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SCATTERED BELONGINGS

Reconfiguring the ‘African’ in the
English-African Diaspora!

Jayne O. Ifekwunigwe

We cannot escape our origins, however hard we try, those
origins which contain the key — could we but find it - to all that
we later become.

(Baldwin 1955 27)

‘Where are you from?’

On an empowered day, I describe myself as a diaspora(s) daughter with
multiple migratory and ancestral points in Nigeria, Ireland, England,
Guyana and the United States; on a disempowered day, I am a nationless
nomad who wanders from destination to destination in search of a
singular site to name as home.

Until I completed the first phase of my Bristol-based ethnographic
research on ‘mixed race’ identities, families and memories eight years
ago, I was not mindful of the extent to which my split consciousness
of ‘home’ — as both multi-sited imagined but not imaginary and terri-
torialized as well as de-territorialized and thus portable — was a shared
sentiment. However, after listening to and interpreting the oral testi-
monies of the sixteen women and nine men who had transnational
and diasporic familial connections as complex as my own, I realized that
the grand diasporic narratives of transatlantic slavery and/or (post)-
colonialism(s) could not completely name us or our family histories.
As work in progress and as a contribution to this burgeoning long
conversation about ‘new African diasporas’, this chapter problematizes
the theoretical notion that a unitary formation known as the African
diaspora exists (Schipper 1999).? More specifically, I challenge essen-
tialized ideas about an English-African diaspora, which I will refer to at
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length later, predicated on the idea that its constituents’ relationship to
both England and continental Africa is based on the racialized binarisms
of African diasporicity and English indigeneity. In addition, I suggest that
we must acknowledge the existence of pan-African diasporic global
networks (the mass media, information technology, mass communication,
popular culture in the forms of fashion, hair, books, music, film, as well
as mexpensive travel and telecommunications), which are constantly
redefining not only diasporic subjectivities but also continental African
social identities (Mustafa 1998; Biaya 1998). In other words, the theories
and practices of lived transnational (English-) African diasporic realities
are more fragmented, layered and fluid than the localised push/pull

margin to centre discourses of migration suggest (Barber and Waterman
1995; Carter 1997).

No fixed address

An important and ongoing debate among historians provides the
conceptual backdrop for my discussion (Bernal 1991; Lefkowitz 1996).
That is, certain scholars have challenged the widely held belief that it was
the dispersal of continental Africans during the transatlantic slave trade
which created the first and only significant African diasporic rupture.
Although arguably the most socially and culturally disruptive, the forced
migration of continental Africans for the purposes of labour exploitation
was not the first African diaspora. Cheik Anta Diop (1990), Ivan Van
Sertima (1976) and Runoko Rashidi (1992) among other revisionist
scholars have provided historical and archaeological evidence that con-
tinental Africans circumnavigated the globe — the New World in general
and the Americas in particular — many centuries before the celebrated
Journey of Christopher Columbus among other explorers. That is, from
the Egyptians, to the Ethiopians, to the Phoenicians, to the Moors, to the
Mandingo mariners, Africans have always been migratory and thus
hybridized people (Drake 1987; Drake 1990). Hence, I advocate the more
historically accurate marking of moments of rupture in terms of what
I call pre-Colombian and post-Ciolombian African diaspora(s). In Before
the Mayflower, historian Lerone Bennet maps the cartographies of the
pre-Colombian African diaspora:

During the early Christian era, blacks were scattered to the four
corners of the world. For many centuries, black merchants
traded with India, China and Europe. Other blacks were sold
as slaves in Europe and Asia. By the beginning of the Islamic
era, blacks — as merchants and merchandise — had integrated
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Europe, Asia and the Far East. By that time, blacks were well
known in Venice in Europe and in the deserts of Arabia.

(1984: 12)

In Global Diasporas, Cohen (1997) also acknowledges the ancient African
migrations which led to a sustained African presence in Asia, the Middle
East and Europe. However, he still designates the forced dispersal
of Africans as cargo during the transatlantic slave trade as the pivotal
African diaspora, which I rename the post-Colombian African diaspora:

... although many Africans are found in Asia and the Middle
East [and I add Europe], the forcible transhipment of ten
million people across the Atlantic for mass slavery and coerced
plantation labour in the Americas provided the defining and
constituent elements of the African diaspora.

(Cohen 1997: 27)

Re-historicizing pre-Colombian and post-Colombian (locus classicus)
African diaspora(s) in turn paves the way for re-conceptualizations of
the contemporary African diaspora(s) of European colonialism(s) and
(postjcolonialism(s) (Mazrui 1986). In other words, pre-colonial, colonial
and (post)colonial continental African cultures and their African diasporic
extensions have been crafted and are constantly being reinvented by
the same historical and geopolitical processes (Appiah 1992; Mudimbe
1988; Mudimbe 1994).

By both establishing historical, cultural and social continuities and
demarcating territorial distinctions which divide and connect ancient
and modern children of African diasporafs) in their multiple evolving
formations, we can untangle the hairs of history and demonstrate the
ways in which the past is still stained on our psyches (Harrison 1997).
What is generated is a marketable millennial cultural currency from the
embrace of a pan-African diasporic consciousness which re-casts our
re-current homelessness as an asset rather than a deficit (Ogundipe-Leslie
1994; Steady 1996). Across continua of time and space, ‘new’ African
diasporas(s) are dynamic, interlocking and interdependent global net-
works of geopolitical spheres each of whose localized constituencies
are also sensitive to and impacted by the particular nation-states of
which they are a part, i.e. the French-African diaspora, the Brazilian-
African diaspora, the Canadian-African diaspora, the American-African
diaspora, the English-African diaspora and so on, Each of the African
diaspora communities has common cultural roots emanating from the
African continent (Herskovits 1958; Bascom and Herskovits 1959).
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However, these geographical and cultural groupings represent diverse
outcomes to a common heritage of slavery, colonialism and racism (Segal
1995).

These differences must be located in appropriate historical, social,
cultural and political contexts that do not erupt simply in either/or,
margin to centre, push/pull dichotomies. For example, Paul Gilroy
(1993) *heuristically’ configures ‘the black Atlantic ‘ as a ‘transcultural,
international formation’ which links the lived experiences, political
projects and cultural products of ‘Black Britons’ and Black Americans.
My reconceptualization of the African diaspora(s) in general, and the
English-African diaspora in particular, also conveys a broader collective
pan-African diasporic consciousness (Brown 1998; Hesse 2000). This is
forged from different lived outcomes to similar post-slavery and post-colonial
social, historical and economic legacies such as underdevelopment,
globalization, institutionalized racism, sexism and class discrimination
(Lemelle and Kelley 1994; Marable 1987). In the language of trans-
nationalism(s) and globalization, Peters (1982) as invoked by Gupta and
Ferguson (1999) would describe these local/global pan-African diasporic
formations as ‘bifocal’, ‘in which social actors simultaneously experience
the local and the global, possessing both “near-sight” and “far-sight™”
(1999: 9). Within the framework of bifocality, conceptions of the Iocal and
the global are themselves dynamic. As Hannerz observes:

Africans . . . in Europe and North America are usually con-
sidered in social science research only as immigrants to the
metropoles. Simultaneously, however, they form extensions
of their home societies, of which they often remain active
members. In this way, London, Paris, Brussels . . . are among
the major Third World cities, and a varied cultural flow passes
from them through the networks of migrant workers, students,
exiles, international petty entrepreneurs and tourists.

(1997: 13)

Forget you are African, remember you are Black:
on ‘dis-Africanization’ in the diaspora®

As Mazrui (1986) reminds us, the pervasive adversary of bi-focal pan-
Alfrican diasporic consciousness and its self-defining and self-constructing
political and aesthetic predecessors such as Garveyism, the Harlem
Renaissance, the Negritude Movement, pan-Africanism, the Civil Rights
Movement and the Black Power Movement is the spectre of ‘race’ (Green
1997). Whether the territorial context is Europe, the United Kingdom or
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the United States what I refer to as the popular folk concept of ‘race’ — as
it pertains to social constructions of Blackness and Whiteness — inform and
impede the collective and personal projects of African diasporic identities
formation.

The popular folk concept of ‘race’ is a potent dynamic social and
cultural imaginary, the naturalization of which attaches symbolic mean-
ings to real or manufactured physical differences. These create, explain,
justify and maintain social inequalities and injustices, and perpetuate
differential access to privilege, prestige and power, Hence, in this analysis,
my intention is to illustrate in the African diaspora(s) in general and the
English-African diaspora in particular, the interplays of ‘race’, as a primary
identity marker, with other hierarchically positioned signifiers such as
language, multi-ethnicity, locality, generation, gender and social class.

Indigeneity, normalized whiteness
and Englishness

Belonging in England is determined as much by social exclusion as by
inclusion. That is, the notion of Englishness was and still is based on the
mythologies of indigeneity and ‘racial’ purity. For example, Catherine
Hall defines Englishness as:

not a fixed identity, but a series of contested identities, a terrain
of struggle . . . Englishness is defined through the creation of an
imagined community: who is ‘one of us’ . . . is quite as important
in that definition as who is excluded. For the imagined com-
munity is built on a series of assumptions about ‘others’ which
define the nature of Englishness itself.

(1992: 26)

Although Hall describes Englishness as an ethnic designation, she also
acknowledges that one of the primary criteria for determining English
membership is in fact ‘racial’. In other words, to be English is to be White.
Whiteness is the given, normative, naturalized, privileged and thus the
template category by which all other racialized ‘deviations’ are measured.
Yet, not all socially designated Whites are English nor are all English
socially designated non-Black. The shifting racialized position of the Irish
from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century is an interesting illustration
of the conflation of ‘race’ and ethnicity in dynamic constructions of
insider/outsider status in England (Gibbons 1996; Gray 1997; Ignatiev
1995).

However, though the maintenance of privilege and power may he
the universal logic underpinning ‘racial’ ideology, local meanings of
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Blackness and Whiteness do not travel easily. For example, in Britain, the
social and political category Black incorporates South Asian, Chinese and
in certain instances Irish communities. Nevertheless, in Britain, there is
by no means a consensus regarding the inclusivity of the designation
Black. In fact, certain sectors of the religiously and ethnically diverse
Asian communities have rejected Black affiliation in favour of a British/
Asian identification. On the other hand, in the United States, Black refers
primarily to individuals of African descent. In both the United States and
Britain, I have defined bi-racialization as a process which dictates the
specific structural, symbolic and oppositional relationships forged
between people deemed White and those socially designated as Black.
As a substructure of the concept of racialization, bi-racialization
highlights the dominance of Black/White discourses on ‘race’, L.e, one is
either Black or White and never the twain shall meet. This binarism of
‘race’ poses significant political and personal challenges for individuals
who identify as ‘mixed race’ *

Diasporicity, essentialized Blackness and
the English-African diaspora

I searched but could not find myself, not on the screen,
billboards, books, magazines, and first and last not in the mirror
- . I longed for an image, a story, to speak me, describe me,
birth me whole. Living in my skin, I was, but which one?
(Evaristo 1997: 69)

Of Nigerian and English parentage, Evaristo laments what another
Nigerian and English writer, Adewale Maja-Pearce, refers to as ‘the half-
life of the outsider’ (Maja-Pearce 1990). Evaristo, Maja-Pearce, as well as
the twenty-five individuals with whom I spoke, descend from lineages
which cut across so-called differently configured and gendered Black/
White ‘races’ and, by extension, ethnicities, cultures and classes. Yet,
unlike the citizen children of immigrant parents to whom, in his ‘Rivers
of Blood” speech, Enoch Powell (1969) denied English membership, by
virtue of parentage, ‘mixed race’ citizens can claim both indigenous
and diasporic roots or what Avtar Brah would refer to as ‘diaspora space’:
‘the entanglement of genealogies of dispersion with those of “staying
put™ (1996: 181). In simple terms, they are White English and Black
English-African diasporic.

However, two dominant and competing public discourses on
nationalisms impede joint insider/outsider private identifications. Both
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link sociocultural constructions of ‘race’ to an ongoing political project
demarcating the boundaries of belonging. I have already mentioned the
first, which is the notion that Englishness is synonymous with mythically
pure Whiteness and an ancestral claim to territory. The second is based
on the ways in which as both alleged deviation and resistance strategy
the designation Black is associated with social and geographical
misplacement as well as resilience,

Borrowing from the seminal essay ‘Unfinished Migrations: Reflections
on the African diaspora and the Making of the Modern World’, co-
authored by historians Patterson and Kelley (2000), I refer to the English-
African diaspora not simply as a bi-racialized political space but also as
a process and a condition. That is, first, contemporary English-African
diasporic processes extend the links of the migration chains which
origmated in the historical moments of the transatlantic slave trade and
the British Empire: ‘We are here because you were there.’ or ‘We are here
because you took us there.” Second, the contemporary English-African
diaspora spatially comprises African (post)colonial and transnational
constituents from the Caribbean, North (and Latin America), and
continental Africa and their descendants who find themselves in England
for labour, schooling, political asylum, and frequently by birth. Their
spatial and ‘racial’ locations as both gendered English-African diasporic
agents and former British Black colonial, tribal and island subjects
inscribe sameness as they mobilize and politicize (Adi 2000). Finally,
English-African diasporic conditions persist and are transformed by the
interface of transnational African diasporic traditions of resistance,
protest and cultural innovation with global economic, political gendered
and racialized hierarchical structures which exclude as they appropriate
and commodify. As previously mentioned, this contemporary form-
ulation is derived from a re-assessment of the African diaspora, in its
conventional, historical, static and monolithic formation, as the first and
only major dispersal of continental Africans during the transatlantic slave
trade.

Scattered belongings

The private and local family histories of most (post)colonial subjects are
crafted from the public and global remains of slavery and imperialism as
they are manifest in ‘inter-racial’, gender, sexual and economic relations
(Hyam 1990; Young 1995), Accordingly, in a genealogical sense, there
are very few constituents of the African diaspora(s) who could not claim
‘mixed race’ ancestry (Rogers 1944; Rogers 1958). However, here I am
concerned with first generation ‘mixed race’ individuals who, according
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to the popular folk concept of ‘race’, have immediate birth parentage
which is recognized as Black and White. Hence, neither the exclusionary
discourse of White Englishness nor the inclusive discourse of the Black
English-African diaspora completely represents their everyday lived
realities. Designated Black/White parentage and English/English-
African diasporic upbringings position them at complex and specific
multiethnic, multicultural, multiracial and transnational intersections.

My ongoing research focuses on this particular paradox of belong-
ing. The research was conducted over a two year period in Bristol,
England, and consisted of a series of open-ended audiotaped interviews.
Participation in this project consisted of respondents providing me with
a series of tape-recorded testimonies about their childhood, gender
politics, racial and ethnic identity, class background, nationalism, family,
sexuality, creativity, parenting and racism among a variety of organic
topics. I bonded with all twenty-five project participants to such an extent
that as an outside-insider my daily challenge was maintaining those
elusive ‘objective’ boundaries (Minh-ha 1990; Powdermaker 1966).

After completing the interviews and while writing various versions of
the ethnography, I oscillated between two positions and sat comfortably
in neither. On the one hand, as the conduit for these stories, I was forced
to make both general editorial decisions about which of the twenty-five
testimonies would be included as well as specific selections of raw
materials from these reconstructed lives. On the other hand, I could not
Justify presenting the narratives as mere anthropological ‘data’ wherein
extracts of life experiences are cut and pasted for the primary purpose of
authenticating the authority of the researcher. With the latter traditional
approach, we learn more about the particular biases of the anthropolo-
gist and less about the lived realities of the respondents (Rosaldo 1989;
Wolf 1992). The testimonies I heard challenged my alleged sovereignty
as social scientific mediator. I now wanted to produce a coherent final
product that neither fragmented nor trivialized the lived experiences of
the individuals with whom I had worked.

In the end, it was the centrality of kin in the retelling of all of their life
stories which led me to focus in detail on the different pathways to
womanhood forged by just six women — two sets of women growing up
in the same family — as well as two women who create family within the
contexts of children’s homes.® Collectively, the six narratives illustrate
the ways in which at different life stages and across age, class, gender,
ethnicity and locality, ‘mixed race’ subjects construct integrated senses of
self, family, and community which both encompass and transcend
conventional, exclusive and hierarchical Black/White, English/English-
African diasporic subject positions.
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Of the six women featured in Scattered Belongings (Ifekwunigwe 1999), I
felt the most kinship with Bisi and Yemi, two sisters with a Nigerian
(Yoruba) father and an English {(Northumberland) mother. Bisi and Yemi
were brought up with both parents and their older sister Kemi in a
middle-class household in Ibadan, Nigeria. I am certain that my attach-
ment to them stemmed from my desire to reconstruct my own early
childhood in Ibadan, which was interrupted by the Biafran War,
Although it i quite possible that we would have eventually met each
other — both our fathers were affiliated with the University of Ibadan
— the sad fact is that our different tribal allegiances (mine Igbo, theirs
Yoruba) would have made sustained friendship virtually impossible. Not
long after the outbreak of the war, we were forced to flee Ibadan, Western
Nigeria, which was predominantly Yoruba, for the temporary safety of
my grandfather’s village in Onitsha, Eastern Nigeria, which was mainly
Igbo. Multiple migrations and more than thirty years later, Bisi, Yemi
and I are all living in England now wherein Nigerian-ness is defined
as much by its shifting and situational racialized, diasporic and trans-
national configurations than by any tangible territorialized sense of either
continental Africa or multi-ethnic Nigeria in all their fragmented and
contradictory heterogeneity.

Writing home

T had to learn as best I could to be at home, but even the word
‘home’ had complex connotations. Where was home? Was it
Nigeria, my father’s country? Or was it Britain, my mother’s
country? And how far did allegiance to the one involve a
betrayal of the other?

(Maja-Pearce 1990: 12-13)

Maja-Pearce wages existential war with the meaning of ‘home’ as it is
experienced as competing and conflicting bi-racialized nationalisms.
In so doing he articulates the complex nature of naming ‘home’ for
transnational ‘mixed race’ subjects such as Bisi.

Bisi
At the age of eighteen Bisi moved from Nigeria to England to study art.
She became an accomplished visual artist, is married to an Englishman
and is the mother of three daughters and a son. Her reconciled reflections
highlight the situational dimensions of belonging as well as the important
role mothers play as the bearers of culture:
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If you’re a mixed race child growing up in an African country,
you are told in no uncertain terms that you are White. White is
what you are and will remain, and there is nothing you can do
about it. It doesn’t matter, even if you did speak the language,
even if you did wear the right clothes, even if you had nothing
distinguishing you culturally — you still know very well that
White is what you are.

Whereas coming to terms with a Black identity in Bristol.
You have a lot of things within you to cope with. One of the
things you have as a coping mechanism is your identity as a
member of a family, as a child of a family, who has been given
aname more or less by the head of the family. You have a place
there. You have that, which is actually not a part of your racial
identity . . . Sometimes when you talk about being Black it’s
directly in opposition in a sense to being White. I didn’t have
that. I had the knowledge of my family name. I'm a member of
the family. I look like my father. 'm half-African and half — do
I say English? Or rather half-Northumberland, ‘cos that’s also
quite a specific culture, which I didn’t and really probably still
don’t know that much about.

Bisi’s sentiments illustrate the complexity and the fluidity of identity
formation in situational racialized contexts. Her testimony also demon-
strates a critical consciousness of the ways in which White English
maternal culture was privileged both in her Nigerian household and in
Nigerian middle-class society writ large. By owning these English
influences she is able to clear space for the rediscovery of what she has
taken from Nigeria. What she has retrieved is most visible in the art she
creates, which she describes as ‘a new artistic impasse’ . . . ‘it is not static
... 1t absorbs new ideas’. Her evolving narrative conveys a broader
collective pan-African diasporic project which relocates discourses of
belonging within the unbounded and dynamic milieux of boundary
crossings, translations, reinterpretations and of course innovations.

Yemi

However, lest we forget, Bisi’s sister Yemi reminds us of the other side of
the equation. That is, with global capitalism as a contemporary catalyst,
there is and always has been a concurrent relationship between cultural
production and social transformation in the African diaspora(s) in
general, the American-African diaspora in particular and their metro-
politan equivalents on the continent (Barber 1997). Although some of the
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African-American stereotypes Yemi puts forward are problematic, I
would still argue that what she articulates is an emergent African
diasporic consciousness and sensibility:

I had a Black American friend in college, who was quite dark
... he looked a bit like a Yoruba boy. His name was Anthony
and he had a friend, William. William looked like a half-caste;
he was tall, had an afro and was yellowish.

He was really tall and slender, like a basketball player.
Anthony was short and squat and muscular like abekiti man. Like
a farmer’s muscles on his legs. They call it wshu-yams. He and
William would go to the market. They’d be asking ‘How much
is this? How much is that?’ and asking questions — like tourists
or Americans would do in a market situation in Africa. ‘Mama,
how much is this one? The market women would be abusing
Anthony. “You stupid boy, because you are with this Negro’
— they called Black Americans Negroes then — ‘You are
pretending you don’t speak your language any more. You
useless boy! Speak to us in Yoruba.” Anthony would almost be
in tears, ‘Mama, I'm from America.” ‘You see, you useless boy!”

Whereas, William was okay, because Willilam obviously
was not a typical Yoruba boy. But, poor Anthony. We're talking
about the early seventies. This great balloon of Black con-
sciousness. So, they would wear tie-dyed shirts or something like
that to the market instead of American clothes and have maybe
leather bags — you know, proper African sort of thing. There’s
Anthony trying really hard to lock like an African, but
unfortunately the women think that he is one!

In the twenty-first century, what distinguishes
the continental African from the
diasporic African?

Like Yemi, almost all of the project participants seemed to have
some awareness of the Black Power Movement in the United States
and its global impact on people of colour in general and Black people in
particular. What this shared consciousness suggests is the importance of
viewing identities construction as dynamic and historically contextualized
and thus cyclical rather than static and ahistorical. Hence, cultural
identities whether ‘African’ or ‘African diasporic’ are all part of the same
unfinished ‘big story’. That is, historical and contemporary narratives of
continental Africa and its diaspora(s), in all their dynamic heterogeneity
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and complexity, have always been intertwined. This socially, culturally
and politically transformative nexus is more apparent with the recent
scattering across Europe, the United States and Canada of political
asylum seekers/refugees and economic migrants from continental Africa.
Therefore, the challenge facing multidisciplinary scholars of ‘new’
African diaspora(s) conducting empirical, comparative, theoretical and
historically informed research is how do we reconcile and accommodate
these interminglings, divergent processes and convergent conditions?
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Notes

1 This is an updated and revised version of a chapter that was published in
Owusu, K. (ed.), 2000, Black British Culture and Society, London: Routledge,
pp. 485-98.

2 For discursive purposes, diaspora is either the temporal (pre-Colombian, post-
Colombian, contemporary or ‘new’) or the localized/spatialized (English-
African diaspora, Brazilian-African diaspora, etc.) version, while diaspora is
the adjectival form.

8 Mazrul, Ali, 1986, The Africans: A Triple Heritage, Boston: Little Brown and
Company, p. 302.

4 To be ‘mixed race’ presumes differently racialized parentage. Therefore, for
purposes of critical discussion, here I use the term ‘mixed race’ to describe
individuals who according to popular folk concepts of ‘race’ and by known
birth parentage embody two or more world views or in genealogical terms,
descent groups. These individuals may have physical characteristics that
reflect some sort of “intermediate’ status vis-a-vis their birth parents. More
than likely, at some stage, they will have to reconcile multiple cultural
influences. The degree of agency afforded a ‘mixed race’ individual is
contingent in part upon local folk ‘readings of their phenotype’ in relation to
systems of categorization and classification that may reinforce eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century ‘race’ science fiction. By phenotype, I mean the visible
physical markers of genetically inherited traits such as skin cclour, hair texture
and colour, eye shape and colour, general facial features, and body structure.
In addition to the social meanings of phenotype, social class, gender,
generation and locality are also important variables. It is contradictory
racialized perceptions of physical differences that frequently determine and
undermine the lived experiences of those who, as active agents, identify as
and/or are socially designated as ‘mixed race’. These social applications of the
term ‘mixed race’ highlight the paradoxes of kin and colour and pinpoint the

problems of reinscribing a term predicated on the bases of scientifically
dubious criteria.
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5 For an in-depth rationale for the whitting down process in particular and
the research methodology in general see Ifekwunigwe, J.O., 1999, ‘Setting
the Stage’, in Scattered Belongings: Cultural Paradoxes of ‘Race’, Nation and Gender,
London: Routledge, pp. 50-61.
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MARKETING
AFROCENTRICITY

West African Trade Networks
in North America

Paul Stoller

Marketing Afrocentricity

One morning in July 1993, Boubé Mounkaila and Sala Fari parked their
Econoline van on 125th Street Just opposite the Carver State Bank, which
is perhaps 100 meters from the cultural crossroads of Harlem: 125th
Street and Lenox Avenue. They hadn’t put much mileage on the van
because they used it exclusively to store inventory. Each morning they
unloaded their wares and set up their display on rickety aluminium tables;
each evening they folded their tables, packed up the van and parked it
in a 125th Street garage. That morning Sala, dressed in baggy blue
Jjeans, black tennis shoes, a plain white tee shirt, a denim vest and a New
York Yankees baseball cap, arranged on his table a variety of men’s and
women’s straw hats, which he sold for between US$5.00 and US$10.00.
Boubé wore black jeans and a black tee shirt that had an image of a
homeboy on it - a young African American male dressed in baggy jeans,
tennis shoes and a baseball cap worn sideways. The shirt listed seven
major African American Universities and spelled out in large red letters,
‘It’s a Black Thang,’ Put together much like the homeboy depicted on
his tee shirt, Boubé arranged sets of Nigerien leather purses and bags, his
primary product, as well as baseball caps. Many of the baseball caps
carried the logos of professional and college sports teams. ‘Georgetown
Hoyas sells well,” he said. ‘So do the Chicago Bulls and the New York
Yankees.” L also noticed that he had several caps that spelled out Harlem,
another several with two men shaking hands that spelled out ‘Brother to
Brother.” Finally, I noticed a new item: black baseball caps inscribed with
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