Africanism” who would migrate to Liberia in 1850 and become an
authoritative role in the shaping of a Liberian social imaginary. The Blyden he
fastidiously depicts at once supports Christianity’s (re)introduction to Africa, which
he called “a moral desert” (1862: 24), and rebukes Europe’s “audacity to bring his
teachings to Africa,” in Tibebu’s words (2012: 37), when he locates Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam on the continent long before the European encounter.
Tibebu also notes Blyden’s calling to task the paternalist ideologies rousing
missionary efforts on the continent (presumably, regardless of the protagonists’
racial designation) in the following excerpt from his collected work West Africa

Before Europe published in 1905:

“It was imagined throughout the nineteenth century by many of the best friends of
the African, even among those who were most strenuous in their efforts to deliver
him from physical bondage, that he had in his native home no social organization of
his own, that he was destitute of any religious ideas and entirely without
foundations of morality. Therefore, it was said, “Let us give him a religion to save
his soul and a morality to save his body.” (Blyden 1905: 131 as cited in Tibebu
2012)

Blyden, a Christian clergyman who believed Islam was more congruous and

beneficial to Africa and who avidly supported the Jewish occupation of Muslim

8 The nature of this kind of diasporic sociality is also examined in John L. Jackson’s work in Harlem
(2005; 2008).
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Palestine, displayed similarly entangled engagements with various structures of
blackness throughout his life. For example, he would promote the teaching of
western African indigenous languages while soliciting more British involvement in
Sierra Leone and other African colonies (Adi and Sherwood 2003). Verily, his
seemingly incongruent stances are brilliant illustrations of black diaspora and its
relentless subterfuge. Because he was a consummate intellectual who had “the
opportunity” to experience white supremacy as well as black conviviality and
conflict in different parts of the world (including St. Thomas, the United States,
England, Liberia, and Sierra Leone [where he would spend the greater portion of

his golden years]), Blyden would eventually see every face of blackness.

While Blyden’s conceptions of modernity and blackness and civilization were
rather tenebrous, fraught as they were with a dissonance, or “double-
consciousness” (DuBois [1903] 1994), customary among subaltern subjects and
disenfranchised citizens, his stance on African “civilizing missions” led by Africans
from the Americas and Europe was quite clear. Contrary to Allen’s concerns about
the ineptitude of enslaved and oppressed peoples spreading civilization, Blyden
insisted that the cruel and unique grooming experienced by Africans in the
Americas ultimately engendered a higher consciousness that could benefit their
forsaken African brethren. Tibebu quotes Blyden’s estimation that, despite “the
expense of his manhood” (2012: 77), the African’s “residence in America has
conferred upon him numerous advantages. It has quickened him in the direction of

progress. It has predisposed him in favor of civilisation, and given him a knowledge
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of revealed truth in its highest and purest form” (77). His uplift philosophy
mirrored W.E.B. DuBois’s and many of his contemporaries, but, as a Caribbean-
born intellectual who spied United States race relations from a short distance (and
as someone who was rejected from American universities before departing to
Liberia), his uplift was recalibrated through a particular kind of antipathy of the

white America that deemed it a father who could never love its bastard children.

Tibebu neatly designates Blyden’s guiding paradigm as the “discourse of the three
Rs: reclaim, rescue, and rehabilitate” (2012: 83). Inspirited by the reclamation
gospel of Ethiopianism and his own illustrious account of Africa as the font of the
Abrahamic religions (Blyden [1888] 1994), Blyden’s pan-Africanism, while
paternalist in many ways, ultimately avers African humanity and makes him one of
few Liberian elites to cast a critical gaze upon the nation’s emerging autocracy and
its subjugation of indigenous Liberians. In fact, the Caribbean-born intellectual not
only censured the ruling class discursively (which he married into and had an
ambivalent relationship with), but also welcomed the first indigenous students
(along with the first women) to Liberia College (now the University of Liberia)

during his tenure as the college’s president from 1881 to 1884.

A journalist as well, Blyden was known for being particularly disapproving of the
republic’s “mulattoes,” who dominated the Liberian political and economic sphere

until the True Whig Party, said to be composed primarily of darker-skinned

Americo-Liberians, took the presidency in 1877 (Kaydor 2014: 18). Ciment
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references some of Blyden’s more scathing critiques of his mulatto countrymen in
his text Another America: The Story of Liberia and the Former Slaves Who Ruled It
(2013), including his declaration that “there is more Negro hate in those men than
they are aware of...” (99) but like many others, does not examine the actual labor of
colorism, or “colorstruction” as Arthur Spears reconceptualized it (1999), in
interaction. By the time he would make an unsuccessful run for the presidency in
1885, a number of darker-hued men had occupied the office but his distaste for
mulattoes was still quite strong (Adi and Sherwood 2003) and the remnants of a
social pigmentocracy linger today in the Liberian diaspora, as they do in every

black community.

However, as Ciment and others have discussed, while colorism tainted the
republic’s early social structure, the settler-cum-Liberian-cum-Americo-Liberian
autocracy over indigenous and recaptive /rescued subjects was far more sullied and
enduring (e.g., Ciment 2013; Clegg 2004; Kieh 2008). Blyden’s complicated pan-
Africanism was reflected in the black settler colonial imaginary and undergirded
that of their Americo-Liberian descendants, helping to fuel the hearth of Liberian

society through its many permutations.

The ardent inculcation of settler-cum-Americo-Liberian cultural mores and
suppression of indigenous people and practices manifested structurally and
discursively, giving way to material inequities that offended indigenous bodies and

to discursive violences that wounded indigenous sensibilities. The linguistic,
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religious, alimentary, sartorial, and other cultural hoops indigenous (and recaptive)
residents were required to jump through in order to be recognized as civilized, and
therefore deserving of veritable citizenship, were many and varied, but some
elected to pass through them (or were pushed through them by parents who
handed over guardianship to Americo-Liberians) and successfully procured
themselves a place in Liberian society. Some of these same folks were also
permitted to cast their ballot long before their fellow “indigents” were legally
guaranteed the right to do so in 1946, 99 years after the official forming of the

republic (Ciment 2013; Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000; Olukoju 2006).

Many of those who were relegated to “native” or “country” status and entered into
economic relationships with the aristocracy found their labor systemically
exploited, especially in the case of the thousands who worked for Liberia’s largest
employer, Firestone Natural Rubber Company. Still in possession of the largest
rubber plantation in the world, Firestone leased one million acres of Liberian land
at $.06US per acre (after the initial year at $1Us per acre) under a 99-year contract
in 1926. Along with the ethically questionable land contract, Firestone lent the
struggling nation $5 million US (Pham 2004). Since indigenous citizens of the
interior began working on the plantation in the 20s, they have doggedly
complained about physical abuse, unsafe working conditions, child labor violations,
and unattainable work quotas (Newman and Lawson 2006). An investigation by
the International Labor Rights Fund in 2005 concluded that Firestone’s policies

encouraged child labor (Baue 2005) and a report from the United Nations Mission



129

in Liberia in 2006 concluded that Firestone was guilty of forced labor (Newman
and Lawson 2006). However, the company won its case in United States federal

appeals court in 2011 (Stemple 2011).

While there was some stratification among the ruling class, separating the
descendants of free persons who migrated with some capital and material goods
from those whose ancestors were formerly enslaved and migrated with the shirts
on their backs, the broader pecking order located settlers and their descendents at
the meridian, “congos” (or, recaptives) at the median, and the indigenous at the
base. Although some scholars and websites still maintain this demographic trinity,
many ethnographic, biographic, and other sociocultural accounts by Liberian
authors suggest that “congos” have largely been absorbed into the settler class and
that the term became an emic designation for Americo-Liberians at some point
(e.g., Cooper 2009; Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000; Mongrue 2011; Williams
2002).19 And, like many of my research participants, Liberian educator and author
Jesse Mongrue contends that “congo” encompasses any “who is a ’civilized person’

or lives like a civilized person” (2011: 18).

It seems that this “open-door” orientation regarding civilization was affixed to, or
helped usher in, an economic open-door policy that was specifically and uniquely

open to American and European ventures (Pham 2004; Okonkwo and van der

19 In my canvassing of historical texts, only those by Liberian scholars explain that the term “congo”
expanded at some point to describe Americo-Liberians. My own introduction to the word, by
Liberian-born people, tallied with these accounts and I found the repeated delineation between
recaptives and American settlers in many texts confusing to say the least.
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Kraaij 1986). The increase of foreign capital and private sector investment in
Liberia began with a boom in the 1940’s under President William V. S. Tubman and
as a result, he and his gradualist pan-Africanist peers would meet in Monrovia in
1961 to discuss strategies (Bakpetu Thompson 1977; Falola and Essien 2013). The
somewhat conservative and capitalist-driven black nationalism that characterized
the Americo-Liberian autocracy (and oligarchy, effectively) takes us back to Blyden

and his complicated cataloguing of peoples and ideas.

3.5 Talking Cullor: Raciolinguistic Ideologies and Conflict

There are more than 15 indigenous language varieties (the number varies along
with their disputed designations as dialects or languages) spoken in Liberia and
they are generally grouped into three language families: Mel, Kru, and Mande. In
addition to Arabic (mostly Lebanese Arabic spoken by the substantial Lebanese
foreign community) and other languages spoken by foreign residents, a variety of
Englishes and English -related varieties are spoken by a majority of the population,
often in addition to one or more indigenous varieties (Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes

2000; Singler 1981).

Of the many English and English-related varieties, there is a general consensus
among linguists and other scholars that there is local standardized variety usually

called “Liberian English” or “Liberian Standard English” by scholars and “English”
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by Liberians, as well as a host of more hybridized, or “indigenized” varieties
(Mufwene 2015a) (Mongrue 2011; Singler 1981; 1997; 2004; Sheppard 2012). The
lingua franca of Liberia is considered a mesolectal variety that is referred to by a
host of names, including: Liberian Vernacular English, Liberian Pidgin English,

Liberian Kreyol, or Liberian English.20 In Liberia, this strain of languaging has been

»n « » « n «

called “clear English,” “Plain English,” “Colloqua,” “Colloquial,” “Waterside,” kwasai,
or simply “English” (Singler 2004; Sheppard 2012).21 With relatively small
numbers of “dominant speakers” (for whom the variety is their primary language
or one of the varieties in which they have the strongest fluency), there are also
more basilectal varieties that have more features distinctive from the standard

than does the mesolect:

Table 3.5 Liberian English-Related Creoles

Appellation(s) Description Emic appellation(s)

Kru Pidgin English A basilectal variety that | Krumen
was spoken by coastal
indigenous groups

Liberian Interior Pidgin A basilectal variety that | Firestone English
English was spoken by Soldier English
residents of the interior
region of Liberia

Liberian Settler English An acrolectal or Congo English
mesolectal variety that
was spoken by early
settlers

(Information from Singler 2004 and Sheppard 2012)

20 “Liberian English” is variably used to refer to the standard variety or the more creolized lingua
franca by scholars and locals.
21 Some of these terms are from the author’s ethnographic research.
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American Englishes (usually Standard American English or African American
English) were and are also a part of many Liberians’ communicative repertoires
and, at different points in history, have been locally called cullor (Cooper 2008), or

sireese (Sheppard 2012).

Alexander Crummell, an African American missionary and scholar, and comrade of
Blyden, spent 20 years in Liberian and was among the most vocal of the settler
class about the necessity of civilizing native Liberians. In addition to encouraging
settler families to take guardianship over as many indigenous children as they
could, he spoke often about the pivotal role of the English language in this civilizing
process. His Independence Day exposition on the virtues of the English included
the following statement about one of the consolation prizes African Americans had
received as a result of four centuries of “conquest and subjugation” (Desai and Nair

2005: 137).

“I pointed out among other providential events the fact, that the exile of our fathers
from their African homes to America, had given us, their children, at least this one
item of compensation, namely, the possession of the Anglo-Saxon tongue: that this
language put us in a position which none other on the globe could give us: and that
it was impossible to estimate too highly the prerogatives and the elevation the
Almighty has bestowed upon us, in having as our own.” (Desai and Nair 2005: 132)

He goes on to extol English as a consummate instrument of nationalization by
listing the many backgrounds composing the Atlantic negro assemblage whom he
was addressing. In so doing, he elucidated the very pan-Africanist/ black

nationalist ethos that prompted his own exodus to Liberia in 1853. He states:
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This Anglo-Saxon language, which is the only language ninety-nine hundredths of
us emigrants have ever known, is not the speech of our ancestors. We are here a
motley group, composed, without doubt, of persons of almost every tribe in West
Africa, from Goree to the Congo. Here are descendents of Jalofs, Fulahs,
Mandingoes, Sussus, Timmanees, Veys, Congos - a slight mingling of the Malayan,
and a dash, every now and then, of American Indian.” (Desai and Nair 2005: 132)

For many who endorse monolingual nationalism, Crummell’s argument is as
compelling now as it was in 1861. Its conceivably redeeming qualities are soon
overshadowed, however, by his categorical disparagement of indigenous African

languages that follows:

But how great soever may be their differences, there are, nevertheless, definite
marks of inferiority connected with them all, which place them at the widest
distance from civilized languages. Of this whole class of languages, it may be said, in
the aggregate that (a) “They are,” to use the words of Dr. Leighton Wilson, “harsh
abrupt, energetic, indistinct in enunciation, meager in point of words, abound with
inarticulate nasal and guttural sounds, possess but few inflections and grammatical
forms, and are withal exceedingly difficult of acquisition.”2 This is his description of
Grebo, but it may be taken, I think, as on the whole, a correct description of the
whole class of dialects which are entitled “Negro.” (Desai and Nair 2005: 137)

Although the quoted description of the Grebo/Glebo language variety by John
Leighton Wilson may sound archaic and expectedly racist,22 save for an updated
and slightly less disparaging terminology, it actually persists as a customary
description of African indigenous languages and of creolized varieties in western
Africa and the Americas among many linguists.23 Unlike Leighton Wilson and

others’ metalinguistic and metapragmatic statements, Crummell saves us the

22 It is important to note that, ironically, Leighton Wilson, upon visiting Liberia, deemed the black
settler colonization he witnessed as problematic as white imperialism (Erskine Clarke 2013), unlike
Crummell whose circumspection about colonization was obliterated when he arrived.

23 Despite intentions to render African languages and black creoles as intricate and nuanced, the
lexicon of linguistics often engenders a perpetual deficit framing that mark such varieties as having
simple or simplified grammars, reduced lexicons, omissions, etc. (e.g., Bickerton 1975; 2008;
McWhorter 2011).



134

trouble of mining his articulated ideologies about language to consider how they
index related notions about the social types who speak these “negro dialects” (i.e.,

uncivilized negroes). He tells us plainly:

“(b) These languages, moreover, are characterised by lowness of ideas. As the
speech of rude barbarians, they are marked by brutal and vindictive sentiments,
and those principles which show a predominance of animal propensities. (c) Again,
they lack those ideas of virtue, of moral truth, and those distinctions of right and
wrong with which we, all our life long, have been familiar. (d) Another marked
feature of these languages is the absence of clear ideas of Justice, Law, Human
Rights, and Governmental Order, which are so prominent and manifest in civilized
countries; and (e) lastly - These supernal truths of a personal present Deity, of the
moral Government of God, of man’s Immortality, of the Judgment, and of the
Everlasting Blessedness, which regulates the lives of Christians, are either entirely
absent, or else exist, and are expressed in an obscure and distorted manner.” (Desai
and Nair 2005: 137)

For the next century, the correlation between language ideologies and attitudes
and notions of “civilized” versus “native” or “country” people would remain close.
Those who were not proficient speakers of American English, Settler English, and
eventually, Liberian Standard English, would have a difficult time accessing
government services and political representation, formal schooling, employment
beyond menial and domestic labor, or even equality treatment in their day-to-day
encounters with the Americo-Liberian ruling class and others who had been
effectively civilized. Mary Moran’s examination of the intertwining of nationalism
and modernity in Liberian discourses and institutions attends to the ways gender
brings the taught relationship between these two phenomena into stark relief
(2006: 76-100). As a keen example, Moran explains that during her fieldwork in the
80s a woman’s change in dress (from “western” attire to “traditional” attire - a

lappa, specifically) was a salient signifier of her civilized status (82). Many have
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noted that education, worship practices, language practices, and dress were the
most significant markers of being civilized or country (e.g., Breitborde 1998;
Mongrue 2011; Moran 2006; Williams 2009). The rules become especially blurry,
Moran notes, when expressions of modernity clash with notions of respectability
and authenticity - a detail that denoted the polyvalence and compound causations
of “civilization” and other constructs uncritically attributed to European modernity

in most accounts of the Global South.

Commencing with the establishment of the Liberian nation-state, Moran marks the
first buds of nationalization with the arrival of the settler minority elite. Because of
this, she and others (d’Azevedo 1969 as cited in 2006) have explained that it took
the notion of “being Liberian,” not unlike other nationalisms derived from
colonization, a great deal of time to really compete with local identities that were
typically organized around “multiethnic and multilingual chiefdoms” (79). This
unhurried and reluctant nationalism among indigenous Liberians was also due in
part to the fact that they excluded from full participation as subjects rather than
citizens of the new nation until the 1940s and also to the fact that many indigenous

groups had access to constructs of civility, intramural and foreign (2006).

With colonizers of the same race, infiltrating the ruling class through “marriage,
adoption, and patronage” (Moran 2006: 79) was rather straightforward - but not
fail-safe if the enculturation was not thoroughgoing - as would be evident in Samuel

K. Doe’s presidency. Doe would be the first president of indigenous heritage, from
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the small and rural Krahn of interior Liberia, and as a twenty-something soldier
who had not completed high school, the pressure for him to perform competency as

head of state, and as a legitimate modern citizen even, was great.

Also, Doe’s route to the Executive Mansion also made it difficult to shake a native or
country demarcation by his indigenous and Americo-Liberian populace. Despite
William V. S. Tubman’s few and gradual efforts to address indigenous Liberians’
tangential citizenship in the latter part of his extended presidency (mainly through
government appointments of the indigenous allies and paving the way for
indigenous suffrage), along with subsequent president William R. Tolbert’s
continued, but inadequate efforts to include indigenous citizens in political and
economic decision-making (even learning Kpelle and becoming an honorary Kpelle
[Williams 2009: 63]), more than a century of political exclusion and despotism,
economic anguish, and cultural degradation, mounting frustrations crested in 1980
in a coup d’etat of the Tolbert administration led by Master Sergeant Doe (Adebajo

2002; Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes 2000).

Many contend that the violent conclusion to settler minority rule in Liberia was
also aided by Cold War politics and the United States’ growing frustration with
Tolbert’s leftist leanings (and budding relationship with Russia). Doe’s immediate
and warm White House invitation from President Ronald Reagan in 1982 - before
Doe was elected in a dubious democratic election in 1985 (Moran 2006) and while

Liberian constitutional rights were under suspension - was curious given the
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United States’ general, public, disapproval of undemocratic rises to power (Reagan
1982). Some contend that the ready reception is only a small piece of a substantial
body of evidence that the United States government, via the Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA), abetted the coup by providing a map of the Executive Mansion and
possibly a white-handed “unnamed soldier” who carried out Tolbert’s execution
(Tolbert 1996). Although the accusations sound like a good movie plot, those well
versed in African Cold War politics (Patrice Lumumba’s execution as the

consummate example), would find the account quite plausible (Fahnbulleh 2004).

President Reagan welcomes Samuel Doe in 1982 (©2002 WGBH Educational Foundation.
www.pbs.org/wgbh /globalconnections/liberia/essays/uspolicy/)

One of Moran’s most intriguing remarks about the Doe era is that it marked more
than a simple urban sophistication - village morality dichotomous conception of
civilization, but parsed it along different and overlapping spheres. In some

contexts, being a “civilized woman,” for example, meant one thing, was signified by
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a particular sign object, and carried a certain valence and in others, a wholly
different model of female civility could be evoked. She explains, “Doe was unable to
either dispense with or to productively modify the concept of civilization” because
on one hand, he needed it as a nationalizing mechanism (lest he be revealed as one
who was only interested in state power and the wealth it provided), and on the
other, he could not reconcile all the varying theories of civilization in circulation

(99).

Immediately following an attempted coup in 1985, Doe’s Liberia became
significantly less nation and more state, shirked the civilization-nationalism duo,
and emphasized ethnic difference as meaningful - a difference that is best, and
sometime only, marked by language. From the forced shift from Standard English
to colloqua, or Liberian Vernacular English, in all public and private media, to
Krahn becoming an unofficial second national language during Doe’s presidency, to
Charles Taylor adding the Gola name Ghankay as second middle name (Pham 2004;
Williams 2009: 43), to the life or death consequences of being able to speak the
right indigenous language at the right time (Barton 2012; Steinberg 2011), from
the late 1980s until the resignation of Taylor in 2003, the 14 years of civil conflict

that stain Liberian history were significantly impacted by language.
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3.6 Conclusion: Colonial Chickens Coming Home to Roost

Primarily based in the neighborhoods and surrounding suburbs of Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, a formerly industrial city with a large and generally struggling black
population in the United States (see Chapter 1), this ethnography ultimately
attempts to burrow into the depths of interethnic relationships between Black
Americans and Liberians amid structural conditions that share some jarringly
similarities (and equally jarring dissimilarities) to those almost 200 years ago
when oppressed and largely disenfranchised Black Americans landed on the shores

of Liberia and began contentiously cohabitating with its indigenous inhabitants.

That is to say, young indigenous Liberians who migrate to the United States and
encounter an extant Black America, or who virtually and vigorously engaged with
some aspects of Black America in their daily lives in Liberia, must navigate a similar
social milieu as that experienced by their forebears in pre-1980s Liberia in the
sense that a group socially positioned above them were also the oppressed in a
broader context. In this new space, however, being legible and visible to a white
dominant society is vital for access to resources and for possible recourse for
injustice (i.e., a politics of recognition [Taylor et. al 1994]). Among other things,
Black America (as collective and culture) serves as a living, breathing, cussing and
fussing monument to a reprehensible chapter in America’s history that constantly
demands recognition and, from time to time, atonement as well. If one must occupy

the margins in a black body, and if one seeks a shot at the proverbial American
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Dream, it makes a great deal of sense to align oneself with those who have
historically been the most vocal about securing such opportunities for themselves -
and who have done so with a modicum of success. But it can also be the kiss of
death (quite literally in cases like the murder of Guinean immigrant Amadou Diallo
by New York City police and the beating of Indian migrant, Sureshbhai Patel) to
resemble or huddle too close to the most despised and disposable faction in

American society.

In addition to Liberian community members’ accounts of local tensions between
Black Americans and indigenous Liberians in the Philadelphia area, teachers and
school administrators also recount verbal and physical scuffles between the two
groups. The current Liberian president, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, suggests in her
memoire that the residue of Americo-Liberian dominance and the stigma of slavery
work together to project a complicated specter over the relationship between
Liberia and the United States (2009) - a specter that may blur distinctions between
Americo-Liberians and Black Americans in everyday encounters and that allow the
United States to serve as a symbol and source of both domination and liberation in
the Liberian social imaginary (for migrants and those in situ). President Sirleaf also
intimates that a willful amnesia of a shared colonial past helps to maintain cultural
and political distances between the Black Americans and Liberians of any ilk. My
time with Liberian transnationals in America and with Liberians in Monrovia
supports this sense that America, and the black people most commonly associated

with it, occupy a curious space in the indigenous Liberian collective memory and
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present imagination (see Bayo Holsey’s groundbreaking examination of similar

amnesias and tensions in Ghana [2008]).

Some scholars and writers have insisted that alongside Black American-Liberian
tensions troubling Liberians’ experiences in the “metropole,” the Liberian diaspora
has inherited the same Americo-Liberian-indigenous hierarchy that shaped
Liberian society in the 19t and 20t centuries and that such tensions play out
where earlier migrants to the United States, mostly Americo Liberians, live in the
same communities as more recently arrived migrants, mostly refugees from the
civil conflicts of the 1990s and millennium. Journalist and author, Jon Steinberg,
explored these dynamics in his enthralling memoiresque ethnographic (or literary
non-fiction) text, Little Liberia: An African Odyssey in New York (2011), based in a
Staten Island community where political and economic stratifications seem to be

predicated on ethnoclasses mirroring those of pre-war and war-era Liberia.

In Liberia, collective memory seems to recall the United States and its black people
as both oppressive and valiant entities while present conditions render their
American counterparts beloved but “arrogant” cousins who don’t write or visit -
dualities not uncommon in (post)colonial relationships but unique because
discussions of (post)coloniality are absent from most discourses about US-Liberian
relations. Indeed, the “trope of the postcolony” (Williams 2000) - which alludes to
the ways these states suffer “the disadvantages of the colony without its

advantages” (179) - takes on new meanings in situations of “settler colonialism”
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which Patrick Wolfe (1999) and Lorenzo Veracini (2010) define as a form of
colonialism in which settlers found new nation-states by moving to new territories,
reproducing families, acquiring land, and instituting new political orders. Clearly, in
these socio-political formations a sense of “post-ness,” whereby the colonized re-
acquire political and cultural autonomy, is never wholly realized, even if the ruling
minority class are ousted and “regimes of authenticity” are put in place (as we saw
in Doe’s and succeeding leaders’ administrations). Such notions of postcoloniality,
or decolonization, become even more fraught in these rare cases in which the
colonizers were subjugated subjects and are marginalized citizens in their
originating nations, making the metropole a highly confusing space to navigate for

postcolonial actors.

Patrick Wolfe tells us that colonial settlers attempt to “bioculturally assimilate”
indigenous peoples making their subjugation both visceral and enduring (2006:
102) and urging a diplegic self that cannot be articulated via body or mind. As we
see from this glimpse into the past, his premise is well substantiated by the
accounts of early colonial contact in Liberia and of social relations between settlers

and indigenous Liberians since that period.

Liberia presents a uniquely rich site for interrogating settler colonialism because it
is one of the few (or perhaps, only) cases of indisputable black settler colonialism
and because its socio-political history clearly demonstrates how processes that

effectively “other” indigenous peoples - processes that are requisite in settler
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colonialism - become unspeakably complicated when the bodies of colonizers and
the colonized look the same and share an uncomfortable location on “the lowest
rung of humanity” (Wynter 2003). In such conditions, constructing markers of
civility and modernity and imbuing these markers with essentialized meanings

becomes indispensable social labor.

All told, this project investigates the overlap of racialized semiotic work performed
by Black American settlers and indigenous Liberians in Liberia two centuries ago
with that by Black American youth and Liberian transnational youth in the United
States now, and it specifically examines the ontological stakes involved in
producing different kinds of blacknesses in distinct moments and spaces but
always under a piercing white gaze. That is to say, the following chapters consider
how the complexly ethnicized/racialized and classed politics that have historically
existed within Liberian national and diasporic communities may relate to the
current politics of relating among Liberian and Black American communities and in
this sense, connect the dots between the constructions of different models of
blackness in the recent past and the kinds of meaning and meaning-making they

condition in the present.
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CHAPTER 4 - "SAY IT AGAIN": VERBAL MASH-UPS AND
(RE)ENTEXTUALIZING THE LANGUAGE OF BLACK DIASPORA?Z4

4.1 Introduction

Brian having a conversation with himself with the help of graphic editing (Image by Brian)

Inspired by concerns about the frequent misreading and “non-reading” (i.e.
invisibility) of the subject-formation and social identification processes experienced
by many African transnational youth in American schools, this chapter looks closely
at some of the ways a small group of Liberian-born high school students (designated
as English Language Learners) engaged in a range of semiotic practices to
accomplish various social tasks - namely, using language to co-construct

(inter)subjectivities and related identities that attempted to disrupt a pervasive

24 This chapter is an edited version of an article titled “Flipping the Script: (Re)constructing
Personhood through Hip Hop Languaging in a U.S. High School” published in Working Papers in
Educational Linguistics 25(2): 35-54 (2011).
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“primitive African” model of personhood (Agha 2007) that they encountered in the

United States.

By focusing on these young people, whose cultures and languages are othered in
particular ways in different scales of anti-black discourse, this inquiry encourages
further study of African transnational students’ social and academic experiences, in
addition to work by Awad Ibrahim (1999; 2003; 2014), Rosemary Traoré (2004),
and others. The critical discourse analysis and interactional analysis presented here
examines excerpts from a conversation between two Liberian-born transnational
students that contain: (1) metapragmatic commentary expressing how they
understood their U.S.-born peers to be imagining them and, (2) examples of a
particular discursive practice that I interpret as deeply consequential to their
subject-formation and social identification processes: signifying via mimetic “mash

ups” of two or more distinctive linguistic registers and other semiotic texts.

“Signifying” is a practice, rooted in African American discursive tradition, of
manipulating signs to indirectly convey meaning(s) (e.g., troping, traditionally) and
is usually done with the intention to confound, outsmart, or humble an interlocutor
and/or to communicate with, or beyond, “over-hearers” in strategic ways (Caponi
1999; Gates 1988; Mitchell-Kernan 1972; Morgan 1993; 1998; Smitherman 2000;
Spears 2008). By bringing together sociolinguistic scholarship on signifying and
other kinds of indirectness in African American discursive practices with accounts

from historians and literary scholars (e.g., Gates 1988; Edwards 2003; Hartman
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1997), I look at usages of an unbound register considered hip hop languaging (or
Hip Hop Nation Language per Alim 2009) and re-imagine the notion of “signifying”
as an illustration of a kind of “black semiosis” that mimetically “mashes up”
seemingly contrastive semiotic registers (or, recognizable and indexical ways of
speaking or being) to construct meaning around different conceptualizations of
blackness (i.e., to make meaning about blackness) and to make meaning via a
modality that was created through the construction of blackness in Africa and the

Americas.

[ also suggest that, when viewed through an anthropological lens, these semiotic
mash-ups appeared to function as cogent rhetorical devices for accomplishing
critical social identification and subject-formation work among a small group of
Liberian-born young adults (problematically designated as English language
learners [ELLs] while attending high school) who were in the process of making
sense of their itinerant social worlds and of selves contextualized by these new
Habermasian “lifeworlds” (1985). Although its “rhizomatic” (Deleuze and Guattari
1980; Ibrahim 2014) roots traverse oceans and eons, the practice of signifying
through hip hop languaging (as it was one of the most prominent registers of their
peer-level social domain) performed by the young people in this study appears to
have been accessed through more recent mass-mediated and localized figures of
personhood (Agha 2007; Rymes 2008). As a powerful mode for expressing one’s
subjectivity, I offer this hypothesis of “flipping the script” (an American hip hop-

originated term for subverting an established and/or expected paradigm or



147

procedure) by mashing up semiotic texts as a way to read signifying through hip
hop languaging, and as a way of exploring the sentimental (and poetic) politics of
performativity among black transnationals. Homi Bhabha’s theoretical meditation
on “mimicry” (1984; 1994) is applied to address some of the complexities of
“mimesis,” or “borrowing” (Ben Rampton’s analogous concept, 1995), in the crafting
of black heterogeneity. In sum, I offer this analytic (“mimetic mashups”) as an
illustration of how certain topos in discourses about blackness, Africa, and Black
American hip hop cultures and associated figures conspired to help condition the
available scripts for cultivating selfthood and signaling personhood, and to help us

re-imagine “creolization” as a way of navigating such conditions in this moment.

To contextualize the “micro-social” events I am concerned with in this article, I
begin by considering the role of some “macro-social” phenomena in ordering social
relations, including the ways historic metadiscourses about language, race, and
space help shape how individuals categorize and understand themselves and others,
specifically by engendering notions of kinds of languages, other cultural practices,
and their related figures of personhood (Agha 2007), and by framing schools as
linguistic marketplaces (Bourdieu 1977b; 1991) where these meanings are taught,
learned, and sometimes transfigured. With these ideas in tow, I analyze two short
excerpts from a conversation between two Liberian American sisters whose
prominent home language was Liberian English and who were formally designated
as ELL students, “reading” them as discursive texts and conjecturing how they may

have been negotiating the construction of a particularized Black subjectivity (which
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[ propose as the reflexive manifestation of a New African American identification)
by pushing against a “primitive African” model of personhood (Agha 2007) that they

identified as prevalent and problematic.

As an individual whose own subjectivity and social identification were (and still are)
meaningfully informed and mediated by hip hop culture(s) and languaging (as tools
for negotiating vastly different cultural realities during my youth), I am generally
interested in the ways multilingual and multicultural black-identified young people
employ different versions of cultural sampling in their own various ontological and

social projects.

4.2 Race and Language

It is generally accepted that linguistic and racial categories are intricately linked by
ideology, and have historically worked together to create oppressive binaries (e.g.,
us/them) that reify hegemonic notions and practices. As a social construction and
product of ideology, race (as racialized thinking or race-thinking) is routinely
expressed through language practices and beliefs. Ashcroft’'s 2003 essay on
language and race explicates how philology and ethnology share an epistemic
genealogy that easily traces its roots to 19th century evolution theory. His work
highlights how the typification, or scientization, of languages was part and parcel of

the scientization of race and helps sketch out the ways notions about language
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actually helped shape the racialization of peoples by locating them in a “scheme of
humanity” (Sapir 1921) that ranks kinds according to notions of “complexity” and

“simplicity” (Mufwene 2013).

Almost invariably, “black languages” (i.e.,, those developed by black-identified
people) fall near the bottom of this hierarchy, so that even as stratifications of race
are gradually dismantled in the minds of many scholars and educators, a related
stratification of languages (as a way of sorting human beings) remains intact and
circuitously feeds the ideological underpinnings of language teaching and learning.
Many argue that this mooring of black languages and black peoples to the very
“bottom rung of humanity” (Wynter 2003) also surreptitiously seeps into foreign
policies, law enforcement and criminal justice structures, popular culture, education
policy and school curricula, and everyday interactions between individuals
(Alexander 2010; Delpit and Dowdy 2002; Hartman 1997; Jackson 2006; Moten
2013; Pierre 2012; Sexton 2008; Wilderson 2010; Yancy 2008). Moreover, the ways
that students go about constructing themselves and one another (in and outside of
school) also appear to be informed by these academic-cum-folk, or vice versa,
notions about kinds of languages (simple v. complex) and their speakers (Mufwene

2013).

Understanding that ideologies about language exist and examining what they look
like are very different conceptual projects from gaining some sense of how they

function in interaction. Functioning as both an unconscious system of signals and as
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a set of conscious discursive practices (mostly, metapragmatic), I understand
language ideology to encompass both underlying predispositions and conscious
attitudes about language and consequently, to exist both in the mind and in practice
(Woolard and Scheiffelin 1994). One way to think about the ways in which these
two spheres are operationalized is through Michael Silverstein’s first-order and
second-order indexicality (1976; 2003) and Elinor Ochs’s direct and indirect
indexicality (1990). First-order indexicality is closely related to one’s attitudes
towards different linguistic forms and practices and involves an uninterrupted
correlation between a language form and a specific social group, social role, or
characterization (Silverstein 1976). Similarly, direct indexicality is “visible to
discursive consciousness” (Hill 2007:271) and involves a rationalization for one’s
own language practices and assessment of others’ practices (Ochs 1990; 1996).
Second-order and indirect indexicality depict a more circuitous relationship
between the linguistic practice and the social group/role or characterization that it
indexes. The act of mocking a dialect illustrates both forms by functioning on a
direct or first-order level as a way of identifying with the social group or role being
simulated (i.e., when asked about instances of mocking Spanish, participants in a
study by Jane Hill explained that it was an inclusive practice showing that they were
familiar with Spanish-speakers) and on an indirect or second-order level as an
unconscious way of emphasizing difference and distance (Hill 2007). Silverstein

(1976) explains that analysts of ideology should concern themselves with second-
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order indexicality, requiring diligent discourse analysis strategies (Blommaert

2005; Fairclough 1989; Gumperz 1982; Wodak and Meyer 2001).

Wassink and Dyer (2004) expound on this suggestion in their discussion of how
looking at second-order indexicality reveals underlying class and gender ideologies.
To carry out such a project, they collected and analyzed speakers’ metadiscursive
(and simultaneously, metapragmatic) commentaries about particular practices, a
methodology that I have adapted in this analysis to look at specific interactions. H.
Samy Alim and Geneva Smitherman’s important analysis of discursive race, Articlate
While Black: Barack Obama, Language, and Race in the U.S., is, in many ways, a
compendium of the second-order indexical meanings that have underscored
prevalent public and political discourses throughout Obama'’s presidential campaign
and throughout the past few decades. I also look to their approach to analyzing a
collection of macro-sociological, or “mass-mediated” public discourses as a way to

sort through and connect multiple scales of discourse.

4.2.1 Race and language in school

Between the broadly mediated discourses of the state and “mass media,” there are
numerous “intermediate” scales of discourse (Wortham and Reyes 2015) that help
link meaning-making in face-to-face or virtual interaction with semiotically
entangled events and moments beyond a particular encounter (Wortham and Reyes
2015). School structures and discourses provide the most relevant intermediate

context to consider in this inquiry and Pierre Bourdieu’s linguistic marketplace, a
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frame for understanding how the symbolic capital (1977a) of language is negotiated,
serves as a helpful heuristic (1977b; 1991) for understanding the social landscape

of schools and ELL classrooms, in particular.

Within this framework, we are reminded of Sapir’s and others’ similar observation
that “a language is worth what those who speak it are worth” (1977b: 652), and vice
versa, so that varieties associated with peripheral, undervalued, and/or unfamiliar
social groups are generally marginalized as well. The marginalization that I
observed in the ESL classrooms in this study generally appeared unintentional or
well-intentioned, and never took the form of explicit deprecating statements about
of any of the languages spoken by African students. Instead, it transpired implicitly -
institutionalized through curricula or normalized in certain pedagogical practices.
By and large, marginalization functioned as a kind of invisibility, and indexed an
obscurity or unintelligibility around the languages many African-born students
spoke at home. For example, many of the languages they spoke were unknown by
their classmates and teachers, and sometimes could not even be named by the
students who spoke them (e.g., World Englishes and “creoles”). Unlike their peers
who entered the classroom with recognizable (and sometimes highly esteemed, in
the case of Spanish) languages like Spanish, Arabic, Mandarin, or Hindi, Many
African transnational students often assumed that their peers and teachers would

not have any frame of reference for their home languages.
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One recent graduate from a large South Philadelphia in high school informed me
that telling someone that he spoke Bassa at home with his parents usually yielded a
blank stare. “ I just started telling them I speak “African” when they ask!” he told me,
chuckling. As a result of this kind of widespread unfamiliarity, most of the Liberian
students [ spoke with during my first year of research in the school (2008-2009)
initially declined or evaded inquiries from their teacher and myself about what
languages they spoke at home. On one occasion, their exceptionally dedicated and
reflexive ESL teacher made a very overt attempt to render the home language of two
Liberian students visible and relevant in a classroom discussion, but he was met
with giggle-laden refusals. Throughout my one-on-one interviews with African
transnational students that year, common responses to requests to name their first
or home languages were “a language from my country” or “the language they speak
in my village,” and one student reported that Liberian English was “just a messed up

English.”

Returning to the notion of the classroom as a linguistic marketplace, we should note
that Bourdieu and Passeron recognized that creating and maintaining a dominant
code’s power is largely dependent on formal schooling (1970) because “[it] has a
monopoly over the production of the mass of producers and consumers, and hence
over the reproduction of the market on which the value of linguistic competency
depends...” (Bourdieu 1977:652). Bourdieu also notes that the socialization that
occurs through formal schooling is the major purveyor of one’s language habitus,

which he describes as “a permanent disposition towards a language” (655). For
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Bourdieu, language habitus also serves as the source of a kind of linguistic insecurity
(Labov 1966) in which speakers “who recognize [the dominant language] more than
they can use it” (Bourdieu, 1977b: 656) are under constant pressure to adopt this
“power code” (Perry and Delpit 1998) if their words are to be truly heard, and as a

result, may only use their own nondominant language in certain ways and contexts.

The expediency of Bourdieu’s marketplace dwindles some when we consider that it
does not deem activities like translanguaging or “crossing” (Rampton 1995) to be
particularly valuable on their own, as they may constitute what he calls “illegitimate
and illegal use of the legitimate language,” acts which he analogizes to “a valet who
speaks the language of the gentleman, the ward orderly that of the doctor, etc.”
(Bourdieu 1977:653). These acts of fraud, as Bourdieu would have them, do not
really fool anyone if the speaker’s “true” social position is easily read through some
other perceivable sign (like accent, phenotypical features, dress, etc.). He explains,
“What speaks is not the utterance, the language, but the whole social person...”
(653), indicating the criticality of students’ ability to not only gain competency in a
dominant language, but to make themselves legible and legitimate users. Clearly
then, schools provide invaluable sites of inquiry for any student of ideology
(including ideologies of race, gender, class and other social constructs) because they
serve as both the primary apparatuses of explicit and implicit ideological
dissemination and as fertile social spaces in which these ideologies are taken up,

contested, and reconfigured.
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That language and race have historically worked together to differentiate and define
peoples is not surprising and has been (and continues to be) addressed in a growing
body of educational and applied linguistics scholarship based on minority language
students in Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom (e.g., Adger 1998;
Alim 2009; Alim and Baugh 2007; Bucholtz 2001; 2011; Delpit and Dowdy 2002;
Fordham 1996; 1999; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-L6pez and Tejeda 1999; Ibrahim 2014;
Kubota and Lin 2009; Moll and Diaz 1985; Perry and Delpit 1998). While the
amount of work in this area specifically concerning speakers of African diasporic
languages has been scarce (despite the rapidly growing number of African
transnational children and adolescents attending U.S., Canadian and British
schools), some valuable scholarship has emerged that helps us better understand
the recondite ways black identities and subjectivities are assigned to/pursued
by/contested by African transnational youth (e.g., Alim and Baugh 2007; Alim and
Pennycook 2007; Ibrahim 1999; 2003; 2014; Forman 2001; Osumare 2002; 2007;
Rampton 1995; Traoré 2004). The analysis that follows focuses on one exchange
that occurred early on in a larger four-year project looking at the historical, cultural,
and sociopolitical contexts through which young African transnationals go about
constructing performable (and thereby, construable) black subjectivities and

associated social identities in an anti-black world.

In Ibrahim’s “Becoming Black: Rap and Hip Hop, Race, Gender, Identity, and the
Politics of ESL Learning” (1999), the intersections of race and language are explored

from the vantage point of the marginalized so that the processes of subject-
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formation among African ELL students become the analytical focal point (rather
than focusing on (re)productions of ideology and treating racialization exclusively
as a top-down process). In this piece, African “migrant” students in an urban
Canadian high school displayed tenacious efforts towards acquiring what Ibrahim
called Black Stylized English (BSE) and the aspects of personhood indexed by it,
bringing into view a politics of desire and causing Ibrahim to pose the intensely
generative question: “what symbolic, cultural, pedagogical, and identity investments
would learners have in locating themselves politically and racially at the margin of
representation?” (350). In particular, he is concerned with how these students both
construct and perform a Black subjectivity and social identity through languaging as
they go about acquiring Black English as a second language (BESL), a language that
he says is mainly accessed through Hip Hop culture. In the following, Ibrahim
considers the reflexive process of performativity in constructing self-

conceptualizations and social identities:

As an identity configuration, “becoming black’ (Ibrahim 2014) is deployed to talk
about the subject-formation project (i.e., the processes and spaces through which
subjectivity is formed) that is produced in, and simultaneously is produced by, the
process of language learning, namely, learning BESL. Put more concretely, becoming
Black meant learning BESL for many African transnationals, as I further substantiate
in this article, yet the very process of BESL learning also dialogically produced the

epiphenomenon of “becoming black” (350).
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When synthesized with Bourdieu’s linguistic marketplace and a general knowledge
of racialization in the US, we can begin to picture the socio-cultural landscape in
which Ibrahim’s students must situate themselves and see how a “politics of desire”
repositions BSE as the language they deem most symbolically powerful. In this case,
a variety that is traditionally marginalized in formal schooling contexts is conferred
significant legitimacy and value as students try to attain competency in it. Beyond
that, the experience of being raced as “black” seems to engender the acquisition of a
locally relevant “black language,” which, I posit, can be better understood as a
linguistic register (Agha 2003; 2007), or a way of speaking that indexes a

recognizable figure of personhood.

One important and sobering fact to consider is that whether the African
transnational students in Ibrahim’s study subscribed to the linguistic hierarchy that
identified Standard English as dominant/superior or to a more unconventional
hierarchy that valorized some variety of African American English, they most likely
found that their home languages were inscribed with similar pejorative or
denigrating meanings and were assigned a similarly low position in both of these

hierarchies.
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4.3 “That’s not in our part of Africa”

Like many inquiries into multilingual spaces, I was interested in the ways young
Liberian transnationals manipulated their “communicative repertoires” (Rymes
2010; 2014) (which Rymes theorizes as including a range of semiotic practices
beyond verbal language that students utilize in their everyday navigations of the
world), and for the purposes of this chapter, I focus on data from a single
conversation to locate specific instances of signifying that employ particular
registers overtly or covertly (a US-based hip hop register and a “snarky hipster”
register). I also lean on Irving Goffman’s interactional analysis (1981) methodology
as a way of deciphering the possible relational work being done by specific
utterances (and by some paralinguistic and nonlinguistic practices as well) as
evidenced through shifts in “footing.” Goffman describes shifts in footing as changes
in one’s alignment to him/herself and to his/her interlocutors, or as a change in the
“frame of events” (128). Asif Agha expounds on Goffman’s notion of footing in order
to emphasize the semiotic work that mediates these changes in alignment (2007). In
particular, he considers the nature of footing in the case of linguistic registers, which
we can understand as (malleable) sets of perceivable linguistic signs that are linked
to particular stereotypic social phenomena. For this analysis, the stereotypic social
phenomena with which we are concerned are “figures of personhood” (i.e., a social
type or kind), or characterological figures of personhood, that are “performable
through semiotic display or enactment (such as an utterance)”(177) and are

associated with American (U.S.) hip hop cultures by the relevant participants. Agha
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explains that, “When the social life of such figures is mediated through speech
stereotypes, any animator can inhabit that figure by uttering the form...” (177). This
allows characterological figures that one might call a “snarky hipster” or
“cosmopolitan” or “hip hop-oriented youth” to become performable and readable
through speech signs (for those within a social domain who share an understanding
of the meanings ascribed to particular signs) by operating on an ideological level (or
a level of second-order or indirect indexicality as explained in a previous section).
The legitimacy, or efficacy, of such performances, of course, is contingent on
numerous slippery conditions that only the most agile of actors can successfully

navigate.

Essentially, any communicative event is a semiotic affair that not only employs the
Saussurean object (signifier) and meaning (signified), but also requires a mediator,
or interpretant, for construal (Peirce 1932). This interpretant requires a social actor
to carry out the process of interpretation, and therefore reconfigures the entire
semiotic event as a socially, historically, and culturally conditioned happening. From
this purview, it is helpful to see the following excerpts (see Appendix for
transcription key) between two focal students from the ELL class (Liberian
American sisters, Adima and Poady), taken from a conversation they had while
interviewing one another, as embedded within a larger co(n)text of past and future
events (some local and explicitly referred to within the stretch of talk, others of
indeterminable scope) in order to imagine the complex social labor that was

possibly being carried out.
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«.it’s Black (] Americans ) (an) you know. Like one time me and some other boy
gotin a argument in class cuz he gon talk about () things like AIDS man. My
teacher said something () and (-] discuss-

-HE SAY AIDS come from green African monkeys=
=%and then he said {-) all- that Afr-° that some man from Africa brought AIDS
((inaudible])

you know (.4) have sex with the monkey and stuff =so I ask him was=like=
WHERE WHEN OR HOW DID YOU HEAR that? Cuz [ wanna know. [ wanna

hear about it too. And we got in a big argument (] like huge argument I got sent
down to- (4] It just piss me off {d-) when I [hear people talk- - ----]

[YEAH CUZ IT'S SO IT'S SO I- ](.2)
ITS SO IGNORANT BECAUSE THEY DON'T KNOW NOTHING ABOUT
AFRICA cause the whi- () like people send people go to Africa:: and take the worst
picture a Africa and they bring it here in America and they think we (still -] jungle
[.) we fight with- we fight with (.2) monkeys. And that's like so embarrassing
because you're like saying right that you know you from Africa=

=([(inaudible])

=and they're like saying stuff like that it's so embarrassing to you cuz you like ()
that's your culture and they're talking about it=be=like 'do ya'll sleep in the
TREES? do ya'll- do ya'll wear clothes? I mean how do you not wear clothes
when you-

=that's the question some boy ask me was that 'oh in Africa do ya'll jump from tree
to tree? (4] 1 was like what kind of ignorant question is that- do ya'll jump from-
do you jump from tree to tree in America? And the he was like "no.’ cuz (.) the way
people you know show Africa that's what d- that's what they think [ - - -]]

[THAt's not in]
our part of Africa- that's a different part of Africa. If- if- you go in my country you
gon like it- we have beach, we have good weather, we have good music- it's- it's
just like- it's a good place to be- it's just like people got to go there to believe it.
Y¥OU SEE LIKE A DIFFERENT PART OF AFRICA than people don't wear
clothes they think that that’s where we're from- no- we're from in the city we have-
we're from the Blg city we have fun there we have party, we have everything, we

have clubs, we have ma:lls, we have shopping centers we have everything so:

Like the focal students in Traoré’s report on a study she conducted with a group of

African “immigrant” students in a Philadelphia high school (2004), comments that



161

associated primitiveness with Africa and Africanness clearly bore on the ways 17-
year-old Adima and her 18-year-old half sister, Poady, were experiencing their
immediate social world (at school), and thus, how their sense of subjectivity was
being formed. Consequently, any concept that was easily correlated with
primitiveness (e.g., primate similitude, close relationships with animals and nature,
poor hygiene, low intelligence, low linguistic development) was also cited as a
source of anxiety, frustration, hurt, or anger by the other focal students. While no
methodology allows us to actually peek into one’s subjectivity, the explicit
metapragmatic discourse that Adima and Poady share in the excerpts above can
shed light on how they perceived their social surroundings and their American-born
interlocutors, as well as illuminate how they may have been conceptualizing and
(re)constructing themselves in relation to these spaces and people (i.e., we can see

and say something a propos to “intersubjectivity”).

By deploying a range of discursive maneuvers, Adima and Poady, along with most of
the focal students in this study, seemed to consciously and unconsciously counter
the “primitive African” model of personhood, together with nuzzling up to American
blackness and chiding it. I found the most intricate (and fascinating) of these
maneuvers to be signifying through American hip hop-related languaging, or
flipping the performative script by mashing up two or more respectively black ways

of speaking.
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As noted earlier, this “primitive African” figure of personhood was referenced in
conversations with all but one of the African transnational students interviewed.
Like Adima and Poady, these students described questions and assumptions about
their ways of life in their African home countries that they had encountered since
arriving in the US- questions and assumptions that did not leave to question the
linkage between mass mediated, deficit-oriented constructions of Africa and signs
and performances of Africanness. Adima and Poady’s more blatant metapragmatic
evaluations of these comments and questions in the previous excerpt can easily be
indexed on a lexical-denotational level (e.g., ignorant in previous excerpt, line 12;
mean in excerpt on page 46, line 7) or on a phrasal/sentential-denotational level
(e.g., “they don’t know nothing about Africa” in previous excerpt, line 12), and some
of their less overt evaluations can be indexed connotationally in several different
ways. Phonologically, one might interpret the young women’s perceivable rises and
dips in pitch and volume (such as Poady’s very loud “trees” in line 20) as
significations of various culturally-informed (from multiple sources) shifts in
footing, requiring that one be familiar with the languaging styles in their repertoires

in order to have some sense of how to “read” their phonological shifts.

In this fraught bit of talk we get a sense of the prevalence of one particular “Africa-
monkey” discourse in these two young women'’s experiences. Here, Adima begins a
story and cued by only one sentence, Poady interjects (or collaborates, depending
the cultural frame) and announces what she expects to be the climax of the account.

She seems to presuppose that the cardinal act in her sister’s story is the boy’s claim
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that AIDS originated in a “green African monkey,” a reordering of “African green
monkey” one of the species of monkeys cited in early AIDS genesis theories. This
presupposition could be based on possible prior conversations between the two
sisters or with other people in the young women'’s local social spheres, or it could be
partially informed by any of many multiscalar semiotic arenas beyond their school
and community to which they have had access (such as national newspapers, news
broadcasts, sitcoms, talk shows, etc.) (Blommaert in press; Wortham 2012) for in
depth discussions of scale. AVERT (Averting AIDS and HIV), an international
philanthropic organization focused on AIDS and HIV-related knowledge production,
offers a helpful (although not exhaustive) overview of HIV/AIDS origin theories
currently in global circulation on their website (“The Origin of HIV”, n.d.), with four

of the five theories citing Africa and primates of some kind.

That Poady anticipated the classmate’s monkey reference was not likely a result of
her imaginative aptitude but was an indicator that she had encountered discourse
about the origins of AIDS being related to Africa and monkeys in some other context.
In other words, the fact that she assumed this to be a salient point in Adima’s story
upon hearing the mention of AIDS and verbal discord indicates that she has either
engaged in topically similar conversations with her sister or others, or that she is at

least privy to the existence of such discourses.

Her use of the phrase “green African monkey” is particularly telling because this is

one of the primate species that science discourses named as an early host of SIV
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(simian immunodeficiency virus)2> (Brannon 2010) and offers an authoritative
specificity to the scientific narrative that links African people to these particular
monkeys - through bestiality or the consumption of monkey meat, two behaviors
that are among the most acute indexicals of primitivity in many social imaginaries,
especially American ones. Poady’s swift entextualization of the noun phrase “African
green monkey” (recognizable despite a reordering of the lexemic components) to
exploit its powerful indexical charge was an efficient way to signify Adima’s
subsequent turn begins with what seems to be further explanation of the boy’s
report (line 5) and after Poady shares something inaudible that sounds like a
question (line 6), Adima goes on to impart that the boy in discussion claimed that an
African man had had intercourse with a monkey (line 7). Her volume then rises
considerably as she shares her response to the boy’s report, explaining that she
essentially demanded details and documentation (lines 7-9). Adima also lets Poady
know that this conversation was far from benign, as it resulted in disciplinary action
against her (lines 9-10). She ends the turn by sharing how the whole event (and
ones like it, which she alludes have also occurred) made her feel: “It just piss me off
when I hear people talk...” (line 10). Poady jumps in, talking over Adima for a bit, to
share both her own evaluation and emotional reaction to this and similar events,
and uses the word embarrassing twice (lines 15 and 18). She plainly links the story

about the AIDS monkey to other unfavorable projections of Africa and Africanness

25 Another allegedly culpable primate was the chimpanzee who was said to have contracted SIV from
the green monkey (Owen 2006).
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she has encountered, and notes further associations with monkeys (lines 11-21, see

bolded text).

Adima aligns with her sister’s accounts by corroborating with a similar account of a
question or comment by a peer who alluded to “monkeyness,” or primitiveness
(lines 22-25). These excerpts constitute the metapragmatic frame around how
Adima and Poady may have been evaluating certain modes of conduct and they also
provide a sense of how the young women may have understood certain others’
perceptions of them. Clearly, they found comments that associated Africa and
Africans with primitiveness to be the progeny of ignorance or meanness. These two
evaluations were represented by some comparable metapragmatic assessment by
the other focal students, and seem to be a reliable way of conceiving of the

metadiscursive frame that helped constitute some of their orders of meaning.
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4.4 Signifyin and Black Semiosis

1 P: In my class some girl be calling me- she’s- she=be=like [ look like a monkey (.2) [

2 was [like really$7]

3 A: [((giggling)]]

4 P: {REALLY) I LOOK LIKE A MONKEY? Say that outside to me and you gon see

5 what |

6 A ((giggling))

7 P They're so mean I just don't get it. If you wanna be mean to me (.2) say it outside of

school and you're goin to find out if I'm African or [a monkey]

9 A [vi(h)olent(h]] ({giggling))

In this second excerpt, Poady shares an incident in which she was insulted by a
female classmate (whom she later identified as Black American). Poady describes
both how her peer told her she looked like a monkey and how she reacted to this
comment. Her interlocutor’s comment was much more abject than simply linking
Africa or Africanness to monkeys; here she was actually likening Poady’s physical
person to a non-human animal. One can only speculate how such a comment might
infect the processes through which a young person conceptualizes a sense of
personhood in relation to a particular social space and to particular persons. At one
point, Poady offers a very clear metapragmatic evaluation of the young woman and
others who behaved similarly by stating that “they” are “mean” (line 7), but the rest
of her discursive exploits are much more indirect and do some tricky troping known
as “signifying.” Poady’s first act of signifying comes in line 2 in her reported use of a

particular sign that some may interpret as indexical of a figure of personhood
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widely associated with a young, hip American register: the lexical-phrasal item
really? as a rhetorically interrogative independent clause. By saying that she was
like the interrogative really?, we cannot be sure if she actually uttered the question
to the girl who made the comment and this is a stylistic feature of the “narrated
event” (see Wortham and Reyes 2015: 45) or if this like conveys a mental state or
inner monologue (Romaine and Lange 1991) and is part of the “narrating event”
(Wortham and Reyes 2015: 45). Indeed, we do not know if any part of Poady’s
narrative following the clause “She be like ‘I look like a monkey’ is apostrophic,
meaning not only is her addressee absent at the time of the narration but also that
the actual reported speech act might never have actually occurred. Nor can it be
certain if the narrative is constructed dialogue (Tannen 1986 as cited in Romaine
and Lange 1991) which Romaine and Lange define as “a recollection which is often
more accurate in general meaning than in precise wording” (1991:230). In either
case, she reports that she responded with this single-lexeme, independent clausal

interrogative either in her actual speech or in her head at the time of the encounter.

We might note that this sign (really?) is already tropic, meaning that the literal
denotation of asking for the verification of a previous statement’s accuracy (because
you genuinely are not sure) is not the sign’s intended meaning when it co-occurs
with particular syntactic (before or after a clause) or phonological cues that index
sarcasm. Her use of the form can be construed as signifying because this particular
deployment of really? (as an independent clause) may be understood as an

enregistered sign that is emblematic of (a) certain figure(s) of personhood (Agha
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2007), or that indexes a particular social kind that she may feel is not readily
assigned to her: a hip, witty, irreverent, and very American social kind. Some aspects
of the characterological figure I link to this register are debatable, but as a mass-
mediated social kind to which most people in the United States have access, I think

many would contend that the most socially salient aspects are accurate.

In line 4, Poady creates an interrogative construction by pairing this emblematic
token with the question “I look like a monkey?” and in so doing, mashes up indexes
of multiple social kinds, or a “mass-mediated demeanors” (Rymes 2008), who would
understandably be incredulous to being physically linked to a primate. And very
importantly, before re-enacting her incredulity, Poady sets up the response with an
explanatory sentence that includes the highly-marked aspective be associated with
African American English. Possibly stimulating this use of AAE (and such a
distinctive feature of it) were widely-circulated discourses about a kind immigrant
submission and compliance that have often been propped up against notions of
Black American insurgence and assertiveness/aggression — discourses which Poady
had expressed familiarity with when talking about the ways white teachers and
administrators viewed African parents as less confrontational and problematic than
Black American parents who were always challenging the school’s disciplinary
practices and intervening on their children’s behalf. Indeed, the mash-up of
language varieties evoked social demeanors that one could argue were the very
antitheses of stereotypical African femininity and of primitiveness (i.e., social

demeanors that were variably “American,” smart, assertive, sarcastic, “cool”)
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according to those who have been socialized into Northern/Western conventions.
Had Poady reported, “(Do) I really look like a monkey?” one could certainly construe
her question as rhetorical and sarcastic and might socially index such conduct
similarly, but the use of the enregistered really? as a stand-alone, almost endophoric,
constituent before (line 4) or after another constituent(lines 1-2), does very specific
social work for people familiar with the register (which would be most people under
the age of 30 who watch American television). I interpret her actions as taking these
tokens (really and aspective be) from language varieties that do not “belong” to her
or her assigned social kind, as such, and as mashing them up against her discernible
accent and African-identified body to indirectly emphasize the absurdity of likening
her (of all people) to a monkey- thereby signifying on both registers. Adima
immediately aligns herself with her sister’s discursive toil and conveys her construal
by laughing (line 6), a response that linguists of AAE would tell us is fundamental to
the practice of signifying, as it is a collaborative, interactional practice usually
expressed through humor and only successful with accurate construal by an

audience.

How words or phrases become tokens of a register and how ways of speaking
become “enregistered” relies on their stereotypic power. Stereotypes about
registers are basically categories of communicative behavior that reflexively create
presupposed ways of being for which a perceivable and shared model exists. That is
to say, they “set text-defaults on the construal of behavior for persons acquainted

with them” according to Agha (2007:148).
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These text-defaults, or register tokens (2007), can be operationalized in various
ways by manipulating their textual environments to create intricate indexical
scripts (register token(s) + co(n)text) for performing and (mis)construing particular
interactional tasks. In the case of Poady “borrowing” phrasal tokens from an
American Hip Hop register and using them in conjunction with signs that may have
had a different stereotypic indexicality (e.g., her identity as an ELL African student,
her accent, her self-proclamation of being African), I am suggesting that she took the
performative indexical script (register token + co(n)text) and effectively mashed up
indexically-incongruent, but mutually-constitutive, messages that had to be read
together for accurate construal of the new, or unfamiliar, figure of personhood they
were intended to convey (register token + incongruent co(n)text = Hip Hop register
token + stereotypically “non-American Hip Hop” signs) (Figure 1). In so doing, she
was effectively performing and entailing (Silverstein 2003) a stereotypical kind of
African personhood that clearly indexed an American register and model of
personhood. In other words, she combined the ostensibly incongruous stereotypic
(or indexical) meanings of certain signs to ultimately disrupt such meanings and

reconfigure the signs.

It is interesting to see that Poady shifts back and forth between a narrative mode
and a full-on re-enactment mode and as a result, makes rather stark deictic shifts
and obfuscates the participation frameworks (i.e., addressee(s), referent(s),
speaker(s)) of her narrated event and that of the actual narration. Her re-

enactments commence without any kind of introductory marker (like “I said” or “I



171

was like”) so we have to pay close attention to when she is speaking to her sister or
re-enacting her utterances to the girl in the narrated story. A deeper analysis of
Poady’s manipulation of participation frameworks could provide insight into “both
the internal organization of stories and the way in which they can help construct
larger social and political processes while linking individual stories into a common
course of action that spans multiple encounters with changing participants”
(Goodwin and Goodwin 2004: 232), or how her storytelling is situated in a chain of
semiotic events that help construct its meanings. In considering participation
frameworks, we should again note the important role of audience (Morgan 1998), or
over-hearers, in signifying and note that Poady is aware that she is being audio-
recorded and that her utterances may be heard by a range of individuals, perhaps
even by the adversary of whom she is speaking. There are a number of different
ways to conjecture the interactional work that could have been occurring through
these kinds of shifts in footing and mash-ups of time-space, but I will now shift to

another act of signifying [ believe to be of utmost significance (lines 4-9).

After signifying through this “snarky” register and through AAE, Poady shifts footing
quite significantly by moving into a rhetorical, and pragmatic, construction very
familiar to speakers of (and those familiar with) AAE: provocation by issuing a
directive to perform some action that, if actually executed by the addressee, would
not be to the speaker’s liking. This rhetorical request for a dispreferred action is
akin to taunting someone to do something that will engender a negative reaction

from the issuer of the dare and functions interactionally as a threat of sorts (i.e., “I
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dare you to [unpreferred action]”). Other variations of this kind of practice are to
state “I wish you/he/she/ would>" with would as a verb phrase ellipsis (the specific
verb is implied)or with a verb to compose a complete conditional verb phrase (“I

wish you/he/she would try that with me.”)

In considering the pervasiveness of hip hop cultures and African American hip hop
registers around the globe, and particularly in the suburbs of a predominately black
city, we can conjecture that the young Liberian women of concern were aware, on
some level, of the hip hop register’s stereotypic indexical power (i.e., its power to
evoke a social kind who is hip hop-oriented and probably cosmopolitan, street
savvy, assertive, and tough as well). One can easily imagine many possible
contradistinctions between this model of personhood (however it is locally
construed) and a “primitive African” model of personhood and speculate the kind of
interactional work Poady may have accomplished in the narrated event (and the
work she accomplished in the narration of the event) when she signified on the
African American classmate using a construction from an African American hip hop
language variety, a variety that the young woman would have been more readily
linked to than Poady herself would have been. Subsequent observations of Poady’s
interactions with US-born and Caribbean-born black peers, along with extensive
observation of other young Liberian transnational women interacting with black
peers, suggest to me that creating disturbances in peers’ summations of African

people by mashing up semiotic texts (bodies, languages, clothes, gestures) that
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index different social types was an efficient way of creating room for becoming in a

new social space.

This act of signifying is particularly meaningful because by using this enregistered
(i.e, widely recognizable as indexical of a particular social kind) signifying
construction from an African American hip hop-related register to talk about how
she will show her interlocutor that she is indeed an African, Poady was portraying a
very particular kind of African persona - one who could competently perform the
rhetorical practice and cleverly mash up two seemingly divergent registers, as

Figure 1 shows.

Figure 4.4 Mashing Up Performative Indexical Scripts

Expected performative indexical script:

register token + congruent co(n)text)

Mashing up performative indexical scripts:

register token + incongruent co(n)text

African American hip hop stereotypically “non-African American
register token hip hop” sign vehicles

As we saw in Adima and Poady’s exchange, usage of a hip hop register seemed to do
more than just “mediate such figures through speech stereotypes” (Agha 2007:177)

because of the kind of signifying that is performed on and through the register. As
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mentioned, my treatment of signifying comes not only from sociolinguistic
scholarship on the phenomena but also from Henry Louis Gates’ historicization of
the practice in literary contexts in The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-
American Literary Criticism (1988), from Saidiya Hartman’s examination of cultural
practices in slavery in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in
Nineteenth-Century America (1997), and from Brent Edward Hayes’ recalibration of
diasporic practice as décalage (i.e., (dis)articulation) in the introduction to The
Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism

(2003).

As an offering of black literary criticism, Gates is primarily concerned with analyzing
written texts, but he acknowledges the multiplicity of texts and devises a rather
flexible analytic that can be dispatched to any semiotic system, or text. Gates takes
Mikhail Bakhtin’s double-voiced word (1981) and Mitchell-Kernan’s account of
signifyin’ (1972) (along with many other samples of theoretical and empirical
scholarship) and carefully recasts them along the contours of a black literary and
discursive tradition that can be traced from the realm of the sacred in pre-colonial
western Africa to various peoples and spaces throughout the “Black Atlantic” (Gilroy
1993). In so doing, he reveals signifying to be an enculturated mode of conduct (i.e.,
a cultural practice) that embodies the double-consciousness (DuBois [1903] 1944),
or twoness, of Blackness as it is experienced in places that have been colonized,
seized, or merely cohabitated by a hegemonic other. Ironically, he traces the

American manifestation of the Yoruba orisha (loosely translated as an ancestral
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spiritual authority) Esu Elegbara, the tricky liaison between the spirit and physical
worlds, to the Signifying Monkey character present in a considerable amount of
African American folklore and contemporary literature. Signifying is a literary and
discursive tradition that Gates and others consider the trope of tropes, as the very
nominalization of the practice (signifying, or signifyin(g), as he demarcates) is itself
an act of signifying because it takes the Standard English lexeme signify and re-
inscribes it with an indirect and esoteric meaning (44-51). Gates pours through a
profusion of theories, ponderings, and examples of signifying and reports that the
only universal characteristic to be found amongst these representations is an

indirectness of some kind.

[ think it is crucial to note that signifying, which is described as a “pervasive mode of
language” and as a rhetorical tradition in African American culture by Gates
(1988:80), extends beyond trope or indirectness, because it is essentially the
troping on (or re-inscribing of) Language itself as a proxy for ontological
multiplicity. In this way, the polysemy of the linguistic sign reflects the
speaker/writer’s fragmented or compound subjectivity. Perhaps more important,
signifying is a quintessential example of one manner of “black semiosis” - or one
way in which a practice of meaning-making is constructed through the experience of
blackness. As discussed in Chapter 1, indirectness, or indirection, is often not a

stylistic choice but an imperative issued by one’s social condition.
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4.5 Conclusion: Verbal Mashups as Black Diasporic Agility

To return to Ibrahim’s work with African “migrant” youth, his conceptualization of
the process of becoming was informed by his own lived experience as a Sudanese
refugee in North America on whom blackness was ascribed and simultaneously
imbibed and reformatted (2003). Ibrahim discusses how the focal students in his
study come to embrace “Black cultural and representational forms as sites for
positive identification” (2003:177) (namely, those black representations created
through and by hip hop cultures) upon encountering the mostly negative
representations supplied by dominant culture. This alternative conception of newly
bestowed and assumed blackness not only helps shape the politics of desire and
resistance that play out in the language learning classroom, but also requires a
localization (in terms of cultural, not physical, space) of blackness. I would also
emphasize that newly acquired blackness provided access to (or requires) new
modes of meaning-making (i.e, black semiosis). Ibrahim’s research (1999; 2003),
Adima, Poady, and some of their African transnational peers seemed to desire and
valorize very specific forms and practices from the mass-mediated and locally
experienced representations of American blackness they encountered, and from my
observations seemed to go on to synthesize these forms and practices with some
from their “home” cultures, and from other cultures, to mediate “new” models of
blackness often by utilizing semiotic strategies they accessed through their new

blackness.
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Ultimately, Poady and Adima appeared to discursively co-construct social identities
that drew from, and mashed up, an array of models of personhood that countered a
primitive African stereotypical figure, a figure that seemed to circumscribe the ways
they were being imagined by their peers, according to their metapragmatic
commentaries. Beyond typical troping, their deft reordering of signifying, a practice
understood to convey the twoness of black subjectivity, and their transmutations of
American hip hop register and African American English to verbally embody
contemporary Africanness, not only revisited the practice’s presumed origins in
many ways, but also worked on a higher level of indexicality (by employing
ideology) to better represent a complex subjectivity informed by a multiplicity of

places, peoples, and cultures.

From their displays of knowledge about Spanish, French, Indian filmography,
Jamaican Patois and Haitian Creole, Gullah and AAE, Standard English grammar, sex,
friendship, and life in general, it seemed that many of these young Liberian folks
routinely mashed up various models of personhood that, by employing the black
semiotic practice of signifying, may have effectively countered the primitive African
stereotype and bridged intervals between the blackness assigned them and other
models of blackness. In this way, they performed both manners of black semiosis by
producing meanings about blacknesses and by using a black meaning-making

practice to do so.
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Through hip hop signifying in particular, the young women in this analysis wielded
language to reflect their own complicated occupation of blackness which co-
terminously functioned as a reconfigured Africanness, and as a still-forming model
of identity. In this sense, they lived out Homi Bhahba’s description of the
underpinnings and consequences of mimesis among colonial subjects, a concept he
called “colonial mimicry” (1984; 1994). He contends that in compulsory cultural
replications by a designated Other, some slippage is inevitable, or possibly strategic
(on both the part of the subject and the overseer), so that what gets lost in
translation/re-articulation ultimately helps to maintain difference. What, then, do
we make of fully self-initiated cases of a kind of mimicry that enlists an observable,
and possibly tactical degree of imprecision or incongruence? I propose that
communicative practices that at first pass may index (on a second or indirect level,
per Ochs’s [1990] and Silverstein’s [1976; 2003] schemas) an apparent desire for
closer proximity to American blackness or black Americaness, is somehow intended
as a way to “emphatically not be” black (or “almost the same but not quite”
[1994:86]). When we recall Bourdieu’s warning about the dissonance created by
the valet speaking the language of the gentleman and apply Bhabha’s recalibration
of such forms of alleged mimicry, the perceived threat of such performances to the
socially-designated gentleman/s sense of cultural authority and authenticity easily

computes.

By performing some of the ways liminal young people from Liberia discursively

make meaning with and through their Black American peers, Poady and Adima offer
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a clearer conception of how a semiosis of Black Diaspora (and diasporic
intersubjectivity) may simultaneously follow trajectories of continuity and
discontinuity, and effectively speak décalage into daily life. That is to say, they show
us that an extraordinary discursive competence and agility are necessary to quickly
spot and clear deep-running cracks of décalage and to scale the Man-made
mountains that comprise the landscape of Black Diaspora. To “be” black in the world
(i.e., to experience black corporeality, to cultivate a black self conception, to embody
and/or perform construable blackness), unavoidably means learning how to
communicate with other black people in ways that signify some form of
consciousness about the shared experience of having a black body, subjectivity,
and/or social identity. This can be done linguistically (speaking with a Jamaican
accent), paraverbally (doing the Nae Nae), discursively (speaking critically about
white people), or through countless other behaviors that, in the context of
globalized racial logics, become signs of shared or distinctive blackness among those
socialized into this semiotic register. In this way, the unfilling and unfulfilling
concept of race, as it was originally constructed gets fattened up with cultural and
social and political nuance. The marbled blackness that diasporic-oriented youth
embody seems to know difference while bending toward belongingness when

circumstance demands it. Or, as Fred Moten waxed:

“The lived experienced of blackness is, among other things, a constant demand for an
ontology of disorder, an ontology of dehiscence, a para-ontology whose comportment will
have been (toward) the ontic or existential field of things and events. That ontology will have
had to have operated as a general critique of calculation even as it gathers diaspora as an
open set—or as an openness disruptive of the very idea of set—of accumulative and
unaccumulable differences, differings, departures without origin, leavings that continually
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defy the natal occasion in general even as they constantly bespeak the previous” (2008:
187).

With the turn of phrase “ontology of dehiscense,” which is the ripping open of a
sutured wound, Moten is casting a mode of being that transpires through rupture,
suture, and re-rupture and that confides in phenomena it doesn’t know, or possibly,
doesn’t even believe to really exist. This persevering (in process and product)
gathering of unwieldy and slippery diasporic differences that young Liberian
transnationals were discursively carrying out, while [ watched and listened and took
part, felt like the anthropogenic expression of parallel social occurrences - those
sociogenic assemblages and dispersions that need order so earnestly, they

sometimes just pretend that it’s there.
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CHAPTER 5 - FIGHTIN’ WORDS: ANTIBLACKNESS AND DISCURSIVE
VIOLENCE IN AN AMERICAN SCHOOL

Mass hallucination, baby

Il education, baby

Want to reconnect with your elations
This is your station, baby

- Kendrick Lamar “Good Kid”

5.1 Introduction

Anthony was agitated. This was the first time I had seen the normally collected and
soft-spoken 17-year-old riled up. He, his close friend (who he described as brother-
like), and I were in the thickest parts of a tightly packed conversation about their
consistent troubles with school administrators, teachers, local authorities, and Black
American peers since they had moved to the United States a few years earlier. His
following statement conveyed how mystifying and frustrating such tightly plaited

systems of punishment could be for a newcomer:

“And then, when you try to fight back they say you fight and you gettin suspended
for fightin. But you try and defend yourself. Maaan, I don- it just hard- it just hard
to... to get a way of get along in this school, or in the country, in general. Cause
whatever you do, you still gets in trouble. So I don’ know. If you try to defend
yourself, you get in trouble. You try to get away, you still in trouble so. Even if you
go to the- even if you tell them, they won’t DO nothing about it. Once nothing
happen, they can’t do nothing about it. That’s the law, and... I don’t understand the
law.”

(Anthony and Timothy Conversation, May 2009)

Timothy, his more vociferous brother-friend, would share even more
troubling encounters with authority and with black and white American classmates

and, in the years that would follow this interview, I would come to see their
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narratives of social turbulence as quite representative of many other young African
newcomers’ experiences at Central High School, a large suburban school located just
outside Philadelphia, and in other local schools. Punctuated by statements conflating
“the law” and school policy, their narratives and observed interactions would also
illustrate longstanding mergers between schooling and the state, and their
oscillating stories about global black convergences and meaningful divergences
would speak to the subtle inflections of black diaspora. Together, these conditions

can be read as the contexts under and through which black semiosis transpires.

Throughout the four years I spent at Central and in local neighborhoods, I was the
fortunate addressee of (or eavesdropper on) story after story about these kinds of
troubles, each one featuring inimitable parts that made understanding them in any
kind of synthetic way a difficult task. In some cases, these troubles resulted in nasty
words exchanged with “Black American” peers,2¢ physical violence with said peers,
and/or in punitive actions by schools and local polities against the newcomer
students and their American-born associates. For many, like Anthony, these troubles
seemed to mestasticize in convoluted ways and their sources were hard to pin
down, for them and for me. Was it the mass mediation of dehumanizing and
infantilizing representations of Africa and Africans? Was it the invisibility of African

histories, contemporary cultures, and languages from school discourses? Was it a

“«

26 1 frequently use “Black American “ instead of “African American” to speak of US-born, slave-
descended, black-identified people because this is the term that was most frequently used by
Liberian-born subjects. I also use “African” or “Librarian” from time to time to speak of Liberian-born
or African-born transnationals because these were also frequently used self-identifiers (and, on
occasion, also for simplicity).
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general lack of understanding about the functionality of race (racial identity,
structural racism, racist ideology) in various African countries? Was it a lack of
understanding about the functionality of these phenomena in this country? Or was it
the diligent avoidance and erasure of race from most school curricula and discourse
(Pollock 2008)? Was it the seepage of antiblackness into well-intended discourses
and pedagogies? Was it a simple case of “self-hating” Negroes, in the case of the
Black Americans who targeted their African classmates? Was it a perceived sense of
superiority by African students that their peers were reacting to? Or, perhaps, the
real issue was the criminalizing and over-policing of black bodies wrought by a
perception of black “exceptional violence” (Thomas 2011)? Was it the “school-to-
prison pipeline” ardently manufacturing “troublemakers” who would promptly be
reformatted into “criminals” to maintain a capitalist carceral state (Alexander
2010)? Regardless of the tension’s murky origins, during my first academic year at
the school, 2008 to 2009, students and teachers reliably recounted one particular

incident to illustrate it gravity.

The incident involved a young Liberian newcomer being “jumped” (physically
attacked) by a group of African American young men after school and then being hit
by a car as he tried to escape his attackers. Most quickly added that the boy had
been tapped by the car and walked away from the scene, but the horror of the whole
incident resonated clearly in their accounts. One afternoon while students were
volunteering to participate in a storytelling project one of my advisors, Betsy Rymes,

and I were conducting in an English as a second language (ESL) classroom, Anthony
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revealed that he would interview the young man who had been the victim of this
infamous attack so that he could tell his story. The conversation that transpired,

along with many others between fellow students and teachers, inspired this chapter.

Harkening back to DuBois’s ([1903] 1994) and others’ discussions of “the Negro” as
an inexorable problem in twentieth-century America, this chapter considers how
Anthony’s words signify (in the traditional semiotic sense) the ways he and his
African transnational peers may occupy a similarly troubling space in both
American societies and the transnational black diaspora today. Throughout the
chapter, I revisit my conversations with Anthony and other students from western
Africa - some of which emerged during the aforementioned storytelling project and
others during observations at Central High over four years. Specifically, I examine
the words and actions of some of these young people to scout out the ways they
navigated and responded to discourses and policies that positioned blackness, or
certain kinds of blackness, in categorically dreadful stations. I pay closest attention
to the ways “discursive violence” (via words, images, and silences) seemed to play a
part in how they situated themselves in the world: conceptual violence to the
conception of black personhood which was often mediated institutionally; and
violence inflicted by discourses from peers, media, educators, and curricula that
indexically tethered primitivity to African personhood. The term “discursive
violence” was best described, in my opinion, by John Paul Jones, Heidi ]. Nast, and

Susan M. Roberts (1997) in the following passage:
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We define discursivity as those processes and practices through which statements are made,
recorded, and legitimated through linguistic and other means of circulation. Discursive
violence, then, involves using these processes and practices to script groups or persons in
places, and in ways that counter how they would define themselves. In the process,
discursive violence obscures the socio-spatial relations through which a group is
subordinated. The end effect is that groups or persons are cast into subaltern positions.
(394)

Their rumination emanates from a widely shared conception of “discourse” as the
semiotic (often linguistic but can be visual or sonic) actualization of ideology and as
the raison d'étre of social structure, or in Foucauldian terms, “discourse” as the
“enouncement,” or “statement” (Alan Sheridan’s preferred translation of I'énoncé) of
social formations (1972). Like the morpheme to words, the lexeme to grammar, and
the grammeme to text, in The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault offers the
statement as the “atom of discourse” (80) and as a unit of analysis. To rummage
through discursive violence and locate its units of analysis, then is to reread signs
(verbal, in this cases) as enouncements, or statements with discursive meanings
that harm - directly and emotionally (e.g., “monkey discourse” discursive
fragments) or indirectly and systemically (e.g., “black on black violence” discursive

fragments).

[ spend a good amount of time examining the circulations and possible effects of two
kinds of discursive violence: (1) “black-on-black violence” discourses that
linguistically and ideologically exceptionalize black existence by theorizing a
primordial or inexorable “culture of violence” (Thomas 2011); and (2) discourses of
difference that craft distance from universally unloved models of blackness (e.g.,

primitive Africans and pathological Black Americans). Along with “inflicting injuries
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that are endemic in modernity’s production of race” discourse of black primitivity
have historically been used to exceptionally anathematize the black body (Smalls
2014:20), and discourses of “exceptional violence” (Thomas 2011) have been
operationalized to pathologize black ways of being, thus proscribing a sincere
conception of unqualified black humanity. I will first address school and community
discourses that either circumvent the racialized charge of ongoing conflicts between
African American and African transnational students or that racialize them by way

of under-examined and pathologizing discourses of “black-on-black” violence.

These young people’s words and actions help us grasp the ways they and their
black-identified peers worked together and against one another to negotiate
racialized conditions of cultural belonging amidst discourses and structures
engendered by ubiquitous antiblack sentiments and logics. In ways that reflect and
differ from other migrant experiences, black African transnationals must “weave
themselves into our knotty sociopolitical fabric while inhabiting bodies that get
saddled with local histories of blackness” (Smalls 2014: 20). They quickly learn that
“trouble” lurks around every corner and comes in all colors. As the following stories
tell us, whether speaking or silent, moving or still, their bodies seemed to trouble

their new compatriots in all kinds of unanticipated ways.

America’s history of criminalizing young black and brown people via race-based
policing and media representations stretches across centuries, and endures into this
moment with the recent murders of Amadou Diallo, Trayvon Martin, Rekia Boyd,

Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Walter Scott, Taja DeJesus



