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In his famous “Oration delivered before the Phi Beta Kappa Society, at Cambridge, August 31, 

1837” (later published as the essay “The American Scholar”), Ralph Waldo Emerson greeted the 

“Gentlemen” assembled and suggested that “the re-commencement of our literary year” was 

“one of hope, and perhaps, not enough of labor. [. . .] Thus far, our holiday has been simply a 

friendly sign of the survival of the love of letters amongst a people too busy to give to letters any 

more. [ . . .] Perhaps the time is already come, when it ought to be, and will be, something 

else[.]”1 As I greet you at the commencement of the 12th Biennial Conference of the Society of 

Early Americanists, I can assure you (and Mr. Emerson) that celebrating this anniversary—in the 

midst of a still raging pandemic—is one of both hope and (very much so) of labor. “Survival,” in 

these precarious times, is indeed no small feat. Yet I would like to take this opportunity to 

explain why our Virtual 2021 SEA Conference is also much more than that—it is a promise and 

sign that our scholarly society, our field, and our individual work can and should play a 

transformative role in education, research, culture, and perhaps even our public arena.  

I started planning the 2021 conference in the summer of 2019 to take place in Atlanta, scoping 

out traditional locations such as hotels and conference centers. Atlanta offered itself as an 

incredibly tempting location, both as a travel hub and as a focal point of a stunning variety of 

movements for equality and justice in American history and culture. With the gracious support of 

Ben Reiss (chair of Emory English) and Michael Elliott (dean of the Emory College), I worked 

out promising plans for hosting the conference at Emory University. I thank them for their kind 

support and trust that this conference would enrich the Emory campus community as well as the 

SEA. In the spring of 2020, conferences started falling like dominos to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and in the early summer it became clear that continuing to plan an in-person SEA conference 

would be reckless. In moving to an all-virtual conference, we quickly found a partner in the folks 

at ExOrdo in Ireland, who were with super speed adjusting to the new realities and developed a 

new all-virtual conference capability.  

It is easy, at this point, to think of everything—including our conference and our organization as 

vastly diminished. Indeed, it is not my first choice to meet only virtually, though I encourage the 

future leadership of the SEA and other organizations to assess how we can combine the best of 

both in-person and virtual conferencing. I would like to suggest some reasons why this moment 

and this conference can move us forward, enrich us, and make us better: the online format, to 

begin, offers the advantage of affordability and accessibility for many scholars and students who, 

for reasons of cost and geography, would not otherwise be able to join our conference. The SEA 

buttressed access and inclusion by offering membership grants to underrepresented groups and 

free conference registration to any first-time participants, students, and contingent faculty and 

independent scholars. Moreover, our first Common Reading Initiative vastly expands the scope 

of our activities to undergraduate students who studied, with circa 30 of our colleagues, Honorée 

                                                           



 

Fanonne Jeffers’s The Age of Phillis, a brilliant poetic exploration of Phillis Wheatley Peters—

especially of the many lacunae and distortions in our understanding of her life and work. 

Students who studied Jeffers and Wheatley Peters will exhibit and present their work—both 

scholarly and poetic—on our conference platform; they will meet in live book club discussions, 

and they will converse on a colloquy panel with Jeffers after her plenary keynote reading from 

The Age of Phillis. We have even expanded our understanding of who our students are and where 

they learn by including—through the facilitation of our colleague Elizabeth Ferszt—students 

from MDOC (Michigan Department of Corrections), who have studied Wheatley Peters and 

Jeffers while incarcerated. For launching and developing the Common Read, I particularly thank 

our colleagues Cassie Smith, Brigitte Fielder, and Tara Bynum, as well as Michelle Robinson 

Bachelor at Spelman College, who established our collaboration with the Atlanta University 

Center’s HBCUs. Cassie, Brigitte, and Tara have worked tirelessly and contributed their 

immense skill and expertise toward our common endeavor of (to borrow Brigitte’s panel title) 

“conference organizing for change.” Our focus on early African American studies, moreover, 

will flourish at the conference in a dedicated panel stream as well as a keynote address by 

Joycelyn Moody on African American women’s autobiography. 

Our conference will further highlight Native American and Indigenous Studies as well as 

LatinX Studies—both fields with immense significance, promise, and growth in early American 

scholarship. With great panache and endless work, Betty Donohue and Kelly Wisecup have put 

together a dedicated panel series on NAIS as well as a plenary keynote roundtable, “Centering 

the Native South: A Roundtable on Native Pasts and Futures” with Brooke Bauer (Catawba), 

Malinda Maynor Lowery (Lumbee), and Julie L. Reed (Cherokee), who will harness our original 

conference location to discuss the history of Indigenous women in the early Southeast. 

Generously sponsored by Georgia Humanities and the Omohundro Institute, this roundtable will 

be free and open to the public via a Zoom Webinar, thus sharing with a larger public the 

importance of vibrant humanities scholarship. In Latinx Studies, Rodrigo Lazo and Kirsten Silva 

Gruesz organized a dedicated panel, and Rodrigo will give a LatinX Studies keynote entitled 

“Searching for the X: Trans-American Writing, Indigeneities, and LatinX Studies” to round out 

what I believe will be a stellar line-up of plenary keynote experiences.  

We will begin our conference on the afternoon of Wednesday, March 3, with two plenary 

archival workshops: archivists of the Stuart Rose Special Collections and Manuscript Library 

will focus on their marquis early African American collection, especially a little-known Phillis 

Wheatley manuscript notebook and W.E.B. Du Bois’s personally annotated copy of David 

Walker’s Appeal. Then, we will receive an introduction to the Newberry Library collection by 

Lia Markey, director of the Center for Renaissance Studies. We hope that workshops and 

keynotes—along with a myriad of intriguing panels and roundtables across four days—will 

provide shared experiences and intellectual stimulation for everyone at the conference in spite of 

the dreaded “Zoom fatigue” and uncertainty of our historical moment. Please join together from 

March 3-7, 2021 to show that early American studies are not just surviving but thriving! 



 

A few final words of business before the conference: 1) please remember that some things will 

go wrong during this first ever virtual SEA conference; please be kind to each other, and let me 

know if, through your expertise, you know how to fix something! 2) Please check out the virtual 

conference platform at https://event.sea2021.exordo.com/! Remember that participating in the 

virtual conference requires both SEA membership (except for undergrads participating in the 

Common Read) and conference registration. 3) Please make sure to download Webex Events 

(Download Link) so that you can participate in all live events.  

“See” you at SEA 2021!  

 

Patrick M. Erben,  

SEA President (2019-21) and Program Committee Chair 

 

https://event.sea2021.exordo.com/
https://exordo.webex.com/ec3300/eventcenter/support/eventManager.do?siteurl=exordo


 

 





 



Joy Howard and Stacey Dearing, for promoting the conference on social media like the pros 
that they are! And a special thanks to Joy for her constant encouragement and support! 
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