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Narratives of African 

Immigration to the U.S. South

Dave Eggers’s What Is the What and Cynthia Shearer’s 
The Celestial Jukebox

M a r t y n  B o n e

University of Copenhagen

A prominent, even dominant trend in U.S. Southern studies today 

is the resituation of the South, traditionally understood in regional and na-

tional terms, within hemispheric contexts. Scholars have sought to relocate 

the South in relation to the Caribbean by identifying a shared history of 

plantation slavery, and emphasizing the demographic and cultural connec-

tions among the New World black diaspora. Although this paradigm shift 

in Southern studies has generated important work, there is a danger—as 

Jon Smith, one of the key figures in the field’s realignment, has recently 

noted—that a newly hegemonic hemispheric focus crowds out other ways 

of seeing the South in “comparative and transnational” frameworks (2009). 

As I have observed elsewhere, the “New Southern Studies” has seemed oddly 

disinclined to consider writing about the South in (Black) Atlantic contexts 

(2005, 194–98). I would like to take this opportunity to draw attention to 

recent fiction that focuses on contemporary African migration to the South. 

Th e emergence of this fiction gives new impetus to the development of Black 
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Atlantic approaches within (new) Southern studies, not least by expanding 

our sense of how the African diaspora continues to redefine the region.

In talking about African immigration to the U.S. South, there are obvious 

problems with generalizing about experiences emanating from a multiplicity 

of nations and cultures stretching across a whole continent. Beginning nearly 

four centuries ago a collective “African” identity was both forced upon and 

forged by peoples from a wide range of tribal cultures as they endured the 

traumatic experience of the Middle Passage and entered a new life of slav-

ery in the American colonies. Still, twenty-first-century voluntary migrants 

from the African continent are, like their predecessors, thrown and drawn 

together by the shared experience of crossing the Atlantic; moreover, many 

confront the legacy of slavery and racism that has so profoundly shaped U.S. 

history in general and U.S. Southern history in particular. But what really 

distinguishes the modern influx of Africans is the sheer weight of numbers: 

between 1990 and 2005, more Africans “arrived voluntarily than the total who 

disembarked in chains before the United States outlawed international slave 

trafficking in 1807” (Roberts 2005, A1). In the American grain of transatlantic 

immigration, New York state receives the largest percentage of these new 

arrivals. However, other areas of the country, including Southern states like 

Texas and Virginia and major cities like Atlanta and Houston, are now among 

the nation’s leading destinations for African immigrants.1

Th is extraordinary growth in the United States’ African-born population 

has had two striking eff ects. First, Africans are lumped together, not only 

by whites but also “by American-born blacks” (Roberts 2005, A18). Second, 

African immigration poses a challenge—some would say a threat—to the 

established definition of black identity. Native-born descendants of Afri-

can slaves have exhibited ambivalence about the arrival of another kind 

of African American. Tension has emerged over issues ranging from jobs 

(African migrants are often perceived by whites as being more compliant 

and hard-working than native U.S. blacks) to affirmative action programs 

in universities (an ongoing Princeton study shows that 40 percent of black 

students at Ivy League universities are actually immigrants or the children of 

immigrants). Whereas a vast majority of African Americans voted for Barack 

Obama in the 2008 presidential election, early in the campaign some black 
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commentators expressed concern that Obama’s father was born in Kenya 

rather than Kentucky. In the New York Daily News, Stanley Crouch declared 

that candidate Obama was not “black like me,” and insisted that Obama “will 

have to run [ for president] as the son of a white woman and an African im-

migrant” (2006). In Salon, Debra Dickerson argued that “Obama isn’t black” 

because “‘[b]lack,’ in our political and social reality, means those descended 

from West African slaves” (2007).

If African immigrants pose a challenge to the “political and social real-

ity” of the U.S. racial categories “black” and “African American,” narratives 

of African immigration to the U.S. South challenge established notions of 

“Southernness” and “Southern literature.” In American Literature’s 2006 

special issue “Th e U.S. South in Global Contexts,” Suzanne Jones pointedly 

observed, “Instead of worrying about who qualifies as a Southern writer or 

rigidly delimiting southern literature, we might more fruitfully ask questions 

about who is writing about the U.S. South (no matter their birthplace or 

residence), [and] what stories they are telling.” In her brief “position state-

ment,” Jones provided some choice examples of how “international writers 

and writers who are new immigrants to the South . . . can help us to think 

globally and comparatively about the region” (2006, 725). In the remainder 

of this short essay, I want to focus on two novels about African immigration 

to the U.S. South by American writers born outside the region. Th ese texts, 

I propose, can help U.S. Southern studies to move beyond the “Quentissen-

tial fallacy”—the nativist view advanced by Quentin Compson in William 

Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936) that “You can’t understand it [the U.S. 

South] unless you were born there” (see Bone 2005, 191–92)—and to “think 

globally and comparatively about the region” and its literature. Th e first of 

these novels is the collaborative product of a Sudanese immigrant based in 

Atlanta and a Bostonian literary wunderkind; the second is by a Massachu-

setts-born, Georgia-bred white woman and focuses on a teenage boy from 

Mauritania.

● ● ●

Journalist Jason Cowley has identified Dave Eggers’s What Is the What (2006) 

with a glut of African “boy soldier narratives” that have become “the cause 



N a r r a t i v e s  o f  A f r i c a n  I m m i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  U . S .  S o u t h68  ●

celeb . . . of our new globalization,” even as they recall earlier Western desires 

for tales of African “savagery” (Cowley 2007, 3). Yet What Is the What cannot 

be pigeonholed quite so easily. For starters, it is not a boy soldier narrative 

at all. Th e protagonist, Valentino Achak Deng, encounters gruesome and re-

peated violence while fleeing the Sudanese civil war that began in 1983, when 

Valentino was only six years old. But though Valentino witnesses other young 

southern Sudanese Christian boys being pressured to join the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Army (SPLA) in resistance to the Islamic government, Valentino 

himself never becomes a boy soldier. Moreover, What Is the What is not a 

memoir in the mode of Ishmael Beah’s bestselling A Long Way Home (2007); it 

is a novel by Eggers masquerading as “Th e Autobiography of Valentino Achak 

Deng.” And most importantly for my purposes here, What Is the What is, as 

Cowley rightly notes, “a book about America as much as it’s a book about 

Africa” (2007, 4). More specifically, it is a novel about African immigrants in 

Atlanta. Like parts of Tom Wolfe’s A Man in Full (1998), What Is the What chal-

lenges the dominant definition of Atlanta as an “international city,” a global 

capitalist space of flows, by bringing into focus the everyday experiences of 

Atlanta’s most truly international residents—its immigrant population.

Th e real-life Valentino Achak Deng was relocated to Atlanta shortly after 

the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Eggers first met Valentino in 2003, 

at a charity function in Atlanta for the so-called Lost Boys of Sudan. Shortly 

thereafter, Eggers agreed to work with Valentino on a book about his experi-

ences. But then two things happened: the Sudanese government in Khartoum 

embarked on a new wave of genocide in another region of the country, Dar-

fur; and Valentino was mugged in his apartment in Atlanta. Eggers decided 

that “the book needed to be not only about Valentino’s experiences in Sudan 

and the camps, but also about the many unforeseen struggles of his life in the 

U.S. Th e attack became the framing device for the book” (2007, 6).

By opening with the robbery in Atlanta, What Is the What foregrounds 

both Valentino’s status as an immigrant in the United States, and the fraught 

subject of Africans’ interactions with local African Americans. Th e narrative 

begins with Valentino opening his apartment door to “a tall, sturdily built 

African-American woman” who claims her car has broken down, but who 

is in fact operating in tandem with “a man, African-American, wearing a 



M a r t y n  B o n e ●  69

vast powder-blue baseball jacket and jeans,” who pulls a gun on Valentino. 

Valentino remarks that he opened the door to the woman because “[t]his 

is her country and not yet mine” (Eggers 2006, 9). Th ere is a grim histori-

cal irony underlying Valentino’s belief that the United States belongs to this 

native-born black woman—or that she belongs in the United States—and 

it soon becomes clear that Valentino knows very little about the travails of 

everyday life for many African Americans in Atlanta. Valentino recalls how, 

shortly after arriving in Atlanta, he and other Sudanese immigrants shouted 

“Go to work! You have hands, now work!” at homeless African Americans, not 

realizing “before we started looking for jobs ourselves” (24) how hard getting 

work can be for someone with black skin. Valentino now acknowledges that 

“[i]t is a terrible thing, the assumptions that Africans develop about African-

Americans” (23).

What Is the What does not shirk from showing that, in turn, many African 

Americans in Atlanta demonstrate little empathy for African immigrants. 

In the opening scene, Powder (as Valentino terms the man who mugs him) 

denigrates Valentino as a “fucking Nigerian motherfucker” who lives in “the 

Stone Age” (Eggers 2006, 14). Th ough Powder’s aggression reminds Valentino 

of “[t]he soldier, an Ethiopian and a woman, [who] shot two of my compan-

ions and almost killed me” many years before, he ruefully recognizes that 

Powder “would not be interested” in the trauma he experienced in Africa 

(11–12). Indeed, even before the mugging, Valentino has been told by African 

American teenagers on the streets of Atlanta that “you’re one of those Afri-

cans who sold us out”—that is, “he thought I was responsible for the enslav-

ing of his ancestors” (23). Th e ideal of pan-African brotherhood appears only 

in grimly debased form: Powder taunts Valentino by saying “because we’re 

brothers and all, I’ll teach you a lesson. Don’t you know you shouldn’t open 

your door to strangers?” (11).

Much of Valentino’s narrative is structured around a series of interior 

monologues or “silent stories” (Eggers 2006, 32) addressed to residents of 

Atlanta, mostly African American, who in actuality remain ignorant about 

his traumatic experiences in both Sudan and the United States. At times, Val-

entino draws direct parallels between his alienation as a refugee in Africa and 

as an immigrant in Atlanta. In a scene that recalls A Man in Full’s portrayal of 
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Atlanta as an autopolis that compounds the physical and economic immo-

bility of isolated immigrants, Valentino remarks, “I set out down Piedmont 

Road. Th e streets are abandoned. Atlanta is not a city for pedestrians, let 

alone at this hour. Th e cars pass through the liquid night and illuminate the 

road much as they did in those last days of our walk, before Kakuma [the 

Kenyan refugee camp where he lived for ten years]. Th en, as now, I walked 

while pondering whether I wanted to continue to live” (313). At other times, 

Valentino feels guilty given “all that I have here and did not have in Africa” 

(315). But only gradually does it become apparent that Valentino is struggling 

to confront and narrate a more recent trauma: the murder in Seattle of his 

sometime girlfriend, Tabitha, whom he met years earlier at Kakuma. Tabitha 

has been killed by another Sudanese man who is scarred by his experiences 

as a boy soldier for the SPLA, and whose traditional worldview cannot toler-

ate Tabitha’s adoption of a more liberal approach to romance and sexual-

ity—including an ongoing relationship with Valentino during her visits to 

Atlanta. Th us Valentino’s own trauma and mourning derive from his African 

and American experiences.

Left largely alone in metropolitan Atlanta, Valentino feels a debilitating 

sense of displacement from both his homeland and his adopted country. 

Working at the front desk of a health and fitness club, Valentino silently ad-

dresses Dorsetta Lewis, “one of the few African-American women who works 

out” (Eggers 2006, 447) there, and whose anomalous presence in what V. S. 

Naipaul has called “the bubble in which the white professional people of 

Atlanta lived” (1989, 29) prompts in Valentino a vague sense of connection: 

“Dorsetta, I pretend that I know who I am but I simply don’t. I’m not an Ameri-

can and it seems difficult now to call myself Sudanese” (Eggers 2006, 449). In 

W. E. B. Du Bois’s famous formulation, the burdens and insights of “double 

consciousness” derived from the “two-ness” of being both “an American” and 

“a Negro” (1999, 11). A century after Du Bois wrote Souls of Black Folk in and 

partly about Atlanta, Valentino is doubly dislocated: he feels neither African 

nor American—much less African American. Like Sepha Stephanos, the Egyp-

tian immigrant narrator of Dinaw Mengestu’s Th e Beautiful Th ings that Heaven 

Bears, Valentino is “stuck between two worlds” (Mengestu 2007, 228).

And yet at the very end of his narrative, Valentino insists that we, his 
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readers, are listening: “I speak to these people, and I speak to you because I 

cannot help it. It gives me strength, almost unbelievable strength, to know 

that you are there. . . . How can I pretend that you do not exist? It would be 

almost as impossible as you pretending that I do not exist” (Eggers 2006, 

474–75). Ultimately, then, perhaps it is the role of readers to develop Valen-

tino’s extended monologue into a dialogue, and affirm what immigrants like 

Valentino have reason to doubt: that they can be both African and American, 

not least in the South.

● ● ●

Cynthia Shearer’s Th e Celestial Jukebox (2005) powerfully dramatizes the 

ambiguities arising from the intersection between the regional-historical 

legacies of slavery and contemporary African immigration to the U.S. South. 

A central strand of the novel follows a young Mauritanian immigrant, Bou-

bacar, from his arrival at the Memphis airport, on to the Missisippi Delta, 

and back to Memphis. In doing so, Th e Celestial Jukebox brings into focus the 

increasing presence of African migrant workers in the rural South—those 

areas, like the Delta, most closely associated with the history of African slav-

ery in plantation America.

In Wounds of Returning (2007), Jessica Adams notes that, in the con-

temporary South, “[t]he image of the plantation as an uncomplicated site 

of white achievement” is challenged by “landscapes irrevocably shaped by 

industrialism and globalization” and increasingly populated by immigrant 

workers (86–87). In Th e Celestial Jukebox, such ahistorical images of the 

Southern plantation and the new social reality of global immigration are 

jarringly juxtaposed at the Lucky Leaf casino, a kind of neoplantation that 

employs African workers. Th e Lucky Leaf performs selective gestures to the 

Old South: built on the site of a former plantation, the casino also showcases 

“mindless murals of the old moss-draped trompe l’oeil plantations on the 

walls, while uniformed overseers stood stationed like sentinels at discreet in-

tervals” (Shearer 2005, 183). Here we see how, as Tara McPherson has noted, 

casino capitalism and Southern heritage industries reproduce romantic 

myths of the plantation even as they “repress the memory and legacies of 

slavery” (McPherson 2003, 13).
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However, such memories and legacies cannot be entirely repressed. In 

Th e Celestial Jukebox, their return is triggered by the Lucky Leaf ’s reliance 

on low-wage immigrant workers like Boubacar’s Mauritanian uncles. Th is 

generates disturbing historical resonances: on entering the casino for the 

first time, local white farmer Dean Fondren is struck by how the presence of 

dark-skinned African employees intones the gaudy history of slavery:

Liveried valets from Africa and Arkansas loitered in purple coats with golden 

epaulets under a splendid fringed purple awning. Th e Africans spoke English 

with French accents, murmuring in exaggerated politeness to squinting senior 

citizens debarking from buses that could double as ambulances. Mississippi 

had not seen such tasteless excess since before the Civil War. Everybody knew 

the sad outcome of that. (181)

As Valentino Deng moves through “too many menial jobs” (Eggers 2006, 

13) in metropolitan Atlanta, the job security of Mauritanian men in and 

around the Delta hamlet of Madagascar is even more tenuous. Boubacar’s 

uncles dare not leave work to welcome their nephew to Mississippi: “A 

worker had taken time off  for his wife to give birth, so his uncles had said, 

and found himself replaced that very day by another Mauritanian, some-

one from his same street back in Nouatchkott” (Shearer 2005, 17). Yet these 

African immigrants do exhibit social and economic agency; moreover, they 

do so within unfamiliar transnational frameworks. An African American 

soldier who helps Boubacar at the Memphis airport is bemused to discover 

that this black boy is going south to Mississippi: “See, everybody else all the 

time trying to get the fuck out, and here you go, trying to get the fuck in” (24). 

Even though Boubacar resembles Valentino in his ignorance of the South’s 

history of racial strife, he already knows that “[c]asino money is very good in 

my village” (23) back in Mauritania. As historian James Cobb has pointed 

out, although wages in the South remain “well below the U.S. average . . . in 

the broader global context the South has become a high-wage region” (2005, 

4). Th is may threaten to stymie the influx of foreign corporations looking 

for ever cheaper labor, but it makes Mississippi attractive to immigrants like 

Boubacar and his relatives.
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Boubacar’s new life in Mississippi is transformed once again with the 

arrival of  “the Wastrel, the Sufi master whose father had owned the boy’s 

father’s family” back in Mauritania (Shearer 2005, 113). Th e Wastrel provides 

a running critique of U.S. capitalism. For example, the Wastrel argues that 

native black Southerners who descended from slaves remain subject to the 

false desires generated by commodity fetishism: “Th ey are not free . . . Th ey are 

owned by what they are driven to possess” (371–72). Th is is problematic given 

the Wastrel’s family history of slave ownership, and the old man’s cynicism 

contrasts notably with Valentino’s naïve belief that the black woman who 

stole from him could “possess” the United States. Yet the Wastrel’s comment 

suggests something of the mutual suspicion between some Africans and Afri-

can Americans. When a group of Mauritanian men enquire about jobs at the 

Gibson guitar factory in downtown Memphis, a local black man grumbles, 

“Damn Africans come over here, take all our jobs, work for shit” (368).

Most troubling, though, is the Wastrel’s failure or refusal to recognize 

the agency of minority groups, whether African immigrants or native black 

Southerners. Nor does the Wastrel allow for the relative autonomy of cultural 

forms that are also commodities. As the novel proceeds, music emerges as 

the expressive form that exposes the widening chasm between Boubacar and 

the Wastrel’s worldviews. When Boubacar confesses, “I am liking American 

music, the Johnny Cash, the B. B. King,” the Wastrel declares scathingly, “To 

L’Américain, everything is commodity. Even his misery. His misery is his music. 

He sells shares of it in the stock market. ‘Futures,’ he calls it” (Shearer 2005, 

116–17). Th e Wastrel’s view that “American music” is merely a “commod-

ity” generating artificial desires in duped consumers tallies with his attack 

on the false consciousness of African Americans who remain enslaved by 

capitalism. Oddly enough, the Wastrel also echoes Th eodor Adorno’s Marxist 

argument that popular music is the cultural logic of capitalist “standard-

ization” (1990, 309)—a logic barely hidden beneath the “halo of free choice” 

that characterized “pseudo-individualization” (308). In contrast, Boubacar 

figures popular music as a fluid and hybrid cultural form that both retains 

a relative autonomy from commodification and, circulating as a commod-

ity throughout the Black Atlantic, reiterates the links between African and 

African American cultures:
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Boubacar soon learned where to set his dial on the radio on Sunday nights 

to catch the live broadcasts from the churches in Clarksdale or the DJs spin-

ning gospel tunes. . . . Mississippi church music was a bright, brassy contre-

temps that reminded him a bit of Nigerian highlife sometimes, and soukous 

at others. He listened attentively for the moments when the women in the 

church would clap their hands in complicated contrapuntal rhythms, like the 

Senegalese. (Shearer 2005, 291)

Toward the end of the novel, such scenes of transnational cultural con-

nection seem to be overshadowed as Boubacar and his countrymen experi-

ence immediate repercussions of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. As 

Muslims and immigrants, Mauritanians come under suspicion in Mississippi 

and beyond: “A woman from Nouatchkott who now lived in Kentucky phoned 

to say that her husband had been taken, as had all the Mauritanian men 

there” (Shearer 2005, 412–13). Boubacar travels to Memphis to see the im-

migration judge whom he has been told “to contact if there was trouble” (17). 

But instead, Boubacar walks through the city and into Tower Records, where 

he “could hear African drums. It sounded very much like the Wastrel.  .  .  . It 

was most definitely African drumming, probably Wolof ” (417). In fact, Bou-

bacar is listening to “Sing, Sing, Sing,” a Benny Goodman song featured on 

“a big band compilation”; as a Tower employee explains, “We’re supposed to 

be playing all this old war music” (417) in the wake of the terrorist attacks. 

Both Goodman and Gene Krupa, the drummer on “Sing, Sing, Sing,” were 

white jazzmen; indeed, Boubacar identifies Goodman as “the Jew” (418) who, 

according to the Wastrel, “stole from the blacks, the whites, the classical com-

posers” (374). On the surface, then, the moment seems saturated by aesthetic, 

ethnic, and commercial inauthenticity: the “African drums” are in fact played 

by a Jewish American musician on a commercial recording from an earlier 

age of mechanical reproduction, now recast in the era of late capitalism by 

a multinational music chain as a patriotic, post-9/11 expression of national 

identity. Yet it is a powerful experience for Boubacar, a moment that encap-

sulates his immersion in American music as a creolized cultural form that 

circulates throughout the Black Atlantic. Memphis’s Tower Records store 

becomes Boubacar’s celestial “jukebox of all spirits” (418).
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As the novel ends, Boubacar is on the road again. We witness him play-

ing Mauritanian songs on Beale Street before buying a bus ticket to New 

York—the latest in a long line of dark-skinned musicians to migrate north via 

Memphis, but also an African and Muslim who, in the charged aftermath of 

September 11, is gaining a double-edged, Du Boisian “second sight in[to] this 

American world” (Du Bois 1999, 10). Th e power of What Is the What and Th e 

Celestial Jukebox as narratives of African migration derives partly their ability 

to give us that second sight, too—not least as we reassess the U.S. South’s 

increasingly transnational literature.

`
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 1. In 2007, Texas ranked third among U.S. states with the highest number of new African 

immigrants: 119,116 or 8.6 percent of all new arrivals. Virginia came in fifth, with 79,661 

or 5.6 percent. In the ranking of metropolitan areas, Atlanta–Sandy Springs–Marietta 

comes third in the nation, with 64,567 or 4.5 percent of new African immigrants in 2007 

(Terrazas 2009).
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