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ABSTRACT

This collaborative, experimental essay considers, feels and relates stories that emerge from
the transatlantic diaspora of the African oil palm (Elaeis guineensis Jacg). Grounded in
photographs from Bahia, Brazil, a poet and a geographer respond to the images and to
each other with theoretical narratives and poetic meditations. Exchanging in these vari-
ous modes, we explore a range of intimate ecologies, landscapes and foodways forged by
coalitions of palms and people in diaspora.
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Dango a magia, canto a Bahia I dance the magic, I sing Bahia

Prosada e versada no dendé, no dendé Composed and versed in dendé, in dendé
Bahia Bahia

Afrim do lado de cd Africa, on this side

Reza, alegria, rito, harmonia Prayer, joy, ritual, harmony

— Mateus Aleluia, ‘Bahia bate o tambor,’
Track 3 on Fogueira Doce (Trés Selos, 2017,
LP). Our translation.

NTRODUCTION

Is there any plant more infamous than the African

oil palm (Elaeis guineensis Jacq.)? As the twenty-first
century’s most produced, traded and derided edible
oil, palm oil has become a poster child of globalised
capitalist extraction run amok. Grown mostly in plan-
tation monocultures blazed into rainforest biomes in
Southeast Asia (and elsewhere in the tropical Global
South), the African oil palm has earned a nasty reputa-

tion as a land grabbing, greenhouse gas emitting, biodiversity eroding
nightmare (Robins 2021). Still, none of this is the fault of the palm
itself — an exceptionally prolific, versatile and beneficial plant with rich
socioecological histories resonating through West and Central Africa
and into diaspora (Watkins 2021). In this experimental essay, we reflect
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on those lesser-explored diasporic histories and the intimate ecologies
they have entwined.

Over at least the past 5,000 years, the African oil palm has collabo-
rated with human partners to create and sustain communities, cultures
and cosmologies in West and Central Africa. Yoruba communities, as
just one example, revere the oil palm as the ‘tree of life’ whose oil repre-
sents the nourishing ‘blood of the Earth,’ essential in the preparation of
many ritual and mundane foods (Ojo 1967: 53; Olégundida 2008: 39).
When the transatlantic slave trade began kidnapping and trafficking
millions of African souls to the Americas, the African oil palm made the
journey along with them. Together with a rich variety of African plants,
seeds, animals and foods, the palm and its oils became early travellers on
the brutal transatlantic circuit of African bodies and other goods.! Thus
the African diaspora is, and has always been, more-than-human — an
immense diffusion of people, plants, knowledge, power and resistance
that has reshaped the demographics, politics, cultures and ecologies of
the Americas and beyond.

Diaspora holds an abundance of meanings. For people and other
beings separated from their homelands, diaspora can evoke distance,
uprootedness and loss. Yet, at the same time, diaspora carries with it
new opportunities for connection, for community and for place-mak-
ing (Williams et al. 2025, Henson 2024: 1-26). Separated from more
familiar contexts and webs of relation, diaspora integrates its agents
— whether people, plants or other beings — into new social-ecological
relations. It is this reshuffling of relation and potential that captivates
this essay. Just as diaspora severs some bonds, it creates potentials for
new ones. Coming into relation with new places thus creates new col-
laborations, new ecologies, new intimacies.

In this photo-poetic exploration, a poet and essayist from Lagos,
Nigeria, and a gringo geographer working in Brazil consider, feel and
relate stories that emerge from the transatlantic diaspora of the African
oil palm. Grounded in photographs of diasporic ecologies from Bahia,
Brazil, we respond to the images and each other with theory, poetry and
lyrical prose. Experimenting in these various modes, we explore a range
of intimate transatlantic ecologies, landscapes and foodways forged by

1 Onthe African diaspora of plants, animals and foodways, see Carney and Rosomoff
(2009).
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palms and people in diaspora. We connect cultural-environmental ge-
ographies of the African oil palm with under-appreciated theories and
theorists in and of Brazil and elsewhere in the Global South to highlight
the generative tensions underlying diaspora and more-than-human
relationality. The resulting visual, narrative-theoretical and poetic re-
flections offer a coalescent yet ephemeral treatment of the ever-shifting
intimacies of palms, landscapes, ecologies and foodways in Bahia, the
African diaspora and their Atlantic worlds. We stress that the thoughts
we string together here are experimental rather than conclusive. We
offer them as an invitation to imagine with us.

A note on methods

Case Watkins shot these photographs as a part of ongoing ethnographic
fieldwork in Bahia, Brazil, beginning in 2008. All the knowledge and
images represented here were derived from ethnographic practices
centring informed consent, community autonomy and ethical com-
mitments to walking with our collaborators (Sundberg 2014, Watkins
2021). Gbenga Adesina selected these seven images from a much larger
array. Without discussing the photos and before any captions or nar-
ratives were written, the two authors individually prepared drafts in
response to the images — the former based in poetry and lyrical prose
and the latter based in narrative and theoretical exploration. Drafts were
exchanged, discussed and then revised in response to each other’s treat-
ments and ideas. Revised drafts were then collated and edited for clarity.

THE AFRICAN (DIASPORIC) OIL PALM

The dispersal of the African oil palm has always been socioecological.
Initially a pioneer species limited to the interstices of West African eco-
tones, the palm followed humans as they opened rainforest canopies
with cycles of swidden-fallow mosaics, eventually forming dense groves
across much of West and Central Africa.’ In exchange for nurture and
protection, the palm provided its human collaborators with nourishing
oils, intoxicating wines, and a host of domestic uses. This interactive web

2 On the socioecological benefits of ‘swidden-fallow’ or ‘shifting’ cultivation in West
Africa, see Fairhead and Leach (1996).
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FIGURE 1.

An elderly Afro-Brazilian man climbs a dendezeiro to harvest
its fruit on the rural outskirts of Cairu, seat of the Tinharé
archipelago, on Bahia’s Dendé Coast (2012).

All photos: Case Watkins.
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In Yoruba cosmology, heaven is a tree. A vertical paradise or a dream
of paradise striated by gravity. You access it not by sudden rapture but
through climbing.

The climber inches forward, listening to his body, listening to the body of
the tree which is the body of the earth. Climbing is an act of listening. The
tree has to allow itself to be climbed. The tree has to be climbed with a
rope made from the tree itself. The climbing rope is a duality woven from
coarseness and tenderness. One part of the rope is strung together from
a trellis of woven cane. The other part is cut from the bark of an oil palm
frond. The coarseness and tenderness are in perpetual flux and listening.
The rope which is made from the tree twists around the body of the tree
and the body of the climber who is made of earth. He's the king of an elu-
sive gravity. In Yoruba cosmology, kings don't die. They ascend to the roof.
They climb to the crown of leaves at the dome of the vertical heaven where
the ancestors live and form a cloud. Or they become the fruits at the crown
of the trees. Seeds represent the unborn which become trees. Trees and
leaves represent the living which produce fruits. Fruits are the ancestors.
Death is ripeness.

of relation contributed to the development of Western African socie-
ties from the southern fringes of the Sahel across the Niger Delta and
deep within the rainforests of the Congo Basin. Neither palm nor peo-
ple wielded these influences individually. Instead, we find agency and
change in their intimate social-ecological relations.

Across the Atlantic, the land that would become (the Brazilian state
of) Bahia had been home to various indigenous communities for at least
ten millennia prior to the accidental arrival of Portuguese sailors in the
year 1500 (Cabral and Bustamante 2016). In the decades that followed,
Bahia became a central nexus in the colonisation of the Americas and the
transatlantic slave trade — two interdependent crimes against humanity
with immense influence in the making and maintenance of the mod-
ern world. Indigenous communities persevere in Bahia, despite centuries
of attempted genocide and other atrocities, while people of African de-
scent now comprise more than eighty per cent of the state’s populace.
As elsewhere in the (post)colonial world, ‘home’ is a deceivingly simple
designation enveloped in tortuously complex histories and geographies.?

3 See the 2022 Brazilian Population Census at https://www.ibge.gov.br (accessed
10 June. 2024). On the entanglements of Black and Indigenous histories in Bahia,
see Miki (2018).
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Since the early twentieth century, scholars and officials have placed
Bahia at the heart of Afro-Brazilian life and culture (for example Ickes
and Reiter 2018). But how did this happen? The factors and processes of
social-ecological change are numerous and complex, but one that com-
mands our attention here is the intimacy of people and plants in diaspora.
Since the earliest days of colonisation, people and plants of African de-
scent have collaborated to create landscapes, communities and cultures
in Bahia and throughout Brazil. Geographer Robert Voeks has detailed
an astonishing array of African plants growing in Brazilian soil, many
of which serve vital roles in Afro-Brazilian religions and cosmologies
(Voeks 1997). One of these, the African oil palm, has firmly naturalised
in coastal Bahia, flourishing across forests, pastures, yards, highway me-
dians, ditches, farms and fields from the urban capital to rural agrarian
communities to the swampy edges of mangrove ecosystems.

Arriving in Brazil no later than the early seventeenth century, the
palm and its nutrient-rich oils remain fundamental in Bahia’s distinctive
Afro-Brazilian landscapes, foodways and religions. Bahians refer to their
locally sourced palm oil as azeife de dendé, an Atlantic portmanteau of the
Arabo-Iberian term for olive oil (azeite) and a Kimbundu Bantu word
for palm oil (ndende). Following Portuguese convention, the palm that
so graciously furnishes this oil became the dendezeiro. When Brazilians
describe something — anything — as ‘in’ or ‘of dend¢, they mark it indelibly
as both African and Bahian. For centuries, dense and productive groves
of emergent dendezeiros have dominated landscapes and cultures in the
coastal plains and tablelands running south of Bahia’s capital, Salvador.*
In the late twentieth century, officials in the state’s Secretariat of Culture
and Tourism officially named that region the Dendé Coast (Costa do
Dendé) in a public nod to the dendezeiro and the cultures it nourishes.’

4 Here and throughout, we use the term ‘emergent’ to deliberately reference the
‘emergent properties’ produced by complex systems, in this case the unplanted dis-
tribution and reproduction of African oil palms within biodiverse groves and (agro)
forests spread across coastal Bahia. See Watkins (2021: 49-55).

5  Secretaria da Cultura e Turismo da Bahia (2001). It is important to note here that
the official labeling was always about boosting tourism rather than supporting lo-
cal communities or acknowledging the extraordinary African diasporic feats and
legacies embedded in the region’s cultures and landscapes.
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(BEJCOMING HOME

FIGURE 2.

An emergent grove of dendezeiros, elsewhere known as African
oil palms, towers above a family home and its dooryard gardens
in the terraqueous municipality of Igrapiuna on Bahia's Dendé
Coast (2012).
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I'm thinking of a Yoruba proverb, Aye loja orun nile which in this context
I'll translate as ‘The world is @ market place, home is heaven! If the moder-
nity of the world was invented with the notion of you and your children as
commaodities, home or heaven for you then might be the opposite of the
auction block. A place where you exist outside the brutal logic of barter or
extraction. The marketplace is contagious with dangerous noise and music
of entrapment which unsettles your spirit. But home is rest, a nest for you,
bird of passage and multiple flights, a nest for you among the trees.

Despite the brutalities of colonialism and transatlantic enslavement,
Afrodescendants have formed vibrant communities in Bahia’s Atlantic
coastal regions since their arrival five centuries ago. Many of these com-
munities — known in Brazil as quilombos, or comunidades quilombolas
— were founded by self-liberated, formerly enslaved people and have
long harboured humans, plants and cultural practices of African de-
scent (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, Gomes 2015, Bledsoe 2017).° The
homescape depicted in Figure 2 displays a range of quilombola ethics
and practices. Assembled from local kiln-dried terracotta bricks and
shingles, and surrounded by recently harvested dendezeiros, diversified
agroecological gardens and joyful hibiscus flowers, this home is nei-
ther ‘natural’ nor ‘artificial’. Rather, it results from ancestral strategies
of abundance, what the late great guilomébola tarmer, poet, scholar and
activist Antonio ‘Nego’ Bispo dos Santos called diointeragao (biointerac-
tion). Placed in contradistinction to the ‘developmentalist perspective’
pushed in colonial thinking, biointeraction is an onto-epistemological
vision and way of life that works in circular, non-linear patterns to
bridge Earth’s constituents, among them people, plants, water and soil
(dos Santos 2015, esp. ch. 3). “To discuss ecology without mentioning
architecture’, Nego Bispo warns us, ‘is an illusion’ (dos Santos 2023: 65).

Biointeraction thus offers us a path otherwise than the colonial log-
ics of extraction. While colonial-Western thinking frames the world
through arbitrary binaries such as ‘natural’ and ‘man-made,” biointerac-
tion sees and works toward an integrated Earth where humans participate

6 'The Brazilian Constitution of 1988 codified public support for quilombos, and as
of this writing, the federal government has recognised 3,752 quilombo communities
across the country. See Fundagio Cultural Palmares at https://www.gov.br/palmares/
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in socioecological synergies. And even as these and other quilombola
philosophies root and flourish in Brazilian soil, they emerge from the
swirling currents and offshore shoals of the Atlantic World where indig-
enous and diasporic wisdoms meet and commingle (King 2019).

TRANSATLANTIC ROOTINGS

FIGURE 3.

A boater gathers shellfish amidst the mangroves, overlooked
by an emergent grove of dendezeiros in the estuary of the
Rio Igrapiuna on Bahia’s Dendé Coast (2012).
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| know this place. | was there 400 years ago. On a nearby shore, | saw white
ships arriving, | frembled and ran. The names of the ships were whispers
| had heard in a strange dream of ships arriving. | hid with my father and
mother in the nooks of the mangroves. We muffled the cries of the children
and prayed the raiders would not find us.

| know this place. | was there yesterday in my dream. I'm there even now.
Look. The roots of the mangroves are tangled like ancestry and memory.
They lean and bow toward each other like elders in a mutual ecological
obeisance. They extend upward in a canopy like a harmony of hands, then
above them, the gazelle neck of the palm trees which contain the spirit of
my grandfather sway with a wicked grace.

Mangroves, like jazz, grow into two directions at once.

Aboy in a white cotton singlet. He's lean and graceful

like an eel. He was born for the precise symmetry of the river.

He sits on the precipice of a boat. History is a boat. One leg extends toward
the river and the other extends toward the past. | know this landscape from
my past and | know it from my future.

The river that ends here begins in a desert. An ocean waits at the mouth of
the estuary to swallow us.

| dreamt and | saw islands and archipelagos migrating. In the dream of ecol-
ogies, my body was a door of passage and a bridge. Between the old world
and new world, | was a map of fragments. Between the seasons measured
not by calendars, but by palm trees appearing and disappearing, | was a
door of manifold returns. The Atlantic was a silver coin and my blood was
on both sides. | was haunted and made sacred by my fragmentation.

| slept in the old world and woke up in the new world with a gasp: | can’t
breathe. These deltas, a8 memory. The landscape is a mirror.

In the dream of ecologies, my body is a dream of passage and a bridge.
Between the old world and new world, I'm a map of fragments. Between
the seasons measured not by calendars, but by palm trees appearing and
disappearing in a dream of migrating islands and archipelagos, I'm a door of
manifold returns. The Atlantic is a silver coin and my blood is on both sides.
I'm haunted and made sacred by my fragmentation. There are days | sleep
in the old world and wake up in the new world with a gasp: | can’t breathe.
These deltas, a memory. The landscape is a mirror.
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Bahia’s Dendé Coast connects South America to the Atlantic Ocean.
But where does one end and the other begin? Here groves of dendezeiros
give way to muddy mangroves before falling into a tangled network of
brackish estuaries and saltwater inlets. This watery landscape is strik-
ing in its similarity to those of the Niger Delta, and elsewhere in West
and Central Africa, where humans have managed and benefited from
the dense groves of oil palms that line the upland fringes of intertidal
mangroves. On both sides of the South Atlantic, these liminal spaces
fluctuate between land and water, never fully conceding to either cat-
egory in that false dichotomy.

Thinking with this fluidity, geographers Haripriya Rangan and
Judith Carney have highlighted such ‘aquaterras’ and their outsized
roles in shaping coastal livelihoods, particularly in the global Tropics
(Rangan and Carney 2025). Instead of ‘marginal’ territories desperately
in need of (Western) development, they find realms of socioecologi-
cal abundance and potential where generations of communities have
thrived through innovative strategies of adaptation. Sloping gently from
tableland forest to aquaterra, the Dendé Coast marks the dissolution of
South America into the Atlantic—the colossal, unforgiving body that
connects Bahia with the African continent.

Here the rhythmic lapping of tidewater recalls the poetic imagery of
Or7,2 1989 film by Raquel Gerber documenting the ferocious and inno-
vative scholar-activism of the radical Black Brazilian polyhistor Beatriz
Nascimento. For Nascimento, the African diaspora and its constituents
emerge from a condition of transatlanticidade (transatlanticity) — at
once a continuum, a map and a collective embodiment (Gerber with
Nascimento 1989). Her contemplation of the metaphysics and materi-
alities of aquatic space is stunning in its congruence with Nego Bispo’s
concept of confluéncia (confluence), as well as the lively theorization of
the river shared by Indigenous leader and philosopher Ailton Krenak
(dos Santos 2015: 89-103; Krenak 2024). Empowered by these allied
yet distinct visions we might behold the Atlantic shores of the Dendé
Coast as a fluid manifestation of the cultural, political and ecological
intimacies of the African diaspora.
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UNSHACKLING

FIGURE 4.

Dendezeiros surround the Caxuté Community near the banks of the Rio

do Engenho in the heart of Bahia's Dendé Coast (2019). Based around a
Candomblé house of worship, or terreiro, the compound nourishes people,
plants, and landscapes to cultivate spiritual, social, and ecological wellbeing.

I'm thinking of the Yoruba word often used to connote dance, ‘Gbéra’
Levitate. Move. Movement. lt's 8 command. A call to action. An invitation
to kinetic deliverance from stasis through the rapture of rhythm.

In the Candomblé religion of descendants of enslaved Africans in the New
World, a spiritual practice born of a desire to reassemble a fractured but
divine memory, worshippers assemble themselves in a processional epic.
God is movement. They wear white. They ready themselves as vessels for
a kinetic force. Their hands and legs, their torsos and mouths and lips be-
come narrative instruments of the spirit. They move and the spirit moves. If
they do not move the spirit will not move.

Movement as in the tactile imagination of an unfettered body. Movement
as in political levitation. Levitation is the opposite of shackles.
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| once went to see a dance called, ‘Black Swan Revival at the Harlem
Stage House in Harlem, New York. It was choreographed by the great
Zimbabwean dancer, Nora Chipaumire, but the specific legibility of the
dance that evening was set on the black male body of her protege and
collaborator, Shamar Watt. | was stunned by Watt's body. He did not just
perform the dance, he made the dance a presence inside his body. He
wore the dance.

He began his dance in the dark.

From the dark stage, we heard gasps and spasms first. There was a struggle
in the dark, though we couldn't yet see it, we felt it. Something, someone
was in pain, in captivity, it was seeking freedom. When an orb of light shone
on him on the stage, it confirmed what we felt. A small square had been
drawn on the stage with white chalk, he was inside that square, flailing his
arms, dancing, writhing, trying to get out. His actual costume was a white
shirt fully unbuttoned to reveal his torso (the lower part of the shirt flailed
like a tail when he jived). He wore tight fitting black pants that made his
legs look like sparrow legs. An earpiece was hooked to his left ear, the wire
curved down to his neck like the operculum of a fish. Because the wire was
white and luminous in the tightly stitched darkness of the stage, | saw it as a
tiny wing. He was simulating a bird. Every time he got close to the edge of
the white square as if to escape and break out of it, an invisible hand would
forcefully pull him back. He flapped his wings, but it was flight as contain-
ment, flight as rootlessness without motion. A sky that doubles as a cage.
History as containment. He couldn’t breathe. When his body on the stage
sighed deeply and finally, | felt it in the left of my lungs.

There was another dance that night. ‘Sen Koro 1&', (The rites of initiates) by
the Burkinabe dancer, Lacina Coulibaly, who teaches dance at Yale and
Sarah Lawrence. Sen Koro la translates in Bamana language as ‘under our
feet”. Coulibaly’s dance was mostly with his feet, tender, tentative, as though
he was moving to a music inside himself. He was alone on the stage, but he
danced as if 8 multitude was dancing with him inside him. The dance had
air and space, it was alive, like a room made for levitation. His body could
breathe, was breathing, but gently, tenderly. His upper body, umber brown
and sturdy, was bare, and on his lower half he wore a flowing white skirt.
My father loved to wear white to sleep, he thought of it as signifying peace
and renewal. When he stopped breathing, a white cloth was pulled over
his body. For burial he was wrapped in a white shroud like a spirit getting
ready to levitate.
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Many Afro-Brazilian communities and their knowledge systems con-
tribute to a global mobilisation toward decoloniality — a collective
dismantling of the stubbornly entrenched structures of social, cultural,
political and ecological power imposed through colonialism (Mignolo
and Escobar 2009, Kimmerer 2013, dos Santos 2015, Penniman 2018:
ch. 3, Daigle and Ramirez 2019: 78-84, Krenak 2024). Quilombo com-
munities on the Dendé Coast such as Graciosa and Lamego have joined
this effort, inspiring collective action and a range of political-economic-
ecological struggles toward just futures. The Comunidade Terreiro
Caxuté, an Afro-Brazilian religious and educational community, draws
on ancestral wisdom, pedagogy, and ecological ethics to care for its
people and places. Founded in 1994 by Maria Balbina dos Santos, a
sacerdotisa (priestess) of the Afro-Brazilian religion Candomblé known
throughout the region as Mametu Kafurengi, or simply Mie Barbara,
the community serves an astonishing variety of social-ecological func-
tions. Among these, the compound operates as an extended family home,
house of worship (zerreiro), cultural-environmental museum, agroeco-
logical extension office, primary school, community library and food
bank ‘born and raised among the dendezeiros’ (Luangomina 2019: 36).
Based in Afro-Brazilian traditions they describe as Bantu-Indigenous,
its members apply ancestral methods and ethics to build and maintain
community. These efforts are part of their approach to ‘zerreiro peda-
gogy, the community’s guiding philosophy, which emphasises a ‘process
of teaching-learning’based in hybridity, multiplicity and circulation over
the colonised binaries of teacher-student, nature-society and work-life
(dos Santos 2019: 51-54). They use azeite de dendé in the preparation
of sacred and routine foods; they use its fruit and kernels in divinations
and other rituals; and from the fronds they make marié to adorn the
entrances of their ceremonial spaces. Their holistic approach to dendé —
at once sacred, cultural, economic, and environmental — descends from
diasporic ancestral traditions to propose futures of abundance based in
socioecological wellbeing and care.
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EAT AND REMEMBER

FIGURE 5.

A Baiana de acarajé deep-fries her signature dish
in locally sourced azeite de dendé (2008).

According to my people, the Yorubas, there are two kinds of death. Good
death and bad death. Bad death has the insignia of famine, of a thing cut
off too early. But good death is a rite of maturation and passage. You pass
from among us to the realm of ancestors to watch over us. We rejoice and
eat Akara at the funeral to mark the transition. We beseech the god of the
portals.

But Akara is about life. It's not the dead who eats it, it's the living. We eat it
at the bazaar and market stalls, at the street corners and the street vendors.
It's food in motion, food on the run. It's food that crosses doors, crosses
borders and oceans.

Akara is the food of the living. Wherever there is

Akara there is aliveness. It's food made sacred by the people’s communal
hunger. It's the food of the cycle of life and death. It's almost like colour of
earth, the colour of flesh. The oil is the blood. Take this, eat and remember.

3/2-2026 253



ADESINA AND WATKINS

Bahia’s most prominent purveyors of azeife de dendé and its ancestral
toodways have to be the ubiquitous Baianas de acarajé. Scattered through
the state, country and beyond, these mostly Black women vendors stand
at the forefront of Afro-Brazilian foodways and religious cultures. Their
eponymous dish, acarajé, is a diasporic bean cake fritter descended from
the Yoruba delicacy akara. Baianas fashion their savoury pastries from
hand-milled black-eyed peas, deep-fry them in locally-produced azeize
de dendé, and finally slather them with okra — ingredients all native to
West Africa. Finishing with dried shrimp and a fiery pepper sauce, they
love to warn the gringos, ‘Cuidado, viu?! E picante. [Careful, you hear?!
It’s spicy.]’

Baianas have much to teach us about the interrelations of gender, cul-
ture, politics, religion, labour and food. In her fieldwork with Baianasand
their labour union in Salvador, Vanessa Castafieda shows how Baianas
masterfully navigate fraught social mores to wield considerable social,
economic, and cultural power (Castafieda 2021). Drawing on centuries
of tradition, as well as their own interpretations of Black Feminism,
Baianas have mobilised diasporic foodways and cultural ingenuity to
provide for themselves and their families, perpetuate Afro-Brazilian re-
ligious beliefs and practices (especially related to Candoméble) and spread
joy. Despite the profound structural inequities persisting from colonial
past to neoliberal present, Baianas command important roles in local
economies and the cultural politics of ‘historical patrimony’ by seizing
official recognition of their traditions from state and federal authori-
ties.” Innovating foodways with deep diasporic roots, Baianas and their
acarajé continue to (re)connect people with ancestral plants, practices
and landscapes.

7 Castafieda (2021) details the fraught cultural-political processes that led to the
official recognition of the Baianas de acarajé by IPHAN, Brazil’s National Historic
and Artistic Heritage Institute.
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ECSTATIC FLESH

FIGURE 6.

A young wage worker unloads freshly harvested dendé fruit from
an elderly ox (2012). The fruit awaits transport to nearby processors
who will transform its flesh into azeite for sale in regional markets.

Think of the fruit, ecstatic flesh. Think of the seed of the fruit, ecstatic des-
tiny. Wind is the messenger of their propagations. A seed splinters in the
soil, breaks loose from its burial shroud and resurrects. What resurrects
begins to grow downward and upward like a vertical river. It gathers the
energy of the earth to itself. The roots dig down toward the bones of an-
cestors. The shoot rises like prayers. It grows honouring the sun and the
moon with the dance of its slender stems. Guided by its inner head, its es-
sence and a secret map of the future all being carried inside them, the seed
does not stop until it has become a fruit. Like a boy, there is a story inside
it. Every seed is a destiny.
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'Thanks to the prominence of dendé oil in Bahian and Afro-Brazilian
toodways and religious cultures, most people recognise that substance
only in its final processed state: azeite. Less well known are its precur-
sors of seeds, soil, trees, fruits, expertise and effort. To become palm fruit
and finally palm oil, dendé must pass through various stages of produc-
tion, harvest and processing — all dependent on specialised knowledge
and physical labour. Without knowledgeable people willing to work,
there can be no dendé for regional foodways and religious expressions.
'This fact is unfortunately becoming more apparent in Bahia, as a col-
lapse in local labour markets is coinciding with the chaos of climate
change and centuries of misguided development policies to precipitate
a crisis in local dendé production (Watkins 2025).

Faced with this crisis, public and private elites have regrettably dou-
bled down on their support for one-size-fits-all approaches to agrarian
development. Instead of recognising the devastation caused by centu-
ries of top-down, colonial-corporate development schemes, authorities
continue to push inaccurate and unconscionable narratives that more
and more plantation monocultures could ameliorate the crisis. These
efforts come as merely the most recent onslaught in centuries of colo-
nial-cum-capitalist agro-industrial development rhetoric and policies.
What if the authorities instead recognised and supported local workers
and their communities, ancestral landscapes of dendezeiros and the wis-
dom they together embody? (Watkins 2025). What if they heeded the
calls of social(-ecological) movements active in the region, such as Teia
dos Povos, who organise and advocate for food sovereignty and agro-
ecological systems such as Bahia’s ancestral dendé landscapes? (Ferreira

and Felicio 2021)
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HARMONY

FIGURE 7.

A quilombola woman ‘washes'’ oil from fresh dendé fruit
to derive azeite in the quilombo community of Kaonge,
located in the Iguape district of Bahia's Recdncavo
across the Bay of All Saints from Salvador (2012).

Think then of these hands, the hands of my mother. There is a covenant
between the seeds and the hands. The hands know through an intimate
memory the tenderness of the seeds, the fruits and the oil. The hands know
- through a knowledge older than the hands - of the covenant of hands
and the seeds, the covenant between the fruits of the seeds and the oil of
the fruit. These baptismal hands. The hands submerge in the river of oil.
The hands dip, glide, glaze over the seeds, fruits, and oil. The oil blesses the
hands. The hands bless the oil. The hands do not bruise or hurt the fruits.
The hands talk to the seeds. The hands dance with the fruits until there is a
harmony, the harmony of ancestors or lovers. The harmony of a covenant.
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“The heart of the proposal’ offered by Teia dos Povos ‘is in the idea that
agroecology is feminine and feminist’ (Ferreira and Felicio 2021: 124).
Affirming this revelation, the agroecology of dendé in Bahia remains a
diasporic, hereditary and gendered practice that connects contemporary
communities with ancestors on either side of the Atlantic. While har-
vesting fruit has long been a duty mostly for men and boys, the manual
labour of processing oil from fruit is typically conducted by women and
girls (Lody 1992: 33). Here the hands that ‘wash’ the azeite from the
fruit perpetuate ancestral practice, at once mundane and sacred, Bahian
and African — transatlantic, yet quotidian.

'This sacred practice continues in communities throughout coastal
Bahia, including Kaonge, Dendé, Engenho da Ponte and the other
quilombos of the Iguape peninsula. Writing from and with those com-
munities, guilombola scholar, advocate and poet Rosane Viana Jovelino
frames these activities within a ‘solidarity economy’ based on the agro-
ecological cultivation of dendé, polycultural gardens of manioc and other
native plants, beekeeping, fishing and shellfish gathering, handicrafts
and community-based tourism — all sustained through inclusive demo-
cratic systems which balance and rotate leadership among genders and
age groups (Jovelino 2018). These and thousands of other quilombo
communities deserve not only inalienable rights to their lands and live-
lihoods, but indeed our sincere recognition as exemplars of inclusive
democracy, socioeconomic solidarity and viable ecologies.
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SACRED CARGOS

FIGURE 8.

Bottles of artisanal azeite de dendé, qualified as azeite de pildo (meaning
processed via ancient transatlantic methods using mortars and pestles),
sit for sale in an open street market in Valencs, the largest city and de
facto urban capital of Bahia’s Dendé Coast (2009).

Cargo on these shores once meant palm oil, kernel seeds, ivory, cotton,
dyewood, pepper and humans.

The flow of palm oil is the flow of the beautiful divine. The blood

of a fruit that is bruised and in its bruising blesses the earth. Where there is
no flow of all,

there will be no remission of sin. Where there is no remission of sin, there
will be sacrifice. Palm oil is the spirit of sacrifice. Palm oil is prayer and pro-
pitiation for mercy. The antidote to evil.

Cargo on these shores once meant palm oil, kernel seeds, ivory, cotton,
dyewood, pepper, and humans.
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The ships that once carried humans shackled with bruised wrists that
dripped blood onto the wooden floors of the ship later carried palm oil
that dripped onto the wooden floors of the bruised ship on the same spots
the blood had been. In the memory of a disintegrated wood in the afterlife
of trees somewhere, a wood remembers the oil of the Africans and the
blood of the Africans on the same spot of wood. The oil made sacred by
the blood. The blood made sacred by the oil. How could you have stolen
a people’s prayer and called it cargo¢ Or how could you steal a people’s
prayer and call it cargo?

Azeite de dendé is a plural and protean essence of Afro-Brazilian cultures
and cosmologies. For Candomblé initiate and multi-modal Bahian art-
ist Ayrson Herdclito, dendé represents a fundamental material element
of the Black Atlantic, its ‘blood, semen, and saliva’ (Her4clito 2022)
His oeuvre of an ‘afro-diasporic cultural body’ thus harmonises with
Beatriz Nascimento’s concept of transatlanticity, both referencing space
as simultaneously geographical and corporeal (Burocco 2024). For her
part, Nascimento credits azeite de dendé as one of four elements of the
‘red blood of the vegetable kingdom’ that contains and carries axé — the
vital force of existence. “That which is structure, from which all departs
or returns. The home of all Know/edge’ (Nascimento 2023: 316-17, her
empbhasis).

In his ethnography of the dendezeiro, Brazilian anthropologist Raul
Lody details the relations of dendé within Afro-Brazilian foodways and
religious practices. Even as dendé retains its essential dynamism and plu-
rality as an expansile symbol and substance, its most profound meanings
and functions within Afro-Brazilian cosmologies associate it with the
Orixd Ext, a West African-Bahian trickster deity also known as Legba
or Nzila, the ‘principal agent of dendé and the very ‘owner of the den-

dezeiros (Lody 1992: 12, 10).* Adherents of Candomblé typically open

8  'The three major families or ‘nations’ of Afro-Brazilian Candomblé revere panthe-
ons of similar but distinct deities. In the Yoruba-based pantheon of Orixds revered
in Candomblé Nago-Ketu, Ext is the name of the deity referred to here; in the
Fon-based traditions of Candomblé Jeje, he is also known as the Vodun Legba
or Leba; and in the Bantu-based traditions of Candomblé Bantu (or sometimes
Angola), he is known as the Inkice Nzila. See Capone 2010: 269.
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their ceremonies with a padé, a ritual offering that includes a serving of
farofa de dendé (manioc flour toasted in palm oil), to placate the irascible
Exu and bring together people, ancestors and deities. Evidencing the
fluidity and reciprocity that often guides Western African and Afro-
Brazilian thinking, ‘Exd becomes dendg, just as dendé becomes Exu,
without this limiting ... dendé exclusively to Exd.” Dendé, Lody goes on,
can therefore be seen broadly as ‘African blood’ and, quite specifically,
as the ‘orange sperm’ of Exti— ‘the most dendé of all’ (Lody 1992: 79,
81-92,9,10, 12).

TRANSATLANTIC CONFLUENCES

FIGURE 9.

A pair of dendezeiros emerge from a tiny fluvial island in the
middle of the Rio Una as it flows through the village of the same
name in Southern Bahia, roughly 150 kilometres south of the
region officially dubbed the Dendé Coast (2012).
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It was said the Africans on those ships dreamt the mangrove trees with their
thick, tangled legs, rose up to their full height like furious giants and fol-
lowed the ships. The native river followed them too. The mangroves with
their tangled legs like ancestry and the native rivers howled and trailed the
ships. Then they furiously sped past the ships and by an ancient map inside
them - since trees and rivers are older than humans - arrived at the New
World before the ships. When the Africans arrived their mangroves and
rivers were waiting for them.

Or sometimes the river was a seed in the landscape of a dream and then it
began to grow branches like spirits.

From a tiny foothold in an aquatic expanse, life on earth emerges. River,
soil and tree converge to nurture an intimate transatlantic existence.
Only together, in coalition, could they create and sustain this particu-
lar home. And while the tiny island harboured a seed, that seed went
on to form roots which now anchor the island, protecting it from en-
croachments and erosions, and aggregating, when flows allow, yet more
earth. For Indigenous philosopher and organizer Ailton Krenak, the
river is alive; a sacred provider of life; an ancestor; a teacher. Sharing his
people’s ancestral wisdom, Krenak explains how rivers speak with their
own language. They regenerate from the traumas of human violence.
They learn, they change course and they converge to find an ocean. And
still, they are us. “The rock and the water are so wonderfully entangled
with us that we can say “we-river, we-mountains, we-earth” ... We allow
ourselves to be water and feel this incredible power that it has to take
different paths’ (Krenak 2024: 1-14, quote p. 3).

Krenak also admires and engages Nego Bispo’s complementary
concept of confluéncias. Thinking with Bispo, Krenak describes conflu-
ences as political-ecological devices formed of both convergences and
divergences, transfigurations that ‘evoke the context of diverse worlds
that can affect each other’ (2024: 21-23). Rather than accepting every-
thing into its main channel, the river converges with some (life-giving)
ideas and activities, and diverges from others. Bahia’s ancestral palm oil
landscapes, for instance, converge with manioc and other beings and
techniques indigenous to South America, just as they diverge from the
necrocapitalist politics and ecologies of monoculture. Confluéncias thus
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provide methods for coalescing and building strength through onto-
epistemological diversities. “The river’, Nego Bispo teaches,

does not stop being a river because it converges with another river; on the con-
trary, it becomes itself and other rivers, it becomes stronger. When we enter
into confluence, we do not stop being us, we become us and other people — we
render. Confluence is a force that yields, that increases, that expands (dos Santos
2023: 4-5).°

'This river, this theoretical-material space of watery, more-than-hu-
man simultaneity, must eventually fall into its estuary. The Rio Una, as all
rivers in eastern South America, finds its final confluence at the shores
of the Atlantic. In this way, we find the immortal inspirations of Krenak,
Bispo and Nascimento — three brave and brilliant Brazilian theorists
— converging to form an intimate transatlantic coalition. Blessed and
empowered with their gifts, it is left to us to carry forward the promise
of this confluence, to imagine, create and sustain new worlds.
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