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Preface

I must be honest. This book took much longer to complete than I had ever 
anticipated. Research on this project began in 2009. However, the origins of 
this book can be traced to my diasporic midwestern beginnings. I am a sixth-
generation African American midwesterner. My family has lived in Michigan 
and Ohio since at least the 1830s. My ancestors and living relatives were minis-
ters, abolitionists, doctors, automobile workers, household laborers, teachers, 
nurses, and Underground Railroad conductors.

I was born in 1970 in Detroit, Michigan, and raised in suburban Cleveland, 
Ohio. Growing up, I regularly visited Detroit to see my grandparents, aunts, 
cousins, uncles, and family members. My grandparents’ bungalow house was 
our family’s gathering place. For as long as I can remember, Detroit, Canada, 
and the automobile industry were central to my life. My maternal grand
mother, Margaret Chandler (née Stanley), was born and raised in Toronto. As 
a young woman, she met my grandfather, Clifford Chandler of Detroit, at a 
popular Black nightclub in Windsor, Ontario—Detroit’s Canadian sister city 
located across the Detroit River. They eventually married and started a family. 
My grandfather and seemingly everybody he knew worked at Ford or was in 
some way connected to the city’s automobile industry. My grandmother regu-
larly journeyed to Toronto to see her mother, Marion Stanley, who hailed from 
the Caribbean island of St.  Kitts. I didn’t know my great-grandmother very 
well. But I knew “she was from the islands.” As a youngster, I went fishing mul-
tiple times every summer for years on the Canadian side of Lake St. Clair with 
my grandparents, mother, Marion McDuffie (née Chandler), and other family 
members. Crossing the Detroit River to Canada over the bridge or through the 
tunnel was quick and easy. You didn’t need a passport back then. That was long 
before 9/11. My father, James McDuffie, was from Columbia, South Carolina. 
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After serving in the Vietnam War, he migrated to Detroit in 1967 and worked 
an office job at General Motors before marrying my mom. Soon after I arrived, 
he became a successful salesman for a Detroit-based automotive supplier. We 
moved “down” to Ohio when I was three. His aunt, Dorothy Weaks (née 
McDuffie), migrated from South Carolina to Detroit. Once there, she cleaned 
white folks’ homes and worked as a Detroit Public School bus driver. Regular 
topics of conversation in Grandma and Papa’s home were the Detroit Great 
Rebellion of 1967, or “the Riot,” as my family called it; my grandparents’ admi-
ration for Detroit’s first Black mayor, Coleman Young; and my grandmother’s 
love for the Detroit Tigers and the “Bad Boys” (Detroit Pistons). There also 
were somber discussions about the unfolding crack cocaine epidemic and on-
going deindustrialization devastating the city.

I heard stories as a child when visiting my grandparents in Detroit about 
a midwestern ancestor, John Hatfield, who went to Australia before the Civil 
War because he wanted to be free and about my grandfather’s “communisti-
cally inclined” cousin who went to Mexico in the 1960s to evade US racism. I 
also saw nineteenth-century photos of my ancestors who called Detroit their 
home. Another turning point in my life came when my parents purchased a va-
cation home in Puerto Rico. I was seven. It was through countless family trips 
to the island where I discovered Africa through bomba, salsa, rice and beans, 
tostones, and my encounters with the island’s immensely proud people and un-
resolved colonial past and present.

Moving ahead, as an undergraduate at Hamilton College in Central New 
York State in the early 1990s, I discovered Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, and 
the rich history of Black nationalism (Marxism and Black feminism). During 
a visit to Detroit in the summer before my senior year, I asked my grandfather 
while we sat on his porch if he remembered Marcus Garvey. I’ll never forget 
my grandfather’s response. He smiled. After a pause, he exclaimed: “Ohhhh, 
yes! Marcus Garvey.” My grandfather remembered witnessing massive unia 
parades in Detroit. Then he told an off-color joke about Garvey. . . . ​Sadly, I 
don’t think I ever followed up with my grandfather about Garvey. I wish I had. 
Decades later as I researched this book, I stumbled upon a reference in the 
Negro World to an “A.  D. Chandler,” a prominent Detroit minister who in-
troduced Garvey at a mass unia meeting in Detroit in 1923. I was stunned. I 
knew my great-grandfather, Arthur D. Chandler, was a leading early twentieth-
century Black Detroit Baptist minister. I connected the dots. I instantly re-
called my conversation years ago about Garvey with my grandfather. How I 
wish I had asked my grandparents about this history. Sadly, they are long since 
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expired and their house and porch, like countless homes and buildings in 
Detroit, have been demolished.

I say all this to say that this book is deeply personal. It reflects my own 
Black diasporic midwestern roots and my attempt to understand the Midwest 
as a globally impactful, cosmopolitan, transnational center of Black life and 
Black internationalism, nationalism, and radicalism indelibly shaped by gen-
dered racial capitalism, white supremacy, Black resistance, global events, and 
the forces of history. I hope this book resonates with readers, especially Black 
midwesterners.
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introduction.  A Manifesto on the Making  
of the Diasporic Midwest and Garveyism

Once more the white man has outraged American Civilization and dragged the fair name 
of the Republic before the Court of Civilized Justice. Another riot has visited the country 
and Omaha, Nebraska, has placed her name upon the map of mob violence. . . . ​The Negro 
must organize all over the world, 400,000,000 strong, to administer to our oppressors 
their Waterloo. —marcus garvey, Negro World, October 11, 1919

It was Grandmother Louise and Reverend Little . . . ​who sowed the seeds of insight, dis-
cipline, educational values, and organizational skills in my father, not Elijah Muhammad. 
Mr.  Muhammad cleared away the weeds and allowed those seeds to flourish and grow. 
—ilyasah shabazz, Growing Up X, 2002

This book is a manifesto. It declares the importance of the US Midwest to the 
struggle for global Black freedom through Marcus Garvey, Garveyism, the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (unia), and its offshoots from 
the 1920s onward. The US Midwest, the vast geographic region in the North 
American middle, was a center of twentieth-century heavy industry and a cru-
cible of African American life. Through examining the grassroots organizing, 
globetrotting, journalism, subjectivities, political and religious beliefs, cultural 
work, and institution building of US heartland–linked Black women, men, and 
youth inspired by Garvey, this book tells a new story about Garveyism; Black 
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internationalism, nationalism, and radicalism; the Midwest; Black feminism; 
and the African Diaspora, the ongoing dispersal of people of African descent 
throughout the world. At its peak in the early 1920s, the unia, then head-
quartered in New York, was the largest Black protest organization in history. 
The organization claimed six million members in the United States, Canada, the 
Caribbean, Central America, Africa, Europe, and Australia. The unia under-
stood itself as a provisional government in exile committed to building self-
reliant Black institutions, an independent Africa, and a global Black empire 
capable of protecting the rights and dignity of the African-descended every-
where. The Jamaican Black nationalists Marcus Garvey and Amy Ashwood 
Garvey cofounded the unia in 1914  in Kingston, Jamaica. Marcus Garvey 
served as the unia’s first president-general.1 His pan-African vision and call 
for race pride, armed self-defense, and Black self-determination galvanized the 
Black masses across the world, not least in the US Midwest.2

The Midwest constituted a key stronghold of the unia and a generative 
global crossroads of twentieth-century Black transnational movements. From 
the 1920s through the 1970s, unia divisions (locals) in Chicago, Illinois; 
Detroit, Michigan; Cleveland, Ohio; Cincinnati, Ohio; Gary, Indiana; Akron, 
Ohio; St. Louis, Missouri; Youngstown, Ohio; and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
constituted some of the largest, most influential, and longest-lasting unia out-
posts in the world. Through the unia, Black midwesterners forged powerful 
transnational political, cultural, spiritual, and personal linkages with African-
descended people globally. My book disrupts the Harlem and Atlantic world-
centric view of Garvey and the unia. The Midwest’s importance to the unia 
would have been no mystery to him. Through his oratory and journalism in 
Negro World, the unia’s globally circulated newspaper, Garvey from Harlem 
readily recognized the importance of the Midwest to the unia and to the 
global struggle of African-descended people for life and dignity. He, along with 
several of his leading lieutenants, regularly traveled from New York to the Mid-
west on unia-related business. On countless occasions, Garvey’s devoted mid-
western followers, sometimes in the thousands, came out to hear him speak at 
unia mass events and to march with him in large unia street parades in large 
and small heartland cities. Inspired by his entrepreneurial and pan-African 
vision, African Americans in heartland cities, towns, and rural areas, like Gar-
veyites around the world, established businesses and other institutions with 
the intention of building autonomous, globally networked Black communi-
ties. Midwesterners were not just grassroots supporters of the transnational 
unia. They were some of its most visible leaders. James R. Stewart of Cleve-
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land succeeded Marcus Garvey as the unia’s president-general shortly after 
his death in 1940. After becoming the unia’s new leader, Stewart transferred 
the transnational unia’s Parent Body, the organization’s executive board, from 
Harlem to Cleveland. In 1949, he migrated to Liberia with his family. By relo-
cating the seat of the unia to Liberia, he fulfilled Garvey’s dream of leading 
the struggle for African redemption from the continent.3

The Midwest was critically important to the unia and was home to what I 
have termed the “midwestern Garveyite front”—influential Black formations 
either based in the heartland or generating strong support there, all of which 
were inspired by Garveyism and affected the lives of millions of people and 
all aspects of Black life in and beyond the United States from the 1920s on-
ward.4 Many of these formations were headquartered or enjoyed strong sup-
port in Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, and Lansing, Michigan. They 
were colonizationist groups like the Peace Movement of Ethiopia; religious 
organizations like the Moorish Science Temple of America, Nation of Islam, 
Clock of Destiny, Shrine of the Black Madonna, and Beth Shalom B’nai Zaken 
Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation; Afro-Asian solidarity groups like the Pacific 
Movement of the Eastern World and The Development of Our Own; cultural 
and community institutions like the House of Knowledge, Third World Press, 
Malcolm X College, Malcolm X Memorial Foundation, and D-Town Farm; 
and Black Power groups like the Afro-American Institute, Revolutionary Ac-
tion Movement, Afro-Set, and Marcus Garvey Institute for the Study of Af-
rican Peoples. Some formations, such as the Movement for Justice in Africa 
and the Marcus Garvey Memorial Institute, headquartered in Monrovia, 
Liberia, during the 1970s, were based overseas but still closely connected to 
the Midwest. Additionally, the African Hebrew Israelites of Jerusalem, a spiri-
tual organization comprising largely followers from Chicago, is based today 
in Dimona, Israel. Several Garvey-influenced organizations are still active 
today and, in some cases, claim tens of thousands of working-class members. 
Twentieth-century Garvey-influenced Black formations spanned the ideologi-
cal spectrum. For some people, vigorously reading and studying the writings 
and teachings of Garvey brought them into the unia and its derivatives. For 
others, the public perception and popular memory of him as a champion and 
symbol for global Black liberation drew them into Garvey-inspired move-
ments. No matter how people came to Garveyism, they all shared a deep ad-
miration for Garvey, strove to advance the dignity and rights of Black people, 
and made meaningful interventions in their daily lives in the Midwest and 
beyond. In terms of social class composition, working-class people composed 
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the bulk of these formations. Given the formations’ politics and member-
ship, authorities in the United States and elsewhere often looked with alarm at 
Garvey and his followers for apparently challenging the global color line.

Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland were major US cities and epicenters of the 
unia and the midwestern Garveyite front, as well as centers of globally con-
nected Black communities established as early as the eighteenth century (see 
an artistic representation of Garvey in figure I.1). Garvey’s ideas also influenced 
Midwest-linked formations, organizers, artists, journalists, students, spiritual 
leaders, workers, teachers, and world travelers in smaller cities like Omaha, 
Nebraska; Lansing; Gary; and Youngstown; in rural southwestern Ohio and 
Central Michigan; and in international locations like Montreal, Toronto, Gre-
nada, Liberia, and Ghana. Chronicling the heartland’s significance to the Black 
world provides empirical and theoretical models for writing new histories of 
Garveyism, the Midwest, and the African Diaspora.

Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest is exemplified in the story of Louise 
Little. On one night in early 1925, a group of heavily armed, hooded, torch-
bearing Ku Klux Klan members on horseback surrounded her home at 3448 
Pinkney Street on the north side of Omaha. Brandishing rifles, the night rid-
ers demanded to know the whereabouts of her African American husband, 

Figure I.1. Marcus Garvey mural at aaa Party Store by Bennie White, 1993, E. Warren 
Avenue at Lenox Street, Detroit, Michigan. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, photograph by Camilo José Vergara.
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Reverend Earl Little. They shouted threats. They warned her that “the good 
Christian white people” of Omaha would no longer tolerate her husband’s 
preaching about the “back to Africa” teachings of Marcus Garvey.5 Born on 
the British Caribbean island colony of Grenada, Little had eventually made her 
way to Montreal and then to Omaha. In interwar Omaha and later in Lansing, 
she gained a reputation as an able unia grassroots organizer committed to ad-
vancing what historian Mary Rolinson has called “grassroots Garveyism,” the 
organizational work performed by Garveyites at the local level to achieve Black 
self-determination everywhere.6
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On that evening in early 1925, Louise, visibly pregnant, opened her front 
door and confronted the Klansmen. She told them that her husband was in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, preaching and that she was home alone with three 
young children. No one exchanged gunfire. After learning that he was not 
home, the Klansmen galloped away—but not before shattering every window 
of the house with their rifle butts and screaming racist threats. This incident 
prompted the incensed but determined Little family to move soon thereafter 
to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the next stop in their midwestern journey and quest 
for the self-determination and dignity of Black people globally through the 
transnational unia.7

This harrowing story of Louise Little’s brave standoff with white night rid-
ers is recounted in the opening of The Autobiography of Malcolm X, published 
in 1965. The unborn child whom she was carrying was her fourth child, Mal-
colm. Born in Omaha on May 19, 1925, he became best known to the world as 
Malcolm X. Charismatic and brilliant, he gained an international reputation as 
the preeminent US Black nationalist following the Second World War through 
his ministry in the Chicago-based Nation of Islam (noi), an African Ameri-
can Muslim organization inspired in no small part by Garvey and led by Elijah 
Muhammad, who admired Garvey. On Malcolm’s watch, the noi emerged as 
the largest US Black nationalist organization by the early 1960s. His fiery de-
nunciations of American Apartheid, rejection of civil rights liberalism, identi-
fication with anticolonial struggles in Africa and Asia, and demand for Black 
people to secure their human rights “by any means necessary” terrified white 
America and inspired African Americans and people of color around the world. 
Reared in a Garveyite family and coming of age in Michigan were foundational 
to his worldview.8 The diasporic journeys and grassroots Garveyite organizing 
of Louise Little and her role in cultivating a Black radical sensibility in her 
globally renowned son speak to the unique and dynamic interplay between the 
Midwest and Garveyism in producing the world’s largest Black movement and 
in making the US region a key fulcrum for global Black freedom.

The Diasporic Midwest

St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton’s Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a 
Northern City (1945) is a starting point for my conceptualization of midwestern 
Garveyism. Their landmark study examined race and urban life from the De-
pression through the opening years of the Second World War in “Bronzeville,” 
the dynamic African American neighborhood—a “city within a city”—located 
on Chicago’s South Side.9 By the early twentieth century, Chicago had become 
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the second largest city in the United States, the second biggest Black urban 
community on the planet, a national railroad hub, and a global center of heavy 
industries (steel, meatpacking, and other manufacturing). According to Drake 
and Cayton, the interplay in Chicago among migration, heavy industry, resi-
dential segregation, white anti-Black racial violence, global economic depres-
sion, world war, and African American agency explained the process through 
which Blacks in the Windy City developed a collective consciousness, came 
to enjoy unprecedented economic and political power, and forged a culturally 
vibrant, nationally influential community.10

While Black Metropolis was a community study of the South Side, Drake and 
Cayton also understood Black Chicago’s significance to the global world. In the 
final paragraph of Black Metropolis, they looked cautiously toward the future 
world on the eve of the postwar period from the vantage point of Chicago:

So it is really only “One World.” The problems that arise on Bronzeville’s 
Forty-seventh Street encircle the globe. But the people of Black Metrop-
olis and of Midwest Metropolis do not feel that this relieves them from 
maintaining their own constant struggle for a complete democracy as 
the only way to attain the world we say we want to build. The people 
of Bronzeville and of Midwest Metropolis and of all their counterparts 
are intertwined and interdependent. What happens to one affects all. A 
blow struck for freedom in Bronzeville finds its echo in Chungking and 
Moscow, in Paris and Senegal. A victory for fascism in Midwest Metrop-
olis will sound the knell of doom for the Common Man Everywhere.11

For Drake and Cayton, the struggles of African Americans on the South Side 
for racial equality were inextricably linked to the fates of hundreds of millions of 
people across Asia and Africa, who yearned to break the shackles of European co-
lonial subjugation, and of working-class people everywhere as the world emerged 
from the most destructive war humans had ever witnessed. Framing the status of 
Black Chicagoans as a barometer for measuring democracy globally, Drake and 
Cayton contended that the front lines of the unfinished worldwide struggle be-
tween fascism and democracy passed directly through the South Side. They ar-
gued that the defeat for racial democracy and labor in Chicago would open the 
floodgates for human inequality and fascism globally. While Drake and Cayton 
identified Chicago as a global bellwether, they dismissed Garvey and Garvey-
ite groups as a fad of years past among Black South Siders.12 It is curious that 
this seminal text in African American urban studies downplayed Garveyism, 
despite the fact that Drake’s father was a Barbados-born unia international 
organizer and that interwar Chicago was home to a massive unia local and a 
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thriving midwestern Garveyite front. Drake’s and Cayton’s middle-class social 
location and leftist political sympathies may help explain their conclusions.13

Drawing from, extending, and inspired by Drake and Cayton’s prophetic 
words and recognition of the South Side’s global significance, my book expli-
cates the history of what I call the “Diasporic Midwest.” I use the term as an 
empirical and theoretical framework to extend the study of the African Dias-
pora by tracing the significance of the American heartland as a germinal hub 
of Black transnational political activism; to appreciate the possibilities, limi-
tations, gendered contours, and paradoxes of Black nationalism, internation-
alism, and Black radicalism; to explore the contested and multiple meanings 
of freedom; and to chart genealogies of Black Power and Black movements 
through Garveyism. The Diasporic Midwest encompasses the American indus-
trial and rural heartland, a region that includes states north of the Ohio River 
between the Appalachians and the Rocky Mountains, as a single yet complex 
and ever-changing geographic, political, historical, material, and discursive 
formation linked to Africa, the Black Diaspora, and the world.14 Garveyism 
provided a powerful vehicle for Black midwesterners, both in urban and rural 
settings, to forge transnational linkages with the African-descended every-
where and to advance worldwide Black liberation.

Although I use the term “Diasporic Midwest,” I am conscious that my sub-
jects neither used the term “diaspora” to describe their social and geographic 
locations nor in many cases consciously self-identified as midwesterners. Black 
communities in the geographic region now called the Midwest were from 
their very beginning connected to the larger African world through migration, 
trade, politics, culture, and, above all, to what I call the experience of “the dia-
lectic of opportunity and oppression.” This dialectic constituted the key distin-
guishing feature of Black life in the Midwest. For African Americans, the US 
heartland from the early nineteenth century into the twentieth century came 
to hold real and symbolic meaning as a land of unparalleled opportunity and 
freedom, distinct from the racial oppression Blacks faced under slavery and 
Jim Crow in the South. Historian Joe William Trotter Jr. explores this African 
American belief in his study of nineteenth- through mid-twentieth-century 
Black urban life in the Ohio River Valley. The Ohio River constituted the di-
viding line between slavery and freedom prior to the Civil War and was the 
boundary between the Jim Crow South and the industrial urban heartland. 
Read through the lens of the African American prophetic tradition, the Ohio 
River became the River Jordan, the demarcation between southern slavery and 
the Promised Land of freedom in the North.15 In the lead-up to the Civil War 
and long before twentieth-century Republican and Democratic election rivals, 
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the Midwest was home to key battleground states determining the country’s 
future. The region, known in the antebellum years as the “Old Northwest” and 
“Great West,” was the site of protracted and sometimes deadly struggles for 
and against slavery. African Americans in heartland cities and rural areas strug
gled for democracy in the antebellum United States through their community-
building and resistance. By the Civil War, the African American perception of 
the Midwest as a Promised Land was firmly established.

Black Americans continued to enjoy unprecedented economic and political 
opportunities in the Midwest through the twentieth century and onward. 
Their economic prosperity and political power were inextricably connected 
to the region’s heavy industrial character. By the early 1900s, the Midwest 
emerged as the site of the world’s most advanced industrial manufacturing. The 
automobile, steel, rubber, and meatpacking industries made Chicago, Detroit, 
Cleveland, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, Akron, Gary, and Youngstown the envy of the 
world, symbols of American prosperity, ingenuity, and opportunity, and a key 
driver of global economic growth (see figure I.2). By 1920, Chicago, Detroit, 
and Cleveland ranked as the second, fourth, and fifth largest US cities, respec-
tively. The bulk of the six million African Americans who migrated from the 
South to the North from 1915 to 1970 came in search of better lives. This new 
world of mass production, urbanization, and consumer capitalism, together 
with the Depression, world wars, and decolonization, radicalized and trans-
formed the lives of Blacks in the Midwest who hailed from the region or who 
migrated there from the Jim Crow South, the Caribbean, and Africa.16 Blacks 
in the US heartland enjoyed political rights they could find nowhere else. Un-
like in the Jim Crow South and colonial worlds, Black midwesterners could 
vote and exercise real political power. They earned incomes higher than their 
counterparts anywhere else. These cities were centers of militant Black labor 
organizing.17 Black midwesterners lived in a region that was home to some 
of the richest biomes and most extensive waterway networks on the planet.18 
They also resided in a region that for centuries was a contested geographic and 
geopolitical space between Indigenous people and French, Spanish, British, 
and US continental empires.19

At the very same time African Americans found unprecedented opportuni-
ties in the Midwest, they lived in a region fraught with virulent racial oppression 
that rendered them second-class citizens as a racialized minority and subject 
to persistent state and extralegal violence.20 The racially hostile heartland was 
foundational to making the young US republic a white settler continental em-
pire and an emergent center of global racial capitalism. Beginning in the nine-
teenth century, the Midwest set a national precedent for state-sanctioned and 
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extralegal racial discrimination and terror against African Americans, Native 
Americans, and other people of color.21 In the antebellum years, the heartland 
was home to white vigilantes and lynch mobs who roamed the countryside 
and scoured cities in order to capture and return self-emancipated people to 
southern slavery and to extinguish Black people.22 From the twentieth century 
onward, the Ku Klux Klan, US Nazis, and other right-wing white supremacist 
formations, the police, and everyday white women, men, and youth terrorized 
Black folk. In the factories, African American male industrial workers were the 
last hired and first fired. They experienced super-exploitation and worked the 

Figure I.2. Depiction of the Ford River Rouge factory in Detroit by the Mexican 
revolutionary artist and activist Diego Rivera. Diego M. Rivera, Detroit Industry Murals, 
1932–1933, frescoes; Detroit Institute of Arts, gift of Edsel B. Ford, 33.10.
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dirtiest jobs.23 African American female wage earners in the heartland faced 
their own distinct challenges. Like elsewhere across the United States and be-
yond, the bulk of Black midwestern female wage earners toiled as domestic la-
borers in white people’s homes, under the constant threat of sexual assault and 
verbal abuse.24 Ideologically, African American midwesterners confronted a 
prevailing white supremacist discourse in the heartland that framed the region 
in contradistinction to the US South. This discourse understood the South as 
an economically backward, politically regressive land of slavery, Jim Crow, and 
racial terror. Additionally, the dominant midwestern racial discourse framed 
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the heartland as a racially liberal land of limitless opportunity and democratic 
meritocracy, shrouding the region’s deep-seated structural racism and vio
lence.25 The racist realities of the Midwest were not lost on its Black denizens. 
The legendary civil rights icon Rosa Parks, who fled in 1957 to Detroit from 
Montgomery, Alabama, and whose grandfather was a staunch Garveyite, dis-
paraged the Motor City as “the Northern promised land that wasn’t” because 
of its racial terror, residential segregation, and misery for African Americans.26

Another unique feature of African American midwestern life was the ability 
of Black women and men to build long-lasting, grassroots political, cultural, 
religious, and commercial institutions committed to advancing racial auton-
omy, race pride, and global Black freedom. The “institution-building impulse 
in the Midwest” was inextricably connected to the Black midwestern experi-
ence of the dialectic of opportunity and oppression.27 A large portion of Black 
men in the heartland who joined Garvey-inspired formations worked in heavy 
industries. Most wage-earning heartland Black women in the unia and the 
midwestern Garveyite front, like elsewhere, toiled backbreaking hours clean-
ing white women’s kitchens. However, a small but significant number of Black 
midwestern women in the unia and the like found employment through 
these organizations and in African American–owned businesses, providing 
them with some economic independence from white people and Black men.28 
The unmatched economic and political power of Blacks in the heartland pro-
vided them with the unique ability to support the local and transnational work 
of the unia and formations it inspired and to build long-lasting institutions.29 
Taken together, the dialectic of opportunity and oppression, the impulse of 
institution-building, and the agency of Black midwesterners positioned the re-
gion as a center of global struggles for the rights, dignity, and respect of Black 
people everywhere through the unia and neo-Garveyite formations. It is this 
dynamic but untold story that this book explores.

Interventions: Why the Diasporic Midwest Matters

The Second Battle for Africa makes several interventions in the fields of African 
American history, African American studies, US midwestern history, women 
and gender studies, African Diaspora studies, and global history. The Mid-
west has been critical for centuries to the making of US life, African Ameri-
can history, and Global Africa. From the twentieth century onward, Black 
movements influenced by Garvey have been central to this ongoing history. 
These assertions may come as a surprise to some readers, given popular and 
even scholarly perceptions of the Midwest as “flyover country,” a lily-white, 



A Manifesto  13

provincial, aesthetically unpleasing backwater positioned between the US east 
and west coasts, and as the “Rust Belt,” a postindustrial wasteland.30 For some 
observers, midwestern cities such as Cleveland, St.  Louis, Chicago, Milwau-
kee, Youngstown, Gary, Flint (Michigan), and, above all, Detroit, with their 
shuttered and crumbling factories, population decline, vacant lots, high rates 
of poverty and gun violence, and abandoned homes, symbolize US industrial 
decline and the “urban crisis.”31

Derisive representations of the Midwest as the “Rust Belt” and “flyover 
country,” often tinged with racism, classism, sexism, and US coastal cultural 
biases, tell us more about the (mis)perceptions of the heartland than about the 
region’s actual histories, complexities, and ongoing importance.32 The Midwest 
for much of the twentieth century was to the United States what Silicon Valley 
became to the country by the millennium: a globally connected powerhouse 
and symbol of US technological innovation, capitalist accumulation, and mo-
dernity. For the first seventy years of the twentieth century, Chicago, Detroit, 
and Cleveland were among the top ten largest cities in the United States. They 
prompted millions of people to relocate to the Midwest. Despite facing cas-
cading effects resulting from deindustrialization and other immense challenges 
beginning after the Second World War, early twenty-first-century midwestern 
urban and rural communities remain dynamic places and sites for innovative 
initiatives for building a new, more sustainable and democratic future world.33

Recent years have seen a renewed interest among scholars in midwestern 
life and history. Part of this interest is a response by historians to the neglect of 
the Midwest by the media, popular misconceptions of the region, and recent 
political and cultural events. Such events include the 2008 election of Barack 
Obama of Chicago, the first African American US president; the massive 2012 
Chicago teachers’ strike led by African American teacher Karen Lewis; the 
2014 Flint water crisis; Black Lives Matter protests in Ferguson, Missouri, in 
2014 and 2015; the epic 2016 nba championship victory of the LeBron James–
led Cleveland Cavaliers; the Chicago Cubs’ World Series title in 2016; the 2016 
US presidential election in which Michigan and Wisconsin played a decisive 
role in securing Donald Trump’s narrow electoral victory; the publication 
of J.  D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis 
(2016); the unforgettable eight-hour funeral service in Detroit in 2016 for the 
legendary soul singer Aretha Franklin; unprecedented global protests in 2020 
against police brutality and racism, triggered by the police murder of the un-
armed African American man George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota; and 
the 2020 US presidential race in which Wisconsin and Michigan once again 
proved pivotal to the election outcome.34 These events, together with ongoing 
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migrations, demographic shifts, and continuing deindustrialization, shone a 
spotlight on the region.

The founding of the Midwestern Historical Association (mha) in 2014 by 
historian Jon Lauck of South Dakota marked a significant step in the revital-
ization of midwestern history as a major US academic field.35 Recent publica-
tions of several paradigm-shifting regional studies of the Midwest have utilized 
interdisciplinary approaches from history; ethnic studies; African American 
studies; gender, women’s, and trans* studies; Indigenous studies; environmen-
tal studies; and the paradigms of empire, racial capitalism, settler colonialism, 
whiteness, borderlands, and white supremacy. This work locates the region 
now understood as the Midwest within a global context, emphasizing the re-
gion’s critical importance to Indigenous people and European colonialization 
of the Americas and to the making of US empire and the modern world.36 
Scholars are exploring the origins and meanings of the mythology of the Mid-
west as “the heartland.”37 This myth not only represents the Midwest as the 
“geographic center” of the United States.38 The myth also depicts the region, 
with its apparent uniformly white, conservative, straight, rural, exceptional, 
Christian, and provincial character, as the “symbolic center” of post–Second 
World War US mythologies.39

The early 2020s witnessed the emergence of an innovative, multi- and inter-
disciplinary field that I call “Black midwestern studies.” Interest among schol-
ars in African American midwestern life and history is hardly new. What is 
distinguishing about Black midwestern studies is the way a group of young and 
established academics, independent scholars, filmmakers, poets, visual artists, 
and community organizers, many of whom are Black and proudly hail from 
the Midwest, see themselves as a collective building a new field of study about 
Black people in the North American middle across varied human geographies 
and time.40 These thinkers knowingly and unknowingly stand on the shoulders 
of Drake and Cayton, who were more than eighty years ahead of the curve with 
their Black-Chicago-in-the-world perspective. My book, therefore, departs 
from where Black Metropolis left off in uncovering the Black Midwest’s global 
importance through Garveyism.

At its core, The Second Battle for Africa obliterates denigrating myths of the 
region by appreciating the dynamic and complex history of midwestern Gar-
veyism. From the vantage point of Black midwesterners and Garvey-inspired 
movements, these myths make no sense. The Midwest was never a straight, all-
white, middle-class, politically conservative backwater. Instead, the region has 
been multiracial, cosmopolitan, and globally connected since its beginnings. The 
African-descended are an essential part of midwestern life. They have always 
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actively pursued forging transnational political, cultural, and personal linkages 
between the region and the world. Through this work, Black people helped to 
position the heartland at the front lines in global struggles for democracy and 
human freedom.

Examining Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest requires expanding the 
geographic, analytical, and temporal parameters of the study of Global Africa. 
In the field of African Diaspora studies today, it is practically a truism to say 
that migration, mobility, and the circulation and exchange of ideas, commodi-
ties, culture, and people, especially through the Middle Passage and voluntary 
oceanic seafaring and crossings, have come to be understood as critical compo-
nents of diaspora-making in the modern era. The Middle Passage has come to 
represent the site of rupture, no return, injury, and transformation.41 Voluntary 
oceanic crossings by Blacks during and after slavery, especially by bourgeois 
or radical (male) spokespersons and intellectuals who enjoyed some degree of 
economic, political, social, or global status, have been understood as journeys 
toward self-discovery and freedom.42 Countless scholars have looked at these 
phenomena in the Atlantic, Pacific, Indian, and Caribbean basins.43 Through 
these studies, we have come to appreciate New York, London, the Caribbean, 
Charleston and the South Carolina Low Country, Accra, Cartagena, the Ches-
apeake, Algiers, New Orleans, Cape Town, Dar es Salaam, Montreal, Veracruz, 
Paris, Dakar, Salvador, Hawai’i, and Rio de Janeiro as important destinations 
and sites of diaspora-making, exchange, resistance, and community forma-
tion.44 Yet the focus on the Middle Passage and oceanic mobility begs the 
following questions: Where do the Midwest and other geographic regions 
located in the middle of continents fit into the worldwide African Diaspora? 
Why and how have diasporic communities and subjectivities taken different 
shape in the South Side of Chicago, Gary, and rural southwestern Ohio than in 
Kingston, São Paulo, and the Futa Toro? Why have regions like the US heart-
land been seemingly written out of African Diaspora narratives? How does 
the history of Garveyism and the African world look different when we center 
the Midwest’s distinct contributions to Global Africa and to Garvey-inspired 
movements?

The Middle Passage and oceanic seafaring are clearly not the perquisites for 
diaspora-making, and New York and the Atlantic littoral need not be the geo-
graphic and analytical foci of the African Diaspora. Instead, living nominally 
free in the North American middle, one of the world’s most prosperous and op-
pressive places for Blacks, and residing in locales home to several of the world’s 
biggest heavy industries were powerful and distinct forces in diaspora-making. 
The neglect of the Midwest (and countless other places around the world) in 
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African Diaspora studies inadvertently frames sites such as Harlem and the At-
lantic and Caribbean basins as the standard-bearers of diaspora-making. Cities 
such as Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, Lansing, and Gary, located in 
the North American middle, became, beginning in the late eighteenth century, 
important destinations for Black people and engines for globally impactful 
movements. To be clear, slavery was an essential feature of early midwestern 
Black life. Heartland Garveyites traveled the world. However, the overwhelm-
ing bulk of African-descended people who came to the Midwest arrived neither 
through the Middle Passage nor as oceanic travelers. Most African Americans 
who settled in the Midwest were poor and working-class people from the 
South. They came to the North American middle voluntarily in search of a 
better life. These first Black newcomers made their way to the region by foot, 
ferried across and traveled down the Ohio River and other midwestern rivers, 
and took passage on ships on the massive freshwater inland seas that are the 
Great Lakes. Later, they arrived by train, bus, automobile, and airplane.45

The Black midwestern experience of the dialectic of opportunity and oppres-
sion fueled this process. In the antebellum years, the dream of escaping southern 
slavery and living in one of the fastest-growing economic regions brought tens 
of thousands of Blacks to the Great West. In the twentieth century, living free 
of Jim Crow and finding a better life through the region’s factories or entrepre-
neurialism did the same. The Diasporic Midwest charges scholars of the African 
Diaspora to widen their frames of reference and consider what different objects 
and sites of study offer with regards to diasporic dynamics: its peoples, its cul-
tures, its politics, and its migrations that continue to move in ways that provide 
invaluable insights and knowledges about Global Africa. From the standpoint 
of the Diasporic Midwest, Harlem, New Orleans, London, Accra, and Salva-
dor are neither the exemplars of diaspora nor the pinnacles of Blackness. These 
locales are important. But they are not the alpha and the omega of the African 
world. For these reasons, the Diasporic Midwest should be useful for scholars 
who study more commonly looked at sites across the African world to question 
their own parochialisms and to appreciate the particularities of the sites they re-
search. As historian Minkah Makalani argues, scholars of the African Diaspora 
must always pay careful attention to locality, temporality, space, and place to the 
making of diasporic communities and subjectivities.46 Telling the story of the 
Diasporic Midwest through Garveyism, then, is useful for expanding canonical 
narratives about the African Diaspora and for liberating the field from tradi-
tional geographic, temporal, gender, national, and class confines.

My book moves the Midwest to the center of analysis in what a new genera-
tion of Garvey scholars have called “global Garveyism.”47 Coined by histori-
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ans Ronald J. Stephens and Adam Ewing, global Garveyism is a framework for 
looking in new ways and for asking new questions about the history, gender, 
class, and political contours, geographies, chronologies, and global breadth of 
Garveyism. Extending and recasting work by pioneering Garvey scholars, Ste-
phens and Ewing credit Garveyites for forging “the largest mass movement in 
the history of the African Diaspora.”48 In a break from many previous scholars’ 
singular focus on Garvey, Stephens and Ewing contend that Garveyism was 
far bigger than Garvey and the unia. Global Garveyism embodied the revo-
lutionary consciousness and aspirations of the Black masses, rooted in what 
Black Studies scholar Cedric Robinson called the “Black Radical Tradition” in 
Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (1983).49 Stephens 
and Ewing contend that Garveyism “embodied, at its root, a revolt against the 
West” that was forged through the struggles of African people against slavery, 
colonialism, and global white supremacy and for a liberated future Black world 
through a free Africa.50 From this perspective, “the history of Garveyism is thus 
to glimpse something much bigger and much more complex than Garveyism 
itself: black politics in the making.”51 In addition, the new generation of schol-
ars categorically reject the denouement narrative about Garveyism, a claim that 
framed Garvey, Garveyism, and the unia as fads that ceased to be significant 
after Garvey’s deportation from the United States in 1927 and death in 1940.52 
Recent Garvey scholarship emphasizes how Garvey’s legacy lived on across the 
world long after his departure from the United States, and it passed through a 
dazzling array of sites—new Black religions, trade unions, leftist formations, 
the Rastafari, mainstream electoral politics, the noi, and anticolonial move-
ments. Given its origins, global reach, and enduring mass appeal, “Garveyism 
concurrently was a window on the past, present, and future of black struggles,” 
observes historian Michael O. West.53 For these reasons, Garveyism must be 
understood as critical to the history of pan-Africanism, Black nationalism, 
Black radicalism, Black internationalism, and worldmaking.54

New scholarship on Garvey, Black internationalism, and Black radical-
ism has opened exciting new areas of inquiry about Black people around the 
world. However, much work remains to be done. There is a tendency among 
some scholars to categorically frame Black movements as left-wing projects 
committed to socialism, secularism, interracialism, and progressive gender 
politics; to focus on elite Black internationalists of the Atlantic world; and to 
conceptualize Black internationalism as a byproduct of the global communist 
left.55 These conclusions often collapse ideological distinctions among Black in-
ternationalists; overlook geographic sites beyond the Atlantic rim where Black 
internationalism emerged; ignore Garvey; and fail to notice what historians 
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Benjamin Talton and Monique Bedasse have identified as the “messiness” of 
Black internationalism—that is, the ways African-descended rulers and people 
around the world have sometimes exploited and “facilitated the suffering” of 
Black people and allied themselves with the interests of imperial powers through 
the guise of ostensibly promoting pan-Africanism and Black radicalism.56

Garveyism was the most potent political, cultural, and social force in the 
twentieth-century Black world. The only real competitor in this regard is the 
Black Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which in multiple ways, in 
multiple parts of the world, built on Garveyite foundations. The significance 
of Garveyism lies not so much in the life of Garvey and the organizational life 
of unia and its derivatives. Rather, the power of Garveyism rested in its ability 
to inspire the African-descended masses to resist dehumanization and oppres-
sion and to imagine that another world was possible. Garveyism, perhaps like 
no other phenomenon, elucidates the brilliance, resilience, creativity, beauty, 
paradoxes, and complexities of Black people and Black freedom struggles. Ar-
guably, and quiet as it has been kept, no region in the world provides better 
insight into the power, possibilities, limitations, and legacies of Garveyism, as 
well as into state responses to Garveyites, than the Diasporic Midwest.

Midwestern Garveyism provides important insights into the complex 
place of Garveyism within the Black Radical Tradition, the history of Black 
internationalism, and the contested meaning of freedom among the African-
descended. In Garvey’s lifetime, countless Blacks affiliated with the Commu-
nist Party and other leftist formations had denounced him as a bourgeois impe-
rialist after his rightward political turn, beginning in the early 1920s. From his 
standpoint, white communists duped Black leftists and used them to advance 
their own pro-Soviet conspiratorial interests at the expense of Black people. 
Subsequently, Garvey became staunchly anticommunist.57

Among some contemporary scholars, Garvey occupies a curious position 
in relation to the Black Radical Tradition. Garvey receives only brief atten-
tion in Robinson’s Black Marxism despite the importance of Garvey and the 
unia in propelling Black radicalism from the 1920s onward. His absence in 
Black Marxism speaks to one of the book’s greatest ironies. Robinson posits 
the Black Radical Tradition and Marxism as two discrete revolutionary tradi-
tions and understands Marxism, despite its universalist claims, as “a Western 
construction—a conceptualization of human affairs and historical experiences 
of European peoples mediated, in turn, through their civilization, their social 
orders, and their cultures.”58 However, the three key biographical subjects of 
Black Marxism—W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and Richard Wright—were 
intimately tied to Marxism even as they revised it or broke from the communist 
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left. My intention here is not to downplay the importance of the Black left to 
Black and global twentieth-century histories. Communist-affiliated Black for-
mations were homes to trailblazing revolutionary Black activist-intellectuals 
such as Du Bois, Paul and Eslanda Robeson, Claudia Jones, C.  L.  R. James, 
Louise Thompson Patterson, and Esther Cooper Jackson, all of whom were 
some of the tallest trees in our forest. However, it is undeniable that exponen-
tially more African-descended people joined the unia and its derivatives than 
ever enlisted in Black formations associated or friendly with the US Commu-
nist Party. So, when we think about Black radicalism, we cannot overlook Gar-
vey, the unia, and its offshoots.

Garveyism’s complex location in the Black Radical Tradition can be best 
understood by grounding the former within the long history of Black national-
ism. Black nationalism represents a powerful oppositional ideology originat-
ing in the eighteenth century as a response of African-descended people in 
the Americas to enslavement and the ideals of white supremacy. At its core, 
Black nationalism understands African Americans as a nation within a nation 
and the African-descended worldwide as one people, linked by the concept of 
racial unity, entitled to self-determination.59 Garveyism was inextricably con-
nected to what historian Wilson Jeremiah Moses calls “classical black national-
ism,” an ideology that peaked in the 1850s and again in the 1920s in response 
to Garvey. A key feature of classical Black nationalism was the desire to estab-
lish an economically and militarily powerful Black nation-state or empire.60 
“Civilizationism” constituted another significant component of classical Black 
nationalism. Informed by prevailing western beliefs of the time—the superior-
ity of Christianity, biological understandings of race, the virtues of republican-
ism, and benefits of capitalism—classical Black nationalists believed that New 
World Blacks possessed the right to civilize and modernize allegedly backward 
African Indigenes.61 From this perspective emerged what African American 
religion scholar Sylvester Johnson has termed “Black settler colonialism.” He 
describes Black settler colonialism as an important political and theological 
idea articulated before the Civil War by free African Americans who called 
for self-determination among Blacks in the antebellum United States.62 Black 
settler colonialists saw themselves as key agents of African redemption, “an 
overarching divine plan to bring the race from heathen backwardness to mod-
ern civility through Christian domination.”63 Leading nineteenth-century and 
early twentieth-century Black thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic to varying 
degrees embraced civilizationism—Martin  R. Delany, Frederick Douglass, 
Edward Wilmot Blyden, Alexander Crummell, Henry McNeal Turner, Booker 
T. Washington, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells, W. E. B. Du Bois, J. E. and 
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Adelaide Casely Hayford, and John Langalibalele Dube—many of whom 
influenced Garvey.64 Classical Black nationalism was gendered to the core. 
Literary scholar Michelle Stephens asserts that Garvey’s global vision “was 
revolutionary and democratic in its imagination of a free, self-governing black 
proletariat.”65 Still, despite its working-class character, Garveyism “was im-
perial in its attachment to the gendered hierarchies and patriarchal logic of 
racial nationalism and limited in its fetishistic use of race thinking as the phi-
losophy undergirding a masculine vision of a multinational and multiracial 
self-government.”66

Liberia was key to Black settler colonial schemes from the early nineteenth 
century onward, including those of Garvey and many of his disciples. New 
World Black settlers first arrived in 1822 in the West African nation that became 
the Republic of Liberia. The American Colonization Society (acs), founded in 
Washington, DC, in 1816, was critical in financing and organizing Liberian col-
onization. Composed predominantly of slaveholders, US congresspersons, and 
prominent white citizens, the acs viewed free Blacks as an existential threat and 
believed that colonization was essential for protecting the young white settler 
republic. The acs worked with free African Americans in promoting Liberian 
colonization. While white supremacists backed Liberia, the dream of return-
ing to Africa originated from African Americans themselves who desired to 
live in a haven from racial oppression. In 1847, Liberia declared independence, 
making it the second Black republic in the world and the first republic on the 
African continent, with the motto “The Love of Liberty Brought Us Here.” Li-
beria sparked enormous debate among African Americans.67 Despite this con-
tention and imposing obstacles, more than sixteen thousand Black Americans 
resettled in the West African republic during the nineteenth century.68 Once 
there, they came to be known as “Americo-Liberians.” They forged a nation 
that became both a symbol of freedom to countless New World Blacks and a 
settler society predicated on wanton violence against African Indigenes.69 The 
settler colonial projects pursued by New World Blacks on the continent, in 
the view of historian Tunde Adeleke, shared much in common with European 
imperialists by stripping continental Africans of their sovereignty: “Europeans 
and black American nationalists constituted two rival groups of imperialists, of 
unequal force, who converged on Africa in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.”70 Black settler colonialism and civilizationism were not the exclusive 
domain of Garveyites. African-descended people in the church, women’s clubs, 
civil rights organizations, and the left upheld notions of western superiority 
over continental Africans deep into the twentieth century.71 However, Black 
nationalists were at the forefront in advancing Black settler colonialism.
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The global liberatory vision proffered by midwestern Garveyites and Black 
nationalists elsewhere provides important insight into what I call “Black dia-
sporic right radicalism,” which describes a classical Black nationalist–informed 
tendency within the Black Radical Tradition, upheld to varying degrees by Black 
nationalists following Garvey’s rightward political turn in the early 1920s. 
Black diasporic right radicalism emerged as a response to the social environment 
that Black nationalists encountered, and as leftist forces that were committed to 
socialism, trade unionism, multiracial internationalism, secularism, decoloniza-
tion, African sovereignty, and in some cases women’s rights gained momentum 
across the interwar African world. Garveyites’ outlook was diasporic and radical, 
given they were at the front lines in repudiating European colonialism, Jim Crow, 
peonage, lynching, white cultural hegemony, and other indignities and in call-
ing for the full freedom of Black people globally.72 Black nationalists understood 
perhaps better than anyone else white supremacy, slavery, colonialism, and racial 
oppression and terror as constituent parts of the modern world system, culture, 
and all dimensions of Black and human existence. The politics of some Black 
nationalists were right-wing because they embraced settler colonialism, civili-
zationism, heteropatriarchy, and capitalism as solutions to the problems facing 
Black people worldwide. Many Black diasporic right radicals upheld a virulent 
anticommunism. Their willing collaborations with white supremacists stand as 
the most distinguishing and controversial feature of Black diasporic right radical-
ism. Beginning in the nineteenth century, several Black nationalists collaborated 
with white supremacists—in many cases openly and unapologetically—in sup-
port of racial separation, African redemption, and Black freedom. This was the 
case with Marcus Garvey, Amy Jacques Garvey, Mittie Maude Lena Gordon, 
James  R. Stewart, Elijah Muhammad, and Malcolm  X. Most notably, Black 
nationalist leader Mittie Maude Lena Gordon of Chicago worked for Liberian 
colonization for years with US senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi, a fierce 
proponent of segregation, and with leading white supremacist intellectual Ear-
nest Sevier Cox of Virginia. Black nationalists’ embrace of capitalism, empire, 
civilizationism, heteropatriarchy, and biological understandings of race explain 
why and how Black diasporic right radicals and white supremacists found com-
mon ground.73

From a contemporary standpoint, Black settler colonialism and Black 
diasporic right radicals might seem conservative if not outright reactionary. 
In many ways they were. At the same time, it should be remembered that in 
the context of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, when 
European colonialism was at its height, Black settler colonialism challenged 
global white supremacy. Black settler colonialists in theory but also often in 
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practice recognized the humanity of African people and deplored the brutal-
ity of European colonial subjugation of Africa. Through calling for African re-
demption, Garveyites and other Black settler colonialists contested European 
colonialism and demanded Black freedom. This explains why Garveyism flour-
ished across the African continent and electrified the African masses.74

Even more, the working-class composition, program, and global vision of the 
unia and its offshoots fundamentally challenged the gendered racial capitalist 
global order. This fact was not lost on US white authorities—or on European 
colonial officials in Africa and the Caribbean.75 In the United States, white rulers 
identified Black nationalists, even those who collaborated with white suprema-
cists, as the most significant African American domestic security threat during 
much of the twentieth century.76 Federal, state, and local state actors targeted, 
harassed, punished, incarcerated, and killed Black nationalists to a greater ex-
tent than their leftist and civil rights counterparts. Marcus Garvey’s deportation 
is but one example. The Midwest was ground zero for state repression against 
Black nationalists. This was apparent through Louise Little’s incapacitation in a 
Michigan-operated psychiatric hospital; the incarceration of Mittie Maude Lena 
Gordon for her alleged pro-Japanese sentiments during the Second World War; 
Elijah Muhammad and scores of his midwestern Muslim followers being sent to 
federal prison in the 1940s for defying the US military draft; and the institu-
tionalization of the Cleveland Moorish Science spiritual leader Ahmad El in 
1954 in an Ohio mental health state hospital for his racial defiance.

Another way to understand Garvey’s centrality to the Black Radical Tradi-
tion is to acknowledge the importance of him and unia-inspired movements 
to the making of individuals readily seen today as key figures in Black radical-
ism who received either passing or no attention in Black Marxism—Malcolm 
X, Claudia Jones, Kwame Nkrumah, Queen Mother Audley and Eloise Moore, 
Don Freeman, Muhammad Ahmad, Dara Abubakari, General Baker, Amos 
Sawyer, Nnamdi Azikiwe, Kimathi Mohammed, and Louise Little. These fig-
ures, many of whom were midwesterners and who embraced socialism, credited 
Garvey and neo-Garveyite movements for sparking their political awakenings. 
Several of them readily acknowledged the importance of Garvey to shaping 
their politics through their entire lives. In other words, many Black leftists and 
revolutionary nationalists did not grow out of and dispense with Garveyism as 
they matured politically and adopted anticapitalist positions. They continued to 
credit Garvey for inspiration, demonstrating how Black leftists and revolutionary 
nationalists often found a way to make two seemingly opposite Black politics co-
exist. Their embrace of Garvey also speaks to one of the most enduring strengths 
of Garveyism: its ideological malleability. Garveyism seemingly provided dis-
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parate groups of Black thinkers, workers, organizers, students, artists, religious 
followers, and everyday women, men, and youth from around the world and 
across the political spectrum with a common political vocabulary and refer-
ence point.77 Many of his disciples neither blindly accepted nor embraced all 
his beliefs. Like Garvey, many Black nationalists upheld incompatible ideas.

I am not suggesting that we collapse ideological distinctions among Blacks 
in Garvey-inspired and leftist formations or overlook the paradoxes and lim-
itations of Garveyism—or for the Black left for that matter. But we must 
appreciate how political labels and ideological categories, such as radical, 
liberal, Garveyite, conservative, nationalist, Marxist, and socialist, among 
the African-descended have never been neat and tidy.78 The exigencies and 
uncertainties of Black life have always required ideological flexibility and cre-
ativity, as well as political pragmatism and compromise, among the African-
descended. For these reasons, scholars, especially those sympathetic with the 
Black left, should not dismiss Black nationalist movements as ephemeral, bour-
geois, or reactionary. We need to understand that the Black left was not the 
only site where critical conversations about and political actions against racism, 
capitalism, imperialism, and, to varying degrees, heteropatriarchy took place. 
These discussions also occurred within Garvey-inspired movements from the 
1920s onward, although often through a different political lexicon and from 
different social locations from their leftist counterparts.79

While some Garveyites embraced Black diasporic right radicalism, others 
never practiced it or abandoned it for revolutionary nationalist and leftist for-
mulations of Black radicalism. Malcolm’s political journey is a case in point. 
His associations with early Black Power militants in Detroit and global travels 
helped him to rethink the narrow racial nationalism of the Nation of Islam 
and to adopt a revolutionary nationalism near the end of his life. The political 
journeys of Malcolm and other midwestern Black nationalists provide keen 
insight into the processes through which African-descended militants moved 
beyond Black diasporic right radicalism and rejected capitalism, sexism, white 
supremacy, and empire.

In addition, the work and visibility of midwestern Garveyites in relation 
to Liberia through the twentieth century and onward counter the prevailing 
scholarly narratives that downplay or ignore the West African republic’s key 
place in Black internationalism.80 Today, Haiti, the world’s first Black republic, 
garners significantly more attention from scholars interested in nineteenth-
century Black internationalism than Liberia.81 For the twentieth century, 
Ghana, Tanzania, and Algeria, among other places, far eclipse Liberia in stud-
ies of Black internationalism.82 The invisibility of Liberia is curious, given that 
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the West African republic electrified the Black global political imagination.83 
How do we explain why the world’s second Black republic has been largely 
forgotten in Black internationalism? Part of this answer lies with the unease 
among scholars about Liberia’s origins as a settler nation linked with the racist 
acs; the nation’s “lack of a revolutionary pedigree . . . ​like Haiti”; the ruthless 
treatment of Indigenes by Americo-Liberians; Liberia’s apparent cozy diplo-
matic relationship with the United States, especially during the era of African 
decolonization; and decades of civil strife and horrific humanitarian suffering 
following the 1980 military coup.84 A romantic aura does not surround Libe-
ria as it does Haiti, Ghana, Algeria, and Tanzania. Put another way, Liberia is 
not sexy to many scholars of Black internationalism.85 However, scholars have 
much to learn from Liberia’s rich and complicated past. Midwestern Garvey-
ites show us how. Contrary to (mis)perceptions of Liberia as a backward staid 
nation marginal to global decolonization, African liberation, and Black Power 
of the 1960s and 1970s, I show the reverse to be true. Take, for example, the life 
and work of a Chicago unia leader, Rev. Clarence W. Harding Jr., in Liberia 
during the Black Power era. He organized the Marcus Garvey Memorial In-
stitute, a freedom and secondary education school in Monrovia, and worked 
closely with the Movement for Justice in Africa (moja), a Marxist, pan-African 
organization. Harding and moja played a crucial role in making Liberia a hot-
bed of Black Power, African liberation, and radical Black internationalism. 
Acknowledging and examining the possibilities, complexities, and paradoxes 
of Liberia so evident in the work of midwestern Garveyites and Black settler 
colonialists is precisely what scholars of Black radicalism and internationalism 
need to pursue when looking at sites around the African world.

The Diasporic Midwest was a key site where Garvey’s ideas lived on long 
after his death. My extended history of the unia and its offshoots in the 
Diasporic Midwest attests to the ways that Black people on both sides 
of the Atlantic and beyond were critical to refashioning Garveyism to pre-
serve its relevance in a world transformed by global depression, world war, 
decolonization, and Black Power. I also show how the midwestern Garveyite 
front gradually emerged, beginning in the 1930s, as the most important site 
in preserving and advancing Garvey’s legacy. Some midwestern Garveyite front 
groups counted only a handful of members and were ephemeral; others lasted 
for decades and touched the lives of millions of people. unia officials during 
and long after Garvey’s passing sometimes perceived rival groups as imposters 
and apostates who threatened the unia and the well-being of Black people 
everywhere. For this reason, Garvey and some of his lieutenants often moved 
quickly to denounce and quash their apparent rivals. Yet more times than 
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naught, grassroots Garveyites and even prominent unia leaders in the heart-
land decided to work with and in some cases defect to new Black formations 
and sometimes multiracial ones because they saw them as the inheritors of and 
the best vehicles for advancing Garveyism during new historical conjunctures.

I adopt an intersectional and queer of color framework that interrogates 
the connections among race, gender, sexualities, and class with midwestern 
Garveyism. I thereby shed new light on the ideological variance of diasporic 
feminist praxis; the intersections among race, gender, class, and sexualities in 
Black movements; and the construction of historical memory through the 
lives and globetrotting of heartland-linked women within global Garveyism. 
Existing work on Black internationalism often concentrates exclusively on 
male spokespersons, while scholarship on Garveyite women tends to look at 
globally prominent unia women based in the Atlantic basin. I shift the focus 
to the “community feminism” of unia female leaders linked to the Midwest: 
Louise Little, Bessie Bryce, Ethel Collins, Mittie Maude Lena Gordon, Elinor 
White Neely, Goldie Stewart, Christine Johnson, Betty Shabazz, Alice Windom, 
Georgina Thornton, Patricia (“Noni”) Gee, Mary Mason, Cynthia Hamilton, 
and Sammitta Entsua. “Community feminism,” coined by historian Ula Y. Taylor, 
describes a distinct Black feminist politics formulated by Garveyite women 
that rejected masculinist claims of women’s intellectual inferiority and subor-
dination to male leadership and argued instead that women were best suited 
for Black nation-building.86 Little and most of her heartland-linked Garveyite 
sisters would not have called themselves “community feminists.” What is certain 
is that they were keenly aware of the multiple oppressions they faced as African-
descended women living in the United States and elsewhere. Heartland-linked 
Garveyite women focused considerable attention on empowering Black women.

Louise Little is especially important to my book. Given her long life, dia-
sporic kinship and journeys, personal tragedies, and resilience, combined with 
her growing fame as the mother of Malcolm X, she is an anchor in my narra-
tive history of Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest. Despite her achievements 
and long life, history was not kind to her. Arguably, her defiance of the gender, 
racial, and class protocols of her day, together with the masculinist scholarly 
framings of Malcolm X and Black movements, helps explain her absence from 
the historical record. As the Guyanese-born writer Jan Carew emphasized, most 
accounts of Malcolm X ignore his Grenadian mother’s brilliance and extraor-
dinary life. Instead, they frame her as a tragic figure who succumbed to mental 
illness and whose story disappears after her institutionalization.87 This portrayal 
is most apparent in The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which frames Little as 
passive and apolitical; it focuses exclusively on her alleged physically abusive 
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marriage, her struggles with mental illness following the gruesome murder 
of Earl Little at the hands of a lynch mob, and the hardships of a widowed 
mother, all of which contributed to her institutionalization.88 The marginal-
ity of women in the Autobiography can be explained in part by the patriarchal 
gender politics embraced by Malcolm X and Alex Haley, the writer of the 
memoir, at the time they conducted the interviews that served as the basis for 
the text. Malcolm was still in the staunchly patriarchal Nation of Islam. Haley 
was a conservative Black Republican who had little interest in Black nation-
alism and pan-Africanism, and he subscribed to traditional gender politics. 
Similarly, Manning Marable’s Pulitzer Prize–winning biography Malcolm X: 
A Life of Reinvention minimizes Louise Little’s active role in cultivating 
Malcolm’s political consciousness.89 Minimizing her importance to Malcolm 
is not limited to scholars. Despite growing scholarly and popular interest in 
her life, many Grenadians and Black people around the world remain unaware 
of Louise’s remarkable life and that she was the mother of the internationally 
renowned US Black nationalist of the 1960s.90

Little and other Midwest-based Garveyite women have been erased from 
historical narratives about Black nationalism, internationalism, and radicalism. 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot has argued that historical archives and narratives of the 
past are mediated through struggles for power.91 Similarly, diasporic feminist 
scholar Carole Boyce Davies has shown us how some white cold warriors and 
some Black radical male thinkers wrote Black communist theorist and leader 
Claudia Jones out of history due to her positionality as a “black radical female 
subject.” Boyce Davies uses the term “black radical female subject” to describe 
the varied ways Jones defied the political, racial, class, and heteropatriarchal 
order during the height of the repressive Cold War era.92

Like Jones, Little and other heartland Black nationalist women often paid 
a terrible personal price from state actors for their organizing and lifeways. Re-
covering Little’s story, then, is important not only because she was the mother of 
Malcolm X. Even more, her life provides a lens for interrogating the connections 
among memory, knowledge production, and power, as well as for countering 
prevailing narratives that (re)produce and normalize white supremacy, capital-
ism, empire, and heteropatriarchy. Given this perspective, her life and legacy 
demonstrate how gender shaped historical movements from within and how 
the distinct political and social landscape of the heartland informed the inno-
vative ways women built the unia and midwestern Garveyite front and grap-
pled with multiple oppressions within Black movements and society at large.

At the same time, Midwest-based Black nationalist women provide impor
tant insight into the underappreciated ideological complexities of diasporic 
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feminist praxis and Black transnational politics. I refer to neither Little nor 
other Black nationalist women as “black radical female subjects,” given the 
term’s association with Jones and the communist left. Calling the African-
descended in nationalist and leftist movements “black radical female subjects” 
would collapse important ideological differences despite some similarities 
among them. Most Garveyite and Black communist women hailed from 
working-class backgrounds and were migrants. They regularly encountered 
male chauvinism from their Black male colleagues and sexism from white men. 
Appreciating Black freedom in global and intersectional terms, Black national-
ist and communist women alike looked to African-descended women as the 
catalyst for advancing the dignity and rights of Black people everywhere. Still, 
the politics and social worlds of Black nationalist and communist women were 
often very different. The former operated in formations committed to racial 
separatism and co-fraternity among the world’s darker races, while the latter 
joined an international communist movement committed to Black-white soli-
darity and the Soviet Union. Many midwestern Garveyite women such as Mit-
tie Maude Lena Gordon and Elinor White subscribed to Black diasporic right 
radicalism. Openly hostile to communism, they also rejected the queer lifeways 
practiced by many African American leftist women. Some Black leftist women 
spurned the staunch racial separatism and anticommunism of their Garveyite 
counterparts. The virulent anticommunism of some heartland Black nationalist 
women affirms the Black feminist theorist Joy James’s observation that “Black 
women activists and feminists are not uniformly progressive.”93 Yet there were 
also Black nationalist women such as the noi educator Christine Johnson of 
Chicago, Malcolm X ally and world traveler Alice Windom of St. Louis, and 
the Cleveland Black Power organizer Mary Mason who operated comfortably 
in multiple political spaces and saw no contradiction in upholding nationalist 
and leftist politics. Recognizing the ideological differences and complexities 
among Black female nationalists and leftists shows that “there is no ‘master’ 
narrative that frames the concerns of all black women.”94

Rethinking the life and legacy of Malcolm X through the history of the 
Diasporic Midwest and Garveyism is my book’s final intervention. I reassess 
his life in relation to Garveyism and the heartland through the Autobiogra-
phy and Louise Little’s role in cultivating his Black radical sensibility. Decades 
after its publication, the memoir, the best-known source about him, remains 
indispensable for understanding his life. The story also has come to be widely 
understood as definitive truth.95 However, the memoir and the popular percep-
tion of it do not fully capture his life journey. As discussed, the memoir erases 
Louise Little’s unia work and obscures her role in cultivating Malcolm’s Black 
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radicalism. The Autobiography also frames him as a directionless, self-hating, 
criminally minded, apolitical person prior to his incarceration in 1946  in a 
Massachusetts state prison for burglary and before his conversion to Islam in 
prison and rise to international prominence through the noi.

The Autobiography tells a powerful story. However, the memoir seemingly tells 
us more about a re-created story that Malcolm X and Alex Haley crafted than 
about the former’s historic life. For years, scholars have challenged the memoir’s 
historical accuracy, speculated about Malcolm’s reinvention of his life, and pos-
tulated about the impact of Haley’s biases on the book.96 Other work has called 
attention to the significance of Detroit and Lansing to shaping Malcolm’s world-
view and radicalism from his childhood years to his death.97 As noted, scholars 
are also appreciating Louise Little’s profound political influence on her son.

I build off the Autobiography, the vast scholarship on Malcolm, growing re-
search on Louise Little, remembrances of him from family and associates, and 
his papers at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem 
and at the Charles H. Wright Museum of African American History in Detroit 
to explore the totality of his lived experiences.98 His imprisonment, years of min-
istering and residing in New York, marriage to Betty Shabazz, and international 
travels were important in shaping his politics and subjectivity. However, growing 
up in a Garveyite family in the racially hostile heartland, maintaining lifelong 
connections to the region, and Garvey’s ideas had an enduring impact on Mal-
colm’s extraordinary and tragically short life. So, in some ways, his life was not 
exceptional. He shared much in common with other African-descended people 
and the Black formations in the Diasporic Midwest covered in this book.

Multisited Archives and Oral Histories as Method

This book uses multisited archives and oral history interviews as a historically 
informed, interdisciplinary, transnational, intersectional method for explicat-
ing the history of Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest. Excavating this untold 
history is no easy task. There is neither a repository nor a scholarly institute 
anywhere dedicated to archiving transnational Black midwestern history or 
Garveyism in the heartland. Given this reality and following the indomitable 
Black scholar Gerald Horne’s marching orders for scholars to take up “a trans-
national research agenda” for Black history, my book required me to construct a 
transnational archive of Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest through original 
primary research conducted over ten years in nine countries—Canada, Ghana, 
Grenada, Jamaica, Liberia, South Africa, Trinidad and Tobago, the United 
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Kingdom, and the United States.99 I trodded to these countries in part because 
my subject hailed, resided, or traveled to these nations and because they oc-
cupied an important place in global Garveyism. To reconstruct the heartland’s 
significance to the African world, I referred to personal papers, unia and Af-
rican American newspapers such as the Chicago Defender and Cleveland Call 
and Post, and mainstream newspapers; organizational records of the unia, its 
offshoots, and non-Garveyite Black formations; Robert A. Hill’s magisterial 
The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association Papers; oral 
history interviews; and government surveillance files.

Archival collections were an especially important source of information and 
discovery. For me, like other historians, archival research is often a time of joy 
and exhilaration. One especially exciting moment stands out. While reviewing 
the unia Records at the Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book 
Library at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, in 2013, I discovered a letter 
penned on April 10, 1957, by unia Detroit leader William Sherrill to Kwame 
Nkrumah, the founder of the West African state of Ghana. In the letter, Sher-
rill thanked Nkrumah for inviting him to attend Ghana’s independence cer-
emonies in Accra on March  6, 1957, and for their private meeting in which 
both men discussed their admiration for Garvey.100 I was ecstatic after read-
ing the letter. It highlighted the transnational political linkages between Black 
midwesterners and their brethren on the continent and to the endurance of 
Garveyism long after Garvey’s death that I sought to explicate in this book.

If archival research constituted a source of joy and discovery, the archive 
sometimes produced extremely unpleasant sensory and emotional experiences 
for me. This response was most evident when I spent several weeks reviewing 
the Theodore G. Bilbo Papers at the McCain Library and Archives at the Uni-
versity of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, and the Earnest 
Sevier Cox Papers at the David  M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. Combined, these 
immense collections contain thousands of pages of documents related to Gar-
vey, the unia, Peace Movement of Ethiopia, and other mid-twentieth-century 
US Black nationalist formations. Simply put, the Bilbo and Cox papers are a 
treasure trove of information about Garvey, Garveyism, and Black nationalism.

The Bilbo and Cox papers, nonetheless, made me sick. I grew queasy as I sat 
for days in archival reading rooms combing through collections I came to call 
“the white supremacist heteropatriarchal archive in the history of Black na-
tionalism.” In these collections, records of the unia and midwestern Garvey-
ite front colonizationist groups are interspersed among documents related to 
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Bilbo, Cox, prominent segregationists, the Ku Klux Klan, the US Nazi Party, 
racist white neighborhood protection associations in Chicago, and fanatical 
white supremacists, anticommunists, fascists, and antisemites from around the 
world. Additionally, these collections hold hundreds of letters by and between 
Marcus Garvey, Mittie Maude Lena Gordon, Earnest Cox, Theodore Bilbo, 
and others. They exchanged pleasantries and discussed their shared beliefs in 
racial purity and emigration; disgust for civil rights, interracialism, and com-
munism; and heteropatriarchal ideas about the family. Garvey and his disciples 
probably never thought about their correspondences with Bilbo and Cox end-
ing up one day in the same archival folders with documents from Klansmen 
and segregationists. However, they knew they were working with some of the 
most notorious US white supremacists of their day.

Through my review and serious contemplation of the Bilbo and Cox papers, 
I realized that they shed important insight into the white supremacist, heteropa-
triarchal archive in the history of Black nationalism and into what scholars have 
termed the “problem” and “politics of the archive.”101 Black nationalists played 
an important albeit subordinate role in disrupting and reinforcing white su-
premacist archival narratives produced by the Bilbo and Cox papers. Through 
my research in these collections, I came to realize that Black people too some-
times had a hand in shaping problematic archives and in producing knowledge 
that seemingly contributed to their oppression and to maintaining the global 
status quo. Reckoning with these uncomfortable truths provides additional 
insight into the complexities and paradoxes of my subjects, Garveyism, and 
Black movements, as well as into “Black archival practice.”102 Given these facts, 
I hope this book serves as a guide for constructing a history of Garveyism in 
the Diasporic Midwest through in part acknowledging some Black national-
ists’ involvement in forging problematic archives. I envision my critical reading 
of the archive as a tool for scholars to probe the multidimensions, possibilities, 
and limitations of archives and Black global liberatory politics.103

To fill the gaps of the archive, I turned to US, Ghanaian, British, and 
South African government records, with special emphasis on Federal Bureau 
of Investigation surveillance records. fbi files contain voluminous amounts 
of information about the unia and its offshoots and their individuals and 
organizational histories. However, these records, like the archive, are not with-
out problems. fbi records are riddled with factual inaccuracies, often telling us 
more about the (mis)perceptions of and the responses by authorities to Black 
militancy than they do about the actual lives and struggles of my subjects. For 
these reasons, I draw heavily from the writings and speeches of my subjects. 
These sources provide useful insight into their activism and globetrotting, the 
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organizational affairs of Garvey-influenced formations, and the twentieth-
century world. However, their writings and speeches, like unia organizational 
records and other archival sources, often provide little deep insight into my 
subjects’ inner lives. And none of my main subjects wrote memoirs except 
Malcolm X.

Oral history interviews are indispensable sources of information for this 
book and provide information absent from archives and other sources. Since 
2012, I spent hundreds of hours conducting in-person interviews and speaking 
with more than one hundred subjects, aged eighteen to ninety plus, directly 
and indirectly linked to the unia and the midwestern Garveyite front. I also 
exchanged countless emails and text messages through WhatsApp and Face-
book Messenger with subjects about the Diasporic Midwest, Garveyism, Black 
history, current events, and more topics than I can ever recall. My interviewees 
include Terance Wilson of Maydes, Grenada, the third cousin of Malcolm X 
and the world’s premier expert on Langdon family history (the family name 
of Louise’s people in the Caribbean, Canada, and Europe); Deborah Jones 
and the late Stephen Jones of Grand Rapids, Michigan, the grandchildren of 
Louise Little and the niece and nephew of Malcolm X, respectively; Ilyasah 
Shabazz, the third child of Malcolm X and Betty Shabazz; the late Amos Saw-
yer, the former interim president of Liberia, mentored in Monrovia during the 
1970s by the Chicago unia leader Reverend Clarence Harding; and (the late) 
Donna Cooper Hayford, the daughter of James and Goldie Stewart, who lived 
outside the Liberian capital. Through these interviews and conversations, my 
knowledge of the unia and the midwestern Garveyite front grew immeasur-
ably and in unexpected ways. Interviews and conversations occurred in and at 
multiple venues on three continents: dining room and kitchen tables in New 
York, Cleveland, Dayton, Detroit, Woodland Park, Michigan, and Paynesville, 
Liberia; the homesite of Marcus Garvey in St. Ann’s Bay, Jamaica; hotel lob-
bies in the Washington, DC, area, Grand Rapids, and Accra; the grave site of 
C. L. R. James in Tunapuna, Trinidad; restaurants from Chicago to Cleveland 
to Kalamazoo to Montreal to London; a nursing home in Bedford Hills, Ohio; 
unia halls in Jamaica and Philadelphia; elementary schools in rural Grenada 
and Liberia; the Malcolm X Memorial Foundation in Omaha; the University 
of Liberia; the Beth Shalom B’nai Zaken Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation on 
Chicago’s southwest side; the Liberian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Mon-
rovia; a Moorish Science corner storefront on the South Side of Chicago; a 
hillside in La Digue, Grenada; and the unia’s Liberty Farm in Grand Bassa 
County, Liberia. Some interviews lasted fewer than thirty minutes. Several 
subjects I neither spoke to nor saw again after our conversations. But there were 
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several people whom I interviewed multiple times, sometimes in person and by 
phone, over a span of years and in multiple geographic locations, including in 
the United States, Grenada, and Liberia. Some subjects became not only indis-
pensable sources of information but also good friends (see figures I.3 and I.4).

Becoming close with subjects sometimes posed a potential ethical conun-
drum for me. Given that trust and respect between the interviewer and subject 
are the bedrock of oral history reviews and that institutional review boards 
require ethical protocols when working with human subjects, I grappled with 
whether to disclose sensitive and personal information told to me. On more 
than a few occasions, subjects asked me to stop recording the conversation. I 
did. Others explicitly told me never to retell guarded information shared with 
me. Some of this information spoke to the paradoxes of Black movements and 
to the deepest secrets of women and men involved in Garveyite formations. 
Through these encounters and taking my subjects’ dictates to heart, I devel-
oped an ethical approach and interpretative method for using sensitive infor-
mation acquired from oral history interviews that I came to call the “politics 
of disclosure.” The “politics of disclosure” recognizes the vulnerability of my 
subjects and strikes an ethical balance between sharing information gathered 

Figure I.3.  Deborah 
Jones and Ilyasah 
Shabazz, Jackson Col-
lege, Jackson, Michigan, 
March 2018. Photo by 
the author.
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from my subjects and protecting their privacy. Given this approach, I decided 
that fidelity to my subjects’ wishes, securing confidential information, and ad-
hering to ethical scholarly protocols superseded my own interests as a historian 
even when this information could have strengthened my book’s arguments. To 
be clear, I do utilize some personal and sensitive information from oral history 
interviews. I discuss this information in the spirit in which my subjects shared 
it and in ways that are sensitive to their personhood and families. However, I 
neither draw from nor share information that subjects asked to keep confiden-
tial. Some things are not meant to be disclosed.

Midwestern Garveyites recognized public space as a site where racial op-
pression occurred and was (re)produced and consequently could be contested, 
reimagined, and transformed. For this reason, I look at parades, public ral-
lies, street marches, and in some case pitched battles between Garveyites and 
authorities on the streets and in parks and courthouses of Chicago, Detroit, 
Cleveland, and other places across the heartland as sites of struggle for the 
“right to the city.”104 Additionally, I understand the Midwest as a geography of 
resistance where African Americans came to appreciate urban and rural land-
scapes of the heartland as spaces of potential freedom through Garveyism.105

Figure I.4. Terance 
Wilson, La Digue, 
Grenada, March 2015. 
Photo by the author.
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Chapter Outline

The Second Battle for Africa is divided into eight chronologically arranged 
chapters. The first chapter explores the historical context in which the pre-
twentieth-century Diasporic Midwest and Black nationalism took shape and 
prepared the ground for Garveyism. Chapter 2 discusses the global influence 
of the Midwest on the transnational unia during its heyday in the early 1920s, 
with special attention on Liberia, Louise Little, and the paradoxes of Garveyite 
collaborations with white supremacists that persisted for decades. The remaining 
chapters discuss the unfolding history and broadening impact of the heartland 
on global Garveyism after the Jamaican Black nationalist leader’s deportation 
from the United States in 1927. Chapter  3 looks at evolving struggles Black 
midwesterners pursued for building a new world during the global Depression 
and rise of fascism in Europe in the 1930s through the unia and religious and 
colonizationist midwestern Garveyite front organizations. Chapter 4 probes 
the history of midwestern Garveyism during the Second World War, while 
chapter 5 looks at the emergent postwar US Black Freedom Movement and 
African decolonization in the 1950s through James and Goldie Stewart’s repa-
triation to Liberia; Detroit unia leader William Sherrill’s journey to Ghana’s 
independence ceremony; Kwame Nkrumah’s visit to Chicago; Louise Little’s 
role in precipitating Malcolm’s conversion to Islam; and the growth of the Na-
tion of Islam into a national organization. Chapter  6 centers the Nation of 
Islam and Malcolm to keeping Garvey’s ideas alive and to influencing pioneer-
ing heartland-linked early Black Power organizations. Chapter 7 surveys the 
unstudied local and global impact of midwestern Garveyites on the interna-
tionalist Black Power and Black Arts Movement from the mid-1960s through 
the 1970s. The concluding chapter discusses the enduring legacy of Garvey in 
the new millennium through US heartland–linked formations.

This book is not a comprehensive study of the global impact of the Diasporic 
Midwest through Garveyism. Such a project would require decades of additional 
research and multiple volumes. However, this book does represent a significant 
intervention—one that shifts and rethinks historical narratives that until now 
have shrouded the critical importance of the Midwest to the making of global 
Garveyism and to the African world from the nineteenth century onward. 
There is much we will never know about the work, subjectivities, globetrotting, 
and dreams of prominent and everyday Black women, men, and youth in the 
US heartland and beyond who came to love Garvey and looked to him and to 
themselves as inspirations for building a new world for the African-descended. 
To be sure, the complex history of Garveyism in the Diasporic Midwest provides 
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theoretical and empirical models for extending the geographical scope of the 
African Diaspora; internationalizing African American midwestern history; 
appreciating the possibilities, limitations, and gendered contours of Black na-
tionalism, internationalism, and radicalism; exploring the contested meaning 
of Black freedom; charting new genealogies of Black Power and Black move-
ments from the nineteenth century to today; and imagining alternative Black 
futurities beyond the limits of what is considered possible.
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