
Geographies of Slavery:
Of Theory, Method, and Intervention

Derek H. Alderman and G. Rebecca Dobbs

This is an especially appropriate time to publish a collection of papers
on the geographies of slavery. In 2007, scholars marked the 200th an-
niversary of the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade by Great

Britain and the United States. This year, 2011, begins the 150th anniver-
sary of the American Civil War. For the next four years, communities
across the United States will engage in a variety of activities devoted to
memorializing a conflict that, while claiming over 600,000 Confederate and
Union casualties, also freed over 4 million enslavedAfricanAmericans, al-
beit to what was an imperfect freedom. At the same time, “slavery” in the
broader sense implies a much larger project of imperialism, played out
across continents, oceans, and centuries. On the academic front, we see an
increasing number of conferences and symposia that examine the history
and legacy of slavery in the American context as well as its larger, global
dimensions.1

In the United States, while slavery obviously played a major role,
historically, in the Civil War, it traditionally has been marginalized or mis-
represented within the collective or social memory, particularly among
those living within the states of the former Confederacy. Seeking to cope
with the trauma of defeat and Reconstruction, post-bellum white south-
erners created and perpetuated a “Lost Cause” mythology predicated on
the belief that the Civil War was a tragic but noble struggle to retain the
sovereignty of the South.2 From this perspective, the war was fought to
protect states’ rights rather than to preserve slavery. Slavery, when dis-
cussed, was represented as a benign institution of caringmasters and faith-
ful slaves. Black victimization during enslavement took a clear back seat
to the victimization of white southern society at the hands of what was
interpreted by Lost Cause proponents as northern aggression and hostility.
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The romanticizing of Southern rebellion and slavery continues
today, and in fact, informs contemporary political practice. The most ex-
treme and racist examples can be found in the rise of neo-Confederate or-
ganizations and activists since the 1990s and their influence on the
American political right.3 Some Southern opponents of recent health-care
reform and climate change legislation have represented their resistance as
“a continuation of the efforts of Jefferson Davis and other secessionists in
the 1860s.”4 For these citizens, the Civil War has become remembered as
a rebellion against big government rather than a defense of racism and
white supremacy. What is occurring, according to SamuelWineburg, is an
occlusion of memory, a case of certain historical interpretations becoming
dominant publicly and blocking out the legitimacy and accessibility of al-
ternative visions of the past.5

Occluding the memory of slavery is not necessarily restricted to
conservatives or the South. In January 2011, Harris Poll officials conducted
an online survey of over 2500 adults randomly selected from across the
United States. When posed with the question of whether the South fought
the Civil War mainly for states’ rights or to preserve slavery, the majority
of poll respondents chose states’ rights. The forgetting of slavery, accord-
ing to journalist David Von Drehle, is “not simply a matter of denial,” but
an amnesia long institutionalized by novelists, filmmakers, historians,
school teachers, and even the landscape.6 According to him, maintaining
a silence about what really caused the Civil War became wrapped up in
fashioning a postwar national identity. As Von Drehle writes, “Forgetting
was the price of reconciliation [between North and South], and Ameri-
cans—those whose families were never bought or sold, anyway—were
happy to pay it.”7

The impact of this forgetfulness has been that it has allowedwhite
America to ignore slavery and not deal with what James and Lois Horton
call, “the tough stuff of American memory.”8 Discussions of the enslaved
invariably lead people to talk about the enslaver and who is historically
responsible for the atrocities of slavery. While the U.S. Congress and some
states have apologized for slavery, some conservatives fear that these
apologies will lead to a push for reparations.9 When facing this issue, the
Virginia General Assembly decided in 2007 to express “profound regret”
for “the involuntary servitude of Africans” rather a full-blown apology.10

Five years later, Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell announced that he
would proclaimApril 2011 as “Confederate HistoryMonth” at the request
of the Sons of Confederate Veterans, he issued a proclamation that made no
mention at all of slavery in the state. Intense public criticism pushed Mc-
Donnell to issue a new proclamation that acknowledged slavery and he
re-designated April as “Civil War in Virginia Month.”11 The case of Vir-
ginia illustrates how traditional retellings of the Civil War can work to
alienate or disinherit African Americans from their own history.
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As Bob McDonnell discovered, excluding the history of the en-
slaved is increasingly open to challenge. Over the past few decades, we
have seen growing social pressure to engage in more critical and honest
discussions of slavery, legitimated in no small part by the work of histori-
ans John Hope Franklin, John Blassingame, Kenneth Stamp, and Ira
Berlin.12 Accompanying these academic advancements has been the grow-
ing influence of the African American story at public history and heritage
tourism sites. Major national efforts to memorialize the slave experience
include the National Underground Railroad FreedomCenter in Cincinnati,
Ohio; theAfrican Burial GroundNational Monument in lowerManhattan,
New York; and Independence National Historical Park in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. These commemorative additions have not come without
controversy, however, as witnessed by the embattled (and still unopened)
National Slavery Museum in Fredericksburg, Virginia.13 For instance,
when the National Park Service began incorporating slavery into the
interpretation of Civil War battlefields, the decision drew protests from
Confederate heritage groups.14

Debates such as those encountered by the Park Service have un-
derstandably heightened the anxiety of African Americans. Few African
Americans attended a recent commemoration of the start of the Civil War
at Fort Sumter, South Carolina onApril 12, 2011. The events in Charleston
included lectures sponsored by the Park Service about the roots of slavery
and black Union troops, including the 54thMassachusetts Regiment made
famous in the 1989 film Glory. Of the 50 people who attended these lec-
tures, all but one were white. South Carolina AfricanAmericans are espe-
cially sensitive to the representation of Civil War heritage. In 1999, the
South Carolina NAACP imposed a tourism boycott and picketed Interstate
Highway welcome centers in protest of the flying of the Confederate bat-
tle flag over the state capitol. When asked about the low turnout ofAfrican
Americans at the Fort Sumter anniversary, local NAACP leader Dot Scott
replied: “It’s almost like celebrating with the enemy.”15 Despite the grow-
ing importance placed on remembering slavery, these memories can be dif-
ficult for African Americans, since they can focus on the trauma of
bondage, and they are often incorporated into a problematic present, a
present rife with its own racial tensions and conflicts.

As we have tried to capture in the past few paragraphs, develop-
ing a critical historical and geographic understanding of slavery is not
simply an academic project, but also a political one with important impli-
cations for the social inclusion ofAfricans andAfricanAmericans into how
people define and relate to the past. It is out of this intellectual and social
context that we organized a series of papers sessions on the “Geographies
of Slavery” for the 2010 meeting of the Association of American Geogra-
phers in Washington D.C. The papers in this special issue are a product of
those sessions. In organizing the paper sessions and this special issue, we



sought research that reconstructed and analyzed the patterns, processes,
and politics of slavery in the past as well as scholarship that critiqued the
ways in which slavery is remembered (or forgotten) in the present through
specific memorial sites, practices, and narratives. Both types of papers,
memory studies and historical studies, were seen as equally important to
our project. What is remembered of slavery is no doubt tied to the histor-
ical record and what has been discovered using traditional and newer
methods of inquiry. At the same time, sheer knowledge of how enslave-
ment operated and was organized socially and spatially does not guaran-
tee that these facts are reflected in the public’s memory. Commemoration
is not an innocent reflection of what has happened in the past, but a prod-
uct of choices and debates about what, how, and who to remember.16

In deciding to organize this collection of papers, we were also mo-
tivated by the fact that the geographical literature on slavery is quite lim-
ited relative to the scholarship that has been generated by historians and
scholars from other fields. Aside from a recent special issue of Southeast-
ern Geographer,17 there have been few (if any) examples of geography jour-
nals publishing special issues focused on slavery. This is not to suggest
that enslavement has escaped the attention of geographers. As early as
1911, the Bulletin of the American Geographical Society published a paper ex-
ploring the influence of climate, physiography, and soils in the develop-
ment and spread ofAmerican slavery.18 Several decades later, Carville Earle
would examine the geography of slavery in the United States (where it was
and was not practiced), suggesting that it was driven by rational decisions
about the economics of staple crops and labor costs rather than the influ-
ence of the physical environment or any moral or ideological predisposi-
tion among people.19 In reality, perhaps all of these factors and others
influenced spatial variation in the use of slave labor.

The Southern plantation has long been of historical geographic in-
terest, although traditional discussions tended to emphasize the morphol-
ogy of plantations over their place in race relations.20 A notable exception
to this pattern is the work of Charles Aiken, who has argued in his analy-
sis of the Cotton South that the plantation continued to live on after the
Civil War along with white control of the former slave population through
segregation and political and educational disenfranchisement.21 Scholars
such as BobbyWilson have focused on the shift ofAfricanAmericans from
slave to wage laborer and consumer after the Civil War, pointing out that
the fixed racism during slavery was replacedwith amore flexible form that
maintained the racial status quo but allowedAfrican Americans to partic-
ipate in commodity exchange and consumption.22

Research in historical geography has focused onmore than just the
economic and political lives of slaves and their post-bellum descendants.
The dietary patterns of African Americans on the antebellum plantation
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attracted the attention of Sam Hilliard. While the enslaved received ra-
tions of pork and vegetables from masters, they supplemented their food
supply by gardening, hunting, fishing, and gathering.23 Understanding
the role of African slaves in food production would later be developed to
an even greater extent by Judith Carney. In Black Rice, Carney argued that
slaves provided much more than labor for the Carolina rice export indus-
try. From West Africa they brought the knowledge and techniques neces-
sary for rice cultivation. Her most recent work, In the Shadow of Slavery,
goes beyond rice to discuss the many other botanical materials and ideas
thatAfrican slaves brought to the NewWorld, the importance of slave gar-
dens, and the role played by the enslaved in creating ethnically hybrid
cuisines. In the case of both books, Carney’s work opens up a place for re-
evaluating the agency of African slaves in shaping the environmental and
economic landscapes of the Americas, both on and off the plantation.24

Recently, the plantation has become the focus of another branch of
research by geographers who are interested in these sites in terms of mem-
ory and heritage tourism rather than agriculture. Adecade ago, David But-
ler published an important piece in which he documented the extent to
which plantation house museums in the South perpetuated a “white-
washed” representation of history. He found that the words “slavery” and
“slave” were frequently missing from material used to market these plan-
tations, and there was a greater willingness to discuss the furnishings and
gardens than enslaved people.25 Since the publication of Butler’s study,
other studies in geography have examined the perceptions and expecta-
tions of plantation visitors as well as the white-centric ways that these mu-
seums narrate the slave experience through the Internet and docent-led
tours.26 Recent work pays attention not only to what or howmuch is said
about slavery but also the manner in which the enslaved are discussed and
whether these plantation discourses facilitate or hinder affective empathy
with the enslaved.27 While the plantation is ground zero in the politics of
bringing the enslaved into the southern andAmerican collective memory,
other studies have explored the social challenges and tensions that sur-
round this memory work in other types of museum settings and through
other commemorative practices, such as memorial-building in Savannah,
Georgia and the island of Barbados.28

Mentioning Barbados provides an important opportunity to dis-
cuss the final area of recent work by geographers, that is, the place of slav-
ery and emancipation within the circum-Atlantic World. David Lambert
has led much of this effort, basing his early research in the British
Caribbean and focusing on the construction of competing white identities
among Barbadian sugar planters as they faced growing calls for the aboli-
tion of slavery and a revolt of the enslaved in 1816. This rebellion was
the site for a “war of representation,” in which multiple and conflicting
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narrations of whiteness were carried out as anti- and pro-slavery interests,
including the enslaved rebels, struggled with each other in locating the ori-
gins of the revolt and defining the national identity of Barbados.29 As Lam-
bert illustrated, with enslavement came a broader racialization of
plantation societies, shaping the construction of white identities as well as
those of enslaved Africans. Lambert’s work explored the relationship be-
tween slavery and European imperialism; indeed, his later work has ex-
amined the connections betweenAtlantic slavery, WestAfrican exploration
and colonization, and the production of knowledge by British geogra-
phers.30

Work such as this serves to remind us that both slavery and the
plantation were parts of a much larger system for the extraction of re-
sources and profit, one which extended not only across the Atlantic in the
notorious Triangular Trade but also to India and other locales, and which
involved not merely enslaved peoples, stolen lands, and plantation crops
but also resources of other kinds, manufactured goods, and the activities of
innumerable merchants, financiers, and other service providers.31 Within
the United States, the core-periphery pattern of this system was echoed in
microcosm, if you will, such that the North was likewise invested in the
system of plantations and slavery, with much profit accruing to individu-
als in the North and much Northern development driven or at the least
aided by its status as core to the South as periphery.32 Many Northerners
had reason to be ambivalent about questions of abolition, emancipation,
secession, and the Civil War, just as many white Southerners did33—and
indeed as many British did. Approaching slavery from this systemic per-
spective allows scholars to move beyond popularized frameworks such as
the states’ rights versus slavery dualism to investigate the more complex
pressures and forces that motivated individual and institutional action at
different moments in time and space.

As the reader will note, the papers that make up this special issue
contribute to many of the key concepts found in the previously published
research on slavery—the social and economic geographies of the
plantation, the politics of racial identity and rights, the agency of
Africans/AfricanAmericans, the difficulties of remembering slavery, and
the circulations of the broader Atlantic World and the sometimes am-
bivalent stances of actors within that world. At the same time, we believe
that the papers presented here break some new ground in terms of theo-
retical approach, methodological technique, and political interven-
tion/advocacy. The papers are, thus, organized along those lines of
contribution.

Our first pair of papers contributes to the theoretical understand-
ing of slavery, as it developed and existed historically and how it has been
remembered and represented. We have already detailed the selective and
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trivializing way that slavery is remembered in theAmerican South through
plantation tourism and other heritage sites. Buzinde and Osagie employ
ideas from the larger literature on “cultural citizenship” to frame the strug-
gle to include the enslaved and suggest that representational strategies at
plantations embody and perpetuate certain racial ideologies from the past.
They draw parallels between plantation museum narratives and Supreme
Court rulings on the status of African Americans in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, illustrating how these narratives are “bound upwithin
political discourses that tacitly endorse dominant societal values.” Anim-
Addo takes us to the nineteenth-century Caribbean and examines the
trans-imperial geography created through coaling operations of the British-
sponsored Royal Mail Steam Packet Company (RMSPC). Informed by the
new mobilities paradigm, she demonstrates how the RMSPC moved be-
tween and relied upon coaling stations in slave and post-slave societies,
allowing it to exploit enslaved workers (as well as wage laborers) and “cir-
cumnavigate emancipation,” even though Great Britain had abolished slav-
ery. Anim-Addo’s contribution provides a needed global perspective
within the special issue as well as shedding light on the complex transi-
tion from slavery to emancipation.

Our second pair of papers addresses methodological innovations
in the study of slavery. Geographic Information Systems (GISs) are of
growing importance in historical geography as well as other disciplines
that involve study of the past.34 The three widely recognized benefits to
the use of GIS in work on the past include the ability to organize data from
disparate sources based on coincidence in spatial location, the ability to vi-
sualize (in the sense of “make visible”) the past, and the ability to perform
spatial analysis on data about the past.35 Hopkins, Morgan, and Roberts
describe their ongoing efforts to develop a GIS built upon a valuable series
of maps, cadastral records, and censuses of the island of St. Croix, in the
Danish West Indies (now the United States Virgin Islands), integrating the
data from these various sources. The resources introduce the potential for
reconstructing, at a very detailed and localized level, the demographic,
economic, and cultural aspects of an eighteenth century slave-based plan-
tation society, including a close understanding of the working lives of
slaves as well as planters, and within the GIS these data become subject to
new kinds of analysis across space and time. Lisa Randle also uses GIS, in
this case with more emphasis on spatial analysis. Specifically, she employs
viewshed analysis to examine possible patterns of surveillance and con-
trol on rice plantations along the East Branch of the Cooper River in South
Carolina. Randle’s work is theoretically guided by a panopticon model
that suggests that masters manipulated the landscape structure and lay-
out of their plantations to ensure visual control over slave villages. While
this idea has been explored previously by other historical archeologists,
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Randle offers something relatively new in calling for analysis at a regional
scale, suggesting that several neighboring plantations operated as an inte-
grated community, rather than just individually, in carrying out visual
control.

Our third and final pair of papers is written from an “interven-
tion” perspective. The authors are adamant about the need to directly chal-
lenge and correct the ways in which the enslaved are excluded from
dominant narratives at southern plantation heritage tourism sites. Asmen-
tioned earlier, the formal, academic study of the enslaved can be impor-
tant to moving toward their remembrance as legitimate historical and
geographic actors. Perry Carter, David Butler, and Owen Dwyer recognize
this very fact and suggest that the rewriting of tours and exhibits at plan-
tations requires continuing scholarship on slavery, especially since docents
and managers claim that they would talk more about slave life if they had
stories to share with visitors. The authors point to the usefulness of nar-
ratives collected from former slaves during the Great Depression in iden-
tifying and discussing African American memories of slavery. Arnold
Modlin offers us a photographic essay in which he conducts a critical read-
ing of the layout of the plantation museum landscape and its many
narratives, artifacts, and performances. This is not just an academic or
intellectual exercise, but part of a larger discussion of what historical
geographers can do in helping plantation house-museums improve the
representation of slavery. In the case of Modlin, he has spent several years
touring and studying plantation museums across the South and has
worked with plantation managers on the ground.

This special section on the historical geographies of slavery is com-
pleted by an afterword from David Lambert. In his contribution, Lambert
illustrates the fundamentally geographical nature of the slavery-plantation
complex through the metaphor of surveys as instruments of imperial
knowledge and control. He then asks what a critical historical geography
of slavery would look like, and frames an answer that invites the reader to
continue the dialog and the exploration. As guest editors of this theme sec-
tion, our hope is that readerswill continue the dialog—will continue to ask
and to answer, and to produce new research and interventions about slav-
ery in the spirit of critical investigation.
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