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Brazil, like some countries in Africa, has become a major destination for African American
tourists seeking the cultural roots of the black Atlantic diaspora. Drawing on over a decade of
ethnographic research as well as textual, visual, and archival sources, Patricia de Santana Pinho
investigates African American roots tourism, a complex, poignant kind of travel that provides
profound personal and collective meaning for those searching for black identity and heritage. It
also provides, as Pinho's interviews with Brazilian tour guides, state officials, and Afro-Brazilian
activists reveal, economic and political rewards that support a structured industry.Pinho traces
the origins of roots tourism to the late 1970s, when groups of black intellectuals, artists, and
activists found themselves drawn especially to Bahia, the state that in previous centuries had
absorbed the largest number of enslaved Africans. African Americans have become frequent
travelers across what Pinho calls the "map of Africanness" that connects diasporic communities
and stimulates transnational solidarities while simultaneously exposing the unevenness of the
black diaspora. Roots tourism, Pinho finds, is a fertile site to examine the tensions between
racial and national identities as well as the gendered dimensions of travel, particularly when
women are the major roots-seekers.



Mapping DiasporaPATRICIA DE SANTANA PINHOMapping DiasporaAfrican American Roots
Tourism in BrazilThe University of North Carolina Press Chapel Hill© 2018 The University of
North Carolina PressAll rights reservedSet in Arno by Westchester Publishing
ServicesManufactured in the United States of AmericaThe University of North Carolina Press
has been a member of the Green Press Initiative since 2003.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication DataNames: Pinho, Patricia de Santana, author.Title: Mapping diaspora : African
American roots tourism in Brazil / Patricia de Santana Pinho.Other titles: African American roots
tourism in BrazilDescription: Chapel Hill : University of North Carolina Press, [2018] | Includes
bibliographical references and index.Identifiers: LCCN 2018016247 | 9781469645315 (cloth :
alk. paper) | 9781469645322 (pbk : alk. paper) | 9781469645339 (ebook)Subjects: LCSH:
African diaspora. | Blacks—Brazil. | Tourism—Brazil. | African Americans—Brazil.Classification:
LCC F2659.N4 P55 2018 | DDC 305.896/081—dc23LC record available atCover photograph
used by permission of the United States Virgin Islands Department of Tourism ().An earlier,
shorter version of chapter 2 was published as “ ‘Bahia Is a Closer Africa’: Brazilian Slavery and
Heritage in African American Roots Tourism,” in African Heritage and Memories of Slavery in
Brazil and the South Atlantic World, edited by Ana Lucia Araujo (Amherst, NY: Cambria Press,
2015), 253–84.Para Gilson e Nanda,com quem navego nas águas mornas do
amorContentsAcknowledgmentsAbbreviations in the TextIntroductionCHAPTER ONEThat’s My
Face: African American Reflections on BrazilCHAPTER TWOThe Way We Were: Brazil in the
African American Roots Tourist GazeCHAPTER THREEBlack Gringos in Brazil? Encounters in
Sameness, Difference, Solidarity, and InequalityCHAPTER FOURWe Bring Home the Roots:
African American Women Touring the Diaspora and Bearing the NationCHAPTER FIVEThe
Awakening Giant: The State’s Belated Acknowledgment of Roots
TourismEpilogueNotesBibliographyIndexFigures2.1 Cover of American Legacy: The
Magazine of African-American History & Culture, Winter 2006 822.2 “Where Africa Also
Lives,” featured in American Legacy: The Magazine of African-American History & Culture,
Winter 2006 845.1 Cover of the bilingual tourism brochure “Bahia: The Deepest Expression
of African Culture in Brazil” 1915.2 Page 3 of the bilingual tourism brochure “Bahia: The
Deepest Expression of African Culture in Brazil” 192AcknowledgmentsThis book is the result of
a very long journey, and I am deeply grateful to the many people that supported me along the
way. First and foremost, I am thankful to Gilson for his love, patience, generosity, and unwavering
companheirismo, and to our beloved daughter Fernanda for coloring our lives with her beauty,
dance, astuteness, and a witty sense of humor that always keeps us smiling. Thanks to my
loving parents and eternal teachers, Bernadette e Fernando, whose joviality and ability to adapt
never cease to amaze me, and to my siblings, Fernandinho, Dido e Mari, for their love and
friendship.I am deeply grateful to the many tourists and travel agents who so graciously allowed
me to partake in the intimate moments of their trips, shared so much of their knowledge and
insights, and from whom I learned so much over the years. Among them all, my deepest
gratitude goes to the lovely Marlene Melton for her warmth and trust. Thanks to all the cultural



producers, political activists, tour guides, and tourism professionals who took the time to talk to
me. I offer my profound gratitude to all the people who allowed me to interview them. The
content of our conversations is what constitutes the soul of this book. My research in Bahia was
made possible, above all, by the steadfast support and generosity of Antonio Moraes Ribeiro.
Obrigada, Moraes, for opening so many doors into the past and the present. Thanks also to
Manoel Passos (Manuca) for his friendly support. I am grateful to the Sisters of the Good Death,
without whom Cachoeira simply would not be Cachoeira.Several great colleagues invited me to
present my research in their institutions over the years, and I would like to thank each one of
them: Julio Corbea Calzado, Ana Paula Hofling, Nina Banks, John Burdick, Pedro Meira
Monteiro, Christopher Dunn, Malcolm McNee, Shirley Tate, Lília Tavolaro, Victoria Langland,
Paulina Alberto, Sérgio Costa, and Sean Mitchell.I am also grateful for events that served as
instigating moments of collective critical reflection. Among these gatherings, the panel “Bahia in
the Afro-Atlantic World” in the 2014 conference of the Latin American Studies Association in
Chicago was truly especial. In addition to the intellectual inspiration of Stefania Capone, Ana
Paula Hofling, and Steve Selka, our panel benefited greatly from the generous and thoughtful
feedback of our discussant, Paul C. Johnson. Another stimulating gathering that I am grateful to
have attended was the conference “Roots/Heritage Tourism in Africa and the African Diaspora:
Case Studies for a Comparative Approach,” at Florida International University in 2015. Many
thanks to Jean Muteba Rahier for putting the conference together and inviting me to contribute.
More recently, my participation in the São Paulo Mobilities School, organized by the fabulous
Bianca Freire-Medeiros and Thiago Allis in October 2017, was a wonderful opportunity to meet
and share my work with inspiring colleagues and graduate students who are researching the
various and paradoxical forms of human mobilities, in Brazil and beyond. I am also grateful to
many colleagues at the Universidade Federal do Recôncavo, including Luis Claudio
Nascimento, Ayrson Heráclito, Osmundo Pinho, Suzana Maia, and Xavier Vatin. May the
golpistas never put their dirty hands on this remarkable university!Many thanks to Elaine
Maisner at the University of North Carolina Press for believing in my project, providing me with
the necessary guidance, and cheering me on at each stage of the transformation of my
manuscript into a book. I am happy to have my work published by a press of which I am such a
big fan. Big thanks also to my anonymous reviewers for their enthusiastic support and careful
feedback. Thank you to American Legacy magazine for granting me permission to include some
of their images and text in this book, and to Audrey Peterson for making that happen. And thanks
to the U.S. Virgin Islands Department of Tourism for allowing me to use the photograph from one
of their ads in the cover of this book.I also appreciate the overall opportunity of carrying out this
project. My physical movement back and forth between the United States and Brazil
continuously rocked the emotional pendulum between my Brazilian self and my American
surroundings, providing me with multiple perspectives from where to think and write. I began to
sketch the first, and still faint, traces of this project while I was a postdoc at Yale University and
benefited from the wisdom and warmth of Vron Ware and Paul Gilroy. The sketch gained bolder



lines during my stay at the State University of New York, in Albany, where I had cherished and
like-minded colleagues. Although I do not miss Albany winters one bit, I have fond memories of
my colleagues and graduate students in the Department of Latin American, Caribbean, and U.S.
Latino Studies. A heartfelt thanks to Pedro Cabán for sustaining this special place that allows
faculty and students to flourish, and to our super librarian Jesus Alonso-Regalado for his
constant support. A big shout-out to my dear Lacsies Caitlin Janiszewski, Luis Paredes, Gabe
Sanchez, and Cory Fischer-Hoffman for keeping me on my toes and lovingly teaching me how
to be a better teacher. At SUNY Albany, I was awarded small but very helpful grants from United
University Professions (UUP), a resilient union of which I was very proud to be a member. The
UUP Individual Development Awards supported several of my research trips to Brazil.I could not
have found a better home for my personal and professional aspirations than the Department of
Latin American and Latino Studies at the University of California, Santa Cruz, where I am
surrounded by wonderful, inspiring, and committed colleagues. Many thanks to Fernando Leiva,
Gabriela Arredondo, Sylvanna Falcón, Cat Ramirez, and Alessandra Álvares for all their support,
and to Pat Zavella for reading and commenting on one of my chapters. Having been born and
raised in a southern Atlantic coastal city, I never thought I would find myself living and loving in a
northern Pacific beach town, although, deep in my heart, I always hoped that Iemanjá and Oxum
would bring me back to the shore. And not only that; I get to share this stunning beauty with the
most delightful fellow travelers in the journey of life: Gilson, meu companheiro e melhor amigo,
and Nanda, nosso maior presente.Abbreviations in the TextATAAfrica Travel
AssociationBAHIATURSAEmpresa de Turismo da Bahia/State of Bahia’s tourism
boardCAHTCoordenação do Turismo Étnico Afro/Coordination of African Heritage
TourismEMBRATUREmpresa Brasileira de Turismo/Brazilian Tourism BoardFESTAC 77Second
World Black and African Festival of Arts and CultureINNPDIniciativa Negra por Uma Nova
Política Sobre Drogas/Black Initiative for a New Policy on DrugsMNUMovimento Negro
Unificado contra a Discriminação Racial/Unified Black Movement against Racial
DiscriminationMTURMinistério do Turismo/Ministry of TourismPATEABPrograma de Ação do
Turismo Étnico Afro da Bahia/Program of Action of African Heritage TourismPTPartido dos
Trabalhadores/Workers’ PartySETURSecretaria de Turismo do Estado da Bahia/State of Bahia’s
Secretariat of TourismUNWTOUnited Nations World Tourism OrganizationMapping
DiasporaIntroductionThe first time I encountered a group of African American tourists in Brazil
was in August 1996 when I was attending the Festival of the Sisterhood of the Good Death in the
historic town of Cachoeira. Because of their Afrocentric dress styles and hairdos, my initial
impression was that I was gazing at African visitors. As someone who was born and raised in a
tourist destination, and who had become accustomed to the omnipresence of international
(read, white European) tourists, I was immediately struck by those black tourists who, like us, I
thought, were also from the Global South. Only after talking to some of those tourists on that
evening did I realize, however, that they were not Africans, but black Americans who are
attracted to Bahia’s abundant African culture. And only after interviewing many other African



American tourists over the years did I come to appreciate the diversity of their backgrounds and
trajectories. Very few of them, in fact, dress in Afrocentric fashion and, most important, their
social positions and political leanings vary as well.African Americans from all walks of life tread
the diaspora in search of their heritage. The yearning to experience African culture firsthand and
meet other black communities has motivated women and men, of different age groups, and who
live in several regions of the United States to travel overseas. While West Africa continues to
stand in for the mythical motherland, thus attracting large numbers of African American tourists,
other regions of the black diaspora have also become important destinations for those who seek
out their African roots. Undoubtedly no other country outside the African continent has been as
significant as Brazil for African Americans craving African heritage and aiming to engage with
their diasporic counterparts.The origins of African American roots tourism in Brazil can be traced
back to the late 1970s when groups of black artists, intellectuals, and professionals started
traveling specifically to Bahia in search of the commonalities they understood they shared with
Afro-Brazilians. Brazil became a roots tourism destination at the same time when African
Americans were also traveling to the African continent with the purpose of reconnecting with
their roots. Therefore, it is important to analyze the specific meanings of Brazil for African
American tourists alongside the meanings attributed to the other countries that they visit, within
a framework that I call the “map of Africanness.”1 Although African Americans travel all over the
world, the map of Africanness is meant to account for what the roots tourists interpret as places
that enhance their Afro-referenced identity, thus it refers mainly to countries located in the
African continent and the African diaspora.In their search for cultural roots, African American
tourists have elected Bahia as the major location to visit within Brazil. The tourists spend most of
their time, usually ranging between five and ten days, in the Bahian capital city of Salvador,
where they visit capoeira schools, Candomblé temples, and the headquarters of blocos afro,2
amid a busy schedule that also includes plenty of sightseeing, shopping, and dining.3 The visit
to an organization devoted to the social and economic empowerment of Afro-Brazilians is also
an important part of the itineraries of the roots tourists. A daylong visit to Cachoeira, located
approximately 150 kilometers from Salvador, is usually also included in the program, especially
in the month of August when the Sisterhood of the Good Death carries out their annual festival.
Founded in 1823, the Sisterhood is composed exclusively of older black women, descendants
of slaves, and who are at the same time Catholics and Candomblé practitioners. Like most of the
syncretic Afro-Brazilian celebrations, the Festival of the Good Death mixes sacred ceremonies
with secular rites, including a communal samba-de-roda (a traditional form of dancing samba in
a circle) and a generous Afro-Brazilian feast prepared by the Sisters and offered to all visitors.
The tourism industry’s portrayal of the Sisters as living “samples” of Bahia’s African heritage
contributes to make the festival a major attraction for African American roots tourists. On a more
pragmatic level, the fact that the festival happens in August (to celebrate the ascension of the
Virgin Mary to heaven, that is, her “good death”), has also contributed for the festival’s inclusion
in the itineraries of African American tourists since it coincides with the period of summer



vacations in the United States.The African American search for roots in Brazil confirms
contemporary understandings that diasporas are as much about the decentered, lateral
connections as they are about the teleology of return to an allegedly exclusive center.4 One of
the most important characteristics of African American roots tourism in Brazil is that it
strengthens the connections among diaspora communities that are located beyond the African
homeland. In other words, it is a type of roots tour that is carried out via a diasporic “detour.” A
detour is defined as “a long or roundabout route taken to avoid something or to visit somewhere
along the way,” but it is also “an alternative route when the usual road is temporarily closed.”5
Because many African American tourists have described Bahia as a “more accessible” or
“closer Africa,” touring Bahia can mean taking a shorter route to Africa, or at least to Africanness,
while bypassing the hassles and hurdles that travel to the motherland can entail. The Bahian
detour is thus, simultaneously, a “deviation” because it leads to a “circuitous or indirect route,”
and a “shortcut” that paradoxically expands, instead of limiting, the paths toward Africanness for
blacks in the diaspora.6 This diaspora detour also signals that “diversion,” in the sense of fun
and recreation, may also be found along the way, in contrast to the feelings of pain and sorrow
that frequently mark African American tours to West Africa.Central IssuesThis book examines
African American roots tourism in Brazil in light of three deeply intersected, and equally
important underlying issues. The first issue is the construction and transformation of diasporic
identities through tourism. I am concerned with how national and racial identities mutually
construct and contradict one another, especially in a transnational context where multiple
identity boundaries are called into place. African Americans interact with Afro-Brazilians
simultaneously as coparticipants in the African diaspora and as citizens of the United States.
How does international travel remind African Americans that they are members of a
superpower? How does being abroad trigger their thoughts and feelings about their own
Americanness? How do Afro-Brazilians, in turn, perceive and respond to the presence of African
American visitors? In addition to examining how nation and class affect the construction of
transnational black identities, I also pay close attention to the gendered dimensions of travel,
especially in light of the fact that there are many more women than men carrying out roots
tourism in Brazil. Why do female tourists feel that it is their job to “recover” African heritage so as
to enhance the black identity of their communities in the United States? I am interested in how
individual and collective identities participate in wider, global circuits of power, and how they
inform and are informed by asymmetries of gender, race, class, and nation.The second major
issue examined in this book is transnational black solidarity. I look at roots tourism as a realm of
dialogue and interaction between two black communities that are challenging the boundaries of
nations to emphasize the commonalities of their racial identities. International tourism has often
been described as reviving colonialism when it blurs the line that separates service from
servitude, for example when the black hands of the descendants of enslaved Africans wait on,
clean up after, and provide bodily pleasures for predominantly white European and North
American visitors. But what does it mean when the tourists are themselves the descendants of



slaves and face forms of discrimination in their home country that are similar to those confronted
by their hosts?7 How much does a shared black ancestry challenge the colonialist aspects of
tourist-host relationships, especially when tourism serves as a springboard for projects of racial
solidarity? Aware of their power as U.S. citizens and of the clout of their U.S. dollars, African
American roots tourists in Brazil have actively deployed their national identity as well as their
purchasing power to benefit Afro-Brazilians. The encounters, and disencounters, promoted by
roots tourism allow us to study the intricate ways in which difference and inequality permeate the
attempts at constructing sameness.The third major issue addressed in this book is the
geopolitics of the black diaspora, which is the backdrop against which African Americans and
Afro-Brazilians meet with, and relate to, one another. After all, the transnational dialogue
promoted by roots tourism occurs between two black communities that occupy very different
positions of power, as one is located in the Global South and the other in the Global North. The
novelty of African American roots tourism in Brazil is that, to some extent, it defies the secondary
position occupied by Brazil in the black diaspora, where U.S.-centric conceptions of blackness
have been hegemonic. At the same time, roots tourism entails several kinds of asymmetries,
including the disparity between those who have access to travel and those who do not; the belief
of many African American tourists that they can exchange what they view as their “modernity” for
the “traditions” of the local black communities with whom they interact; and the much greater
access of African Americans to the means through which Africa and the diaspora are
represented. Mapping Diaspora thus examines the extent to which African American roots
tourism in Brazil represents a departure from the paradigm of tourism as a force that deepens
global inequalities, and what challenges it offers to the hierarchies of the black Atlantic
world.Despite tourism’s intimate connections with exploitation and inequality, unilateral
approaches that propose that tourism is evil, or a mere reenactment of colonialism, or just a new
form of imperialism, do not suffice to understand tourism’s complexities.8 This book draws on
more nuanced studies that highlight the agency of the marginalized and oppressed actors that
participate in international tourism.9 These studies contend that, despite tourism’s inherent
asymmetries, there is no single outcome of tourism for all in the world’s peripheries. Conceiving
of tourism as a form of “soft power,” Merrill analyzes the uses of tourism by not only U.S. tourists
and corporations in Latin American countries, but also by their “hosts” in order to counter U.S.
imperialism and negotiate their national identities.10 Working with the concept of the “tourism
encounter,” Babb argues that peripheral nations, and the poorest people within these nations,
also set the terms of engagement in these interactions.11 Little challenges the notion that the
impact of tourism is necessarily negative for indigenous communities, arguing that it can, in
some situations, empower women and transform gender relations in local communities.12 Freire-
Medeiros shows that many residents of Brazilian touristic favelas are favorable to the favela
tours, seizing the enthusiastic gringo gaze as a means to counter the stigmatization of their
neighborhoods.13 Inspired by these studies, this book pays attention to how actors who are
differently positioned within local and global power hierarchies engage international tourism as a



means to strengthen their identities and empower their communities.As one of the engines that
manufacture and structure relationships between centers and peripheries, international tourism
is very important for the analysis of geopolitics.14 Although the notions of “center” and
“periphery” are undergoing significant changes under globalization, they continue to be useful to
understand inequality, especially in a world that is increasingly controlled by neoliberal
capitalism. A location can function simultaneously as a center and as a periphery, depending on
what it is being measured against. As one of the emerging economic powers of the early twenty-
first century, alongside India, China, and South Africa, Brazil operates as a center for
economically weaker countries in Latin America, the African continent, and elsewhere in the so-
called developing world. At the same time, Brazil remains an economic periphery in relation to
stronger economic centers located in the Global North. Most important for the concerns of this
book, Brazil remains peripheral when it comes to the global dissemination of culture and
knowledge.Theoretical Frameworks and ConceptsCultural studies, postcolonial theory, and the
decolonial school of thought similarly establish that although formal colonialism is no longer a
reality in most of the world, power imbalances linger on in economic and ideological spheres.
One of the characteristics of the coloniality of power is that, despite the end of colonialism, its
logic persists within the current social, racial, and political orders.15 This means not only that the
groups that had been ranked as superior, both within and across nations, during colonialism
continue to benefit economically from racial hierarchies; they are also at an advantage from
having established control over language and text. After all, the conquest and colonization of
America were also the conquest and colonization of existing knowledges.16 This was not,
however, a unidirectional process. As argued by Stam and Shohat, the 1492 “encounter”
generated a hybrid intellectual production that was never exclusively European. Indigenous and
black modes of thought triggered epistemological crises among European thinkers and, later on,
significantly shaped the Enlightenment debates. The earth-shattering twentieth-century events
of World War II, the Jewish Holocaust, and Third World decolonization struggles, further
delegitimized the West as the absolute center of knowledge.17I agree with Stam and Shohat
that there are multiple geographies of coloniality, and I share their critique that nation-state
framing is essentially flawed because it overlooks the transnational networks of activism and
intellectual dialogues and the multidirectional traffic of ideas. At the same time, I do not find it
possible to dispense with the concepts of center and periphery. The transnational traffic of ideas
does not happen evenly, but is, instead, for the most part, subjected to geopolitical
discrepancies. Not only are Latin American countries peripheral as a consequence of the
colonial legacy, but also because of the weaker means through which their knowledges currently
circulate, that is, not in English and not benefiting from the dominant channels of distribution of
culture, which remain firmly located in the Global North.There are, nonetheless, other ways of
assessing what transforms a location into a “center.” The study of roots or diaspora tourism
allows for an alternative understanding of what constitutes centers and peripheries. Akin to
Coles and Timothy and Leite, I define roots tourists in light of Cohen’s concept of “existential



tourists,” for whom the centers of their societies of origin are considered to be devoid of deeper
meaning.18 They thus adhere to an elective center to which they perceive themselves to be
deeply connected, whether spiritually or culturally. In some cases, these are traditional centers
to which their forebears were attached in the past but became alienated from. “In this case, the
desire for a visit to such a center derives from a desire to find one’s spiritual roots. This visit
takes on the quality of a home-coming to a historical home.”19 Because diasporas are
intrinsically multicentered configurations, multiple locations can become spiritual and/or cultural
“centers” for roots tourists. This can be seen in the African American search for roots in Brazil,
which should be analyzed alongside their search for roots in the African continent. In that sense,
Bahia is a “center” as much as Elmina, Cape Coast, and Gorée Island.In Mama Africa:
Reinventing Blackness in Bahia, I analyzed the Brazilian state of Bahia as one of the centers of
the black Atlantic.20 In the late colonial period, Bahia’s capital, Salvador, was already a “world
city” in the sense defined by Quijano, that is, as having the capacity to intervene in the global
concentration of power and knowledge production.21 In the present, Bahia’s “aura of
Africanness” has been further expanded due to the reinventions of its Africanisms by a
significant number of black cultural organizations, including blocos afro, Candomblé temples,
and capoeira schools. Bahia’s abundant African culture has attracted an increasing number of
African American tourists who spend most of the time of their visit in Salvador, but whose
itineraries also necessarily include participating in the Festival of the Sisterhood of the Good
Death in the historic town of Cachoeira, in Bahia’s countryside. The contemporary reinventions
of Africa have contributed to solidify Bahia’s reputation as “Africa in the Americas” and, thus, as
a “closer Africa” for African Americans.The mapping of the “spiritual” or “heritage centers” that
are structured and sustained by the tourism industry should not, however, take precedence over
the more conventional world-system map that highlights the core-periphery asymmetries.22
Both maps coexist, and it is important to explore to what extent and in which ways they do and
do not overlap. One of the indications of the overlapping of these maps is that while African
American roots tourists experience places as existential tourists, they are at the same time
recreational ones in that they are also seeking entertainment, pleasure, relaxation, and a bit of
pampering too.23 As Cohen acknowledges, any traveler might experience several modes of
tourism on a single trip.24 The African American tourists that are the topic of this book are not
“off the beaten path.” They patronize, alongside conventional and predominantly white,
international tourists, luxurious hotels and high-end restaurants, and engage in similar practices
of indulgence, waste of natural resources, and conspicuous consumption while abroad.
Diaspora tourism does not necessarily do away with what has been defined in the literature as
the “tourist bubble,” where tourists are shielded from the potential dangers and harassment of
international travel.25 On the contrary, because most diaspora tourists have enough disposable
income to carry out international trips, the tourist bubble is more often than not intrinsic to their
travel experience. Thus, the relatively new “heritage centers” that their desires produce continue
to function, to a great extent, as the same old economic peripheries of the world.In my research I



encountered a diversity of backgrounds that makes it impossible to draw a clear-cut profile of
African American tourists in Brazil. African Americans of different age groups, professions,
religious affiliations, sexual orientations, and political inclinations, not to mention idiosyncrasies
and individual life histories, travel to Brazil, both solo and in the company of others. It would be
erroneous to assert that all African American tourists imagine and represent the country in the
same way or that they have the same motivations to travel. The focus of this book, however, is on
organized tour groups that revolve around cultural heritage. The members of these groups share
many similarities, including: age, as most of them are in their sixties and seventies, and many
are retired; class, since most of them are college-educated, with sufficient disposable income to
undertake international travel; and gender, given that most of the tour groups are composed of
women. Another major similarity that these tourists share is, obviously, race as they travel in
groups formed entirely or almost exclusively of black individuals. Many of the members of these
tour groups are also affiliated with black institutions, such as black churches, black professional
organizations, black businesses, and black cultural groups.Another major commonality shared
by the tourists that I researched is religious affiliation, as most of them are members of
Protestant denominations. However, the extent to which their religion shapes their behavior
varies considerably from one person to another, thus differentiating their individual experiences
in Brazil. Although a very small number of Protestant or Pentecostal tourists refuse to have any
direct interaction with Candomblé because they see this as going against their religious beliefs,
most of the tourists consider this Afro-Brazilian religion to be a very important source of
“preserved Africanness.” In one way or another, Candomblé functions as a central cultural
reference for all the tours, and most of the itineraries include a visit to a temple and sometimes a
meeting with a Candomblé priest or priestess for shell readings. It may not be necessary to point
out that, regardless of one’s choosing to establish greater or lesser engagement with
Candomblé, the influence of this religion is undeniably present in Afro-Bahian food, music,
dance, and arts, and it is thus experienced directly or indirectly by the tourists. It is safe to argue
that those tourists who are more open to engage with Candomblé express significantly greater
satisfaction with the trip as they feel that their goal of experiencing African heritage in Brazil was
fulfilled. It is also important to note that the members of the tour groups that I studied frequently
rubbed shoulders with a more specific kind of roots-seekers: U.S. Yoruba revivalists that worship
Orishas and who visit Brazil with the explicit intention of connecting with the religion of
Candomblé. Because of the specifically religious purpose of their journeys, these groups are
beyond the scope of my research.26Another characteristic that is shared by most of the tourists
I observed was their little to no engagement with sex tourism. Although once in a while I heard
tourists commenting on the sexual attractiveness of specific Brazilian individuals (for example, a
seminaked “typical mulata” that was posing for pictures with tourists in Rio de Janeiro’s
Sambadrome), I never witnessed any romantic or sexual engagement between the members of
the groups that I accompanied and the people they met in Brazil. At the same time, it is clear that
“heritage tourists” may also be or become “sexual tourists.” In some cases, cultural tourists can



morph into “incidental sex tourists,” as Marcelo Ferreira noted in his master’s thesis on African
Americans touring Rio de Janeiro for “cultural purposes.”27 In other cases, the intersections
between sex and African heritage are apparent from the get-go and inform the practice that
Mitchell describes as “sexual pilgrimages” where, for example, African American gay men seek
out black spirituality while nostalgically “tapping into alternative, imagined racialized histories in
the diaspora.”28The African American roots tourists focused on here represent a very specific
kind of tourist not just because they are searching for their heritage but because, in contrast to
other types of tourists, who are usually interested in the exoticism of the “Other,” they crisscross
the Atlantic hoping to find the “same,” represented by their “black brothers and sisters.” In this
sense, African American roots tourism allows for the reconnection of the fragmented
transnational African affiliation. Thus, I prefer to call this phenomenon “roots” or “heritage
tourism” rather than “ethnic tourism,” even though this term could also be applied to describe this
phenomenon.29 Roots tourism is certainly a kind of ethnic tourism because it sets in motion
people who are searching for elements that can be used to construct their ethnic identities.
However, the concept of “ethnic tourism” has been predominantly employed in the literature to
describe the process by which people from core countries travel to peripheral areas of the globe
to observe the “exotic cultures” of the Other, sometimes even aiming to “go native.”30
Conversely, in roots tourism, the primary goal is to find the same, even though this “same” is
usually not quite as similar as many tourists expect. In fact, the frustrations of the roots tourists in
Brazil are important outcomes of their visits, even if they do not significantly disrupt the tourists’
overall satisfaction with the “Africanness” of the people and the “authenticity” of the culture they
encounter.Another reason why I prefer to call this phenomenon roots tourism is because of the
significance of roots in African American popular culture in general and in African American
tourism specifically. Among the most important motivations for African Americans to visit Brazil is
the idea that it is a place where they can have access to their roots, both cultural roots—the
abundant “African traditions” that many African Americans believe they have lost—and familial
roots—represented by the diasporic family that was dispersed by slavery and colonialism.
Because the understanding of family refers here to the larger black diaspora, and not to direct
relatives or ancestors, my use of the concept “roots tourism” is different from what some
researchers define as “genealogy” or “family history tourism,” a type of travel where one
searches for traces of one’s direct ancestors with the purpose of feeding one’s “biographical and
narrative construction of self-identity.”31 Finding this information has become ever more
important in a world that is becoming increasingly globalized and marked by individual and
group mobility.By contrast, my concept of roots tourism is more closely associated to the use
made by Naomi Leite to describe the type of heritage tourism carried out by descendants of the
Iberian medieval Jewish population.32 Employing “roots tourism” and “diaspora tourism”
interchangeably, Leite highlights the commonalities of diverse roots tourism experiences.
Whether the focus is on African Americans looking for their roots in Ghana, Jewish tourists
searching for Medieval Portugal, or Scottish Americans seeking out the birthplace of their



ancestors in the Scottish Highlands, all these disparate experiences have in common “the
interplay of prior knowledge of the destination (what some call ‘diasporic imaginings’), memory,
and physical experience of place in the construction and performance of identities that are
rooted in the past.”33In my view, roots tourism and family history tourism fit under the larger
umbrella of “diaspora tourism,” a concept that also includes other related tourist practices such
as the visits carried out by those who live in the homeland to the places where their original
community members have been scattered (for example, Irish tourists visiting Boston or New
York City to partake in the celebrations of St. Patrick’s day), and the visits of diaspora members
to extended communities beyond the homeland (for example, Chinese Americans visiting
Chinese communities in Canada), a practice that frequently overlaps with VFR (visiting friends
and relatives)-type tourism.34 African American tourists in Brazil share with the latter the fact
that they are searching for their roots not only in the (African) homeland, but also in other sites of
the diaspora.While other trends of tourism, especially ecotourism and sex tourism, have
received substantial attention from scholars, roots tourism has only recently begun to be
analyzed. Likewise, research on African American tourists is still insufficient, even though in the
United States alone tourism carried out by African Americans increased by 16 percent between
2002 and 2004 while the industry itself grew only 1 percent.35 Coles and Timothy argue that
tourism researchers have paid insufficient attention to diaspora experiences of tourism,
frequently overlooking the spaces occupied by diaspora tourists and the production of tourism
for and by diasporic communities: “Tourism contributes to the construction of contemporary
narratives of diasporic heritages which articulate to members of diasporas … who they are and
how they came to be.”36 Defining diaspora tourism as “tourism primarily produced, consumed,
and experienced by diasporic communities,” these authors plead for greater theoretical linkages
between tourism studies and diaspora studies, especially since diasporic identities necessarily
entail roots and routes.37 Undeniably, all forms of tourism necessarily involve routes, but only
some specific types revolve around roots, which is why I conceive of the type of tourism
analyzed in this book as roots tourism. While fitting under the wider umbrella-concept of
diaspora tourism, which in turn fits under the even wider umbrella of heritage tourism—or what
Timothy defines as tourism that revolves around a search for a cultural patrimony that is
embedded in the past38—roots tourism can also share some of the features of dark tourism (or
thanatourism), such as when tourists visit the dungeons where slaves were held in the West
African coast before their forced departure to the Americas.In conceptualizing roots tourism, my
goal is not to establish a taxonomic categorization, but rather to assess the ways in which this
type of tourism converges with and diverges from other types. I agree with Malcolm Crick that we
do not need to develop a field of “tourological studies” nor establish a tourism science where the
literature on tourism would be synthesized into a coherent framework, especially because
tourism does not occur in isolation but is, rather, “an outcome of the intersection of a number of
wider phenomena.”39 Differently from Crick, though, who envisions the continuation of a
multidisciplinary approach to tourism, where different disciplines pursue their own interests and



utilize their own distinctive methodologies, I contend that transdisciplinary approaches can allow
us to more effectively understand the interconnected structures that produce the complexity of
tourism and tourist encounters. My theoretical perspective is, therefore, transdisciplinary in that it
does not conform to the artificial boundaries imposed by disciplinary work. More than following
the interdisciplinary precept of combining fully formed theories and/or methods from different
disciplines, a transdisciplinary approach freely selects and adapts disciplinary elements, such
as theoretical categories, concepts, research methods, and so on, to better study a topic.This
book draws on and seeks to contribute to the transdisciplinary approaches of cultural studies,
postcolonial theory, and the decolonial project as well as the disciplines of anthropology and
sociology. My national origin and academic training in Brazil contribute to locate this book within
the tenets of Latin American cultural studies, a transdisciplinary critical-epistemic field inserted
in a global scenario but historically anchored in Latin American socio-political materiality.40 This
book thus engages, in different degrees, with some of Latin American cultural studies’ major
cognitive constellations: neocolonialism, modernity and postmodernity, identities, and alterities
and ethnicities.41 At the same time, my decade and a half long academic trajectory in the
United States, where I have always been affiliated to interdisciplinary departments, have also
contributed to shape my perspective, especially because it has exposed me to various
transdisciplinary frameworks that equally seek to decolonize knowledge.Since the late 1990s,
scholars have begun to apply the deconstructive frameworks of cultural studies and postcolonial
theory to study international tourism.42 Highlighting the discursive aspect of tourism, these
studies have identified the existence of continuities between the colonial images of the Other
and contemporary tourism representations of postcolonial peoples. These nostalgic images of
the past not only linger on, but they are in fact intrinsic to sustaining the asymmetrical
encounters promoted by the tourism industry. In line with these studies, my work is also
concerned with how tourism discourses, whether textual or visual, inform and are informed by
the representations of peoples and places that become dominant overtime.43Over the last
decade, tourism studies have benefited from the publication of several edited volumes that have
paid close attention to issues of representation, discourse, and power. Most of these books are
multidisciplinary, in that they assemble contributors from a wide array of disciplinary trainings but
who, for the most part, work within the boundaries of their respective disciplines.44 Other
volumes, however, have adopted a more transdisciplinary approach.45 It is clear, in any case,
that cultural studies’ poststructuralist approaches to tourism discourse and identity construction
have become a lot more mainstreamed as they have been increasingly incorporated into
disciplinary frameworks, especially in anthropology and cultural geography.The
ResearchDespite the mainstreaming of its major tenets, cultural studies has frequently been
criticized for not paying much attention to the classical questions of methodology and of being
detached from more systematic forms of research.46 Although a lot of the work carried out
under the banner of cultural studies, especially in its British and U.S. variants, has relied more on
textual approaches than on “direct” forms of data collection, several cultural studies projects



have indeed integrated ethnographic research and other qualitative methods.47 This has been
especially the case in Latin American cultural studies, which has always crossed disciplinary
boundaries and amalgamated heterogeneous types of methodologies.48 Furthermore, given
that the products of ethnography are, themselves, texts, ethnography should not necessarily be
perceived as endowed with greater authority or authenticity than textual methods.49One of the
major goals of my research was to examine the discourses of African American tourists on Brazil
and, in turn, the discourses of the Afro-Brazilian actors with whom the tourists interact. The
research that generated this book thus combined ethnography, a fundamental although not
exclusive method of anthropology, with the poststructuralist analytical tools of cultural studies.
The deconstructionist analysis focused on the textual and visual sources that inform the African
American gaze on Brazil, thus it included the magazines and books that the tourists read, the
films they watch, and the tourism promotional material that they flip through before and while
visiting the country. The value of the ethnography was not only in that it allowed me to access the
opinions of the interviewees as readers and producers of discourse and actors of change. The
“thick descriptions” of the “multiplicity of complex conceptual structures” also made possible the
coupling of signification to other practices, habits, and routines, including what is not spoken and
what is taken for granted.50 The combination of these methods was very instructive for
understanding how meaning is produced and circulated as it allowed me to contrast the textual
sources to the information collected in the ethnography.The ethnographic work was based on
four distinct phases of brief yet in-depth field research (in August 2000, 2004, 2011, and 2012),
coupled with several, much less discrete, moments of ethnographic interactions.51 These
interspersed research phases developed over a twelve-year period, and they were almost
entirely conducted in Brazil, with only a few interviews carried out in the United States. The first
distinct phase of field research was carried out in Bahia in 2000, when I was conducting
research for my PhD dissertation on the meanings of Africa for Afro-Bahian cultural
organizations. While the original goal of my PhD research was to focus exclusively on Afro-
Bahian representations of Africanness, which I referred to as “Bahia’s search for Africa,” I
realized that this same cultural production was simultaneously attracting African American
tourists, a phenomenon that I discussed as “the diaspora’s search for Bahia.”52 Although that
ethnography was originally geared toward a different research project, it serves simultaneously
as the first phase of field research for this book too. The reasons are not only because I include
some of its findings here, but also because it helped me envision and design the subsequent
phases of this book’s ethnography.Because African American tourism had emerged as an
incidental topic in my previous project, it did not receive in Mama Africa the attention that it
deserved. I had no doubt of the topic’s importance and that it warranted further study. This
explains why, in the following phases of my field research (August 2004, 2011, and 2012), I
continued to pursue the same themes that had guided the first phase. Hence, despite the
irregular and intermittent ethnographic work, the consistency of the themes researched allowed
me analyze the transformations as well as what has remained mostly unchanged in the



discourse and practice of African American roots tourists throughout this twelve-year period.
Each of the four distinct phases of field research consisted of a combination of participant
observation and qualitative, semistructured interviews with tourists, tourist guides, U.S.- and
Brazil-based travel agents as well as with the Afro-Brazilian leaders, intellectuals, artists, and
activists with whom the tourists interact during their stay in Brazil. In each of these phases, I also
asked the tourists to fill out a small questionnaire containing six open-ended questions about
their overall experience traveling in Bahia/Brazil, regarding their expectations and their
interaction with the local people, and asking them to compare Bahia/Brazil to other places
visited. This form was not meant to quantify the tourists’ responses, but it intended instead to
capture the major ideas and dominant tropes that permeate their discourses on Brazil. I have
quoted some of the responses to this questionnaire as well as several sections of the interviews
throughout the book.The interviews that I had the opportunity to carry out in between these
distinct phases of field research as well as my participant observation in organizations that work
directly with African American tourists make up what I referred to earlier as “the not so discrete
phases of ethnographic interactions.” In 2009 and 2010 I attended some of the events organized
by the Coordination of African Heritage Tourism (CAHT), an office established in 2008 by the
state government of Bahia to tend to this ever-growing tourism niche.53 I also interviewed
members of Afro-Brazilian organizations that focus on empowering Afro-Brazilian youth, and
which are, for this reason, included in the itineraries of African American tourists.My last round of
field research took place in August 2012 when I accompanied a tour group of fourteen African
Americans during their seven-day stay in Bahia and three-day stay in Rio de Janeiro. As usual,
there were a lot more women than men in the group: twelve women and two men. One of the
men was accompanying his wife and mother-in-law, and the other man did not know anyone in
the group before the trip. I had already established a connection with the group’s leader, who I
will refer to as Sylvia Marie, since 2004, when I accompanied her group throughout their entire
stay in Bahia. That had been Sylvia’s second visit to Brazil, but it was the first time that she was
bringing a group of her own. In 2012 Sylvia was visiting Brazil for the tenth time, and this was
then the ninth tour group that she was bringing to the country. In order to respect their privacy
and protect their anonymity, all of my informants’ names have been replaced with
pseudonyms.In both times that I accompanied Sylvia’s groups, I carried out roughly the same
activities: I participated in all of the group’s city tours as well as the short trips to the town of
Cachoeira and to neighboring beaches, and I interviewed most of the tour members. I spent all
the days of their stay in Bahia with them, sightseeing, chatting, sharing meals, taking pictures,
etc. And although, like most ethnographers, I feared that my presence could be perceived as
intruding, or at best annoying, I was always quite welcomed by the groups that I accompanied.
Not only were most of the tourists warm and gracious with me; many seemed, in fact, eager to
speak about their experience of being in Brazil. They also relied on my “Brazilianness” to ask me
all kinds of questions, ranging from seeking solutions to their practical needs (for example,
“where can I buy hair rollers?”), to profound questionings about Brazil’s social and racial



inequalities. The anxiety toward what they tended to see as the country’s peculiar definitions of
blackness and whiteness was a constant in our conversations. And the question about my own
racial identity also came up every now and then. I found that the most honest way of responding
to that question was to explain that, despite being “mixed,” my light skin allows me to enjoy a lot
more privilege than my darker-skinned fellow citizens. Of course, the meanings of my phenotype
in the United States, combined with my racialization as Latina and, therefore, nonwhite, position
me in a much lower status within the U.S. racial hierarchy.In addition to being a participant-
observer, I played several other roles in the groups that I accompanied: I functioned as an
academic lecturer, a cultural broker, and an unofficial translator, taking on tasks that ranged from
explaining items on a restaurant menu to translating entire talks offered by Afro-Brazilian
activists to the tour groups. As a lecturer, I volunteered my academic expertise to the groups
because I felt it was a way of compensating the tour leader and members for the time that they
so generously offered me. My role as academic lecturer also produced exciting discussions
among us, and it allowed me to further interact intellectually with the tourists.54 Despite
accompanying these groups, however, I cannot say that I was a “full participant” in these
package tours. Due to economic constraints, I did not fly with the tour groups from the United
States, and instead I met with them right after their arrival in Salvador. For the same reason, I
was unable to lodge with them in their upscale hotels, staying instead in the homes of relatives.
Most important, my own identity, both as a researcher and a Brazilian, also prevented me from
being a full participant in these tours.The last phase of my field research was very important for
my project for two major reasons. First, this was the first time that I accompanied a group of
tourists to Rio de Janeiro, which allowed me to substantiate specific arguments that I had made
previously regarding the different meanings of Bahia vis-à-vis Rio for how African Americans
conceive of their African heritage. Second, it confirmed some of the overall arguments regarding
the meanings of Brazil in general that I had developed throughout my several years of
intermittent field research. For example, I heard from most of the tourists on this trip that they
were in Brazil to find their past, and that they were happy to reconnect with their diaspora
brothers and sisters, but they were at the same time disappointed to find so much poverty and
racial inequality. Thus, the idea that Afro-Brazilians “lag behind” African Americans was still
constantly reiterated. It was especially important to be able to confirm the continuity of these
tropes in a new political context where Brazil was undergoing significant progressive
transformations. It seems that the country’s important programs of wealth redistribution and the
wide-scale implementation of racial quotas in university admissions, which have bolstered Afro-
Brazilian social mobility, have not yet impacted the overall African American reflection on Brazil.I
began this introduction by describing the first time I gazed at the tourists who later became the
subjects of this book. My intention is to emphasize that I am aware of the lessons of reflexivity,
and that this book pays attention to the ways in which our gazes are constructed and how they,
in turn, construct the subjects of our analysis. As Clifford explains, by acknowledging our own
presence and its effects in the field, and by bringing this presence into the texts we write, we are



trying to break away from the idea of the omnipresent authorial voice. Instead of attempting to
function as an “objective” or “neutral” voice, in my text I show the dialogues that I had with my
interviewees, including how, at times, we mutually questioned one another’s assumptions.
Having adopted a dialogical mode of discourse, I have included in this book not only the
sections of the interviews that serve to authenticate my arguments, but also the accounts of
those, whether tourists or “locals,” who dissent from the dominant discourses. The contrasting of
different representations and competing discourses is undoubtedly useful in projects that seek
to challenge ethnocentrism, and the inclusion of dialogues in ethnographies have the intent of
showing that the interviewee is a speaking subject, who argues, disagrees, and probes
back.55At the same time, I do not lose sight of the fact that, ultimately, it is the ethnographer who
makes the final decisions regarding which sections of which interviews will survive the many
cuts made in the process of writing. As Clifford aptly explains, however monological, dialogical,
or polyphonic their form, ethnographies are always, necessarily, “hierarchical arrangements of
discourses.”56 It is no longer necessary to explain that ethnographies are systematic and
exclusive, and that ethnographers do not tell the whole truth.57 Like any other author, I cannot
intend to account for the “full picture,” but only for those bits and pieces of information that I had
access to. My research and writing are produced from a specific standpoint, which is shaped by
my own political position and constrained by the practical, and even physical, limitations
imposed onto a project carried out by an individual researcher.In order to analyze the
specificities of roots tourism, it is important to compare it to other forms of tourism, and to focus
on tourists’ subjectivities, that is, on the specific meanings that touring particular destinations
have for individual tourists.58 The semistructured interviews with the tourists provided the
opportunity of capturing these specific meanings, which are, of course, constructed collectively
no matter how idiosyncratic they might appear to be. The collective nature of discourses and the
shared meanings that they simultaneously draw on and further disseminate call for a
combination of research methods. This explains why, in addition to the ethnographic work, my
research is also based on the analysis of visual and textual sources—including documentaries,
feature films, tourism brochures and itineraries, magazine articles, and websites—that reveal the
dominant tropes of African American discourse on Brazil. As argued by Osagie and Buzinde,
“the methodological silences that are often associated with some forms of ethnographic
research can be avoided when scholars examine cultural artifacts, such as plays, films, and
literary texts that are motivated, if not initiated by the colonized themselves.”59 I would add that
this becomes even more interesting when the cultural artifacts are produced by groups that have
been “internally colonized” or marginalized (in this case, African Americans) to represent other
colonized/marginalized groups abroad.My interpretation of tourism discourse is grounded on
critical discourse analysis, which seeks to identify and highlight the power relations and
dynamics that are embedded in representations and in the relationships that they inform. As
explained by Albers and James, critical discourse analysis is not so much a formalized research
method as a series of methodological perspectives. One of its major assumptions is that



symbolization is always produced and used within a specific context and its associated
ideological discourses. Thus, among critical discourse analysis’ major purposes are the
investigation of how representations are produced and which ones become dominant, and the
identification of the multiple and competing discourses and their connections to power
asymmetries.60 In the context of tourism, the articulations between “hosts” and “guests” and the
role of tourism agents should be at the center of critical discourse analysis.In order to detect the
major tropes within a discourse, it is necessary to read different sources side by side and in
relation to one another. Yet the identification of tropes does not mean that all the sources—
whether these are brochures, postcards, itineraries, magazine articles, or the direct interviews
with African American tourists—make up a coherent or seamless totality. Discourses are sets of
beliefs, values, statements, and categories that are generated within particular historical
contexts, and within specific structures of power.61 And, as Mary Renda and others have
pointed out, the focus on discourse should not make us blind to materiality: “The categories of
meaning that constitute discourses give shape and form to human bodies, the physical
environment, and the material resources and tools wielded by human actors.”62 My focus on
discourse and representation does not ignore the embodied experience of traveling, or what
Bruner calls “the sheer materiality of being there,” that is, the physical and emotional sensations
felt while moving from site to site.63 And although I cannot claim to have partaken in the same
sensations felt by the tourists, I acknowledge the interconnectedness between their discourses
and their embodied travel experience.ChaptersBecause of the importance to this work of African
American discourses on Brazil, all of the chapter titles, with the exception of chapter 3, begin
with a phrase uttered by an African American visitor that expresses the meanings of the country
for them. In chapter 1, “That’s My Face: African American Reflections on Brazil,” I contextualize
African American roots tourism in Brazil both time-wise and space-wise, and I do this in light of
the different meanings of the term “reflection.” On the one hand, reflection stands in for careful
thought about a topic, and on the other hand it indicates the likeness that one finds when looking
at a mirror. First, I locate the brief history of African American roots tourism within the longer
trajectory of the meanings of Brazil for African Americans, spanning from the late nineteenth
century—when, inspired by fantastical imaginings of Brazil as a “racial paradise,” groups of
African Americans attempted to migrate there—to the present-day, as the country has become
an important roots tourism destination. This historical contextualization allows me to draw a
profile of the roots tourists and to locate the origin of this practice within the U.S. post–civil rights
era. Second, I compare representations of Brazil with those of other countries frequently visited
by African American roots tourists, placing them within a wider system of meanings that I call the
map of Africanness, a map that is both spatial and temporal. That’s My Face/É Minha Cara is the
title of a documentary by African American filmmaker Thomas Allen Harris that describes how
his personal longing for a homeland overlaps with a wider African American quest for a place
where a black person can feel comfortable and welcomed. Revealingly, Harris shows that it is
Bahia’s seemingly preserved Africanness and its atmosphere of historicity that offer these



qualities.The temporal character of the map of Africanness is explored in further detail in chapter
2, “The Way We Were: Brazil in the African American Roots Tourist Gaze.” Here I analyze how
the particular view of Brazil as a place where African Americans can find their past has been
produced. The title comes from an article published in Essence magazine that describes Bahia
as a place where African Americans can find their cultural roots and that defines Afro-Brazilians
as living in a presumed African American past.64 In this chapter I carry out an “archeology”—in
the Foucauldian sense of an intellectual excavation of discursive formations—of the dominant
African American tourist gaze on Brazil. By contrasting the discourse of the tourists, or the
language they used in the interviews, with narratives found in various textual and audiovisual
sources, such as documentary films, books, newspaper articles, and tourism promotional
materials, I identified three major intersecting tropes that inform and sustain this gaze: the trope
of Bahia as a “closer Africa” for African Americans; the trope of the “happy native,” or the
perception that because Afro-Brazilians supposedly inhabit the African American past, they are
imagined to be essentially more culturally fulfilled than African Americans; and the trope of
“black evolution,” which defines the Africanness of Afro-Brazilians as an earlier stage in the
unidirectional path toward a modern form of blackness, one supposedly already reached by
African Americans. In this view, Afro-Brazilians enjoy abundant African tradition, but have yet to
achieve black modernity, and should therefore look up to African Americans for guidance.The
notion that African Americans should be leaders of the black world has a much longer history
and broader geography, and it is not exclusive to roots tourism discourse. The different iterations
of the idea of U.S. black leadership, however, were not developed in order to create hierarchies
within the African diaspora, but were instead produced in connection to projects of transnational
black solidarity in which more advantaged blacks would take on the role of supporting and
liberating their less privileged counterparts. In chapter 3, “Black Gringos in Brazil?: Encounters
in Sameness, Difference, Solidarity, and Inequality,” I examine how roots tourism has allowed for
the construction of black racial solidarity between African Americans and Afro-Brazilians. African
American tourists have sought to employ their privilege, knowledge, resources, and even the
status of their nationality for the benefit of Afro-Brazilians. In addition to the donations in cash
and goods that they frequently make during their visits to Afro-Brazilian organizations, African
American tourists have also demanded that more Afro-Brazilians benefit from the tourist dollars
that they bring to the country. Afro-Brazilian actors, in general, have responded very positively to
such practices and projects of solidarity, even if they are also critical of, and ready to challenge,
what they view as the tourists’ “Americanness.” Most important, Afro-Brazilian activists have also
set the terms of engagement in these interactions and, rather than being mere beneficiaries,
they have become important agents in these efforts for transnational black solidarity, acting as
coproducers in the processes of diaspora-making.Although both male and female tourists
reiterated the binary concept of a traditional African past versus a modern black future, men
overwhelmingly expressed the idea of a U.S. black leadership of the African diaspora. Indeed,
gender identities further complicate the linear and unidirectional tropes of black evolution. The



intersectionality of gender is examined throughout the book; however, chapter 4, “We Bring
Home the Roots: African American Women Touring the Diaspora and Bearing the Nation,”
focuses more closely on the differences and similarities between the male and female roots
tourists. It is quite striking that the roots tourism industry in Brazil, as well as elsewhere, seems to
be “dominated by women but managed by men.”65 Although the overwhelming majority of the
African American roots tourists are female, most of the tour leaders and travel agents are male.
Contributing to the studies of the gendered dimensions of travel, this chapter analyzes gender
asymmetries not just in terms of ratio, but mostly in regards to discourse since it examines the
ways in which African American male and female tourists differently represent Brazil and Afro-
Brazilians, as well as how they understand their own roles as members of the African diaspora.
Most of the women I interviewed expressed altruistic reasons, besides personal ones, for their
roots trips to Brazil. They consider traveling in search of cultural roots a means of recovering
African heritage, which they deem essential for the perpetuation of black identities in the United
States. I thus argue that there is an expectation that women, at least among a certain
generation, play the role of “cultural bearers,” where they feel responsible for nourishing the
cultural elements of their ethnic group. African American female tourists offered numerous
variations of the phrase “We bring home the roots” when explaining the significance of their
travels to Brazil and to the African continent. Most of the male tourists, on the other hand, tended
to position themselves as well as the United States as occupying a leadership role for the
African diaspora at large.One of the most important aspects analyzed in the studies of diaspora
tourism is the role of local governments in attracting roots tourists. Governments of countries as
different as China, India, Ghana, Benin, Syria, and Lebanon have actively sought to promote
varied forms of roots tourism in order to attract members of their respective diasporas.66 By
contrast, African American roots tourism in Brazil is marked by the almost complete inaction of
the government, at both the state and federal levels. This type of tourism was initiated and
continues to develop largely as the result of tourist demand, and with very little participation on
the part of the state. In chapter 5, “The Awakening Giant: The State’s Belated Acknowledgment
of Roots Tourism,” I look at the response of the Bahian state government to African American
tourism, examining how the inertia that dominated since the late 1970s was recently replaced by
a more proactive, although still inadequate, position. In 2008, the state tourism board,
Bahiatursa, founded the CAHT to cater specifically to the African American roots tourism niche. I
am borrowing the phrase “The awakening giant” from an article published in Ebony magazine in
the late 1990s which discussed the supposedly belated political mobilization of Afro-Brazilians,
and depicted the country as finally “awakening to color and identity after a centuries-long
sleep.”67 More than a mere reflection of the postmodern proliferation of niches produced by
consumer demand, the founding of this office reveals a legitimate, and in fact long overdue,
concern on the part of the state with the need to respond specifically to African American roots
tourists. I analyze this shift in light of the significant, if insufficient, discursive and practical
transformations that occurred in Brazil regarding race and racial equality from 2003 to 2016. This



period was marked by the implementation of affirmative action policies and by the two
consecutive terms of the left-leaning Workers’ Party (PT) in the state government of Bahia and
its three consecutive terms in the presidency of the country.68Mapping Diaspora concludes by
reflecting on the importance of studying tourism, a form of travel sparked by desire and leisure,
in a world where human mobility increasingly takes the shape of forced migration driven by
hunger, war, environmental catastrophes, and foreign invasion. As Sheller contends, all kinds of
human mobilities are, to a smaller or greater extent, unevenly interconnected. Because of its
important geopolitical role, tourism intersects closely with questions of national sovereignty,
territoriality, and security, and “is built upon military legacies, colonial histories, and new forms of
‘securitization’ that have either displaced people in the past or continue to do so today.” This is
painfully materialized, at its worst, when “tourist islands” become places of refugee landing.69In
the Epilogue, I point to two new trends that are developing in the realm of black diaspora travel,
assessing whether they may contribute to either destabilize or further strengthen the importance
of Brazil as a destination for African Americans. The first trend revolves around a recent increase
of African American roots tourism to Cuba, following Barack Obama’s and Raul Castro’s
rapprochement efforts to “thaw” U.S.-Cuban relations. The second type of diaspora travel that
seems to be rising slowly but surely is the one carried out by members of black activist
organizations that fight racist police profiling and brutality, among which is the Black Lives Matter
movement.The importance of studying human mobility goes beyond its economic magnitude,
which should be understood in connection to its equally important qualitative aspects.70
Because it plays such a powerful role in representing places, peoples, and pasts, tourism
constitutes the very world that a region becomes, many times even contributing to the unfolding
of concrete material processes.71 Furthermore, because it may allow agency to be more widely
distributed, tourism has also increasingly become a means for oppressed communities to
reinvent themselves and construct projects of solidarity across national boundaries. The study of
international tourism can therefore pave the way for the understanding of how racial minorities
and historically subordinated groups have challenged dominant structures of power.CHAPTER
ONEThat’s My FaceAfrican American Reflections on BrazilPeople don’t realize that the largest
number of people of African descent are here in Brazil. And I think that word needs to get around
because it strengthens our own self-images. We are everywhere, and, hey, more of us are in
Brazil than anywhere, even in America or the Caribbean, and that should have some
strengthening power.—Sylvia Marie, African American tourism agent, Salvador, August
2012“Tem certeza que tu é gringo?” (Are you sure you are a gringo?) asks a sweet, childish
voice while the camera zooms in on the smiley faces of little black kids standing on a sunny
beach. This is how African American filmmaker Thomas Allen Harris portrays the Afro-Brazilian
response to his presence in Bahia, during his visit in 1996. His dark complexion appears to
establish an immediate connection with the black people he encounters way south of the U.S.
border. Fittingly titled That’s My Face/É Minha Cara, Harris’s documentary demonstrates how his
personal longing for a black homeland overlaps with a collective desire for a place where African



Americans can feel accepted and see themselves reflected. At the end of the film, the viewer is
brought back to that opening scene, only this time the children no longer question Harris’s
foreignness, asserting instead his belongingness to Bahia by emphasizing their mutual
resemblance: “Ele parece que é baiano!” (He looks like he’s baiano!) “Ele parece comigo!” (He
looks like me!).The construction of Brazil as a potential home place for African Americans can
be traced back to the late nineteenth century when, inspired by the myth of the Brazilian “racial
paradise,” several U.S. blacks attempted to migrate to the country. Although the idea of
permanent relocation has since been replaced with short-term visitation, Brazil continues to hold
a special place within African American representations of the African diaspora. In this chapter, I
contextualize African American roots tourism in Brazil both time-wise and space-wise. First, I
locate the brief trajectory of this type of tourism within the longer history of the shifting meanings
of Brazil in the African American imaginary. This historical contextualization then allows me to
draw a profile of the roots tourists. Because African American roots tourism in Brazil emerged in
the aftermath of the civil rights movement, most roots tourists belong to roughly the same
generation and share many of the ideas and ideals of this period. Second, I situate Brazil within
what I have called the map of Africanness, or the group of countries visited by roots tourists with
the goal of enhancing their cultural identities.1 I further expand this concept not only by
examining the meanings of a greater number of countries contained in the map, but also by
explaining the map of Africanness’ temporal character.Whether analyzing African American
roots tourism in Brazil through the lens of time or space, or the intersection of both, I examine
African American representations of Brazil in light of the multiple meanings of the term
“reflection,” which includes the careful thought about a topic as well as the resemblance that one
finds when looking at a mirror. In roots tourism discourse, the Brazilian mirror reflects the African
American face, but in an inverted way: it shows what African Americans and Afro-Brazilians
supposedly possess and lack, and that which they could find in one another if absolute
sameness were ever to be attained.Brazil in the African American ImaginaryBlack communities
in the Americas have frequently imagined one another. The curiosity surrounding how other
descendants of enslaved Africans made a life for themselves motivated many members of these
communities to seek each other out. Wondering then led to wandering, as in the famous words
of Langston Hughes.2 Since the mid-nineteenth century, and favored by the geopolitical position
of the United States, African Americans have been able to carry out the majority of these
journeys among the “lateral points” of the diaspora. Allowing them to contrast their own life to
that of their diasporic counterparts, these trips often resulted in a good amount of not just
comparison but also idealization.The African American idealization of potential homelands
located elsewhere certainly shifted from one historical period to the next as, to a great extent, it
reflected what was deemed lacking in the lives of black people in the different conjunctures of
the United States. At the same time, it was by traveling abroad that many African Americans
became aware of their status as U.S. citizens, which, although not fully realized at home,
certainly brought them prestige in foreign lands. In an article published in 1920, for instance,



African American physician L. H. Stinton, who had visited Brazil with a group of sixteen African
Americans to explore the possibilities of relocation to the country, enthusiastically commented
that they were perceived locally as “American from the North” and not once were they referred to
as “black.” He stated that Brazil would be an ideal place for U.S. blacks to migrate to because, in
addition to being a land of opportunities, the Brazilian elite desired their presence: “They look
upon the North American Negro as being far advanced in civilization and intelligence; hence
they believe that his citizenship would be an asset to their country.”3Guridy analyzes how a
similar process took place in the Caribbean. Interested in seeing how black people lived in other
nations, African Americans, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, traveled to Cuba
and Haiti where, due to the U.S. imperial order, passports were not required from U.S. citizens.
Challenging the dominant idea that Cuba, during the 1940s and 1950s, was exclusively a
playground for white Americans, Guridy examines the then budding tourism of African
Americans to the island. Although they shared with white Americans some of the reasons that
made Cuba an attractive destination, such as the weather, the beaches, and the exotic culture,
they also had very specific motivations, which included the desire to visit their “own people”
abroad, to be in a place where they could escape racial segregation, to see Cuban Negroes in
high positions of power, and to partake in the African cultural survivals. “The black excursions of
the mid-twentieth century made tourism an inextricable part of diaspora-making long before the
emergence of contemporary forms of ‘heritage tourism.’ ”4 Also looking at the 1940s, Gill
explains that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), under
the leadership of Walter White, invested in increasing tourism and economic investment in Haiti.
Although White’s goal was to increase overall American tourism in Haiti, African Americans were
among his greatest sphere of influence, and they were therefore the majority of these
tourists.5Reports written by African American travelers to Brazil during that same time period
reveal that they were motivated to visit the country for very similar reasons, including the desire
to see how black people lived and were treated by the dominant sectors of their respective
society. One of the reasons why both Brazil and Cuba then became known as versions of a
racial paradise for African American travelers is due in part to how they, informed by the U.S. one-
drop rule, mistook mulattoes, several of whom were occupying high social and political
positions, for blacks. Their standing as foreigners, when not jarred by incidents of racism, further
contributed to the inaccurate notion that these countries were a paradise for black people. The
search for African cultural survivals, on the other hand, only began to feature as a motivation for
African American travel to Brazil a few decades later. Up until the 1950s, the interest in Afro-
Brazilian culture had been mostly restricted to academic circles.6 In any case, the
representations made by African Americans of the different countries where black people live
have varied across time, and these representations have been, to a great extent, reflections of
how African Americans have perceived their own troubled belongingness to the United
States.These shifting depictions were aptly captured in the important book African-American
Reflections on Brazil’s Racial Paradise, David Hellwig’s compilation of the writings of several



African American intellectuals, writers, activists, and journalists about their impressions of Brazil
throughout the better part of the twentieth century. Because all of these fascinating articles
engage, in one way or another, with the myth of Brazil as a “racial paradise,” Hellwig sorted them
out into three distinct phases: The Myth Affirmed (1900–1940); The Myth Debated (1940–1965);
and The Myth Rejected (1965–). Although the goal of the book was more to assemble than to
analyze these writings, Hellwig provides short yet invaluable commentaries in the book’s overall
introduction as well as in the brief presentation to each of the book’s three sections. In the
general introduction, he explains that the absence of legal segregation in Brazil, contrasted to
the Jim Crow laws in the United States, contributed to make Brazil appealing to African
Americans. During the first four decades of the twentieth century, Brazil was predominantly
portrayed as a working model of race relations and a land of opportunity for qualified black
Americans since it supposedly had no color line. Some African American leaders even referred
to Afro-Brazilian forms of mobilization, such as that of the Frente Negra Brasileira, as possible
models for blacks in the United States.7The myth of the Brazilian racial paradise furthered an
already existing emigrationist sentiment among African Americans, which had led many to seek
homelands in the African continent or in areas of Latin America and the Caribbean.8 In many of
these cases, the role played by state governments in promoting immigration strengthened the
desire among many African Americans to flee racism in the United States and enjoy economic
opportunities elsewhere. The emigration of black Americans to Liberia in the nineteenth century
is the most quintessential example of these combined processes.9 During the unification of
Haiti, a group of black Americans from the Mother Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in
Philadelphia, accepting the invitation of the Haitian president Jean Pierre Boyer to relocate to
the country, settled in Samaná Bay, in the eastern coast of the island of Hispaniola in
1824.10The desire among many African Americans to migrate to Brazil in the early twentieth
century was stimulated by advertisements posted by the Brazilian government in U.S.
newspapers. Such representations of Brazil as a land of opportunity, devoid of a color line, were
quickly disseminated in announcements produced by African American entrepreneurs and
placed in African American newspapers. Unbeknownst to these African American leaders was
the fact that, despite Brazil’s eagerness to attract immigrants, it was white people who the
country wanted to import, in tandem with the then dominant notion of white superiority put
forward by scientific racism.11 However, the Brazilian government was not explicit about its
decision to prohibit individuals of the “black race” from entering the country, and preferred
instead to promote an image of a racially harmonious Brazil.12 Thus, despite the difficulty in
obtaining visas, the myth of the racial Eldorado was so widespread that many African Americans
still attempted to relocate to Brazil. In fact, at least for a while, African Americans desiring to
settle in Brazil did not realize that the visa denials were the result of Brazil’s racist immigration
policies, and some even blamed the racism existing in the United States as the reason for such
impediment.In the following years, several African Americans started to legally challenge the
visa denials, gradually calling into question the then dominant image of Brazil as racially



harmonious. Throughout the 1940s and into the following two decades, African Americans
began to reassess the myth of the Brazilian racial paradise. Their writings during this time echo
their doubts about whether Brazil would be a better place for blacks than the United States. This
is what Hellwig refers to as the second phase, when the myth of the racial paradise was
debated. After World War II, African American reflections on Brazil became increasingly
influenced by the emerging civil rights movement in the United States, which undermined Jim
Crow and fostered racial consciousness among U.S. blacks. A short article published in the very
first issue of Ebony magazine in 1945, titled “The Truth about Brazil,” conveys the perplexity and
uncertainty of African American writers concerning Brazilian race relations during this time.
While stating that there is no color line in Brazil and that social inequality is the result of class
difference and not due to color prejudice, the article criticizes the fact that blacks made up the
majority of the Brazilian poor. Furthermore, it argued that poor Brazilian Negroes would gladly
prefer the discrimination of America “plus good U.S. food,” instead of living with no color line but
in such dire poverty.13
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