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Repatriation Case Study: The Back-to-Africa Movement and Liberia "Going Home to a Place 

That Never Was" 

Introduction: The Central Paradox 

The Back-to-Africa Movement, which occurred between the 19th and 20th centuries, 

left a profound mark on history. The primary purpose of this movement was to send formerly 

enslaved Africans in America back to their homeland and provide them with a self-governing 

system. The idea of returning to Africa was rooted in some abolitionists’ desire to have fewer 

black people in the United States (Back to Africa). Furthermore, formerly enslaved Africans 

were manipulated and subjected to racism; even though slavery was abolished in 1865 after 

the Civil War, the idea of repatriation served as the only path to freedom. After this, enslaved 

Africans who returned to their home countries experienced a crucial culture shock upon 

returning, having become accustomed to their American culture. For example, enslaved 

Africans who grew up in America and were integrated into its culture acquired a Christian 

perspective during their stay, becoming accustomed to the American libertarian viewpoint. 

This is why, when they returned to their home countries, their own countries did not feel like 

their own. This manipulation showed them that there was hope in a place where they felt they 

did not belong. This is where the paradox of "Going Home to a Place That Never Was" 

began. The idea of homeland was just an emotional longing, but the situation they faced 

made them strangers in their own country. 
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 Historical Context: The Roots of a Return 

After the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783), the United States was still 

preoccupied with one issue: slavery. Multiple ideas were floating around. Furthermore, while 

these ideas were floating around, most of them were ideas of white Americans. The 

agreed-upon solution to this problem was colonization. Thus, the American Colonization 

Society (ACS), also known as the American Society for Colonizing (Wikipedia contributors) 

the Free People of Color in the United States, emerged in 1816 as a national organization 

dedicated to promoting the manumission of the enslaved and the settlement of free Black 

people in the West (Brenton). The founding of the ACS laid the groundwork for repatriation. 

The concept of abolitionism also emerged during these years. Abolitionism can be termed the 

political movement to end slavery and liberate enslaved individuals around the world 

("Abolitionism"). Although these abolitionists disagreed, they supported the ACS's mission 

and came to the conclusion that repatriation was the only path for a people whom they 

believed could never overcome systemic prejudice in the United States. However, this 

"pivotal" role of African Americans as agents of their own destiny was complex, as their 

responses to colonization were far from monolithic, creating "two alternative Black political 

cultures" of resistance and accommodation in the face of white supremacy. Furthermore, the 

movement must be understood within a broader Atlantic context, where events like the 

Haitian revolution inspired some African Americans, while the United States' "growing 

imperial dominance diverted others from a sense of identity of interests with Africans and 

Afro-Caribbeans". 
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The Repatriation Experience: A Clash of Identities 

        With the founding of Liberia in 1822, the fundamental paradox of this historical 

situation was brought to light. The African Americans repatriated from the Americas to 

Africa were Christians who embraced Western values. Furthermore, those raised in the local 

culture ostracized the repatriated African Americans and viewed them as inferior. This 

rewrote the hierarchy. This dynamic best illustrated the culture shock described in the 

introduction part. Americanization profoundly affected African Americans. The solution to 

this alienation was to alienate the indigenous people from their own lands and build a society 

in which they could feel at home. 

 

Key Outcomes and Lasting Legacy  

        The consequences of this fundamental identity conflict, when examined long-term, were 

tragic. Liberia was governed by a single party for over a century, a party dominated solely by 

American-Liberian views. Furthermore, the legacy of the Back to Africa movement in 

Liberia is extremely ambiguous. A legacy of internal strife was ultimately created by the 

dream of a united return to a common homeland, demonstrating how the pursuit of liberation 

can be tragically jeopardized when it is unable to overcome the oppressive logic it is trying to 

escape. 
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Music and Back to Africa Movement 

         One of the key factors wich enabled the success of the Back-to-Africa movement was 

music. The song “Zion” by Lauryn Hill embodied both the desire to return to Africa, and the 

ensuing cultural conflict, while American folk artists became frontiers of resistance and hope 

in the United States, frequently expressing a deep yearning for Africa, which was seen as a 

“promised land”. All these elements paved the way for the return of Afro-americans to 

Africa. What they left behind was a connection to the world and a Christian identity. For the 

Indigenous people, it felt like an external force. The "identity conflict" created by the 

movement was reinforced by music that had previously served as a symbol of shared 

suffering but now served as a clear indicator of a new social and cultural hierarchy. This 

legacy would later change as the global phenomenon of reggae music effectively revived the 

ideal of political return in the 20th century. To ensure that the dream of "coming home" 

would continue to resonate in music long after the original movement had ended, artists like 

Bob Marley transformed the call to return into a worldwide anthem of Pan-African identity. 
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Visual Images 

 

   Fig.1: Departure of African Americans to Liberia, 1896                    

 

   Fig.2: A French news illustration of the 1906 Atlanta race massacre 
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