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“Black But Comely”: Settler-Colonial Identity,
African Whiteness, and Intertextuality
in James L. Sims’s Travel Narrative
“Scenes in the Interior of Liberia” (1858)

Constructing a coherent sense of communal identity was far from easy for
early Americo-Liberian settlers. They felt the need (a) to distinguish
themselves from a racist ‘white civilisation” while nevertheless claiming
to be among the ‘civilised’; (b) to set themselves apart from black Amer-
icans in the U.S. while remaining equally committed to anti-slavery and
abolition; and (c) to emphasise their superiority over indigenous ‘hea-
thens’ while at the same time staking their own claim to ‘true
Africanness.” From previous studies, we know a great deal about the ma-
terial challenges of life on the shores of West Africa. But how did
Americo-Liberians grapple with the ideological and psychological com-
plexities of their contradictory position as black anti-slavery settler-colon-
ists? This essay argues that mid-nineteenth-century narratives of explora-
tion into the black republic’s hinterland are a particularly promising
source for scholars interested in examining how Americo-Liberians
sought to contain the conflicting push and pulls that threatened to unravel
their attempts at self-definition. More specifically, the essay demonstrates
that in one such travel narrative — J. L. Sims’s “Scenes in the Interior of
Liberia” (1858) — intertextual references are not merely ornamental, but
instead deployed strategically, in an attempt to stabilise the disconcerting
volatility of Americo-Liberian settler identity.

Keywords: travel writing; intertextuality; settler-colonialism; Liberian
literature; collective identity
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Introduction: Negotiating Difference
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Figure 1: Three Vectors of Difference
Americo-Liberian settlers suffered from a sort of redoubled
double consciousness because they had to negotiate their
settler-colonial identity in relation to three different groups.

“[Tlwo warring ideals in one dark body”: This is how, in 1903, W. E. B.
Du Bois famously described the “double-consciousness” of black men
and women in the United States, who — he posited — suffered continually
under the burden “of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of oth-
ers” (364-365). And yet, maintaining a coherent sense of self was argu-
ably even more complex a task for the small band of Americo-Liberian
settlers who, in 1847, established an independent black republic on the
shores of West Africa. Indeed, having recently been ‘repatriated’ to their
African ‘homeland,’ these former inhabitants of the U.S. — some born
free, others enslaved — could be said to have laboured under a sort of re-
doubled double-consciousness. This is to say, Americo-Liberian settlers
saw themselves not only through their own eyes and through those of
‘white civilisation,” but also through the disapproving looks of black
Americans (who, for the most part, opposed Aftrican colonisation) as well
as through the watchful gaze of the indigenous African communities that
surrounded the newcomers’ coastal settlements (Figure 1). Much excel-
lent scholarly work documents how the settlers dealt with the material
challenges of life on the shores of West Africa: “the penury, isolation,
hardship, and death that stymied early development” (Clegg 88). But how
did Americo-Liberians grapple with the ideological and psychological
complexities of their contradictory position as black anti-slavery settler-
colonists? How did they attempt to cope with the “bitter internal division”
that, increasingly, came to characterise the settler communities (Fairhead
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et al. 18)? In short, how did they seek to contain the conflicting push and
pulls that threatened to unravel any coherent attempt at self-definition?

The question of settler identity was explicitly negotiated in Liberian
newspapers, poetry, and political declarations and oratory (see, for ex-
ample, Lambert 5). In addition, David Kazanjian has shown that “the
hundreds of letters written by formerly enslaved black settlers to their
family, friends, and former masters in the United States™ are a vital source
for enhancing — and complicating — our understanding of Americo-Liberi-
an identity (867). However, one of the most promising sources for ad-
dressing the question of settler-colonial identity are narratives of explora-
tion into the black republic’s interior or hinterland (see Douglass-Chin,
“Liberia as American Diaspora” 215). In such accounts, Americo-Liberi-
an travellers recorded their direct encounters with indigenous groups,
while at the same time addressing a literate audience of fellow settlers
and, importantly, white as well as black readers across the Atlantic. This
latter point is especially pertinent in the case of James L. Sims’s 1858
travel narrative “Scenes in the Interior of Liberia.”

Sims had emigrated to Liberia from Norfolk, Virginia, in 1851, and he
composed his account at a time when the black emigration movement had
been regaining traction in the U.S., due to the growing despair among
black communities caused by the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act
(1850) and the Supreme Court’s infamous Dred Scott decision (1857; e.g.
Ciment 102; Clegg 172—174; Mills 132). Accordingly, Sims not only en-
gaged explicitly with the way he saw (and was in turn seen) by his ‘hea-
then black brethren’ and his fellow Americo-Liberians in West Africa; as a
recent arrival in Liberia he would also have been keenly aware that his
narrative would very likely make its way back to the United States, where
it would be printed and circulated as part of the ongoing “Abolitionist
Propaganda War” surrounding African colonisation (Everill 81; as noted
in Fairhead et al. 49, Sims’s narrative was indeed soon published in “near-
complete extracts” in the Maryland Colonization Journal, the Phil-
adelphia Colonization Herald, and the New-York Colonization Journal).
But how exactly did Sims address the conflicting demands and expecta-
tions of these diverse audiences, while at the same time maintaining a
sufficiently coherent identity for himself and his Americo-Liberian com-
patriots?

In this essay, I will argue that one key literary strategy of ‘identity
management’ in Sims’s travel narrative is his extensive use of a wide
variety of intertextual references: religious, ethnographic, and poetic (for
a complete list, see appendix). Far from merely ornamental, these inter-
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textual references prove central to Sims's self-fashioning project. Indeed,
it is precisely through the strategic deployment Of intertexts that Sims

attempts to stabilise the disconcerting volatility of Americo-Liberian
settler-colonial jdentity.

African Whiteness: Colonisation and Liberian |dentity

To begin to untangle the threads of Americo-Liberian identity, we must
examine the specific context Of Sims's journey into the Liberian hinteriand,
and in particular the state of relations between settlers and indigenous
groups. Despite the fact that Liberia had recently become an
independent republic, the settlers continued to lead "a precarious existence" in
a "few scattered settlements along the coast," and they were keenly aware
that development depended, among Other things, "on trade relations with
the far interior" (Fairhead et al. 14, 28). However, to develop their direct
trade with the interior, settlers had to engage With the indigenous groups
in their immediate vicinity, in relation to whom the question Of land
acquisiton had |ong been "a source Of misunderstanding and conflict"
(Sawyer 77). Indeed, the main competitors Of the Americo-Liberian mer-
chants in inland trade were the "well-established African chiefs" of their
neighbouring communities (Sawyer 89), Who were, understandably, keen
to resist the settler's attempts to avoid paying "transit' duties”" (Fairhead
et al. 17). This, in turn, is one reason why "Liberians contrasted their
problematic engagement With immediately neighboring populations -
often imaged as hostile, disorganized, heathen, crude, and naked - with
the images Of civility, piety, and literacy Of peoples in the far interior"
(23); fantasies Of fortune were projected onto the Africans inhabiting the
more distant hinterland where, as the settlers recognised, any "meaningful
and permanent administrative presence Wwas [] unfeasible" (Mark-
Thiesen and Mihatsch 896), while the indigenous groups that lived closer
to home tended to be portrayed as obdurate pagan obstacles to the
forward march of Christian commerce. This attitude emerges in Sims's
narrative, too, When he claims that the morals of the indigenous groups in the
interior were "far superior to those Of the natives living near the beach,
who have had intercourse with foreigners" (123). At the same time, Sims
is keen to deflect racist claims about any inherent inferiority of black
people in general, insisting that "there are white men in America and
Europe Who can do things With as much brutal apathy as the blackest and
most woolly-headed Negro that ever sweltered beneath the burning rays











































































