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I have always dreamed of conducting colorism research in Africa and the UMSAEP Program provided 
the perfect opportunity for me to develop and maximize international collaborations. This exchange visit 
represented the first step towards establishing research collaborations with faculty at the University of 
Western Cape (UWC). My ultimate goal is to conduct large-scale cross-national comparative studies of 
Black Africans and African Americans to gain a more complex and nuanced understanding of colorism 
and its consequences in society.  
 
The initial project was planned for Spring 2020; however, the Covid-19 pandemic delayed the project 
start. After several changed dates and flights, I was finally able to travel to South Africa in March/April 
2022. I was beyond excited and immediately informed the graduate and undergraduate students in my 
research lab of the possibility to travel with me to assist in data collection. At the time, we were 
conducting on-campus focus group interviews for a study with Black University of Missouri (MU) 
students so I knew that students from my lab would be an asset for me in South Africa. 
 
Thanks to financial support from MU’s Henry Mitchell Scholarship with additional support from my 
research account, four students from my research lab, including three doctoral students (Jasmine Godwin, 
Jessica Marmolejos, Joelle Smith) and one undergraduate McNair Scholar (Aminah Bradley-Pikes) 
accompanied me on this trip. For most of them, this was their first international trip, and they were 
ecstatic about this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. During their time in South Africa, students gained first-
hand research experience recruiting study participants despite cultural barriers, conducting focus group 
interviews, and taking field notes. 
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From the first focus group interview, I knew that this project would be very successful. Study participants 
were incredibly thoughtful, forthcoming, and candid about their experiences with skin tone and colorism 
in South Africa. The data are very insightful and rich in descriptions. In fact, participants had so much to 
share that I had to eliminate several focus group questions and stop focus group discussions given study 
time limits. If not, the participants would have talked to us for hours. Many of the students wanted to 
continue the conversation after their focus groups and even reached out to me to look for potential 
opportunity to continue the colorism discussion. Moreover, I eventually turne1t OdI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1t O Iq1t Od Oydt O qt OdI1NdI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1uO Iq1tug q3 HOevemt OnI1t OyI1t  n qZ jn“b“jt q3 O Iq5 1n“nntj qb n“jdy n q3 HOtuIot Ohe IjrdI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1tj jn“b“jyeq3 HOseItt OdIt OyIteOnIt OtsIGqS n qZ tu“u“je q3 O Iq5 1n“nnjd qZ n“j1db Zuu“tgj qp HOwoI1t OoI1t I1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1qZ tt“n 1t q3 HOMoIwt OnI1t OtI1j OeI1t OdI1t I1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1tj jn“u“tj q3 O Iqt OI1jn n“jdymm q3 O Iq5 1n“nntj qb n“jdy n q3 HOtuIpat OtI1t Ounit OcI1tt OpI1t1t OeIGqS n qZ u“md“jn q3 O Iq5 1n“nntj qZ n“jdy n q3 HOIt OI1jn n“jdymm q3 O Iq5 1n“nntj qZ n“jdy n q3 HOtuIt OeIt OI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1tu tt“n deeq3 HOseItt OdIt OyItNdI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1t O Iq1tdZ? 3 HOseIbeca1t OsI1 OI1t O I1jH Otn d It O IGqS 1n“nntb qZ n“gut nuq3 O IqhadOI1jn n“jq5 1n“nntj qZ n“jt“eb? 3 HOseIt O th OcIt Ot, hOeIt O1t OdI1t O I1ju“ny q3 O Iq5 1n“nntu qZ n“jdy n q3 HOtuItt OdIt OyItNdI1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1t O Iq1tdZ? 3 HOseIdat OaI1t I1t O I1j OtI1j OoI1t O Iqn 1n q3 HOtuII1t OorIt OorIect OiI1t Oon I1dI1t O I1ju“yjyq3 O Iq5 1n“nntj qb n“jdy n q3 HOtOgo1t I1jn n“juItO. IGO IGqS 1n“oqq  sZqK ntj gt m“ubmyjn tt“bmyjn1t“dbu Z? HOtimDR O IG.I 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Focus group interviews were initially transcribed using the transcription feature in Zoom. Participants and 
research team members wore masks given Covid-19 protocols
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I also gave a lecture to students and faculty at UWC. The presentation was well received and created 
interesting discussions afterwards.  

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS: EXPERIENCING THE SIGHTS AND SOUNDS OF CAPE TOWN 

After I received notification that my South Africa project was going to be funded, in part, by UMSEAP, I 
immediately took a DNA test to get a sense of “my roots” (my genetic roots, that is). I was born in 
southern Louisiana and most of my family history is difficult to locate given inaccessible local records 
and incomplete record keeping as a result of slavery. At this point, without help from Dr. Henry Louis 
Gates at Harvard University and his groundbreaking show Finding Your Roots on PBS, acquiring my 
DNA results from a popular genetic testing company was the next best thing. Right before I was initially 
scheduled to travel to South Africa, I received my DNA test results which revealed a significant 
proportion of my lineage was from Nigerian, Sierra Leone, and Ghana. I was ecstatic about this news and 
immediately told everyone. I was so proud to see the direct genetic connection to Africa and it made me 
even more motivated to travel there! 

I love international travel given the limitless experiences of new cultures and meeting new people. I have 
traveled across the globe to Australia, the Bahamas, Canada, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, France, 
Greece, Holland, Italy, Mexico, Scotland, Spain, Thailand, United Kingdom, New Zealand, just to name a 
few, but surprisingly I realized that I had never been to the continent of Africa. Unlike any other place I 
have traveled, as an African American, arriving in Africa was like “coming home.” It was my personal 
“Wakanda Forever” moment (a salute to every one of the African Diaspora and a tribute to Black 
excellence around the world)! This is the continent where my ancestors resided. As soon as I stepped off 
the airplane in Cape Town, I could already feel an overwhelming sense of commonality and connection. 
Throughout my time in Cape Town, it wasn’t the deep conversations but the simple interactions with 
Black South Africans that made me feel genuinely welcomed. In fact, one of these memorable moments 
occurred while perusing shops on Long Street. We went into a souvenir shop and when the Black African 
owner heard me speak, he immediately said “Welcome Home Sisi” (which means “Sister” in the Xhosa 
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Amid all this beauty and wealth, however, I was acutely aware of South Africa’s tumultuous history. I 




