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Roadmap

1. Set broader 
context of race 
in US agriculture

1. Understand the 
history of the term “Africanized” in the 
United States  

1. Examine some possible solutions in 
language use moving forward 

smithsonianmag.com



Beekeeping within the Context of the 
United States’ Food System

“Racism is built into the DNA of the United States’ food 

system. It began with the genocidal theft of land from First 

Nations people, and continued with the kidnapping of  

[African] ancestors from the shores of West Africa. Under 

the brutality of the whip and the devastation of broken 

families, enslaved Africans cultivated the tobacco and 

cotton that made America wealthy.”

-Leah Penniman, Soul Fire Farm, NY, USA 
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https://www.yesmagazine.org/people-power/4-not-so-easy-ways-to-dismantle-racism-in-the-food-system-20170427Infographics by Lori Panico

Black farmers have been pushed off the 
land by racist policies

US Federal Farm aid programs discriminated against 
black farmers throughout the 20th century

The amount of farmland 
controlled by African 

Americans has consistently 
declined since 1900



In the United States today people of the 
global majority are underrepresented in 
science and engineering fields:

www.nsf.gov/statistics/wmpd/ 

Only 2.5% of US Life Scientists are black



Historic African Heritage figures in 
agricultural science and beekeeping

Photo sources: Library of Congress, Bettmann Archive, Project Gutenberg, Bees in America

Martha Murray Washington, Tuskegee University, Alabama



Apis mellifera is not native to North America

Le Conte & Navajas 2008

Species of Apis

Subspecies of Apis mellifera



How did Apis mellifera get to America?

1622

1956

Le Conte & Navajas 2008

“The bees have generally extended themselves 

into the country, a little in advance of the white 

settlers. The [First Nations people] therefore call 

them the white man's fly” - Thomas Jefferson, 

Notes on the State of Virginia



Characteristics of ”Africanized” Bees
• Improved honey production

• Collect more propolis and pollen

• More adapted to tropical climates, 
thus forage longer hours. 

• Can thrive and produce honey in 
regions not accessible to European 
bees. 

• Higher Varroa tolerance

• Can be more aggressive, however 
display a wide range of behaviors 
(and European bees can also be 
aggressive)

“Frenzy/fear” only in US. 
The term “killer bee” was 
coined in 1965 in the US



“Our first priority is to keep these bees out of the 
country” said Tom Rinderer, “and our next priority is to 
learn how to manage them, if and when they cross our 
borders.  Our long-term goal is to alter these bees 
genetically to reduce undesirable traits.”



“Africanized” honey bees are federally 
classified as “Invasive”; European honey 
bees are not



Why it is problematic to use “Africanized” 
in a historically racist society: 
●Reinforces US-based stereotypes about 

African heritage relating to violence

●Negative bias towards “Africanized” bees -> 
keeps us from seeing benefits such as higher 
Varroa tolerance; prevents genetic diversity

●Beekeeping is less inclusive based on the 
language

So where do we go from here?
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Terry McGlynn is petitioning to change the common 
name of Aphaenogaster araneoides (“Gypsy Ant”)



Potential Replacements

● Equatorial

● Scutellata

● Ideas? 



Some contemporary beekeepers of the 
Global Majority in the US

Island Bee Project
New York, NY

Oxx Beekeeping 
Kissimmee, FL

Zia Queenbees
Taos, NM

Detroit Hives
Detroit MI


