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More often than not, researchers tend to stay
within linguistic comfort zones without mi-
xing with those who explore related sub-
jects – albeit from different cultural contexts.
The three books under review juxtapose scho-
larship from various fields, assembling fin-
dings from above-all Anglo-American, Spa-
nish, Portuguese and Caribbean contexts.
They attempt to piece together a larger picture
of multiple perspectives on an Atlantic World,
insinuating in the process how much work re-
mains yet to be done – and how refreshing it
could be to start filling the gaps and underta-
ke a synthesis of findings from different geo-
graphic regions.

Having read as far as the titles of the three
volumes, the first question I wanted to ask
was: What exactly is this „Atlantic World“? A
recent textbook defines Atlantic history as ge-
nerally „the study of the history of the people
living in a geographic region: the four conti-
nents that surround the Atlantic Ocean. More
specifically, it focuses on the societies trans-
formed by the convergence of cultures fol-
lowing Christopher Columbus’s momentous
voyage in 1492.“1 Columbus’s voyage happe-
ned, however, in the context of European ex-
ploratory voyages that cannot be restricted to
the Atlantic, for they led adventurers travel-
ling for various European kingdoms and em-
pires around the globe, including also the Pa-
cific. After all, when Columbus stumbled over

the Americas, he had actually been looking
for India.

An Atlantic World would have to be crea-
ted within the specific time-frame of Atlan-
tic history by focusing on aspects that make
it unique in comparison with, for example, a
Pacific World. Of course, Columbus’s voya-
ge paved the way for the large-scale transat-
lantic slave trade and chattel slavery in the
Americas, which, in turn, eventually gave rise
to the abolitionist movement that, of course,
led to the cessation of the trade and, by 1888,
to the end of slavery in all of the Americas.2

The Atlantic World is therefore closely linked
to the transatlantic slave trade and slavery in
the Americas. It is economic history entang-
led with a history of ideas and intellectual ex-
changes in the contexts of human rights, ens-
lavement and imperialism. The result is an in-
tricate web of transnational history that co-
vers the period from 1492 to 1888.

Against such a background of a conceptua-
lizing framework, the three multi-author vo-
lumes under review provide stimulating rea-
ding material, starting with the books’ tit-
les. Furthermore, while the three volumes ac-
tually present a certain multitude of perspec-
tives, these different viewpoints are presen-
ted one after another rather than attempting
a synthesis – though, for example, „The Hu-
man Tradition in the Atlantic World, 1500-
1850“ comprises articles from different regi-
ons on related topics at roughly the same
time period, thus allowing the reader to draw
conclusions for themselves. For instance, Sa-
rah Cline’s contribution on „William Lam-
port/Guillén de Lombardo (1611-1659): Me-
xico’s Irish Would-Be King“ is followed im-
mediately by Noah L. Gelfand’s chapter on
„Jacob Leisler (1640-1691): German-Born Go-
vernor of New York“. Both articles highlight
mobility in the Atlantic World by tracing Eu-
ropean migrations to the Americas in a si-
milar time period. But how different are the
contexts and also personalities, though both
Lamport and Leisler strove for power and
were executed in the end. The volume also

1 Douglas R. Egerton et al, The Atlantic World: A History,
1400-1888, Wheeling, Illinois 2007, p. 1.

2 Herbert S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade Cambridge
1999; Anne C. Bailey, African Voices of the Atlantic
Slave Trade: Beyond the Silence and the Shame, Boston
2005.
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hints at the multitude of approaches by in-
cluding several biographies of women (inclu-
ding one on „Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte
(1785-1879): Napoleon’s American Sister-in-
Law“ by Charlene Boyer Lewis). To become
aware of the existence of different perspec-
tives, it is certainly a necessary starting point
to collect them before a synthesis may be at-
tempted.

All three volumes discuss ways in which
a complex picture of the Atlantic World may
be achieved, which is particularly necessary
to counterbalance Eurocentric perspectives on
Atlantic history. The three volumes explicitly
point to people of African descent and Na-
tive Americans. They also single out indivi-
dual fates that rarely figure in Atlantic his-
tory, such as Mark Meuwese’s article in Ka-
ren Racine’s and Beatriz Mamigonian’s The
Atlantic World on „Samuel Cohen (c. 1600-
1642): Jewish Translator in Brazil, Curaçao,
and Angola“. All three volumes also focus
on intellectual, cultural, and economic exch-
anges and achievements in transatlantic con-
texts. But whereas Julius Scott and Laurent
Dubois chose as their red thread resistance to
the institution of the slave trade and slavery
on the part of people of African descent, Ra-
cine and Mamigonian bring together biogra-
phies that illustrate a humanist tradition es-
pecially among people of African and native
American descent.

Dubois and Scott include articles and excer-
pts from monographs that have already been
published elsewhere. They all have in com-
mon that they present Blacks as active agents
even during slavery. The volume suggests to
what extent the idea of viewing the Atlantic
World from non-European perspectives has
been tackled before. For example, Eric Wil-
liams’ „The Slaves and Slavery“ (pp. 323-333)
was published as early as in 1945 in his „Ca-
pitalism and Slavery“. Williams notices three
perspectives on slaves, including the one of
the slaves themselves. He points to the iro-
ny that while his contemporary historians ten-
ded to neglect the slaves’ point of view, slave
owners, by contrast, had been acutely aware
of it in their day. In combination with other
chapters in the book, Dubois and Scott there-
by achieve an archaeological reconstruction of
Black perceptions of the Atlantic World in his-

toriography in the course of the second half of
the twentieth century.

Dubois’ and Scott’s multi-author volume is
arranged in four parts, each of which compri-
ses three or four contributions preceded by
a brief introductory note. The book is over-
all structured chronologically, starting with
the early nineteenth-century and closing with
an episode set in late nineteenth-century Cu-
ba and involving a former slave successfully
fighting over the ownership of a mule with a
former slave master (Rebecca Scott, „Reclai-
ming Gregoria’s Mule“, pp. 365-395). Most
articles focusing on the colonial period pre-
sent maritime stories, such as an analysis of
the question to what extent Black sailors we-
re able to gather news and information during
their sea voyages that then spread throughout
slave communities back in the Americas (for
example Julius Scott, „‘Negroes in Foreign
Bottoms’: Sailors, Slaves, and Communication
[selection],“ pp. 69-98).

Dubois’ and Scott’s volume centres on the
Caribbean – though not exclusively. Haiti fi-
gures prominently as a role model. On Hai-
ti, of course, in 1804 Blacks successfully bro-
ke free from colonial rule, defeated the French
slave masters, and founded the world’s first
Black Republic.3 As slaves were often ship-
ped to the Caribbean before being transported
to North America, information actually cir-
culated beyond national borders even among
Black people. The example also shows to what
extent Black experiences differed within the
Americas: Whereas, on some Caribbean is-
lands, new slaves kept arriving thus rein-
forcing different African heritages, in North
America – particularly after the cessation of
the transatlantic slave trade in the British
Commonwealth (which happened earlier the-
re than in the Spanish and Portuguese Ame-
rican colonies) – slaves began much earlier to
develop American forms of African cultures
mixed with elements from European and Na-
tive American societies. Surviving documents
also give evidence of how astutely Africans
observed their situation in the Americas and
even the changing influx of newly enslaved
Africans depending on where European and
American slave-traders chose to acquire their

3 Ashli White, Encountering Revolution: Haiti and the
Making of the Early Republic, Baltimore 2010.
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„cargo“ (Matt D. Childs, „The 1812 Aponte
Rebellion and the Struggle against Slavery in
Cuba [selections],“ p. 278). It is one of the
book’s great assets that it reminds the reader
of the diversity of African cultures.

Racine and Mamigonian present their
collected biographies in two publications: The
Atlantic World 1500-1850 and its accompany-
ing volume The Black Atlantic 1500-2000.
Many of the biographies in the two volu-
mes unearth forgotten lives that add valuable
details to scholarship. The books are linked
with a chapter on „Harry Washington (1760s-
1790s): A Founding Father‘s Slave“ by Cas-
sandra Pybus, which is reprinted in both vo-
lumes. Both books are organized in a chrono-
logical fashion, starting with the colonial peri-
od. Taken together, with the individual contri-
butions, the two editors raise numerous sub-
jects, covering them from multiple angles or
in the contexts of different regions of the At-
lantic World. The reader is thereby placed in
the comfortable position of being free to roam
across the text unearthing connecting points
without being directed by the editors (other
than their establishing chronologies).

In the „Black Atlantic“ volume, the selec-
ted contributions boldly take the reader into
the twentieth century, a period when vibrant
Black cultural life in Atlantic settings becomes
much more visible and more easily traceable
for the inquiring scholar. But can racism – a
legacy of slavery and the transatlantic slave
trade that is at issue here – be discussed ex-
clusively in the context of an Atlantic World?
How can racism in Asian and Australian con-
texts be excluded particularly if one considers
the numerous links between peoples strugg-
ling for independence and equality across the
globe in the course of the twentieth centu-
ry? Moreover, especially the two volumes by
Racine and Mamigonian have a strong focus
on the Anglo-American, the Spanish, and the
Portuguese/Brazilian empires, merely imply-
ing other Europeans and their dealings in Af-
rica and the Americas, such as the French, the
Dutch, or the Germans. The editors’ Atlantic
World is therefore somewhat restricted to its
most visible parts.

The selections in the „Black Atlantic“ vol-
ume illustrate the gaps of knowledge we still
harbour, which may even be misleading. For

example, the book contains a chapter on C. L.
R. James and yet another on Malcolm X. But
while Martin Luther King, Jr. and W. E. B. Du-
Bois are mentioned, there is no separate entry
on them as if they were not a part of a Black
transnational world. I explicitly chose „trans-
national“ rather than transatlantic, as the later
entries really discuss Pan-Africanism rather
than exclusively a Black Atlantic World. Alan
Bloom, the author of the chapter on Malcolm
X, argues that in contrast to King, Malcolm
X „favored a more radical approach that ai-
med to internationalize the problem of racial
oppression by creating a united front of ex-
ploited people from around the globe“ (p.
164, my emphasis). Dichotomies are construc-
ted here where we simply find different an-
swers to one and the same question, that is,
how to overcome racism and gain civil rights.
The idea actually points us to a global history,
which brings us back to the necessity of defi-
ning the Atlantic World in the first place: The
Rev. King actually represented an inherently
international nonviolent protest. He was a di-
sciple of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and
Leo Tolstoy in this regard. DuBois, in turn,
was also greatly interested in China and tra-
velled there together with his wife.

The volume thus inspires the reader to se-
arch for definitions, and also to start filling
in the gaps. Indeed, the Black Atlantic inclu-
des an essay by Meredith L. Roman on the ex-
periences of a Black American, Robert Robin-
son, in the Soviet Union. Robinson was a Ja-
maican who had grown up in Cuba until he
emigrated to the USA as a young adult, from
where he emigrated to the Soviet Union du-
ring the Great Depression. The article men-
tions Paul Robeson in passing, pointing out
„how in 1934, while on his way to Moscow
through Berlin, he was deathly afraid he was
going to be lynched“ (p. 140). Such a state-
ment without any further elaboration of Ger-
man contexts feeds stereotypes – of course,
Nazi Germany would have to be hostile to
an African American (with a taste for com-
munism). The truth is, however, a little more
knotty. At about the same time – and this story
is not part of the volume under review – a cer-
tain Michael King, Sr. travelled Nazi Germa-
ny and encountered the legacy of Martin Lu-
ther and sixteenth-century German reforma-
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tion. He was so impressed that he eventually
renamed himself and his son „Martin Luther
King“.4 Of course, racism was and is an issue
in Germany, but it was coded differently the-
re than in, for example, the United States of
America. Already Mary Church Terrell noti-
ced it during a 1904 visit. She remembered la-
ter that it was a revelation for her to find her
hosts were Jewish and therefore subject to ra-
cism. Their „otherness“ was not conveyed in
the colour of their skin but in their names.5

The question is simply one of the visibility of
the „Other.“ In Germany, for example, peop-
le of African descent have always made up a
very small portion of the population.

It is the challenge of twenty-first centu-
ry scholarship to do justice to many diffe-
rent perspectives – be it by merely attempt-
ing to do so, thus providing inspiring food for
thought. The three books under review un-
dertake the important task of bringing diffe-
rent branches of knowledge production toge-
ther that have often been discussed separately
in specific national contexts or within the con-
texts of a shared language. But Latinists will
have to communicate with people in Ameri-
can, German and African studies and the li-
ke if we truly want to understand the Atlan-
tic World as a phenomenon on an academic
basis. We need to have scholars with diffe-
rent linguistic skills and from different cul-
tural contexts not simply to put their articles
jointly into one volume, but to actually dis-
cuss their findings and exchange results in or-
der to benefit from research in different parts
of the Atlantic World (and beyond).6

The books under review can only be a be-
ginning by showing us how many pieces of
the story will yet have to be added to the
picture. What we need to ask as a next step
is to what extent we can link these approa-
ches – bringing together older published ma-
terials and more recent biographical scholar-
ship. Such puzzle pieces should be combined
in a synthesis, inquiring into different subjects
such as resistance and Empire as well as intel-
lectual, cultural and business exchanges.
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