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Hiraku Abe

I had the opportunity to participate in the American Studies Association Annual
Meeting held in Puerto Rico, where I presented my research on student activism, religion,
and the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi. This experience was both intellectually
rewarding and personally meaningful, as it allowed me to receive valuable feedback on my
work, engage with fellow scholars, and deepen my understanding of Puerto Rico’s culture
and history.

My paper examined the origins and development of the Kneel-in Movement in
Jackson, Mississippi, during the early 1960s. I focused on how interracial student activism in
the 1950s—particularly at Tougaloo College and Millsaps College—Iaid the groundwork for
later direct-action campaigns that challenged racial segregation in white Protestant churches.
Rather than viewing the Kneel-ins as a sudden development of the 1960s, I argued that they
emerged from earlier interracial dialogues, student-led organizations, and informal networks
that brought together Black and white students and faculty to discuss race, religion, and social
justice. These interactions, I suggested, shaped race relations in Jackson and contributed to
deep divisions within white Protestant churches, many of which ultimately resisted
integration.

In addition, my presentation explored why these interracial efforts eventually stalled.
Despite growing racial awareness and early momentum, the student movement struggled to
form a lasting biracial or multiracial coalition. By analyzing the decline of these efforts, the
paper highlighted the powerful forces of segregationist opposition, institutional resistance
within churches, and the limits of liberal interracial dialogue in the Deep South. Through this

analysis, I aimed to contribute to the expanding scholarship on religion and civil rights by



emphasizing the importance of student activism in the decade preceding the major
movements of the 1960s.

I was very pleased to receive thoughtful and constructive feedback from conference
participants. Several scholars offered helpful suggestions regarding sources and framing,
particularly concerning how this case might be situated within broader studies of religion and
civil rights in the South. Their comments helped me identify new directions for revising and
strengthening the paper, and I was encouraged by the positive response to my argument and
methodology.

The conference also provided valuable opportunities to connect with other scholars.
Through panel discussions, informal conversations, and social events, I was able to exchange
ideas with researchers from diverse fields and career stages. These interactions not only
expanded my academic network but also helped me reflect more broadly on how my research
fits into ongoing debates within the field.

Beyond the academic experience, I stayed in Puerto Rico a bit longer after the
conference, which allowed me to explore the island’s rich culture and history more deeply. I
visited landmarks in Old San Juan and spent time in El Yunque National Forest, experiencing
both historical sites and natural beauty. The combination of academic exchange and cultural
exploration made this conference particularly memorable.

Overall, participating in this conference was a highly valuable experience. It
strengthened my research through feedback, broadened my scholarly connections, and
offered meaningful cultural insights. I am grateful for the opportunity to present my work and

look forward to incorporating what I learned into future research.



ASA Attendance Report
Kei Kato
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| attended the 2025 annual meeting of the American Studies Association
(ASA), held in San Juan, Puerto Rico, from November 20t to 22", It was my second
time attending an ASA meeting, and it was definitely as intellectually enriching as my
first time last year in Baltimore.

Aligning with this year’s theme, “the Late-Stage American Empire?,” many
panels addressed different aspects of U.S. imperialism and colonialism in the past,
present, and future. What | personally found fascinating was that ASA extends beyond
the US, welcoming critical conversations about imperialism and colonialism, resistance
to them, and socio-ecological alternative ways of being. ASA has become a hub of
many different radical, alternative thoughts and praxis.

| presented my paper at the JAAS-ASA co-sponsored session Postwar Racial
Liberalism from Mississippi to Okinawa, where we explored the historical and present
stages of US imperialism in the US South, Okinawa, and ocean spaces. My paper
explored how imperial practices with ocean spaces shape the nexus of colonial
capitalism and climate change, and argued how critical theorization of climate
colonialism might benefit from centering oceans. Exchanging ideas and thoughts with
the other three presenters, Dr. Julie Sze, who offered insightful comments to the panel,
and the audience at the session and beyond, was very stimulating, inspiring, and

thought-provoking.



| attended a wide range of sessions, yet primarily on environmental
humanities. One of my favorite sessions was the one on water and water spaces. The
presenters addressed a wide range of ways of societal interaction with waters and
bodies of water, drawing on historical archives, memoirs, films, and creative writings.
They further discussed how we can imagine alternative futures that are not colonial,
imperial, Eurocentric, or capitalist. | also enjoyed a session focused on queer and trans
ecologies and another that attempted to overcome the land-water dichotomy.

| thank ASA-JAAS for awarding me this travel grant. My learning at the meeting
would have been real without it. | am incredibly grateful to everyone involved in

organizing the logistics behind this opportunity. Thank you.
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