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Of our Diasporas apart from the Transatlantic

Frequently when we speak of the African diaspora, we only think of the diaspora that was started in the fifteenth century around transatlantic trade and slavery.  It might be useful to our cultural studies to also think about earlier diasporas such as the diaspora from ancient Egypt, Nubia, and the Horn of Africa across the Mediterranean (Greece, Rome among other nations) and to the Orient; the diaspora linked with Islamic pilgrimage; the civilizing of Europe through the North African invasions and diaspora into Spain and the rest of Europe in the 15th century; and the contemporary diaspora following economic problems in post-independence Africa.  The last category we often think and talk about in the context of ‘the brain drain’ but now we need to engage in more studies of it in the context of the scattering, expanding and reshaping of African heritage cultures.  Scholars like Stuart Hall (see Morley and Kuan-Hsing, 1996) and Carol Boyce Davies (1995) here have done much significant work in the area that can be broadened to focus on cultural details.
Regarding our other diasporas, I think of the movement of peoples from the continent of Africa that must have occurred from Ancient Egypt, Nubia and the Horn of Africa as some classical studies show (Thompson and Ferguson, 1969; Thompson, 1989 )as there was constant movement and exchange in trade and culture among the peoples of these regions.  Furthermore following the rise of Islam and the establishment of the holy pilgrimage, there has been, since the seventh century, a constant movement of peoples from various parts of Africa, in particular the West African regions, to Mecca and Medina.  Oral history including family lore tell us how people traveled on foot to go to Mecca, stopping at many points on the way to rest and replenish themselves, sometimes spending months and years in these stopover communities.  Some never left those communities for various reasons while others, on arrival in Saudi Arabia, stayed for years to develop the means to return.  Again some never returned.  What is the cultural outcome of these others diasporas, what gains and losses in cultural production?
The Uses of Tourism
Today and at this conference, we are concerned with the most well known and documented diaspora, that of the transatlantic moment, an outcome of the horrific triangular trade in slaves and goods between Africa, Europe and the Americas especially the United States, and the Caribbean, although more attention needs to be paid to the enslavement of Africans in South America also.  Since the fifteenth century the cultural interaction between the three angles of this historical triangle has remained constant while it was also productive of arts and cultures, in addition to goods and services, to use the language of business that is concomitantly the concern of this conference.  We might ask: what is the special attraction of the Bahamas regarding arts and culture, goods and services?  Are traders, trading institutions or business interested in culture?  In what ways are they interested and how can this interest be linked to tourism and growth?
Tourism, for some of us in the humanities, is a word that evokes contempt even as we travel around the world as tourists.  Tourism is a bad word that calls up thoughts of a host society being corrupted by strangers and visitors, by inflation, prostitution, the worsening of class stratification, and the introduction or promotion of negative work ethics. With these thoughts in my mind I decided to research tourism and studies in tourism to educate myself and perhaps lay aside some of these stereotypes that may be true ultimately.  

A little investigation quickly enlightened me about the broadness of the topic of tourism.  I discovered that tourism did not only enjoy the attention of big business and governments, it is now also the subject of much research, university degrees and college programs.  An internet search produced many sites of which I randomly chose that of a university in Spain where compulsory and optional courses were offered, including languages suitable for tourism in Europe.  Apparently the most popular tourist sites in Europe are France and Spain.  One of the results of my investigations is the thought that Africando has a great deal of work to do to make tourism effective and gainful, if we are not thinking only of the ‘sun and sand’ kind of tourism.  That is where our conscious approaches to African diaspora heritage become relevant as we shall see later. 

The European Commission (EC 2003: 5) speaks of ‘sustainable tourism’ as defined by the World Tourism Organization:


‘Sustainable tourism development meets the needs of present tourist and host regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future.  It is envisaged as leading to management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological diversity and life support systems.”

The Commission asserts that all tourism activities should fit into this definition irrespective of which market segments they target.  I presume that Africando activities would wish to meet this ideal as the organization targets its markets in Africa, the Unites States, the Caribbean, and South America.  This definition of tourism is said to be particularly “important for tourism based on nature and cultural heritage where the risk of damaging the environment and the socio-economic fabric of a destination is potentially higher” (ibid).  At this ideational location stand this panel and Africando – to market diaspora cultural heritage in the context of beautiful nature in the Americas and Africa.  

Apparently there are several forms of tourism: nature tourism, religious tourism, health tourism, sport tourism, adventure tourism and cultural tourism.  I wonder which of these tourisms Africando plans to address or combine, whether Africando is casting its net for certain types of tourists only, and has prepared specially for their peculiar needs.  I wonder also if adventure tourism is popular among diaspora Africans who tend to prefer to play life safe.  We might wish to research our attitudes to adventure tourism.  The avoidance of racism in certain adventure spots as well as our cultural attitude of awe and reverence before nature may be some of the reasons for the unpopularity of adventure tourism among diaspora Africans.  Our leisure classes do not usually seek nature when on holiday as tourists.  Those who consciously engage in tourism are few and far between.

Studies need to be done to discover the common motivating factors for diaspora Africans who favor or would participate in cultural heritage tourism that could also be seen in two parts: education tourism and culture tourism.  For the first, field courses are given in various areas of knowledge such as local cuisine, the making of local artifacts, languages, music, dance, painting etc.  Concurrently time is devoted to local history, art and heritage.  I have seen this kind of education tourism take place in Ghana at the University of Accra with a community group in Indiana where I once lived.   For the second, culture tourism, the emphases would be on festivals and events, banquets, music, theatre and shows, village and rural life, markets, food, general sightseeing, visits to historic and religious monuments, ancient buildings, ruins, and famous people in the region (EC: 6)  Regarding African diaspora heritage, we shall have to see how it could be expressed and made available to the tourist of which I discovered there are three kinds: the committed tourist, the interested tourist and the casual tourist (EC 8-9).  Perhaps, Africando planning needs to take cognizance of these considerations in its projected markets and customers.

So what is the nature of our African diaspora heritage in its cultural production?  My definition of culture always refers to the total mental and physical production of a people, not only their arts and beliefs as is the popular notion (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994).  My more holistic definition allows us to speak of the world view of African diaspora peoples including their philosophies of life (their weltanschauung) and their aesthetic concepts – as of the good, the beautiful, the desirable, the noble, the ideal – that under gird their cultural productions. 

Despite historical time and spatial distance certain encompassing values are still perceivable among the parts of the Diaspora that concern us here.   We have the worship of the Creator (Stuckey, 1988) including the concern with how we are created and how to live well for and with others as well as the spirituality that materializes concretely into the willing forgiveness of oppressors whether in South Africa, Zimbabwe or the United States.  There is the love of strangers that produces hospitality and the pampering of visitors ideally, because it is good so to do.  Then comes music as an important vehicle of culture, our talent for the arts and creativity of all kinds, and our dexterity for learning foreign languages which comes from our accepting hearts, an interest in others and the recognition of their mutual humanity with ours.  
Other aspects of our diaspora culture is the importance of family, of community, even as individuality is also valued and promoted to produce a holistic view of personhood.  The conception of personhood constructs the individual in community, and the community through the individuals, a view of life conceptually linked to the veneration of ancestors or those who have gone before.  Related to such social construction and self-identity is the love of the body as the expression of one’s self as well as one’s physical and spiritual continuity with family.  Consequently the body is a testimony to, and a badge of one’s collective identity.  Due to such perspectives and etiology, the body is accepted and hallowed, always dressed up, and made into a thing of beauty. 

 Furthermore and most important for continuity is the African diasporic conception of childhood and youth and how children are raised.  I find valuable the way we integrated young people into society and responsibility from very young, in the old days, the pre-Western encounter days, when we were not imitating other cultures to the extent that young people just play around for years only to become complaining, bored and ungrateful problem young adults.
These valuable aspects of our diasporic African cultures need to be integrated into our tourism offerings and taught through well-planned, researched and gradated programs, so that we do not simply engage in a mindless ‘sun and sand’ tourism or turn our homes and countries into receiving grounds for social and cultural garbage from tourists.  Consultants are on hand to help with the integration of African diaspora heritage into tourism activities.  Courses could be planned to accompany our tourist programs depending on the kind of tourist that is being entertained: the committed tourist, the interested or the casual.

Our histories before encounter with Europe must be as emphasized as our history after encounter.  Cultural activities of various levels of intensity could be made available to each type of tourist that is being hosted.  Cultural attaches and guides could accompany cruises and other activities to provide pleasurable activities that will make cultural learning fun.  We could also teach conversational and handy aspects of local languages that are useful in each area.  The planning for educational and culture tourism needs to be more detailed and carefully done than this panel period of excellent colleagues permits.  Meanwhile we could bear in mind that, in these days of the search of cultural understandings and the defeat of ignorance, tourism could be, not only an engine of economic growth, but also a powerhouse for intercultural global education. 
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