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“Bahia Houses” at the Crossroad 

between the Past and the Present – 

Um defeito de cor (A color defect) 

by Ana Maria Gonçalves 

 
“Bahia Houses” are houses built in Brazilian style in several cities on the 
west  Their 
architects were “freed” Brazilian slaves who came back to Africa, where 

 
Brazil. 

O defeito do cor ( ]

 

Unheard Words
 

to be an introduction to a “subject of which much more could be said” 
 

‘intercontinental’ 
. 

(   
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-five years later, in the area of “global” studies”, much more is 
 subject, and Schipper’s effort seems pioneer-

w  in- 
Unheard Words 

-Sen 
in  . 

to the classics in world 
literatures. The concept of “Afrodescendant” female authors emerged 

 
southern part of the Americas, “afrodescendiente” h me a 

  

cussions on this African American identification  
concentrate on the “postmigratory” diaspo
has Th

-
 

mance-

an-
Um defeito de cor (A color defect  ]), a 

-

senzala pequena 
-

senzala grande 
 

- 
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tinent, she becomes a successful decorator specializing in “Bahia 
Houses” and, at the end of her life, she goes back to Brazil to see her 
“lost” son. 

implies the concept of “oceanic modernity”, which brings circum-

-
ach to 

 
The term “modernity” has been much discussed in cultural studies 

t

sm to characterize the most 

ed on all continents 

They reveal the effects of “coloniality at large”, of the perpetuation of 
colonial mentalities also after independence. 

The concept 

tions of these “modern” conglomerations. Yet, they are connected with 
as, pol-

 

ing African (= Black) is often used as an equivalent for “labor”. The 
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eruvian singer Susana Baca, the “Soul of Black Peru”, expresses this 
paradigmatically in the song “María Landó”, about a woman who “just 
works/just works/work for someone else”, not even noticing the differ-

 ).  Baca was the first to 
interpret this song on “slave work”, the lyrics of which were composed 

the singer of “creole” music in the Andean world. 
 

-
ionship between historical slavery and “modern 

slavery”, therefore, is at the base of my analysis of Um defeito de cor, 
-

when 

 

The Story of Kehinde 

Um defeito de cor -

her life 
 

Kehinde was born in Savalu, not far from Ouidah in today’s Benin, 

on th

still the biggest city in Nigeria. This combination of being “captured” 
in Africa, being a “slave” and a “free” woman in Brazil, and then a 

 “siempre trabaja/siempre trabaja/trabajo ajeno” (
). 
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“returnee”2 

 
Gonçalves’ letter-

 -
Women Writers, co  Jr. The 

-

 
before Marcus Garvey organized the “back to Africa” movement and 

3 
Gonçalves’ novel succeeds in bringing together many historical 

phasizes her curiosity, when arriving in the “New World”, admiring 
these new landscapes and, especially, the city: “The direction in which 

and Savalu together” .  
at to the 

cause now “we” (nos) are the “Blacks” (pretos  
from the “whites”, who are well-dressed and carried on shoulders in a 

2 Returnees are Afrodescendant Brazilians who “return” to the West Coast of Africa in 
agudás amarôs, and 

tabom. 
3 - . 
 Original versión: “

-
” (in:  ). 
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lation, murder, corporal 

situation. 

 

 
ish owners, 

dition permits. Because of her Hausa 
-educated, she -hand t -

s. As a result of that situa-
tion, she m  

Kehinde’s strong African-

es-

 
The aut

to Kehinde’s native continent. In the bibliography at the 
(  -
wrote A casa da água Water House 
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returnee family in Lagos. She equally refers to João Ubaldo Ribeiro’s 
Viva o povo brasileiro An Invencible Memory 

Gonçalves, and she even copies a scene of violation from Ribeiro’s 
-   

Notwithstanding, the style of her “letter” equals more the tone of 
Quarto de despejo Child of the Dark 

favela of São Paulo in the 1950s. The diary reproduces Carolina’s day-

als her self-determination and critical 

reference to Africa is the opposite in Gonçalves’ manuscript, with her 
precise descriptions of Kehinde’s Yoruba/Vodou background. 

eems to describe the process of “religious decolonization”, as 
do Arjun Appadurai’s (1981) claims regarding the management of the 

 s the 
ions and customs.  finds 

orishas

worldviews, are parts of Gonçalves’ nineteenth-
as in Africa. 

Back in Africa 

The last two chapters of Um defeito de cor 

- The Sunset
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“I did not like what I saw at all” .  This 

p

profit. This learning is the real “new” issue before arriving in Africa 
hosis. 

Stuart, a “dark mulatto” (mulato escuro  

-
meets him on The Sunset, 

-
sonality, a returnee and “blood brother” of the King of Dahomey. Gon-
çalves describes Kehinde’s indirect involvement in the slave trade 

 

money with the arms trade, Kehinde makes contacts with the “Brazilian 
community” an

specialization of “Bahia Houses” (Casas da Bahia). After Chachá’s 

-to-
France. 

 “não gostei nada do que vi”  ). 
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The “Brazilians” find themselves much more civilized than the Af-
ricans, who are repeatedly addressed as “savages”, a 

one with a different status than that of the uneducated African popula-
  This 

successful and belonging to the highest circles, in which the “Brazili-
ans” are considered as “whites” notwithstanding the “color defect”, 
which hardly plays a role in Kehinde’s private life in Lagos. Her meta-

ehinde was proud 

they have a “hidden” African name and use a more Christian one in 
 

ability of the “color defect”: She observes the presence of black and 
“mulatto” priests in the English Protestant church and white and excep-
tionally “mulatto” priests, who count as whites of the French and Por-

etail important for trade. 
The “letter” also describes the Muslim returnees in Porto Novo, the port 

-

-  

Bahia Houses 

herself and, therefore, 

-Brazilian woman herself. 
Her nineteenth- -person 
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“Foreword In her Own Write” (1988 -

-
paragraph phrase introducing the book states that this “young Negro 

from Africa” is 

century, from 1890 to 1910, “The Black Woman’s Era”. Most of these 

female 
authors. 

s of Afro-Brazilian women are 
B  wome

not mention one female Afro-

cen

-woman perspective modifying the trope “Mama Africa” – the 
he anticolonial 

movement. Gonçalves’ “mother” in Africa is not presented as a model-

least for 

to 
-

success. 

Gates Jr. entitled as “ending the Slavery Blame-Game” (2010), the ta-

trade: “slavery was a business, highly organized and lucrative for Eu-
ropean buyers and African sellers alike”. Gates also states that the 
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“Middle Passage […] was sometimes a two-way street” and that, under 
those circumstances, “
or innocent”. 

the working class, making everybody try to look as “white” as possible. 

their court, the “white” Portuguese, French, and English and the Brazil-

 
This difference is emphasized by Kehinde’s business with “Bahia 

Houses”, expressing the “longing for home”, a trope 
– also female – authors 

To Be at Home. 
House, Work, and Self in the Modern World 
writes that “houses and homes [are set] in a broad historical perspective 
as the crossroads between the self, work, and the world” and that 
“power structures are inscribed in space, and space reflects social or-

 and defines the people in it” (  
This position of the self at the crossroad of power structures at the 

West-African coast is symbolically expressed through these “Bahia 
Houses”, constructed by Luísa/Kehinde in African cities. They “open” 
up to 

spondence. She writes that the “Brazilians” desire city houses that are, 

say that the “Brazilians” are traitors and have sold themselves to the 
whites, whereas the Brazilians characterize the Africans as “savages, 
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brutes, underdeveloped, and pagans” ( ).  

 
 

beautiful clay vases for flowers […] Such vases made a big impression, 

-
 

 
 

ronments with their temples, churches, mosques, and cathedral and also 
in the homes (altars in a 
of sacred trees. 

Dom Casmurro 

a high standard of living. The quality of life for this “Brazilian” elite is 
 in which the former “top” level 

lives with “nostalgia for slavery” in their big, now almost empty houses, 
even when reconstructed in the “old” style (Chalhoub -
In those houses, they miss their “self” of the past, a self, 

  In contrast, the “self” in Bahia 

 “selvagens, brutos, atrasados e pagãos” (
). 

  “a sala era dividida em tres ambientes separados por biombos e por 
lindos vasos de barro para flores […] Tais vasos fizeram muito efeito, porque em África 

-
costume noss -
cuidados que, por si, já mostravam que alli morava um patrício”  

). 
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negative experiences in this respect in a country in which the “color 
defect” 
slave. At this “crossroad” between two worlds, Bahia houses on the 
west coast of Africa function as the expression of “Black” modernity, 

frican-de-
scendants and impoverished “whites” in Brazil. Nevertheless, in both 
cases, none of them are part of the official power structure in their re-
spective societies. In Brazil, “the color defect” 

, onçalves letting the Kehinde’s life 

 

The Relevance of the “Color Defect” 

Gonçalves’ voluminous “letter” is a huge success in Brazil, as men-

opinions.  -
countries, such as t

ouse wants 
-

non- -  
Um defeito de cor 

of the Lula-  

 which fueled Gonçalves’ historical meta-fiction. 

 . 
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-
 such as the 

-
-

Kehinde’s life in Brazil, the memory of slaver
considers the ocean as a connecting space, “Yemaya’s water, symbol 
of life and death” (Phaf-

namics, the consequences of which are still felt as “coloniality at large”, 
as 
thors in Brazil and elsewhere. Gonçalves’le

 a dia-
-

 
The ch

imilarities with nowadays “modern slavery”, a legal con-

Andreas Eckert writes, “Space is a central object of rule” and it “places 
often very local histories into a global framework” ). The 
effects of “trafficking people” over the waters is a rewarding business, 
then and now. In this sense, Gonçalves’ cautious and accurate recon-
struction of Bahia Houses as the ultimate sign of “Black modernity” in 
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