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Transformation in America
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The Link Between Airline Travel and African Diaspora

Airline travel has played a significant role in shaping the social, cultural, and
economic transformations experienced by African Americans in America. As part
of the African diaspora, African Americans have navigated through both literal and
metaphorical barriers to claim their positions in American society. Airline travel
has facilitated the movement of people, ideas, and opportunities, leading to
important social changes.

Migrating to America: Airline Travel as a Means of Connection

The history of African diaspora in America is intertwined with the story of airline
travel. From the Great Migration of the early 20th century, when millions of African
Americans moved from the rural South to the urban North, to the Civil Rights
Movement, when activists traveled across the country to advocate for justice and
equality, airplanes have functioned as vessels of hope and change.

The ability to travel by plane allowed African Americans to escape the harsh
conditions of the Jim Crow era and seek better opportunities in the North. Airline
travel provided a convenient and efficient mechanism for reuniting families torn
apart by slavery and forced migration. The accelerated mobility allowed by air
travel played a crucial role in the social and economic mobility of African
Americans, as they sought to escape racial discrimination and build new lives in
different parts of the country.
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Air Travel as a Catalyst for Social Activism

Airline travel also acted as a catalyst for social activism. During the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, African American leaders traveled by plane to
organize protests, participate in sit-ins, and deliver powerful speeches that
shaped the course of history. The ability to transport activists quickly and
efficiently across the country allowed for the coordination of nationwide
demonstrations and increased visibility for the movement.

Iconic figures like Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, and Malcolm X utilized air
travel to amplify their voices and challenge the systemic racism deeply ingrained
in American society. The awareness created through their travels helped mobilize
support from outside their immediate communities, leading to greater awareness
and eventual reforms.

African American Cultural Exchange and Airline Travel

As African Americans gained more access to airline travel, the exchange of
cultural ideas and experiences also flourished. The ability to connect with their
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ancestral homelands in Africa became more accessible, leading to a reconnection
with African heritage and an exploration of cultural roots.

Additionally, African American artists, musicians, and writers were able to tour
and showcase their talents to broader audiences. Acts like the Jazz
Ambassadors, who traveled across Africa during the Cold War, helped bridge the
cultural gap between African Americans and Africans, fostering a sense of
solidarity and mutual understanding.

Empowerment through Entrepreneurship and Aviation

Airline travel has not only transformed the lives of African Americans in terms of
social and cultural integration but has also empowered them economically. Many
African Americans have recognized opportunities in the airline industry and have
pursued careers as pilots, flight attendants, air traffic controllers, and aviation
professionals.

By entering these sectors, African Americans have not only defied stereotypes
but have also created networks that advance their social and economic standing.
African American-owned airlines, travel agencies, and other related businesses
have emerged, providing valuable services within their communities and
contributing to the overall growth and development of the aviation industry.

Airline travel has been a powerful force for social transformation within the African
American community. It has connected individuals, facilitated social activism,
nurtured cultural exchange, and empowered economic growth. The ability to
travel freely and transcend boundaries has allowed African Americans to
challenge systemic inequalities and claim their place in American society, creating
a more inclusive and diverse nation.



As we continue to reflect on the rich and complex history of airline travel within
the context of the African diaspora, it becomes clear that the journey is far from
over. The ongoing transformations in the airline industry offer new opportunities
for African Americans to make even greater strides in social, economic, and
cultural spheres, ultimately shaping the future of America itself.
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Honorable Mention, 2019 Victor Turner Prize in Ethnographic Writing, given by
the Society for Humanistic Anthropology

Honorable Mention, 2019 Sharon Stephens Prize, given by the American
Ethnological Society

Examines the role that race played in the inception of the airline industry

Empire in the Air is at once a history of aviation, and an examination of how air
travel changed lives along the transatlantic corridor of the African diaspora.
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Focusing on Britain and its Caribbean colonies, Chandra Bhimull reveals how the
black West Indies shaped the development of British Airways.

Bhimull offers a unique analysis of early airline travel, illuminating the links among
empire, aviation and diaspora, and in doing so provides insights into how racially
oppressed people experienced air travel. The emergence of artificial flight
revolutionized the movement of people and power, and Bhimull makes the
connection between airplanes and the other vessels that have helped make and
maintain the African diaspora: the slave ships of the Middle Passage, the tracks
of the Underground Railroad, and Marcus Garvey’s black-owned ocean liner.

As a new technology, airline travel retained the racialist ideas and practices that
were embedded in British imperialism, and these ideas shaped every aspect of
how commercial aviation developed, from how airline routes were set, to who
could travel easily and who could not.

The author concludes with a look at airline travel today, suggesting that racism is
still enmeshed in the banalities of contemporary flight.
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