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Workshop Abstract 

Race and Space: Challenging the Legacy of Colonialism in Fiction of the 20th and 21st Centuries 

 

This workshop addresses the intimate theoretical entanglements between the notions of race 
and space that continue to inform Western constructions of borders as essentialist dividing lines 
between people(s). In early modernity, the notion of race emerged as a category to substantiate 
the notion of “Other,” “untamed” and even “empty” pre-colonial space in order to legitimate 
territorial appropriation. Race, in this workshop, is very literally understood as a border concept, 
since racialization historically demarks conflict over territorial space and has been 
fundamentally conceptualized as a category to demark an “Other realm.” 

The legacy of this basic, early modern conceptual link between race and space is still prevalent 
in the ways in which “Other” spaces are imagined today, and the theoretical entanglements of 
race and space continue to inform the construction of essentialist difference in identity, 
allegiance, and culture itself. In countries such as the United States, contemporary constructions 
of esp. urban “race geographies” in domestic contexts, or prevailing discourses on failed states 
or terrorist regimes in an international context, are classic cases in point. On the other hand, 
literary fiction of the twentieth and twenty-first century has continuously challenged the basic 
constellations of meaning on which these constructions are based. 

The workshop is divided into two parts. The first part consists of a theoretical discussion of the 
link between race and space to delineate the various theoretical histories of this categorical 
relationship especially in the United States. We will discuss, for instance, writers from early 
modernity such as John Locke and Emer de Vattel, but also more recent relevant developments 
such as turn-of-the-century literature on the spatialization of “culture” in anthropology. 

The second part of the workshop will emphasize literary form as a means of theoretical 
intervention. We will address how literary fictions of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
have reframed the relationship between race and space by aesthetically disabling essentialist 
assumptions about the intertwined “nature” of race and space, and by complicating the very 
logic of appropriation that underlies the categorical link. In this context, the aesthetic strategies 
of authors such as Nurrudin Farah, Ralph Ellison, Moshin Hamid and Flannery O’Connor will 
be discussed. 
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