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Preface

They perceived arts in general to be a crack in racism.

— WILLIAM A. SHACK, HARLEM IN MONTMARTRE

The location of my anthropological imagination began in Oakland,
California, where I spent my childhood in the peculiar mix of social
exclusion, racism, and normal life that the city offered. One must
acknowledge one’s arrivals and departures, setting in this manner the
basic structure of the trope of the voyage; for me it was a particular tra-
jectory of black working-class life in Oakland, California, from which a
life in the world of the mind was as likely as a walk on the moon.
Diaspora figured in my life from its very beginnings: I am the sec-
ond son of parents from Louisiana who, along with other relatives, lived
in a kind of suspended South in northern California. They never spoke
much about their encounters with Southern racism to their children of
the North, fearing that their experiences might teach us to hate; after
all these years I still find this extraordinary. Every now and then a story
would emerge through an aunt or uncle, but never from my parents. It
is a quintessential experience of diaspora that the experiences of one
generation may seem unimaginable to another. It is the kernel of lived
experience and the history of complicated identities through time that
draw us back to widening circles of displacement as black people in the
Western world. Every circle eventually leads to considerations of the
African side of the hyphen. Navigating diaspora is an integral part of my
experience, and even if I trace my family back to Louisiana and to the
Native American, African, and European roots I might find there, or to
a French-speaking island in the Caribbean where some of my relatives
are said to have originated in another black diaspora, or again to Africa,
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the mystic source of all these wonderings, an element of mystery still
remains, along with an uneasy cynicism that such will hold real meaning
for me in the end. As James T. Campbell demonstrates in his book Mid-
dle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa, 1787-2005, African
Americans returning to Africa, an imagined place of origin, have con-
fronted the rich navigable waters of subjectivity in this distant home-
land only to discover that little is revealed that will quell their sense of
longing, while a great many questions arise that complicate the notion
of belonging to this at times strange land (Campbell 2006). As a scholar
I have devoted much of my life to making sense of the dislocation of
others, but I am still trying to come to terms with my own location in
diaspora. Like others I am navigating this experience. The nautical meta-
phor is not fortuitous, it is existential.

In his haunting book Black Gold of the Sun: Searching for Home in
Africa and Beyond (2005) Ekow Eshun stands before the “Door of No
Return” in Ghana, one of the many archways through which Africans
pass on their way across the Atlantic Ocean, and acknowledges that this
gateway had enacted a transformation of unfathomable power in one
part of humanity: “I stood beside it and ran my hands along the stone-
work. I stepped through it as slaves had done, to the shoreline and the
waves. As I did, it came to me that, in the wake of slavery, all of us black
people born in the West are exiles” (Eshun 2005, 110). Indeed, this dis-
tant Door of No Return confronts each of us with our own experience
as exiles in the African diaspora in different ways. Certainly the peculiar
fate of the black subject in the West inaugurates an ongoing, seemingly
perpetuous struggle with social and political belonging on the other side
of that door for the member of the black diaspora.

During the late 1980s I was conducting exploratory research in Turin,
Italy. In the heat of the summer sun one morning I set out across the his-
toric heart of the city, across the river Po and up into the hills to meet
with Italian historian Giovanni Levi. Anthropologist Vanessa Maher
arranged my introduction. Giovanni Levi was best known for his work
in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century microhistory, most recently the
history of young people. I was about to enter my own layer of migration
as Levi ushered me into the lovely house that had once belonged to his
uncle, Primo Levi. We spoke of sports, the rising anti-immigrant senti-
ment targeting blacks and Muslims, and the resurgence of anti-Semitism
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in Italy. Levi’ insights on the importance of sport, anti-immigrant senti-
ment, and religious intolerance in this period turned out to be one of the
first acknowledgments of the early formation of what was to become a
new right-wing movement among the youth, resulting some years later
in the founding of future-premier Berlusconi’s “Forza Italia” political
movement. It was a beautiful time of day and the sun filtered through
the typically long Italian windows, cascading into the room and over the
bare wood floors; all was quiet in the quarter, as the sounds that were
about to pour out of the city below had not yet begun to reveal them-
selves. The great warmth and openness of Levi was very winning; I was
concerned that I might be imposing, for he was so generous with his
time and so well informed on developments in the country that I might
have talked for hours. His uncle was known to be generous with students
and others who were struggling to grapple with contemporary events—
indeed, he had been a kind of exemplary activist for human rights and
tolerance, even volunteering in local schools. Primo Levi was a beacon
of light for those who did not or could not fathom the most alarming
threat to humanity lurking just below the surface. Before many other
voices related the memory of the Holocaust in Europe, Levi taught new
generations of its horrors but also (and perhaps this is the great power
of his writing) its message of hope. Only twice that day did our talk
turn briefly to Primo Levi, but the memory of the writer, scientist, and
humanist filled the room as surely as did the morning light.

In 1945 when Primo Levi returned to Turin from his internment in
Auschwitz, the full scope of Hitler’s genocide and the new vocabulary
of horror it introduced to the world was not yet widely known; it would
take years before the true account was fully acknowledged. His expe-
rience speaks to us in part because every generation awakens too late
to a human tragedy that might have been avoided. For our generation
Darfur, the Congo, and certainly Rwanda ring in our ears. Immediately
after his return Levi would recount his story to anyone who would lis-
ten, beginning with those closest to him. He also found himself telling
his experiences to strangers on trains (Thompson 2002). He was strug-
gling to make a world he had known visible to others, being true to those
who could no longer speak for themselves. While the landscape still bore
the open wounds of the war, Levi (like other exiles) became a story-
teller-witness. As events would have it, his writings were among the first
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accounts of the Holocaust to be widely circulated in Italy and Germany,
introducing new generations to the horrors of the war years and awaken-
ing the living memory of others. Born of a generation steeped in classical
literature, his account was shaped partly by the tutorials of his youth.

Contemporary poet Morri Creech in his collection Field Knowledge
(2006) imagines Primo Levi in his home in Turin rereading the Divine
Comedy of Dante. The poem “The Canto of Ulysses” was published in
The New Republic some years ago, and Creech envisions Levi, book in
hand in an easy chair, “nodding above the page where Ulysses/tells how
his second journey ends” (Creech 2006, 22).! For Ulysses and for us all,
life is a journey. “Drowsing, head propped above the eighth circle, he
feels the present shifting like a keel”: the metaphors of the “ship” on a
voyage and of the Pilgrim or the author on an implied spiritual journey
of the soul mark the poet’s tribute as they shape a thematic in the work
of Dante (21). In the tradition of nautical writing, the journey becomes a
kind of metatext as the discourse of a ship was its route or itinerary and
the pathway or narrative created by the writer for the reader is a route or
journey of a different nature (Blackmore 2001, 29). I employ these dif-
ferent readings of passage in my understanding of navigating diaspora
as both the individual experience and the representation of the collective
experience of diaspora.

In Navigating the African Diaspora 1 explore the rich modalities of
the journey in my own experiences as a scholar and in the collective
experience of the African diaspora. Drawing on the work of postcolonial
theorist Frantz Fanon, I interrogate the idea of visibility and invisibility,
metaphors that David Theo Goldberg notes “pervade Fanon’s body of
work” (2000, 179).

In each chapter I take up aspects of the impact of invisibility on the
lives of various categories of person, migrants, colonial soldiers, estab-
lished Europeans, and newcomers. In chapter 1 I explore the meanings
of invisibility for subjects caught in the power play of history. Chapter 2
discusses afrocentrism, race, and the making of an anthropological sensi-
bility through my own experiences, training, and fieldwork. In chapter 3
I review stereotypes and other distinctions in the making of the contem-
porary crisis in Darfur, Sudan. I further analyze the photographic turn
in the representation of Other cultures in chapter 4, where I examine the
role of race in the Western photographic imaginary. I consider the play
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of diasporic nostalgia and political longings for the future in chapter 5 by
viewing the experiences and contributions of colonial soldiers through
the work of a former Senegalese president, the late Léopold Sédar
Senghor and in chapters 6 and 7 by studying the late Senegalese film-
maker Ousmane Sembene. Finally, the conclusion looks at our passion
for exclusion in contemporary society through the experiences of people
in diaspora who inhabit new and diverse subjectivities, making them-
selves known in creative ways against a conceptual constellation that
often has no place for them (so-called Fortress Europe) or ability (or
expansive cultural ideology) to consider them as equals sharing the same
time and space. Throughout the book we consider an African diaspora
in motion, at times driven off course only to return to it transformed,
with renewed strength and vision for the journey ahead.
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INTRODUCTION

The Anthropology of Invisibility

No matter where on the current spectrum . . . anthropologists
locate themselves, they have to find the “out there” by entering
the land of anthropological “dreaming,” the field.

—BERNARD COHN, HISTORY AND ANTHROPOLOGY:
THE STATE OF PLAY

Journeys are an active engagement with the world, and are at the very least
transformative and irreversible. Journeys have a sense of agency that we
must keep alive through our explorations. Let me paraphrase the begin-
ning of an old tale. It is a song of diaspora and concerns the people of
the African diaspora and the twists and turns that have time and again
driven people off course, transformed by the struggle to regain their way
and dignity, with renewed strength and vision for the journey ahead.
I invoke the spirit of the Odyssey because it is deeply rooted in the anthro-
pological imagination—the structure of our ethnographic encounters so
closely follows the notion of the journey that our discourse is marked by
the journey’s sequence. My work is also influenced by my location in West-
ern Europe on the rim of the Mediterranean, the porous host to the com-
ings and goings of people from every corner of the world. I use the idea of
navigation to focus on the agency and courage of those who must find their
way in the aftermath of displacement. Some journeys are never completed,
while others lead to unexpected destinations and leave their trace in the
experiences of the traveler. I consider the nature and meaning of contem-
porary black subjectivity and presence through the notion of “invisibility.
The availability of invisibility often operates in tandem with ambiguous
state practice or inaction, and there is a tendency to blame the individual
migrant who clings to a makeshift boat and not the system of illicit labor
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regimes, rigid immigration policies, and failed economic conditions that
make such a voyage seem one of the only viable options for survival.

In contemporary Europe, immigration commands center stage as
traditional notions of national and cultural belonging are challenged by
the reconfiguration of notions of sovereignty, territory, and community
in the making of the European Union. The notion of the coming of this
postnational world raises illuminating dilemmas concerning European
relations with others, especially postcolonial Africa (Carnegie 2002;
Williams 1991a; Malkki 1995).! In the context of anxiety over the forms
of belonging for members of the African diaspora, as race, gender, and
historical legacy render blackness a marker of outsider status, it becomes
increasingly difficult to navigate the waters of belonging.

On a very hot Turin summer evening in 2006, just minutes from the
site of one the many Olympic villages (now a kind of tourist beacon)
on the outskirts of the city, my friend Babacar—who has traveled to his
homeland only a handful of times over the last ten years—turns to me
and, after a brief outburst in Wolof to his sister and brother-in-law in
the next room, shifts to Italian. “Now everyone is dancing,” he says. For
the better part of an hour we have been watching an endless stream of
music videos on Senegalese television, an experience made possible in
part by the new world of African mobility and underscored by the Sen-
egalese diasporic spectatorship enabled by new satellite links to Europe
that connect the diaspora directly with the nightly parade of television
programming back home. In one of the videos, the momentary flash of a
multicolored traditional fishing boat or pirogue brightens the screen and
unleashes another kind of response—an unexpected (for me) sadness.
Babacar’s comment on dancing is a not-so-veiled reference to the lack of
opportunity for young people back home “who look around themselves
in their villages” and, finding no way to contribute to the lives of their
families, then look out to sea. Young people increasingly comb the shores
south of Dakar seeking out former fishermen that might captain a tiny
wooden canoe with precious little hope of ever making European land-
fall. This is not just folklore of the diaspora, as earlier that year in Thiar-
oye, a poor suburb of Dakar that is infamous as the site of a massacre of
Senegalese soldiers by French troops in 1944, one of the countries worst
navel accidents occurred, taking the lives of eighty-one young people
from the village attempting to reach Europe in a converted fishing boat.
The migration is inspired by a kind of perfect global storm. In European
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countries such as Italy, a quiet search has been going on for some time in
an effort to continually replenish a declining and increasingly aging labor
force. In addition, Italy has one of the lowest birth rates in the world.
Despite official denials, Europe will be dependent on migrant labor for
years to come.?

The dancing, at times a cross between elements of global hip-hop
culture and traditional forms such as haunting contemporary rituals,
signals the quiet desperation of a diasporic community that understands
the hardships of displacement and economic decline. Across the satel-
lite channels, having consolidated the direct window into Senegalese
experience, more and more programs refer in one way or another to
the exodus of a new generation and reflect back a dimension of its exas-
peration. Immigration is literally what everyone was talking about in the
summer of 2006, from the local news reports to the sports commenta-
tors at popular wrestling matches—at some point all are preoccupied
with the boats.

Babacar's sister calls out from the other room: “Many of them leave
but where do they go—their families don't hear from them... their fami-
lies don't hear from them.” Babacar picks up the theme: “What has hap-
pened to all of these people?” he asks. “We know that they have left, but
then no one has heard from them again, many, many of them and where
have they gone? How can you travel to France in this?” he says, pointing
the passing of a tiny multicolored pirogue. “They must be somewhere
but their families never hear from them again—dead,” he says at last,
dropping and shaking his head, his voice now all but a whisper.

Long ago Michlet warned us of the sea’s passion for erasure. The tiny
pirogue in the video is a symbol of cultural pride; it is clear that it was
never meant to attempt such an ambitious voyage. The waters surround-
ing some of the major points of arrival for foreign migrants by sea in
such places as Sicily have come to be called “liquid tombs” by the local
fishing people, who find the evidence of failed voyages so often in their
nets that they now avoid vast tracts of these waters that are known to be
frequented by the vessels of this human trafficking.

By now the conversation embraces everyone in the apartment with
the weight of the human tragedy that daily touches the lives of so many.
My son Nico, while keeping his sister Eliana entertained, now strains
to follow the conversation across the room from where Babacar and I
are sitting side by side. I catch my wife Heather’s eye, acknowledging



4 INTRODUCTION

the mood change and knowing somehow that the coming moments
will require our full attention so that we might reconstruct events later,
Babacar now turns to Nico and draws him directly in to the discussion:
A young man Nico’s age, what will he do to look after his family? The
old people can do nothing; he needs to help them but has nothing in his
pockets, not even enough to replace the jeans that he is wearing, only a
few cents a day if that. He cannot live like that and there is no work in
Senegal, so he takes to the boat. There are so many of them now. ..

While my family lived in a small apartment in Turin, Babacar’s chil-
dren lived in a compound in Dakar and rarely saw him. When I first
met him almost twenty years ago, he had already been traveling between
African and Europe for more than a decade. In the intervening years
he has been joined by two sisters, a brother, and countless cousins and
friends that he has in a sense “sponsored” Now he hopes to return for
good, a hope he has been nurturing for years. There are always others,
however, who wish to come, and they rely on the kindness of people like
Babacar. Worsening conditions back home have kept him here, but as he
gets older he can no longer get the relatively good contract factory jobs
he enjoyed when he was younger.* Now he must put together odd jobs,
and, in his fifties, he waits for benefits and pension payments and, like so
many migrants and Italians in the volatile labor market today, is caught
up in litigation.

Since the 1960s the population in Senegal has doubled, and a large
portion of the increase is young people still dependent on their fami-
lies. Despite improvements in the economy in recent years, some point
to the lack of support for agriculture, slumping returns in the fisher-
ies, rising prices, and taxation as factors contributing to the fact that so
many young people are forced to leave (Riccio 2007, 47). Some of the
highest rates of rural-urban migration come from the Mourid regions
of the country and go quickly toward international destinations, follow-
ing the well-worn path of cousins, brothers, sisters, and friends. This
new movement has expanded to encompass an entire generation from
diverse religious, ethnic, social class, and educational backgrounds. The
slight turnaround in the Senegalese economy from 1995 to 2006 did
little to stop the call of the sea. The factors causing this push and pull
involve not only conditions in Senegal but the presence of a stable Sen-
egalese diaspora in Italy and the shifting nature of European immigra-
tion practices.
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In some societies, the survivors of shipwrecks were summarily exe-
cuted in order to save other members of society from the potentially
contagious nature of their misfortune; the incomplete journey was an
ominous portent for the future. In the Canto of Ulysses in Dante’s Divine
Comedy, Ulysses calls out to his shipmates and exhorts them to “follow
the path of excellence and knowledge,” pushing on farther than others
might dare. Modern mariners do no less in seeking a promised land
heralded in their childhood textbooks, in the media, in the stories return-
ing through the diaspora, and in the exaltation of a global economy rising
up in the emergent European Union and its expanding economic realm.
Robert Harrison notes that “erasure does not mean disappearance only;
it means that the site of disappearance remains unmarkable. There are
no gravestones on the sea. History and memory ground themselves in
inscription, but this element is uninscribable. It closes over rather than
keeps the place of its dead, while its unbounded grave remains humanly
unmarked” (2003, 12). The disappeared become the index by which to
measure what is happening in a global social order that cannot account
for their loss. In Senegal the discussion of this lost generation is every-
where in popular discourse and reverberates throughout the diaspora.
In some ways, to be marked by erasure, by the inability to inscribe or
account for traumatic, often forced social disappearance is an integral
part of the African diasporic experience.

Toward an Anthropology of Invisibility

When I conducted fieldwork in Turin, Italy, I found that rendering
migrants invisible took many forms, from municipal officials refusing to
register their numbers in official census records to informal policing and
exclusion from public spaces. Constructed as culturally remote outsid-
ers, the Senegalese and other migrants face social exclusion particularly
during their time away from the world of work. My world of anthropo-
logical dreaming has always been complicated by this specter of invis-
ibility. It is not the mysterious protective invisibility granted by the gods
to Aeneas, cloaked in mist and descending into an ancient city. Rather it
is a corrosive social erasure, insinuated into living memory, that shapes
the contours of social imagination and relegates the newcomer to the
margins.

As Charles V. Carnegie has pointed out, the contemporary nation-
state is at once the primary enforcer of the human rights needed by



