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Chapter 1 African women’s histories in European narratives – Introduction

This book reveals a story of African women in Africa and Europe from the onset of Krio Fernandino women’s participation in trade, cultural and social matters in Santa Isabel (now Malabo), Equatorial Guinea and Barcelona (Catalonia), Spain.1 My general aims are twofold. Firstly, to accept Walsh’s decolonial challenge (2018) of turning extended histories (the stories about him) into herstories (stories about her). Secondly, in turn, to foster an emotional geography between continents that takes into account the fact that Europe’s history is similar to that of its colonies (Aixelà-Cabré, 2022b) along with their migrations (Sassen, 2013).

I set out to achieve these goals using research by studying colonial archives and oral sources from one of the standout reference points in Equatorial Guinean economy, Amelia Barleycorn, Vivour’s widow.2 Her case sheds light on a hitherto-unknown family, community and nation-based story, as it allows for studying the standing and involvement of African peoples in Spain’s peripheral and overseas territories from the middle of the nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth (Aixelà-Cabré, 2023a).

The comparative perspective that I offer in this book is inspired by the work of Fradera (2015, p. 1) from Havana and Barcelona, where he proposed studying the cities and countries that exercised an official or informal capital as “they were linked by long economic, social and cultural relations, in essence human.”3 To this end, two chapters have been included that compare life in Santa Isabel and Barcelona, highlighting the hall of mirrors that living in both cities entailed, with the survival of certain racial colonialities as a socio-political and employment framework.

The Krio Fernandino were a rich African group of multi-ethnic origin formed in Fernando Poo (ancient Spanish Guinea) from 1827. They received both African and European socio-cultural influences during their multilocal and multi-sited residences. It is also likely that some of their customs and activities maintained certain similarities between their settlements in Santa Isabel and Barcelona, which allowed them to live on both continents with relative ease. These simultaneities required comparing the two localities to delve into the social dynamics and individual and collective daily life there, since a more generic approach would have prevented us from detailing the experiences and responsibilities of the people living in those two cities.

The study shows how relations between the Spanish and the Equatorial Guineans were determined by Spanish colonial experiences in Africa. As a result, African communities in Spain were disadvantaged by coloniality in terms of race and gender, a form a discrimination that was particularly widespread throughout colonial times, and which was transposed to the post-independence phases, even affecting the Krio Fernandino community, on whom this research focuses.

The study is a considerable challenge given that more attention has been paid to the arrival of Africans in Europe in the Early Modern period than in the Late Modern period, which went more unnoticed until the explosion in transnational migrations in the 1960s. Indeed, until the eighteenth century, works focused on portraying the figure of the slave, as this was the most common status in the black population. As Ares Queija and Stella (2000, p. 15) observe, the social reality of Africans in Europe that I study here was shaped by “legal constraints, individual strategies and social opportunities.”

It is worth stressing that the historical framework of this volume encompasses the period of the effective colonisation of the African colonies, that is, 1850 until the end of the 1990s, also comprising the final decolonisation ventures in the 1970s. The search for coloniality in the postcolonial period entailed studying the phenomenon of the upsurge in racist violence aimed at Africans at the end of the 1980s, taking as a benchmark the aggression suffered by the descendants of an eminent Fernandino family in Barcelona in 1992.

Curtailing the account in 1968 would have weakened my decolonial proposal of creating awareness of the extent to which the colonialities of power (Quijano, 2014) and the rejection of African otherness (Mbembe, 2021) acted as domination processes that worsened the post-independence period, when supposedly the collectives whom the European powers had colonized had been given the reins to their own fate and a chance to tell their own stories – testimonies of the past that looked to the future with optimism, which should have led to hitherto unseen times.



The increase of African communities in Spain, combined with Spain’s failure to assume accountability vis-à-vis its colonial past, had as its result a rise in racism that coincided with the enactment of the Immigration Law in 1985 and the increase in migration in the 1990s, with the consequent expulsions and migratory regularisation of the state in 1996. The ill-will toward migrants alongside the legislative changes led to shifts in the treatment and consideration they received, to which, as will be seen, the wealthy Krio Fernandino minority that is studied in particular detail in this work had been accustomed. The Krio Fernandino community was characterised by their enjoyment of a series of economic and legal privileges that made them an elite group, though also by their transnational multilocality, their multi-sited residence, their factual intersectionality and a kind of African cosmopolitan that was Afropolitan.4 Indeed, as proposed by Mbembe (2007, p. 28), the Afropolitan mindset entails a pluralism of African cultures sharing a geographical space, which brings to the fore the idea that borders and spaces forming the “new” African identities are a cultural mixture comprising interwoven worlds, conditions that migrants carry with them following centuries of intercontinental history. This Afropolitanism based on mixing and weaving worlds will be hugely useful in explaining the specific nature of the Krio Fernandino community. In the case of Amelia Barleycorn, this means not forgetting or overlooking her African pluri-ethnic roots and instead combining them with other cultural experiences.

The findings allow for the background and presence of this African community on the Iberian Peninsula5 to produce a Euro-African historical re-enactment vis-à-vis gender, which will enrich the basis for studies, showing the European imprints of multi-regional, transcontinental and Afropolitan women. As will be seen, Amelia Barleycorn constitutes an exception to the normal status of black women in Spanish Guinea and the Barcelona of the early years of the twentieth century, as her wealth and power conferred upon her a series of privileges that a priori were denied to African women.

I would also mention that this book does not study the link between the Catalan bourgeoisie who made their fortune in Spanish Guinea and the Catalan fortunes amassed in Cuba, nor does it suggest parallelisms between the impact of slavery and the onset of capitalism with its elites, in relation to the effect of Fernandino participation in the turning of colonial capitalist cogs that would catapult them into the African elite bourgeoisie. To conclude, I set out the structure of this book, which is composed of five main chapters.

The first chapter proposes the premise, main hypotheses, research goals and theoretical framework, and concludes with a description of the methodology used in the research.

The second chapter tackles the social reality of Krio Fernandino women and other Equatorial Guinean female groups in the city of Santa Isabel, providing a historical reconstruction of what Fernando Poo and everyday life in the city against the backdrop of European and Spanish colonialism was like, as the cities shifted from being markedly English in their outlook to undergoing a process of Hispanisation, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. This chapter reviews the Krio Fernandino community, taking as a starting point Amelia Barleycorn de Vivour and other influential families, namely the Joneses, Dougans, Kinsons, Collinses and Balboas. Next, a sketch is given of what life was like in Santa Isabel in terms of population, cost of living and services in the colony. The final sections are devoted to explaining the tensions and conflicts that would emerge as part of the cohabitation between Africans and Spaniards, which was characterised by colonial repression and in which there were tell-tale signs of impunity, abuse of women and young girls, and armed struggles with the indigenous Colonial Guards, along with the expulsion of Spanish Africans from the colony. The chapter concludes with a reconstruction of the connection between Barcelona and Malabo, from the declaration of independence in 1968 onwards, with the onset of Equatorial Guinean political exile.

The third chapter studies the Fernandino diaspora in Barcelona. For this reason, the connections and similarities between Santa Isabel and Barcelona in terms of population, cost of living and services are detailed to give a better idea of the journeys made by Amelia Barleycorn de Vivour and other Krio Fernandino and Equatorial Guinean women to Barcelona. A section is devoted to setting out the relationship between missionary actions in Barcelona and the intake of students, laying the foundations for an analysis of feminine intersectionality in terms of class, gender and race. The chapter concludes by describing the Spanish colonial reluctance to remember its colonial past and the upsurge of racism in the 1990s.

The fourth chapter provides elements that can be used to decolonise the African past through gender categorisation. It begins with the request lodged by Amelia Barleycorn to the Spanish government in 1911, which granted her and all Equatorial Guineans the right to follow Protestantism while also facilitating the obtaining of nationality for the Krio community as a whole. The chapter continues by analysing the transversal aspects of Fernandino women, namely what powers and authority they held and the first demonstrations. It then discusses how domestic servitude in the Fernandino community could (de)racialise the class divisions and to what extent the social unmasking of the bodies of Fernandino women had a bearing on Spanish colonies of Krio Fernandino descent.

The fifth and final chapter brings together the most relevant conclusions from this work.




Finally, I would not wish to finish this brief introduction without expressing my gratitude to various people. First and foremost, I would like to thank Amalia Barleycorn and Sally Fenaux Barleycorn for their patient kindness and the warm welcome I was given to the complex world of Barleycorn genealogy. I am indebted to them, as their agreement to help me was the basis of the most prized asset for any anthropologist. Amalia’s smile and Sally’s words of encouragement will be forever etched in my memory. I would also like to thank Jeremy Crump for the information regarding the existing documentation on the Barleycorns stored at the School of Oriental and African Studies archive in London. I am grateful to my dear friend and colleague Elisa Rizo (Iowa State University) for her patience and thorough reading of this book, which was pivotal in readdressing the content and structure, thus bolstering the argumentation. To Remei Sipi, a loyal friend of many years and also a prolific writer and activist, I offer thanks for her unwavering support on a personal level, and her generosity in sharing her expert knowledge of the Bubis for this work, as her sagacious comments on the legacy of Fernandino women gave this book additional depth from the very moment she kindly agreed to assess it. Similarly, my thanks go to the GRIMSE Research Group, and particularly to Albert García Balañà and Teresa Segura (UPF), for inviting me to join their seminar circle, where I received first-rate suggestions on the subject matter of this book. Likewise, I would like to acknowledge the support of my editor of Leuven University Press, Mirjam Truwant, as well as José Luís Ponce from Edicions Bellaterra in Spain.

I also want to extend my special thanks to all my team members in the Afro-Iberian and Black Spain R&D projects. They have been a source of support for my analysis, both in the quarterly meetings and at our International Afro-Iberia / Black Spain Seminars (2021, 2024) and the Afro-Iberia International Conference (2022). They are: Ana Lúcia Sá (ICSTE-IUL), Jordi Moreras (URV), Jessica Falconi (CEAD-Universidade de Lisboa), Elisa Rizo (Iowa State University), Diana Arbaiza (Universiteit Antwerpen), Nuria Fernández-Moreno (UNED), Mar García (UAB), Eduardo Costa Dias (ICSTE-IUL) and JM. Persánch (Lakeland University).

Also worthy of a special mention is Juan Tomás Ávila Laurel, who accepted the challenge of writing a novel inspired by the accounts given in this book, entitled Dientes blancos, piel negra (White Teeth, Black Skin, 2022). This text documents my research and includes my mother’s life experiences, Evelina Cabré Enclusa, who thrilled us in heated postprandial conversations on the lifestyle of the Catalan bourgeoisie in the first half of the twentieth century, accounts that would prove vital in creating a historical framework for the arrival in Barcelona of the novel’s main character, Valerina Diana Vivour.




1.1. Premise

This work is grounded on the premise that the Fernandino people were a multilocal, transnational, transcontinental and Afropolitan community that lived between Africa and Europe.6 My aim is to decolonise the past by collaborating in the circulation of other knowledge, and cultures, experiences and rhetoric of African otherness in Europe.

The work by Rosenhaft and Aitken (2013, p. 1) has been a source of major inspiration for this research work. It has provided proof of its feasibility in relation to how mobility between continents altered the imagined construct between Africa and Europe. Similarly helpful has been the work by Northrup (2014) dealing with the active roles that Africans played in the encounters with Europeans between 1450 and 1850, and that of Oualdi (2020) on the reconstruction of the transimperial and transnational life of a slave at the end of the nineteenth century.

However, the academic challenge was complicated by the relative lack of studies on the Krio Fernandino. The excellent previous works by Sundiata (1974, 1976, 1996), Clarence-Smith (1994) and Aranzadi (2016), and by Yakpo (2010) from a linguistic standpoint, should be highlighted, as well as the work undertaken also by other researchers such as Bolekia (2019), Ndongo (1977), Sant (2015, 2017) and Armengol (2015). The relative scarcity of previous studies led me to an extensive consultation of some thousands of texts and documents, data that have provided a solid foundation of clues to give a well-founded description of what life was like for the Krio Fernandino in Santa Isabel and in Barcelona.

The book is similarly based on the premise that it is necessary to reverse African invisibility on the Iberian Peninsula and in Spain specifically. For this reason, a historical reconstruction of the Equatorial Guinean settlement in Santa Isabel and Barcelona is offered, paying special attention to the Krio Fernandino diaspora and to one of its major reference points, Amelia Barleycorn, the widow of W. Vivour. By contrasting the Krio Fernandino case with that of other African groups, it is shown that they did not always suffer processes of minoritisation, racialisation and subalternisation, which were so markedly widespread between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both in the metropolis and in the colonies.




The Krio Fernandino: between black colonisers and racial liminality

The collaboration of the Krio Fernandino with European colonisation was controversial for the rest of the Equatorial Guinean population. It is relevant that their European commercial intermediation not only enriched them, but also gave them the much sought-after letter of emancipation that placed them on a level footing rights-wise to the Spaniards, while the rest of Equatorial Guineans remained classified as unemancipated. Therefore, the Equatorial Guinean historian Iyanga Pendi (2021, p. 42) has concluded that “their distinguished social class” came from being “intermediaries between Europeans and Africans”, which had turned them into “black colonisers”.

This image of black colonisers is particularly striking yet somewhat imperfect. It makes the Krio Fernandino an exception, on the one hand, because they were also a colonised black community whose rights were equal to those of white Europeans, and on the other hand because the image equated the Krio Fernandino with the colonisers, who would no longer be solely white, but rather also black African. This label of “black coloniser” to define the Krio Fernandino is dotted throughout this book.

It should be noted that during Spanish colonialism, cases of mistreatment by Krio Fernandino landowners of labourers were proven, including on Amelia Barleycorn’s estate, an abusive practice that also happened on those owned by Catalans and Spaniards. However, in favour of the Krio Fernandino it can be said, for example, that they leaped to the defence of other Equatorial Guineans when they thought it timely, an attitude that differentiated them from the Spanish colonists and aligned them with the Africans, even though their wealth and lifestyle were closer to their European colonisers than the colonised Africans.

For all these reasons, it is interesting to apply the notion of racial liminality to define the status of the Krio Fernandino, understanding “liminality” as the transition from one state to another (Van Gennep, 2008), and “racial liminality” as the existence of people unclassifiable through their skin colour due to their physical appearance, background or identity (Pekarofski, 2021).7

It is evident that at the height of the Fernandinos’ powers, they were characterised by a light and shade that related to their participation in the colonial inner workings, to their racialisation, to a classism that required distinguishing themselves from their black African workers, and to their racial liminality between the European colonial power and the Equatorial Guinean society that welcomed them and was subjected to oppression.

Racial liminality allows us to overcome the difficulty of classifying the Krio Fernandino, throughout the colonisation process, simply as Equatorial Guineans or as settlers. Moreover, for the Equatorial Guineans, the Krio Fernandino were not originally from Fernando Poo, and they treated other Africans unfairly. For Iyanga Pendi (2021, p. 41), they were eternal foreigners. This reaction does not consider that they have been installed in what is now Equatorial Guinea for more than 150 years, as well as in other countries and continents. The Krio Fernandino have provided an excellent example of the melting pot of cultures and Afropolitan insertion. For the Spanish settlers, their existence in Santa Isabel strained the seams of race rhetoric – as a cultured and elegant black African elite – which did not mean that they could not participate in some of the same social activites in Santa Isabel. The Catalan bourgeoisie took a more nuanced view of the Krio Fernandino, as they had already amassed their own experiences in colonial Cuba (Yañez, 2006, p. 679), but with white Cuban elites. Catalans did not view commitment in maintaining a certain degree of public sociability in Santa Isabel and Barcelona in the first third of the twentieth century, since the relationship need not entail the establishment of mixed marriages with the Krio Fernandino that would have brought controversy since such unions were highly frowned upon (Rubiés, 2001, p. 50; 2017).



It would seem that at the height of the Fernandinos’ powers the community had a liminal status, not so much by its own choice but rather because of its lack of full acceptance by the Catalans and Spaniards on the one hand and by the Equatorial Guineans themselves on the other. The former saw the full acceptance of the Krio Fernandino as conditioned by the colour of their skin. At the same time, the Equatorial Guineans considered them to be African colonisers, a status that researchers like Pardue (2020) also gave them, but without the connotations of Iyanga Pendi (2021).

The liminality of the Fernandinos ended with their loss of economic power in the final years of the colonial period. Their decline diluted them with other Krios of Santa Isabel and the Equatorial Guinean population in terms of status, while at the same time that it dragged them to be considered again eternal foreigners, since they were Africans without history. As a result, it was forgotten that the Afropolitan status of the Krio Fernandino had taken root in the city at the end of the nineteenth century.








1.2. Hypothesis

The central hypothesis of this book is that the colonial framework conditioned the arrival and establishment of African women in Europe, as it entailed legal inequalities that would lead to a reduction of their rights, a status of inferiority with respect to other citizens and major socio-cultural rejection on the grounds of their skin colour that responded to the process of colonial racialisation. These colonialities promoted by the logic of European colonisation were neutralised for decades for the Krio Fernandino from Spanish Guinea in Barcelona, as they constituted a transnational, transcontinental, multilocal and Afropolitan elite. Their case was an exception that had effects on Fernandino women, since their economic capacity and socio-political influence was beyond than that of many European women from the middle and upper social classes. Applying the intersectional perspective of Crenshaw (1995) and Stolcke (1995), it is observed that these women successfully overcame the inequalities suffered by other Equatorial Guinean and Spanish men and women. This demonstrates that discrimination on the basis of African and black women’s status was neutralised by their belonging to an upper social class, as will be seen from the study of the figure of Amelia Barleycorn de Vivour.








1.3. Academic aims and state of the art

Below, the five aims of this research are listed with an explanation of their respective states of the art.




Krio Fernandino women and Amelia Barleycorn de Vivour



African women are not part of Europe’s androcentric history, nor of the European countries in which they settled. There is no emotional geography that connects Africa and Europe.




This book studies a European past with African roots in terms of gender, through the study of the figure of Amelia Barleycorn (1860? Santa Isabel–1920 Barcelona), widow of W. Vivour, a black African woman from Spanish Guinea who belonged to the Krio Fernandino community. The Krio were an African group of multi-ethnic origin formed in Fernando Poo from 1827 with the arrival of slaves freed by the British, and then of Africans brought from Sierra Leone, Liberia and Nigeria. The Fernandino community was clearly aware that it had escaped from the slave trade, which for Northrup (2006, p. 1) had conditioned its African identity.

The first aim of the book is therefore to use the case study of the Krio Fernandino citizen Amelia Barleycorn to reverse the Eurocentric imagery that has hidden African footprints in Europe, as researchers like Small (2019), Pitts (2019) and Fraiture (2022) have decried.

I have approached this challenge from the perspective of postcolonial and decolonial studies, which encourage this type of analysis as their lenses focus and amplify marginal realities. In particular, the proposal regarding the epistemologies of the south that aims to recover other experiences and cultural knowledge is particularly useful and provides the grounding for a chapter of this book that reconstructs Fernandino social dynamics in Santa Isabel, since it is based on the theory that academic knowledge has socio-political coordinates (Sousa & Meneses, 2014) that can condition the analytical gaze.8 In this regard, a historical reconstruction of these Africans’ traces, who, as will be seen, held Spanish nationality, will create the scenario to promote an emotional geography that builds bridges between past and present, between Spain and its colonies.

Thus, Amelia will act as our figurehead to illustrate the gradual settlement of an African elite in Europe. For her part, following several trips to English cities (such as London and Liverpool), she ultimately settled in Barcelona at the end of the nineteenth century. My study concludes in the 1990s, when the press began to report on the existing racist violence, a fact that reveals not only the lack of empathy with Africans in Barcelona and Spain but also the deep-rooted ignorance of the Fernandino past.

The foregoing forms the narrative put forward by the Equatorial Guinean writer Ávila Laurel (2022) in his novel inspired by the family of Amelia Barleycorn de Vivour, a challenge that he accepted within the framework of the Afro-Iberian and Black Spain R&D projects of which this book is part. Ávila Laurel constructs an excellent biographical story of a Vivour descendant that, flitting between fiction and historical novel, allows us to trace a path that begins with her birth in Santa Isabel and her journey to Barcelona in the 1930s, and ends with the racist aggression against a Fernandino subject published in the press in 1992.

The case study into Amelia Barleycorn in Barcelona reveals how wealthy and highly educated Africans settled in European countries, thus demonstrating that the African presence did not abruptly come to an end between the end of the Early Modern period and the beginning of the Late Modern, but rather that some them also forged a new homeland in European cities.

The powerful Krio Fernandino elite transited betwixt two worlds, sharing certain Eurocentric rhetorical bases with colonial structures. However, the Fernandinos were also characterised by their transnationality (Vertovec, 1999), as they had ties that went beyond the territorial borders of the colony; by their multilocality of multi-sited residence (Marcus, 1995),9 as observed in their families being scattered across different countries; by their Afropolitanism (Mbembe, 2007), with a way of viewing the cosmopolitan world while not betraying their strong African roots; by their transculturality (Ortiz, 2002) and mixing (Stolcke, 2010; Ventura, 2010), as a mixed and border category; and even by their glocalisation (Robertson, 1997; Roudometof, 2021), since their local African elitism, centred in Santa Isabel, passed on globally to other regions and countries of the world.10

The transnational mobility of Krio Fernandino women was particularly noteworthy. These were self-employed women who travelled alone or with other relatives or Fernandino friends, as can be ascertained from the lists of passengers who embarked with different destinations or in the news items that, beyond the anecdotal, synthesised a way of being and participating in the world. Furthermore, this aspect was also significant because it should be remembered that European androcentrism, which had seen the denial of rights and visibility to European women, as reported by Beauvoir (1949) in general and by Nash (1983) in particular in the case of Spain, was even more radical with regard to African women due to their status as black women.

Nor should we overlook the fact that the dominant socio-political framework was that in which the colonial inequalities promoted by European instances against African populations justified the diminution of rights based on a racialisation adhering to skin colour, without ever tackling the “indigenous demands in matters of civic rights and racial equality” (Mbembe, 2021, p. 89).

This reality in colonial rhetoric and practices was an example of the contempt that many African women had to endure in the colonies and in the metropolises, an androcentrism that, as an ideology, left women in a situation of subordination to men. This male-focused logic was transferred from Europe to Africa, constituting a powerful colonial legacy in terms of gender (Amadiume, 2018), which continued in the postcolonial period in the so-called colonialities of power (Mignolo, 2004; Quijano, 2014; Walsh, 2018), according to which European societies were superior to African ones because the treatment of women in Europe was supposedly better. Here I understand gender as the variable that allows sex to be considered as an analytical category, the framework in which relationships between men/women are built and recreated, and the factor that allows us to analyse the socio-cultural construct of the sexes from the ideological level as a result of a set of social, cultural and historical factors (Aixelà-Cabré, 2005). It is indeed the construction of gender which conditions people in their daily lives, since it can impose a sexual hierarchy which subordinates women to men, in other words resulting in clear androcentrism.

However, noting the European colonial bias, it is similarly worth bearing in mind that part of the Equatorial Guinean population also had an androcentric bias that took power and authority away from women. In other words, androcentrism was not a solely European phenomenon, since the privileges of the women of the Krio Fernandino elite were not present in other Equatorial Guinean ethnicities. However, this is not to overlook the detrimental androcentric effect of the Spanish missions or that Equatorial Guinean women were considered mere sexual objects by white men, as will be reviewed in due course.








From Euro-African to Afro-European: from political identities to cultural identities



Women and men of African descent received an effective but limited European citizenship in Africa. Those who settled in Europe were subsumed by the colonialities that emanated from the colonial regime, a circumstance that finally also extended to the Fernandinos when they lost their privileges.




The terms Euro-African and Afro-European enable us to ponder the mutual legacies of contact between the two continents: Euro-African places greater emphasis on European imprints than on African ones, and Afro-European prioritises African footprints over European ones (Aixelà-Cabré, 2021, p. 2). The use of this terminology is intended to facilitate the study of synergies and exchanges between the two continents. One of the effects of the constitution of the colonies was the granting of European nationalities to the African populations, which legally meant they became Euro-African. Euro-African is used herein to define the European character of the nationality they received and which legally prevailed among Africans who resided in both Europe and Africa during the colonial period and until independence. Conversely, the Afro-European concept is used to define the African nationality that would legally prevail during residence in Europe after the postcolonial period.

The Euro-African concept has recently been used to study exchanges between Europe and Africa in the migratory and identity sphere (Marazziti & Riccardi, 2005; Rosenhaft & Aitken, 2013), in international relations (Oloruntoba, 2016) and in colonial memories (Aixelà-Cabré, 2020b). The Afro-European concept, in contrast, appears more linked to literary studies (López, 2008; Innes & Stein, 2008; Brancato, 2009, 2011; Thomas, 2014), to identity and migration issues (Clark Hine et al., 2009; Otele, 2020) and to academic networks and social movements (for example, Afroeuropeans and Afroféminas). The research efforts to explain the terms Euro-African and Afro-European have not proliferated in Europe to define the numerous relations that were historically established between the two continents, particularly when considering how widely used the prefix “Afro” has been to determine the relations between the continents of Africa and the Americas, as well as between Africa and different countries of the American continent. Perhaps an initial conclusion on the disinterest by these concepts would suggest European states’ intent, and likewise that of the Spanish state regarding the history of black Spain, to deny their African imprints, since this could definitively draw a veil over an uncomfortable colonial past, avoiding reparations, skirting the recognition of European debts and denying African roots as a cultural basis of numerous European countries.

This lack of visibility and social recognition of Africans in Europe and specifically black Spain (Aixelà-Cabré, 2020a, 2023b; Garrido-Castellano & Leitão, 2022; Aixelà-Cabré & Rizo, 2023; Arbaiza, 2023, 2024; Falconi, 2023a, 2023b; Raposo & Garrido Castellano, 2023; García, 2024; Grau et al., 2024; Moreras, 2024; Persánch, 2024; Rizo, 2024) has fostered the fight for recognition of the Afro-European collective that, far from seeking protection in its Euro-African imprint, demands rights in postcolonial times: these are Africans in Europe who defend and claim the equality, recognition and mutual respect they deserve after playing a role in a shared past (Borst & Gallo-González, 2019; Aixelà-Cabré, 2020b).

It is of the utmost importance to stress that the granting of European nationalities in Africa by colonial governments only sought to identify the inhabitants of the overseas empires as attached to their territories, as if they were another property, rather than to make them equal in rights and duties to Europeans in Europe, since such recognition of these European nationalities did not bring with it citizenship rights.

This de facto nationality granted by different European countries to African populations was complemented by the exceptional granting of full citizenship since most of the population had to be placed under guardianship. Establishing a colony often required the recognition of a certain degree of emancipation of a small African minority that collaborated with the colonial powers. I also start my discussion from the fact that the emancipated status of a large part of this minority, granted at the time of colonisation, guaranteed a certain equality of rights with Spanish nationals, as evidenced by the revised documentation of Amelia Barleycorn and other Krio Fernandino individuals.

Thus, throughout this book I will use the Euro-African concept with the intention of defining the legal nationality of Africans in colonial times, not their identity or cultural affiliation. I do so because I believe that this legal antecedent could also be used today by descendants of those Africans who settled in Europe to prove that their European status dates back more than 150 years.

The arrival of Africans who settled in Europe from newly African independent states would illustrate the transition from Euro-African to Afro-European experienced by those Africans who settled in the European continent. In fact, the claim in Spain of being Afro-Spanish, no longer from a legal point of view, but from that of identity, was made from the late 1990s, with some precedents, such as those identified by Nfubea (2021): the Afro-European claim, or, in our case, Afro-Spanish, was formulated in post-independence times as a form of rejection of the colonialities that continue to transit between Africa and Europe.

It is important to note that in the documentation of Spanish Guinea – namely, decrees, ordinances, complaints or judgments against the Equatorial Guineans, to give just a few examples of the extensive documentation consulted – the “nationals” of Spanish Guinea were usually classified as “subjects” or “indigenous” Spaniards, as if the adjective reflected a different and lower level than that of the Spaniards of the cities. However, the words “subjects” or “indigenous” were not stated on their birth certificates, visas, safe-conducts, passports or other identification issued during the colonisation period, because they were for all intents and purposes Spanish.

The historical and political backdrop was marked by European colonial empires that were interested in promoting inequality on both continents by diminishing Africans’ rights. It should be remembered that the emancipated status that some of the Krio in Spanish Guinea came from their ability to demonstrate loyalty to and unwavering faith in the colonial system, a status that could be reversed had their efforts been deemed lacking. Thus, with few exceptions, until the end of the 1920s only the Krio Fernandino minority would attain the status of emancipation: this right was the result of the enormous economic and social power that they had accumulated in the last third of the nineteenth century during the British occupation.

Raising the idea that during colonial times Africans were also Europeans and, therefore, Euro-Africans allows us to become aware of the existence of political, cultural, social and economic legacies resulting from their coexistence, not only in Africa, but also in Europe. García Balañà (2019) notes that France and Great Britain incorporated thousands of indigenous soldiers into their ranks during the First World War, which brought with it certain colonialities, something similar to what happened on the side of the rebels against Franco during the Spanish Civil War (Madariaga, 2002). Plus, the African presence in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century was evident thanks to the organisation of human zoos that began in the last third of the nineteenth century (Pardo-Tomas et al., 2019), as well as to particular channels such as missions or the military (Atlan & Jézéquel, 2002). However, it is very important to highlight that the amount of influence these Africans settled in Europe had was, with exceptions, highly limited, especially if compared to the power of the European minorities that settled in Africa, who, thanks to the military and civil deployment, managed to transfer to the continent their way of seeing the world (Stoler, 1991; Cooper & Stoler, 1997), leaving their postcolonial imprint on the political construction of their states and in the configuration of their national identities (Aixelà-Cabré, 2022a), as well as in the social construction of the African sexes (Amadiume, 2018). In Europe, the Euro-African condition of those with great wealth and public renown de-racialised their blackness and African origin, entering a stage of racial liminality. However, from a gender perspective, European androcentrism and Christianity conflicted with the female power and authority of African mother-focused matricentric families.

The subsumption of the African into the European that I propose to study from the legal perspective of nationality lasted until independence from colonial rule was declared.

The interest in the use of the Euro-African concept lies therefore in the desire to make visible the statutory link to various European countries that, for more than a century, many Africans enjoyed. In my view, if we trace this contemporary historical story of disconnection between continents, there would have been greater incentives to write a shared history that did not turn its back on the legacies of the African continent in Europe. Indeed, this awareness of the closely linked past between Africa and Europe would have made it difficult, for example, for the European Union authorities to erase the few benefits that the colonised territories maintained in relation to their former metropolises after independence from colonial rule, such as easily receiving a travel visa. This advantage has been rejected in recent years in the promoted amnesia of the European Union, as Rizo (2012) found in the Spanish case.

In fact, the European amnesia of its colonial past, denying its historical debts, was exacerbated after the accession of countries such as Spain to the European Union in 1986 and the signing of the Schengen Agreement in 1991, as it marked the beginning of the “Schengenisation” of the borders and policies of EU countries like Spain (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2008; Aris, 2021). The so-called “Fortress Europe” emerged, a concept studied by Carr (2012) and Tsianos and Karakayali (2010), that for Mbembe (2006) ended up becoming the expression of his necropolitics.








The impact of intersectionality: class, gender and race from a multilocal transnational perspective



Intersectionality allows us to discern the different impact that class, gender and race variables had on the Equatorial Guinean collective in Santa Isabel and Barcelona. Wealthy Krio women subverted the sexual abuse of the Spaniards in the colony that was unavoidable for all other Equatorial Guinean women, while during their European stays they maintained privileges highly similar to those of upper- and upper-middle-class Catalan women.




The reasons behind African invisibility may have been multicausal, yet would remain very similar to the racism that Stoler (1995, p. 116) detected between the Dutch and the population coming from their colonies: the requirements to acquire the equivalent status of European, with relevant aspects such as the use of the Dutch language, schooling, dress or church membership, were rarely sufficient because there always emerged “a basic and disturbing symmetry that subscribed to its racial grammar […] native sensitivities could not be extracted from an Indian child as native blood circulated through its veins” (Stoler, 1995, p. 116). The racism to which Stoler referred (1995) is what Rubiés (2017, p. 33) deftly defined for the Early Modern period – also applicable to the Late Modern era – as: “the justification of ethnic discrimination based on a concept of race that implies natural criteria.”

As Mbembe (1999), and earlier Césaire (2006 [1950]), concluded, blackness was part of the European colonial socio-cultural hierarchy, while the capitalist system has continually detracted from the value of the same races, as well as the same social classes and the same sex.

Therefore, despite the differences in how the European countries constructed race,11 the viewing of colonial hierarchies always concluded by activating a racialisation process that denigrated “the black”, since, as Mbembe (1999, p. 22) pointed out, race had always been present in discrimination in terms of “imagining the inhumanity of foreign peoples and the domination that must be exercised over them.”

Stoler (1991, 1995) linked race, gender and class in order to show the underlying discourses of European colonial practices as they filtered a way of thinking about otherness and women. For Stoler (1991, p. 51), “having studied how the colonisers have viewed the indigenous Other, we are beginning to resolve how the Europeans of the colonies imagined themselves and how they built communities built on asymmetries of race, class and gender.” In her analysis, Stoler projected the racist and androcentric European gaze that had promoted the racialisation, minoritisation and subalternisation of Africans, topics that Spivak’s subaltern studies (1988) had also looked at.




[image: Ten people standing on the giant trunk of a tree, other people sitting on a stepladder placed against the trunk.]

Figure 1. Settlers and braceros climbing on the trunk of a ceiba tree. General Archive of the Administration, box 81/0680, envelope.


Crenshaw (1995), like Stolcke (1995), developed the intersectional perspective to demonstrate that women’s experiences and circumstances vary greatly according to their social class, gender and race. These perspectives allow us to analyse with greater certainty the case of Amelia Barleycorn, since the intersectionality she exemplified reproduced the variables of race, gender and class, both in Santa Isabel and in Barcelona, since her power and authority was equal to that of the Spanish and European white men in her same social class. These recalls must recover the accurate of Alcoff (2007, p. 256) about the importance of always balancing “class and race”.

In the Spanish case, the race ideology was used to support the supposed Spanish colonial civilising work of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With rhetoric on the brotherhood of the “Hispanic race” that relativised the significance of geographical origin or skin col-our, it finally justified an annulment or significant limitation of the rights of local populations, with unforgivable arbitrariness of all kinds involving expropriations or workplace and sexual abuse.

For Ugarte (2009), the transfer made by Spanish structures of the notion of the Hispanic race to Equatorial Guinea was evident. Thus, it is relevant to note that this racialisation of the existing populations in the African colonies was also transferred to Spain, where it was perpetuated in the postcolonial period and extended to other cultural groups. As Martín Díaz, Cuberos and Castellani (2012) have shown, blackness also impacted the Latin American population settled in Spain; despite sharing the Spanish language with Spaniards, just as Equatorial Guinean Africans did, Latin American immigrant women and African women received the same treatment.






African women in Barcelona: from an Afropolitan bourgeois elite to racism and racialised migrations



The Fernandino elitism of the late nineteenth century weakened until it fell into oblivion in the twenty-first century. The Krio Fernandino diaspora, like other Equatorial Guinean groups, ended up suffering the racialisation of migrations, as happened with other Africans who arrived on the Iberian Peninsula.




It should be noted that the available literature on the population of Equatorial Guineans in Spain is limited.12 Highlights include Fons (2002), Bolekia (2003), Aixelà-Cabré (2011, 2012, 2020a), Doppelbauer and Fleischmann (2012), Porzio (2014), Iliescu and Bosaho (2015), Iliescu (2017), Stucki (2016, 2019) and Schlumpf-Thurnherr (2022).

Bela-Lobedde (2018), of Bubi heritage, offers an account based on her biographical experiences as the daughter of an Equatorial Guinean migrant, continuing a reflection begun years ago on African migrations by Vi-Makome (2000) and Sipi (2004, 2010). Other works on Equatorial Guinean migration in Spain have focused on literature and blogs, such as Ugarte (2009), Riochí-Siafá (2018), and Borst and Gallo-González (2019), among others. Mbare Ngom (1996), Lewis (2009, 2017), Rizo (2012), Otabela and Onomo-Abena (2009) and Okenve (2014) have analysed the traces of Equatorial Guinean memory through the literary work of Ndongo (1987, 1997, 2015), Ávila Laurel (1999, 2000, 2006, 2009), Boturu (2010) and J. Mbomio (2016).

Africans’ invisibility in Spain is common to that in other European countries. Small (2018, p. 1185) has detailed how the difficulties in promoting black Europe are due to its deep precariousness: “black people are over-concentrated and hyper-visible at the lower ranks of every major political, economic and social hierarchy, from political representation, in business, educational and medical occupations, in the non-profit sector, and in the illicit activities of sex work.” This is certainly the case of Equatorial Guineans in Spain. There is no doubt that the African diaspora13 has low socio-political visibility, in spite of the fact that their skin colour makes them highly visible in a phenotypically white majority, an effect of the racialisation of migrations and of the colonialities inherent in the socio-cultural construction activated in Spain and other European countries. The few exceptions to this invisibility, such as Bosaho, Ávila Laurel, Ndongo, L. Mbomio, Bela-Lobedde and other Equatorial Guineans, do not compensate for the minorisation that the collective suffers.

For all these reasons, this book accepts Small’s (2018) premise that the black community in Europe is invisible to European countries. My aim is to reverse this situation by undertaking a study of the presence of the Equatorial Guinean community, especially the Krio Fernandino in Barcelona, though without entering into the study of the self-definition of the identities of Equatorial Guineans in the present with respect to their Afro-European or Euro-African affiliation.

This issue is key because, as Small (2019, p. 2) states, “[t]here is very little talk about black people, especially black citizens, even though the vast majority of black people in Europe are citizens and legal residents.” African populations are part of twenty-first-century Europe, as is clearly evidenced by the growing number of immigrants who have settled permanently on the continent: in 2017, of the 673,000 third-country nationals residing in an EU Member State who acquired EU citizenship – 27% – were from Africa.14 In Spain there were 1,218,691 foreign residents of African origin in 2018 (the total number of foreigners was 4,663,726), within a total population of 47,007,367.15

My outlook is inspired by the work of Adeleke (2009, p. 22), The Case Against Afrocentrism, where he suggests that the “[Black Atlantic] approach acknowledges the complexity of the black Diaspora experience, arguing that a monolithic, racialized, and conflict-driven paradigm could not adequately represent the gamut of the African and black Diaspora experiences.”16 According to his general framework on how to study the diaspora, my interest is focused on studying the socio-cultural contact of the Fernandino and Equatorial Guinean Krio community with Catalans, Spaniards and other Equatorial Guineans. My stance is that this issue should be researched to give more prominence to the dilemmas of Afrodescendants in Spain, given that this African community has barely been studied, with no research at all tackling this particular point.

Gilroy’s (1993) book The Black Atlantic is also of some interest since, beyond the current criticisms surrounding the usefulness of the notion of the “Black Atlantic”, his work has been useful in connecting local and global networks whose epicentre is blackness, given Gilroy’s desire to transcend both the structures of the nation-state and the limitations of ethnicity and national particularity. My work presents some differences with Gilroy’s starting point, since mine focuses on the Euro-African connection.17 My interest is thus in studying the local and global connections of transnational networks between Africa and Europe, not on what he calls the “transatlantic world”. This need to connect multilocal networks, and multi-sited, transnational, transcontinental and global residences is particularly relevant in the case of Equatorial Guineans, whose diaspora has spread across several continents (Aixelà-Cabré, 2011).18

My research also adheres to the proposal of Balakrishnan (2017) to prefer the concept of Afropolitanism to African cosmopolitanism, following Mbembe’s (2007) argument that Afropolitanism unites Africa and the world.19 In my case, I am interested in examining whether the centrality of African pluralism is part of the global Krio Fernandino identity practices as a multi-ethnic and highly Afropolitan group at its heart, appearing as one of the possible obstacles to building a community of the Equatorial Guinean black diaspora, since in previous works I have already pointed out the difficulties of constituting a Equatorial Guinean community in Spain due to the pressures of this African dictatorial system abroad.



Finally, Ugarte’s book (2009) Africans in Europe offers a valuable approach to the feelings and disappointments of Equatorial Guineans in Europe that helps to understand from their exiles – the internal exiles– the scarce recognition obtained in contexts such as the Spanish context referring to their status as eternal foreigners (Iliescu, 2017). In this sense, it is very relevant to observe how racism was unmasked and became more aggressive with the gradual arrival of Africans. In this sense, Essed and Hoving’s (2014, p. 9) work on Dutch racism is highly inspiring, noting that “it has its own legacy in the Netherlands and the (former) colonies, operates in and beyond the national borders, is shaped by European and global influences, and intersects with other systems of domination.” And this book is pieced together from elements of the arrival and establishment of Africans, many of whom could not avoid racism in Catalonia and Spain because it was the socio-cultural and normative framework dominated by racialised discourses that undervalued the African community (Aixelà-Cabré, 2012).






Urban Iberian colonialities: from the twilight of the Spanish empire to a Catalan metropolis on the margins



Iberian colonialities reveal how the Spanish empire in Spanish Guinea was in decline, and that the Catalan–Fernandino connection between Santa Isabel and Barcelona resembled that maintained by an overseas colony with its metropolitan capital. In addition, it was this contact that allowed for the social encounters between the Fernandino and Catalan bourgeoisie in Barcelona in the first third of the twentieth century.




Although this book focuses on two cities, Santa Isabel and Barcelona, it is particularly relevant to note that life there was could not have been more dissimilar in terms of the people who circulated between them, who offered their ways of seeing the world, of relating, of dressing, of living. These experiences would form part of Mbembe’s (2007) analysis of Afropolitanism: Africans interweaving worlds.

Both cities were rich, although Barcelona was a European city of major historical significance compared to Santa Isabel, which was nascent and undergoing development. Both localities were cosmopolitan, although Barcelona was highly visible in many areas, including the arts, sciences and thought, between the late 1880s and the end of the 1920s (Hochadel & Nieto-Galán, 2016). Fradera (2015, p. 3) also highlights the spectacular urban growth that Barcelona experienced between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which would turn it into a genuine metropolis. Therefore, it is easy to venture that the vacuum left by the loss of Cuba in the Barcelona trade that Fradera (2015, p. 4) identified was filled by Spanish Guinea.

For its part, Santa Isabel was a city in which the Krio Fernandino bourgeois elite, which was engaged in cocoa production, was very powerful, visible and socially active, unlike in Bata, the second city of the colony, located on the continent, which was highly segregated. The economic potential of the Krio Fernandino led Sundiata (1996, p. 115) to classify them as an example of black capitalism. In fact, their profoundly intersectional character has allowed us to observe how Krio Fernandino women enjoyed positions of power, travelled to Europe and settled in Barcelona, perfectly aware of their autonomy, prestige and authority.

I must point out that, in this book, Resina’s (2009) perspective of “Iberian cultures” prevails over Campoy-Cubillo and Sampedro’s (2019) enveloping formulation of “global Hispanophone”, since Resina’s conception is about avoiding the standardisation of the Catalan colonial specificities to the Spanish majority, also defended by Vilaró (2011) or Gargallo and Sant (2021), since such specificities would have been blurred under the Spanish assimilationist tendency and the hierarchical subsumption of the Catalan under the Hispanic, without even entering into debate on the nuances of whether the Catalan efforts in Spanish Guinea were to extend Spanish colonialism and linguistic and cultural Hispanisation.

A revisionist work has been published on the Catalan presence in Spanish Guinea. García Ramon et al. (2008) showed how Catalans promoted colonialism as an Africanist movement by actively encouraging public and private bodies to influence politically, economically and culturally in Africa. For them, the Catalan bourgeoisie in the process of economic expansion and cultural renaissance and nourished by a geopolitical conception sought to intervene and expand Barcelona’s power beyond its borders (García Ramon et al., 2008, p. 365). The authors expressly cite the Comillas Group through the Compañía Trasatlántica20 that linked the peninsula and Barcelona with the Gulf of Guinea via the transport of people and goods, as well as the organisations Societat de Geografia Comercial (Commercial Geographical Society, 1884), Societat Geogràfica de Barcelona (Barcelona Geographical Society, 1895) and Societat Geogràfica Comercial de Barcelona (Commercial Geographical Society of Barcelona, 1909). Gargallo and Sant (2021) have written about the greater presence of Catalans in Equatorial Guinea compared to settlers from other parts of Spain, and Antebi et al. (2017) have studied the close connection between Barcelona and Spanish Guinea from the perspective of animal trafficking to the Barcelona Zoo.
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