
Facing the Caribbean Sea to the 
northwest and one of the most beauti-
ful bays in the world to the south 
is the city of Cartagena, Colombia. 
With its beaches, old walled city and 
historic forts it is a popular tourist 
destination. 
	 Officially designated a United 
Nations World Heritage Site, Carta-
gena boasts some of the best hotels in 
Latin America and one of its largest, 
poorest urban black populations. 
	 Of the city’s approximate 1 
million inhabitants, about 60 to 70 
percent are Afro-Colombian, and 
while tourism attracts wealthy visi-
tors and tourist-driven dollars to the 
area, the city’s black population has 
not benefited. More than 30 percent 
of the city’s Afro-Colombians fail to 
satisfy basic needs, and approximately 
70 percent live in poverty, defined 
in Cartagena as making less than $2 
USD a day.
	 One segment of the city’s 
Afro-Colombian population is also 
a cultural icon, the palenqueras. The 
palenqueras, Cartagena’s traditional 
women fruit sellers carry bowls of 
local fruits balanced on their heads up 
and down the beaches and through 
the city streets. They are the subject of 
a research paper by assistant professor 
of Spanish Christopher Dennis 
titled “From Fugitive Slave to Tourist 
Attraction: La Palenquera and Racial 
Iconography in Cartagena Colombia.” 
	 Dennis traces the history of these 
women and the racial implications 
inherent in their most popular iconic 
form: ceramic figurines that line 
souvenir shop shelves on row upon 
row. Images of these figurines are 
replicated and repeated on postcards, 
brochures, coffee mugs and other sou-
venir items throughout the city. 
	 “Through an analysis of the ico-
nography found on these handicrafts 
and souvenirs, I hope to demonstrate 
how the once rebellious symbol of the 
palenquera has been racialized, sexual-

racism and tourism

ized, domesticated and converted 
into the ‘harmless’ and even exotic 
image of the ‘woman of color’ selling 
her fruit in Cartagena,” Dennis says.
	 Palenqueros are descendents of a 
group of cimarrones or fugitive slaves 
from the settlement Palenque de 
San Basilio, one of the more well-
known freed-slave communities 
(palenques) founded in the Ameri-
cas by self-emancipated slaves. 
	 Although it is true that 
recent constitutional reforms have 
promoted ethnic rights in the country 
and spawned new debates on multi-
culturalism, Dennis maintains that 
“racism still exists, symbolized by the 
popularity of these type of souvenirs 
that reflect longstanding racial stereo-
types and prejudices that continue to 
define race relations in the region.”
	 “Souvenirs, almost by definition, 
are supposed to serve as somewhat 
truthful reminders of the people 
and places we visit,” Dennis says. He 
believes that “it would be naïve to 
downplay the influence that the pro-
liferation of this type of iconography 

has on the way local inhabitants 
and tourists perceive – and even 

treat – the palenqueras.”
	 “This particular objectifica-
tion,” Dennis argues, “robs 
this group of black women of 

their living and evolving nature, 
making it difficult to transcend 
predefined identities and roles.” 

Final Thoughts  

	 Like other parts of the Caribbean 
and Latin America, in Colombia, 

it is generally accepted that racial 
discrimination does not exist, or that 
if it does, it is at least very minimal. 
	 Nevertheless, according to Den-
nis, this iconography serves as evi-
dence that “full exercise of citizenship 
and benefits of belonging have not 
been totally achieved by Afro-Colom-
bians, who continue to be subjected 
to daily, often subtle and trivial forms 
of racism. It can be implicit, embod-
ied in social relations, transmitted 
through words, images and insipid 
behaviors; a type of racism mani-
fested sometimes unconsciously by 
individuals with the best intentions.” 

Dennis hopes that 

“Perhaps this 

research will raise 

awareness of 

the importance 

of practicing 

cultural sensitivity 

in all parts of the 

world particularly 

regarding 

the way local 

cultures can be 

misrepresented 

and negatively 

affected by 

tourism.” 

{ the human experience }
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