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Book Review 

– I’ll Samba Someplace Else: A Spatial History of Race, Ethnicity and Dis-
placement in São Paulo, by Andrew G. Britt. Duke University Press, 2026  

 
In 1997, during a visit to São Paulo, United States President Bill Clinton de-
scribed the city as the “city of the future”. Speaking to business leaders at the 
Memorial to Latin America in Barra Funda, he presented its neighbourhoods as 
a showcase of multiculturalism, referring to the colours of Italy in Bexiga, the 
flavours of Japan in Liberdade, the spirit of the Middle East in Bom Retiro, and 
the rhythms of Africa across the metropolis (p. 241). For Andrew G. Britt, this 
celebratory image captures the central paradox examined in I’ll Samba Some-
place Else. Clinton’s speech was delivered only a few blocks from the former 
Largo da Banana, a square that once served as a centre of samba and capoeira 
practice and a gathering place for Black labour before being buried beneath an 
asphalted avenue and concrete overpass in 1958. The anecdote condenses the 
book’s core concern: São Paulo’s image as a harmonious multicultural metrop-
olis was produced alongside the displacement and marginalisation of Black ur-
ban histories. 
 Britt develops this concern through a compelling historical account of how 
urban redevelopment, migration, and spatial restructuring shaped twentieth-cen-
tury São Paulo, with effects that continue into the present. The book examines 
how a city deeply marked by slavery and Afro-descendant histories came to be 
widely imagined through non-Black immigrant identities, particularly Japanese 
and Italian. Drawing on spatial and media analysis, archival research, oral histo-
ries, samba lyrics, and interpretations of cultural and religious practices, Britt 
contends that this transformation resulted not merely from demographic shifts 
but from policies of whitening, or branqueamento (p. 6), enacted through urban 
planning, place renaming, and the privileging of certain identities. These pro-
cesses formed part of what Britt calls “spatial projects of forgetting” (p. 80): the 
material and symbolic production of urban space in ways that displaced Black 
communities, erased their places of gathering, obscured their historical presence, 
and reproduced ethnoracial inequalities. 
 The book advances this argument through three interrelated claims. Across 
the opening chapters, Britt demonstrates that anti-Black violence shaped spatial 
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change in São Paulo through processes of dispossession, demolition, disinvest-
ment, and racialised representation, particularly in areas associated with the 
city’s early twentieth-century “Black zone” (p. 2). Urban interventions such as 
road construction, redevelopment schemes, and the renaming of streets and av-
enues after nationalist and modernising references were presented as markers of 
metropolitan progress. Yet these projects also produced forms of racialised eras-
ure by razing and re-signifying spaces associated with Black life. At the same 
time, official and media narratives frequently linked Afro-descendant popula-
tions to violence, disorder, and urban decay, reinforcing prejudices that rendered 
Black spaces threatening and incompatible with dominant visions of urban mo-
dernity. 
 The argument turns in Chapter 4 to the ways Afro-descendants confronted 
anti-Black violence and official post-racial discourses through what Britt terms 
a spatial praxis of “belonging-as-being” (p. 8). More than a survival strategy, the 
concept describes forms of belonging grounded in embodied and material spatial 
practices that constitute an ontological condition of existence. Through practices 
of repossession and rebuilding, the preservation of ancestral ties, and claims to 
ethnoracial inclusion, Afro-descendants reconstituted forms of social, cultural, 
and spatial life in the aftermath of displacement. The peripheral district of 
Brasilândia, together with memorialisation projects such as the founding of the 
Samba School Rosas de Ouro, the construction of a new Church of Our Lady of 
the Remedies, and the creation of Praça Luiza Mahin, illustrate how these prac-
tices challenged what Britt terms “anti-Black silencing” (p. 237). Yet Britt also 
identifies a tension at the heart of this praxis: while its inclusive orientation chal-
lenges anti-Black exclusion, it could inadvertently reinforce post-racial dis-
course by obscuring the persistence of racial inequalities. 
 The final chapter shifts back to Liberdade and Bexiga, showing how their 
transformation into officially recognised “Japanese” and “Italian” neighbour-
hoods depended on the production of what Britt calls “ethnoracial infrastructure” 
(p. 243). These were not merely symbolic markers of immigrant identity but 
material investments in the built environment, including lighting, sidewalks, 
public amenities, and heritage revalorisation projects. Such interventions made 
Japanese and Italian identities appear natural and enduring while leaving few 
visible traces of these neighbourhoods’ earlier place within São Paulo’s Black 
zone. This process was inseparable from the displacement of Afro-descendant 
residents, many of whom rebuilt forms of Black urban life in peripheral districts 
such as Brasilândia. The concept of ethnoracial infrastructure is particularly ef-
fective here because it captures the dual character of these interventions: while 
they provided material support for post-racial narratives of harmonious mixture, 
they simultaneously reproduced racialised spatial inequalities by channelling 
public investment towards high-prestige immigrant identities and away from the 
areas where displaced Black populations sought to remain present. 
 One of the book’s strongest contributions is its demonstration that urban 
planning is a contested process in which spatial histories are made, erased, and 



 

 
 
 

reworked. Britt reconstructs not only the official interventions that displaced or 
obscured Black histories but also the practices through which Afro-descendant 
communities reasserted their presence within the city. In doing so, the book 
shows that urban spatial memory is not fixed but continually produced through 
the making and remaking of urban space itself. Infrastructure, heritage, public 
investment, and neighbourhood identities emerge not as technical or administra-
tive matters but as sites of ongoing struggle over visibility, recognition, and the 
right to belong. 
 If the book has limitations, they lie less in the quality of the research than in 
questions of spatial orientation and engagement with contemporary scholarship 
on the intersections of race, coloniality, and urban political economy. The vol-
ume of historical material can at times slow the analytical momentum, and alt-
hough the book provides maps and substantial spatial reconstruction, its move-
ment across districts, neighbourhoods, erased Black sites, and transport infra-
structures may prove challenging for readers unfamiliar with São Paulo. A more 
synthetic spatial overview early in the book would have helped clarify the rela-
tionships between central Black geographies, later peripheral settlements, and 
the infrastructure projects that connected and divided them. 
 The book would also have benefited from a more explicit engagement with 
scholarship on racial branding, heritage dispossession, and the commodification 
of urban space (Kent-Stoll, 2020). While Britt demonstrates how ethnoracial in-
frastructures shape memory, belonging, and socio-spatial inequalities, less atten-
tion is paid to how these processes become entangled with tourism, commercial-
isation, and the production of urban economic value. The epilogue gestures to-
wards the ongoing nature of these dynamics and opens productive avenues for 
future research on how ethnoracial identities become incorporated into urban 
economies. Despite these limitations, I’ll Samba Someplace Else is a significant 
contribution to the study of race, memory, and urban transformation. Britt con-
vincingly demonstrates that São Paulo’s celebrated multiculturalism cannot be 
understood apart from the anti-Black displacements that helped produce it, mak-
ing this an important book for scholars of urban history, Black geographies, and 
Latin American studies. 
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