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Palm Oil Diaspora

Behind the social and environmental destruction of modern palm oil
production lies a long and complex history of landscapes, cultures, and
economies linking Africa and its diaspora in the Atlantic World. Case
Watkins traces palm oil from its prehistoric emergence in western Africa
to biodiverse groves and cultures in Northeast Brazil, and finally the
plantation monocultures plundering contemporary rainforest commu-
nities. Drawing on ethnography, landscape interpretation, archives,
travelers’ accounts, and geospatial analysis, Watkins examines
human-environmental relations too often overlooked in histories and
geographies of the African diaspora, and uncovers a range of formative
contributions of people and ecologies of African descent to the societies
and environments of the (post)colonial Americas. Bridging literatures
on Black geographies, Afro-Brazilian and Atlantic studies, political
ecology, and decolonial theory and praxis, this study connects diverse
concepts and disciplines to analyze and appreciate the power, complex-
ity, and potentials of Bahia’s Afro-Brazilian palm oil economy.

Case Watkins is an assistant professor in the Department of Justice
Studies at James Madison University. He coauthored Hispanic and

Latino New Orleans, winner of the John Brinckerhoff Jackson Prize
in 2015.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

On a drizzly afternoon in the winter of 2004, I sat at a plastic table along
a cobblestone alley in the centro histórico of Salvador da Bahia sharing a
steaming pan of moqueca – the iconic Afro-Brazilian seafood stew.
“What is this buttery goodness?” I wondered aloud in gringo Portuguese.

“That’s dendê!” my friend called out, referring to the distinctive red
palm oil that defines so much of Bahia’s Afro-Brazilian cuisine. “Dendê is
all around us. It even has its own coast. You should check it out!”

I spent the years since then piecing together all I could about dendê, its
journey to Brazil, and its staying power in the northeastern state of Bahia.
Locally sourced palm oil is ubiquitous there, especially in the capital city,
Salvador. From stands throughout the city, the venerable Baianas de

acarajé, almost all of them women of African descent, offer mouthwater-
ing fritters made from black-eyed peas deep-fried in palm oil and
slathered in stewed okra and pepper sauce – all from food plants domesti-
cated in western Africa. I eventually came to recognize the palm that
produces dendê oil, also from western Africa, growing “wild” in back-
yards, ditches, parks, woods, and highway medians all over Salvador, and
continuing in thick groves down the Atlantic coast that now shares
its name.

I set out to comprehend dendê through its long-term geographical,
political, and ecological relations. Devouring every word I could find on
dendê, I was perplexed as searches for historical treatments kept coming
up empty, in Portuguese as well as English. Studies of dendê in Bahia
often begin by connecting palm oil with enslaved Africans before quickly
moving on to the alleged inadequacies and untapped agro-industrial
potential of its local economy. Given the ubiquity of dendê in local

xiii
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landscapes and Afro-Brazilian cultural expressions, surprisingly little is
written on the palm’s transatlantic journeys, the historical development of
its biodiverse landscapes, or its ecological roles in local cultures and
economies. Blending ethnographic fieldwork with archives and other
sources, I came to understand why this might be the case. Centuries of
colonialism, anti-Black racism, and modern agricultural development
have painted Bahia’s traditional dendê economy as crude and incompe-
tent. This discursive framing has worked to limit popular and academic
recognition of its innovative cultural-environmental relationships. Instead
of celebrating its biodiverse landscapes, public and private authorities
have long worked to replace them with agro-industrial plantation mono-
cultures like those ravaging rainforests and communities throughout the
global tropics. Nevertheless, Bahia’s traditional dendê economy perse-
veres, and indeed proliferates, as it has for at least four centuries.

Palm Oil Diaspora sets out to recover the past, present, and future of
dendê in Bahia and the interconnected Atlantic World, to examine the
collective wisdom of people and palms descended from Africa and dis-
placed to the NewWorld where, despite the brutalities of colonialism and
transatlantic slavery, they carved out a home and (trans)formed worlds.
This book asks what dendê can teach us about human-environmental
relations, biodiverse communities and collaborations, and Afro-Brazilian
contributions to world histories and futures. It is my sincere hope that this
work (along with a subsequent Portuguese translation) might contribute
to a deeper understanding and appreciation of the dendê landscapes,
cultures, and economies that have for centuries given life to Afro-
Brazilian expressions and livelihoods.

As I put the finishing touches on this book, I am overwhelmed with
gratitude: gratitude for the opportunities to visit, study, and learn in
Bahia; gratitude for the countless folks who welcomed me into their
homes, fields, and lives and who kindly and generously explained their
experiences and perspectives; gratitude for the encouragement, know-
ledge, support, and sacrifices of so many that made this work possible.

Fieldwork in Brazil was a transformative experience. More than
anyone, Daniel Jesus dos Santos facilitated our work on the Dendê
Coast by welcoming me into his community; joining in tireless conversa-
tion; connecting me with his union, the Sindicato dos Trabalhadores e
Trabalhadoras Rurais de Taperoá; and being an all-around wonderful
friend. He and union representatives Norival Vieira da Silva, Teresa
Gomes, Mailande Lisboa, Manuela Souza, and José Queiroz were always
happy to facilitate contacts, clarify information, give directions, and
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otherwise help the project along. Dedeu dos Santos and Shirley Lisboa
treated us like family and found us an apartment with the Guimarães-
Cruz family, who graciously welcomed us into their home and
community.

So many people generously shared their time to collaborate in field-
work. I especially thank the leadership of the COOFAVA producer
cooperative in Taperoá, José Alves dos Santos and Seu Bonfim, for their
patience and generosity. Officials at the federal agricultural research and
extension agency CEPLAC (Comissão Executiva do Plano da Lavoura
Cacaueira) graciously received me in their offices in Valença and Itabuna,
and I am grateful to Jonas de Souza, José Roberto Melo, Ivanildo Sobral
Santos, and Joailton Manoel de Jesus for sharing their time and experi-
ences. Local executives Cleiton Luz, Marcos Santos, Geraldo Martins,
and Lorena Freire always found time to indulge my queries, and the staff
at Opalma graciously allowed me access to their photo archives. To all
the farmers, workers, processors, and others that stopped to address my
questions and share their wisdom, I am deeply humbled and grateful. This
book is for you. The community of Lamego invited us into their homes
and lives and shared their cultures, wisdom, and friendships. Special
thanks to Maria Santana, Aline Santos, Alane Santos, Cirilo Santos, and
Gel Salles. Mam’etu Kafurengá (Maria Balbina dos Santos) and Taata
kwa Nkisi Luangomina (Heráclito dos Santos Barbosa) welcomed us into
their home and spiritual community. They blessed us and the project and
shared spiritual, ecological, and historical wisdom. Likewise, Brás Cober
and Ubiraci Babá Mello received us in their spiritual communities, blessed
us, and imparted wisdom. The community of Kaonge and others in
Iguape welcomed us and shared their ancestral wisdom. Special thanks
to Juvani Nery Jovelino, Ananias Viana, Jucilene Viana Jovelino, Jorlane
Jesus, Andreza Viana, Seu Raimundo, and their families.

Studying at the public archives in Salvador was rewarding in so many
ways. The generosity and camaraderie of the archivists and fellow
researchers there is thrilling, and after visiting other archival institutions,
I realized just how wonderful and extraordinary the Arquivo Público do
Estado da Bahia (APB) truly is. Lília Maria Joazeiro de Sousa, Luíz Pedro
Rosário, and Elza de Jesus were always warm and knowledgeable at the
front desk, cheerfully filled my requests, and helped me to locate many
hard-to-find materials. Libânia Silva was a tremendous guide through the
newly released alfândega records. Archivists Reinaldo de Souza, Tom
França, Sandra Ferreira, and Cícero Neto patiently located and explained
documents. Fellow researchers at APB were also very generous, and
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helped me tremendously by sharing information, notes, and files and
going over documents. I especially thank Lisa Earl Castillo, Mary
Hicks, Kristin Mann, and Renilson Paciência. Lisa shared archival refer-
ences and materials and her extensive knowledge of the collections. Mary
was incredibly generous with archives, notes, and other materials and
helped me think with Atlantic, Brazilian, and African historiographies.
Kristin offered boundless advice and context, and helped me to connect
people and threads across the Atlantic. I owe an enormous and unpayable
debt to Urano Andrade for serving as the archive’s unofficial ambassador,
researcher extraordinaire, and a generous friend. Urano tirelessly assisted
with documents, digitization, analysis, and interview transcription. He
also showed me the best places to find moqueca and churrasco near the
archive. When archivists removed a particularly important document
from circulation due to its precarious condition, the late B. J. Barickman
graciously shared with me his meticulous notes on it. I expressed to him
my sincere gratitude, and it remains an honor to build on his thoughtful
and transformative work. Thanks to everyone at APB for teaching me
that, like ethnography, archival research is fully effective only when
approached as a collaborative social network powered by generosity
and trust.

I am grateful to the collections and helpful staffs at the Arquivo
Nacional, Biblioteca Nacional, and Instituto Histórico e Geográfico
Brasileiro in Rio de Janeiro; Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino in Lisbon;
and Arquivo Histórico Municipal de Salvador, as well as many libraries
and their staffs in Rio, Bahia, and the United States. In Salvador, the
Biblioteca Pública do Estado da Bahia in Barris, the library at the
Superintendência de Estudos Econômicos (SEI), and the collections at
Fundação Pierre Verger were all very helpful. Elsewhere in Brazil, the
libraries at CEPLAC in Itabuna, Centro de Pesquisas e Desenvolvimento
(CEPED) in Camaçari, and the Federal Senate and EMBRAPA (Empresa
Brasileira de Pesquisa Agropecuária) in Brasília were all welcoming and
productive spaces for research. In the United States, the Middleton
Library at Louisiana State University, the Benson Latin American
Collection at the University of Texas at Austin, the Latin American
Library at Tulane University, the New York Public Library, Cornell
University Libraries, James Madison University Libraries, the marvelous
system of interlibrary loan, and all their staffs diligently connected me
with materials.

Vicente Bezerra and Sol Castro extended delightful and repeated hos-
pitality in Brasília and later in New York; Rodrigo Albuquerque,
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Andressa Zuccheratte, and Jamie Worms were wonderful hosts in Rio;
Alex Dmytraczenko graciously hosted me in São Paulo; and Tia Virginia
Yoemi and Prima Alethea Fuscaldo always welcome me with love and
open arms in Salvador. Obrigadão to David Burns for sharing our first
journey to Bahia in 2004, and for joining me for fieldwork up the litoral
norte in 2012. Thanks to Matthew and Sarah Gamble for accompanying
me to the first of many heaping piles of dendê fruit on BA-001. Luis
Fujiwara has been there since the beginning and has helped this project
along in many more ways than I can list. Grandes abraços!

I am grateful for the tremendous training and support I received in the
Department of Geography and Anthropology at LSU, and will forever
cherish the friendships I made there. Andrew Sluyter led that intellectual
and professional journey. In the classroom and in countless discussions
over shrimp po-boys, he helped me develop ideas, challenged me to
situate them, and became a great friend and counselor. Gibril Cole,
Dydia DeLyser, and Kent Mathewson were thoughtful and committed
mentors. Their thorough and methodical approaches to scholarship are
ingrained in this work, and inspired me to ask more from my research and
writing. Craig Colten supported me in many ways throughout the journey
and has my sincere gratitude. The Department granted a Robert C. West
Graduate Student Field Research Award that I used to conduct prelimin-
ary field research in 2010, and a materials award the next year that
defrayed the cost of research equipment.

When Congress withheld funding for the Fulbright-Hays DDRA in
2011, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation graciously stepped up to fund
most of the would-be fellows with Graduate Fellowships for International
Study. This book is inconceivable without that funding. I appreciate Pam
Jennings and Ashley Prather of IIE and Patrícia Grijó with the Brazilian
Fulbright Commission for administering the program, and Vandemberg
Salvador of Instituto Federal Baiano for serving as my academic affiliate
in Bahia. David Ramirez and Jörn Seeman provided friendly advice and
academic contacts in Brazil in the lead-up to fieldwork.

Feedback from Chris Duvall, Karl Offen, and others at the
2010Meeting of the American Association of Geographers (AAG) helped
to shape the opening stages of this project. I am grateful for the wonderful
and challenging questions and ideas I received from the global academic
community at subsequent meetings and conferences, and from generous
colleagues at JMU’s Africana Literatures and Cultures Workshop.
Previous versions of some of the analyses in this book appeared in
Journal of Latin American Geography, Environment and History,
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Journal of Rural Studies, and Geographical Review where they benefited
from the thoughtful guidance of editors and anonymous reviewers. While
that content has been revised and expanded thoroughly, I am grateful for
permissions to reprint extended by the journals. Judith Carney and
Richard Rosomoff have been wonderful colleagues and friends. Judy
has supported and contributed to this work since its earliest days – as a
commenter, collaborator, editor, co-organizer, and mentor. Her work has
inspired mine from its beginnings, and this book stands on her shoulders.
Bob Voeks has been an inspiring collaborator and confidant. Thanks
to Luis Nicolau Parés for his encouragement and willingness to discuss
the project and its contexts. Several colleagues patiently read chapter
drafts and provided generous feedback at various stages of the project.
I appreciate the kind and constructive critiques of Nick Crane, Mary
Hicks, Alec Hickmott, Becca Howes-Mischel, Zoe Pearson, Levi Van
Sant, and Kristin Wylie. Evan Ross read several drafts of funding pro-
posals and helped whip them into shape. Big thanks to Chris Blake for
helping me to convert my research into teaching opportunities and for his
generous counsel and stalwart support. I am deeply grateful to Glenn
Hastedt and my colleagues in Justice Studies for welcoming and support-
ing me wholeheartedly at JMU.

The wonderful staff at Cambridge University Press were a joy to work
with. I am grateful to senior editors Debbie Gershenowitz and Cecelia
Cancellaro for the opportunity to publish this work, and to the general
editors for the Afro-Latin America Series, George Reid Andrews and
Alejandro de la Fuente, for their unwavering support and encouragement.
Anonymous reviewers offered careful critiques and insights that improved
the manuscript tremendously. Editorial assistants Rachel Blaifeder and
Victoria Phillips, content manager Lisa Carter, and project manager
Dhivyabharathi Elavazhagan patiently ushered the project to completion.
And I am so grateful for the careful eye and collaboration of copyeditor
Margaret Puskar-Pasewicz.

Finally, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my friends and family who
have made me who I am and continue to reinforce me. Please know that
I deeply appreciate your love and support, and I look forward to
returning your many favors. While there are too many to thank individu-
ally, and no words to fully express my gratitude, I must give a shout out to
my parents, Libbey and Alan. I am deeply grateful for your sacrifices and
strive every day to justify them. Kristin’s family has provided much moral
and material support, including the unwavering willingness to celebrate
milestones. To Kristin, Lucy, and Sofia, I am honored and profoundly
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grateful to share a life with you. Your love and reinforcements keep me
going. This book is unthinkable without Kristin’s collaboration and
steadfast support as a partner, friend, colleague, mentor, editor, proof-
reader, celebrator, and listener.

Valeu, galera!
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