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Summary 
Our project sheds light on the ways in which Afro-descendant 
communities resist and (re-)exist in (post)colonial and (post-)
enslavement Latin America. We focus on Salvador da Bahia 
(Brazil) and Cartagena de Indias (Colombia), two major arriv-
al ports of “The Black Atlantic” (Gilroy 1993). These traumatic 
places of colonisation and the trade in enslaved Africans are 
marked by racial discrimination and socio-spatial exclusion. 
At the same time, their colonial city centres are recognised as 
UNESCO World Heritage since the 1980s, attracting thousands 
of tourists every year. In this ambivalent context, we focus on 
peri-urban neighbourhoods which tend to be ‘off the map’ 
for many tourists, researchers and political actors. In the face 
of inequality, violence and poverty, their dwellers are often 
stigmatised across-the-board as if they were morally inferior 
and incapable of fostering a peaceful social transformation. 
By contrast, we analyse how self-organised community ini-
tiatives may not only (re)valorise Afro-descendant identities, 
but also change people’s “moral topographies” (Taylor 1989) 
of what is right and good, altering their visions of a good life. 
Our transdisciplinary triangulation of ethnographic approach-
es, documentary methods and participatory action research 
integrates local communities and artists into joint reflections 
to stimulate mutual learning processes across the African di-
aspora.

Key Questions
We pursue to empirically reconstruct and compare the ‘so-
cio-moral maps’ of (re-)existence which drive societal trans-
formation in marginalised neighbourhoods of Salvador and 
Cartagena.

g Which visions of a good life drive social change in the com-
munities of Uruguai (Salvador) and Barrio Chino (Cartagena), 
and what are their underlying moral sources?
 
g Which kind of societal change can be stimulated through 
socio-cultural initiatives, and which contemporary transfor-
mations can be observed in the life-worlds of Afro-descend-
ant communities? 

g  To what extent do the different structural and spatial condi-
tions in Salvador and Cartagena affect socio-cultural practices 
and visions of a good life, and which enabling and restricting 
conditions for community-driven change can be derived from 
that comparison? 

Methods and Concepts
Applying ethnographic, documentary and participatory ac-
tion research methods, we analyse the socio-structural, moral 
and identity-related dimensions of social change stimulated 
by practices of (re-)existence in the neighbourhoods of Uru-
guai (Salvador) and Barrio Chino (Cartagena). We facilitate an 
exchange with Afro-descendant community leaders, artists 
and other civil society actors in both cities. While enhanc-
ing our understanding of Afro-diasporic strivings towards a 
good life in Latin America, we break new ground in research 
on moral geographies (Smith 2000). We also invest in the 
development of a transnational comparative methodology 
to analyse race relations and racial hierarchies, focusing on 
cities and their system of opportunities and spatial regimes 
rather than on nation states, as traditionally has been the 
case in comparative ethnic studies. The main objective of 
our project is to reconstruct how minoritised Afro-diasporic 
communities (re)create their own “differential space” (Lefe-
bvre 1991) for collective integrity, practical recognition and 
social change under conditions they have not chosen them-
selves. The need to (re)invent such ‘spaces of the possible’ re-
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Mural in the community of San Basilio 
de Palenque near Cartagena, Colombia. 

(Photo: Valerie V. V. Gruber 2017)
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sults from shared experiences of colonisation, enslavement, 
violence and de-territorialisation. Our transdisciplinary 
approach enables us to explore the bodily and tacit knowl-
edges resulting from these multiple time-spatial ruptures. 
 
Vision
Proclaiming the International Decade for People of African 
Descent (2015-2024), the United Nations (UN) point out that 
the situation of this part of the population, which comprises 
around 200 million persons in the Americas, “remains largely 
invisible, and insufficient recognition and respect has been 
given to the efforts of people of African descent to seek re-
dress for their present condition” (UN 2019). Against this back-
drop, we pursue the vision to shed light on practices of (re-)
existence in Latin America. Our research enables a transdisci-
plinary exchange and transfer of knowledges regarding the 
ways in which Afro-diasporic communities reinvent their trau-
matic histories and geographies through collective self-or-
ganisation of livelihoods, socio-cultural and artistic practices.  

Mural in the neighbourhood of Uruguai, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. (Photo: Valerie V. V. Gruber, 2019)

Contribution or Relation to the Cluster‘s Aims & Goals
Our project scrutinises the multiple conceptions of Africani-
ty and their tactical appropriation in multiple spheres of di-
asporic life. Through the notion of a socio-spatial and moral 
“multi-territoriality” (Haesbaert 2007), we conceptualise 
collective experiences of uprooting, practices of remem-
bering, and struggles for practical recognition. Our trans-
disciplinary approach contributes to the reconfiguration of 
the way research is carried out through a relational praxis of 
“research with” as opposed to “research on”. Moreover, our 
project adds to core questions of reflexivity in African and 
diaspora studies. The dialogue between theoretical, artistic 
and bodily forms of knowledge leads to a mutual unsettling 
of widely held views and reconsiderations of scientific and 
cultural premises.
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