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EDUARDO BONILLA-SILVA
Reflections about Race by a Negrito Acomplejao

\WEen I started talking, and Iater on, writing about racial matters in the
mid-198os, my fathex told me, “Eduardo, tii eres un negrito acomplejao”
(Eduardo, you are a Black man with a complex).* This comment irritated
me beyond belief not only because it downplayed the significance of my
work on race but, more importantly, because it came from my father,
whom I love dearly and who also happens to be a Black Puerto Rican.
How could he, of all people, say something like this? I fought with him
and reminded him of a few racial incidents in his own life. I reminded him
how, when I was ten years old o so, a clerk in a shoe store treated him
like dirt because he was Black (one of my first clear memories of racial dis-
crimination). 1 reminded him how he had been “elevated” to “negro pero
decente”? (Black but decent) by “White” members of our family because
he was a university professor. I reminded him of how he was insulted by
the father of my first wife (a mulatto himself but with green eyes)* be-
cause he was Black. I reminded him about how few Blacks were ever hired
as professors in the university and how he knew that race was a factor in
this state of affairs. I reminded him of many, many things, but there was
no agreement as he translated all these things as examples of individual
prejudices rather than of “systemic racism.” 6

This argument with my father led e to reflect on the many ways race
mattered in my life as a child and as a youngster in Puerto Rico. 1 think of
the overt ways in which race affected me, fullyaware that in Puerto Rico, as
in most contemporary racial orders, race also matters in ways that are not
visible to those who experience discrimiration (e.g., teachers not giving
students equal opportunity in the classroom, employers not hiring people
or denying them promotions because of racial considerations, etc.).

Very early on in my life I noticed that I received less affection from my
immediate and extended family than did my siblings. Without having the

444 ANTONIO LOPEZ




tools o understand why this was the case, I struggled as a child. I pon-
dered things no child should ponder: Why doesn’t mami love me as much’ .;
as Pedro or Karen? Why do my White family mernbers (at the time, I did
not see them as White but just as “family”) seem so distant? What have I -
done not to deserve the same level of affection as my siblings? Alcthough
race was likely not the only reason for the lesser affection I received from.

my family, it was definjtely a factor.? B

As I grew up, I heard all sorts of racist statements about Blacks from
some of my aunts and even from my own mother. They referred to young -
Blacks as cocolos and cafres,® and said all sorts of nasty things about the
“Black side” of our family,” such as “You know, your aunt does not know

better because she is accustomed to living in shit” or “Eduardo, those peaple
do not have class.” (I struggled with these comments for a long time as'I
somehow felt those peoplewere not just “them” but me!) And although these
views were uttered in private, they must have affected social interaction as

several members of the Black side of our family fought back and referred

to some of the White members of my family as blanquitas (whiteys).10
A good example of how racial perceptions affected social relations was
the interaction that occurred ar events such as weddings. I remember,
for instance, attending weddings where these racial divisions led to whar
I might call a “soft” segregation: Whites and honorary Whites (such as
my immediate family) sat at one set of tables while Blacks and mulatto
family members sat at other tables.2 I remember (and still observe} how
social interaction among the various sides of my family varied according
to their race. If the interaction was between Whites and non-Whites, the
exchanges were more formal; interactions between same-race peoplewere
less formal and deeper.
As a child struggling for affection and identity, I remember how much

I loved visiting members of the Black side of our family (mostly from my
father’s side). They always welcomed me with open arms whereas my
White family members treated me in a more formal, distant manner. (I
am now forty-six years old and this emotional situation has not changed

atall.) As I matured and recognized (albeit incipiently) the racial roots of
some of these family dynamics, I raised hell with my immediate family
and created friction because my mother (a mulata with a Ph.D.)22 did not
like to associate with the Black side of my family. And as I gained partial
racial consciousness about my own Blackness, I raised the issue vocifer-
ously every time I could. (To this day, this friction is still part of our family

life and a reason why I do not travel as often as I should to my own home-
land.)
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Although gaining partial racial consciousness3 gave me a tool to

:understand things and fight back, “secing” how race mattered in n:}y l%fe
was also extremely painful for me. The insults and affronts to my dignity

and self-esteem experienced during my youth clearly demonstrate that
race matters deeply in our Americas.

El Negrito Acomplejaa becomes a “Biican™ and
Telis His Brethren What 1sto Be Done

One fundamental difference between racial structurationls such as tha:lc;f
the United States or South Africa and that of most: others in 'the restof Z
world is that the former produce clear demarcations of racial groups a]J;l
wreversus them racial situations while “plural orders” produce malleable
racial lines where racialized people are less likely to. gel as groups and a-re
thus less likely to develop a fully clear racial 'conscxm'lsness. N;: S?er‘z_l:(;
ingly, it is when we—RBlacks from the Amenf:aSHmlgrate to i e:lm X
States that we develop a strong racial consc1o}111§ness that then helps u
isit and rethink our personal and collective history. .
re";séﬁ to the UnitedIS)!:ates in 1984 as a Puerto Rican Wltjl an adf:m:tedéy
tenuous racial consciousness. Aftera few years Ibecamea mmox:xty and,
within four years after coming to this country, I became ful}y racially s:n:)né—1
scious and began referring to myself as 2 Black Puerto Rican gl starte
my racial identity process before the current movement toward the uz:;g:
of the term “Afro-Latin@”). As a sort of joke, 1 refer to nllyself nowa g
15 2 “Blican” (8lack Puerto Rican), thus poking fun flt Tiger Wc?ods who
Iabeled himself “Cablinisian” (Caucasian, Black, Indian, and_ Asian) .
And what can a Blican tell Afro-Latin@s about what they will experience
in the United States and what they can do to fight back? i
1. For those new to the United States racial boat, be pre;?are .
the “mean streets” of America you are not likely to be recognized as a
41 atin@.”* Instead, you are more likely to be vieufed :jmd treated a?; mz_gr((@;:1
(aBlack person). This will have monun:;ental implications foryour life, an
arn this lesson quickly.
Youzl,:li::lfr]:;.t:;f@s must resist the temptation to p.articipate in the game
of racial innocence that their families play. That is, we must_ic'aam o:;
histories and not repeat the nonsense we hear in our communities, i
as the idea that racism is just a United States problem and that we do noF
i s “back home.”
hav;.ii’:ii:fieé:rsmd that our Lating comrmunities are also'iatem-ally__-.
fractured by race and that, therefore, the “enemy” for us here Is not Just .
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White gringos. Watck out for friends and families telling you about the
“morenos” or the “molletos” (two terms Latin@s use to refer to African
Americans). Today they talk about them, but tomorrow they will talk about
you. And the lessons about plural orders and the experiences I’ve narrated
about my life in Puerto Rico may happen to you here with Latings, so
watch out for blanquit@s in your communities. )

4. Although I believe that Afro-Latin@s must develop solidarity with
African Americans, I also know that African Americans can treat us as
“lesser” Blacks. Thus, we must also work hard to educate Black folks here.
We must let them know that we, Blacks from the Americas, have 2 longer
presence and history in the “New World.” We must also remind them that

“Blackness” is a construction and, as such, many of the folks they count,
as Black came from the Caribbean and Latin America. And this historical
trend will continue, so it is in their best interest to be more pluralistic and .

understanding of us, Afro-Latings. Coalition politics go both ways!

5. Afro-Latin@s will notice that Whites treat some Latin@s better than
them. They may also notice that some Latings are liked by Whites and that
manyWhites minglewith Latin@s of a certain look (those who ook White).
They will further notice how these Latings are more likely to experience
suceess and occupational mobility (how many Afro-Lating professors do

we have in colleges and universities?). And some Afro-Latings will wonder

and ponder. I say, wonder and ponder no more. Latin@s come in all shades

and the lighter Latings, much like light-skinned African Americans, are

more likely to be liked by White folks.16

6. Latings in power in the political, social, cultural, and economic

fields are lilely to be the light-skinned ones. Afro-Latings must begin the
struggle to get admitted to colleges, to be represented in Tv (Univision,
for example, seems to believe all Latin@s are light skinned), to assure that
the few affirmative-action-inspired jobs and positions for Latin@s also go
to them and not only to the usual suspects (White Latings). This strategy
will be called “divisive” by some, but we must stand strong and firm. The

demand for full representation of all Latings cannot be sacrificed at the

altar of “unity.”

7. Thosewho, lile me, have 2 Latin@ “accent” will experience the double
whammy of racial and ethnic discrimination.t?

The life of Afro-Latin@s in the United States, therefore, entails a triple
rather than “double consciousness.”® We are Latings, but we are Afro-
Latin@s. And we are people of African descent, although many Afican
Americans see us as not of their kin. Thus, we navigate life as Blacks, as
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Latin@s, and as a special segment of the American people with a special
sight (now, after much pain, I see this sightasa gift).

But the racial landscape and racial practices in the United States are
changing and those changes will have important implications for Afro-
Latin@s. The traditionai bi-racial order of the country (White versus nomn-
White) is slowly morphing into a Latin America-like order.’® As such,
new racial spaces and racial practices are emerging before our very eyes.
Most notably, I contend, an intermediate racial space for “in-betweeners”
(honorary Whites) is being carved. This space will allow Latings who pos-
sess phenotypic and cultural capital to stake a claim to honorary—and
maybe even to complete—Whiteness. Further, in the apparently more
fluid emerging racial order, dark ontologies are sharing a space at the
bottom with African Americans and other dark-skinned minorities (I
label this space “the collective Black™). Thus, for example, although Black
Cubans and White Cubans are all Cubans and many live in Miami, their
life chances are totally different; Black Cubans seem to have all butjoined
African Americans at the bottom of the United States (racial) well.*® Ac-
cordingly, Afro-Latin@s meust work politically with others in the collective
Black racial space to achieve racial justice. That justice is highly unlikely
to come from Whites or, increasingly, from White Latin@s who will have
the option to play out 2 new racial game 4as “honorary” or even as “real”
Whites.

Final Words from the Black Man from Puerto Rico

I said zlmost all I wanted to say in this essay. X engaged in forbidden dis-
cussions likely to anger some but, hopefully, to serve as inspiration to
many others. I outlined issues and subjects (e.g-, how race fractures fami-
lies in the Americas and how that is central to the reproduction of the
racial order, etc.) that I hope others will work on in a systematic fashion
in the future. I discussed personal matters that I have never discussed
publicly in the hope that othezs will join me in exposing how deeply the
tentacles of racism work in our Americz and in our own souls. I have done
so hoping that people of color in the Americas wzke up and begin analyz-
ing in 2 serious fashion how race has affected their lives. We must expose
how much discrimination we have suffered so that we can begin changing
the terrain of discussion and action from the limited concept of prejudice
to the more complex notion of systemic racism. .

We must work hard to examine and uncover the practices and mecha-
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Notes

1. This is an abbreviated version fece 1 i
b e pigusio Rellcions st by - el s s
Jpaniet t};ethe eg‘u ;c:lun:zes In the Americas with a significant African infiuence,
o — ammplgaogor ;] 21'; :rsdually Zhortenes.i to 40. Thus, the word acomplejado i;
e of e e o e word gica ;I {ﬁsh? * pronounced pescao. For the specific
Puerto Rico, contribucin al estudio del Ne .. azaffo’ Som o e -
Do gro en América (San Juan, PR.: Instituto de Crltura
:ﬁouighout the Americas, and under the myth of racial democracy,
- ;1;2 J:l;?;tt eI Sg;zlw, F‘?Bllxasiuu‘fu to sayings su.ch as “Black bur decc;;t," “Youare Black
out.” For the case of 'Puerto Rico, S::f:s";’;eil’:;:f;:’ 2:11:113}’ o e e 2
Eirza e: elao c:iu:g;;ert.m:riqueﬁa, 2 vo%s. (Homacao, PBR.: Edici;nes Fundi, 2974, 1975). For
oo renare Im mi;?;zh?’ see Ninf:a Pa'rr:iﬁo Sdnchez, “Relaciones interétni-
el Catibe, edited by José Almeid.a Vi:;:: Yw?lhamnjsmo’" g s A !
e : 2 (Quito, Ecuador: Abya-Yala, 1999), 97-126.
e ta; ;Zr t?se::hlre memb_ers of my family, I mean White by Puerto Rican stan-
R el : :Ziei:;l:: ‘K ihczs; of the United States, and many Puerto

. . a

Un{ted Stat‘es, w.here phenotype and acknowledged ancestry dictare
racial classification. Hence, it is possible for “mix ’

all “mixed”) who have pelo bueng (good hair}, Ii

Negrito Acomplejao.’” In the

owr racist culture

Nartiso descubre su trasero: B

for the most part,
ed people” (a fanny notion, as we are
ght eyes, European facial features, or
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5. Based or: my knowl-

: see-it, now-you-don’t wx

- - . 3 - mc .

operates in our societies, I believe it is likely that analysts will uneiu’th .
a

ound. These pro- .

“even nonmorphological characteristics such as education, “high” cuiture, or money,
‘get “elevated” to Whiteness oratleast to honorary Whiteness in our societies.
5.Tn the Americas, cases of discrimination are interpreted by most people as instances
“of “prejudice” (see Tomss Blanco, El prejuicio recial en Puerto Rico, edited by Arcadio Diaz
Quifiones (Rio Piedras, P.R.: Ediciones Huracdn, 1985). This allows for any systemic
patters: to be reframed as an individual-level problem.

6.Joe R. Feagin, Systemic Raiem: A Theory of Opptession (New York: Routledge, 2006).

7. As an adult, I got confirmation from my own mother about how a nightmare she

" suffered as a child created an emotional block that affected how she interacted with

: me. The details are not essential to this story, but the fact remained that she read me

" through that nightmare negro. The racist compozent of this story, and the fact that it

. connects my mother’s tragedy to the racial grammar of the West, is how she processed

" her negative experience with one Black person as symbolic of the “evil” inall Blacks, On
“this issue, see chapter 5, “The Fact of Blackuiess,” in Frantz Fanon, BlaclkSkin, White Masks

(Wew York: Grove Press, 1967). See zlso Fanon’s discussior of the influence of race on
. the affective networks within families in the Caribbean (191).

4. These two words are of African origin, and in Puerto Rico they refer to the poor,

Black, and unrefined.

9. Families are always regarded in the Amerieas as “extended families” and most fami-

lies have “Black” or “Indian” sides.

10, The word blanquit® Hrerally means “whitey,” but it is used in Puerto Rico to refer to

 peoplewith money. However, since the peoplewho have had money throughout Puerto

Rican history have been, for the most paxt, White people, theword has an unmistakable
racial component to it.

11. Segregation in plural racial oxders is usually #soft” because of the level of racial mix-
ing. This explains in part why, for example, residential segregation is not so prominent

" in Latin Amegica. Missing in most analyses is an understanding of (1) the extent of soft

segregation, (2) the exrent oF hierarchy in social interactions, and (3) the existence of
deep practices of segregation in marriages and social interaction among the White
elites in these societies. Puerte Rico has a Spain-oriented Puerto Rican and Cuban elite

with its own clubs (Casa Cuba, Club Nattico de San Juan, Casa de Espafia, ezc.) that help main-

vain racial-cultural “puzity” among these folks. Thus, they may live in a “plural society,”

but they maintain a White habitus. See Eduardo Ronilla-8ilva, Radsm without Racists, 2nd

ed. (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Lirlefield, 200 6).

12, Bxplaining inter-racial relations in the Americas is, and will be, a central challenge
for social analysts in the future.

13. In plural racial orders, it is very haxd to gain fill racial consciousness. The structure
of these societies not only forbids talling about race but fosters a nationalist sense of
self (We are all Puerto Ricans!).

14. Because it was in the United States that “race sradies” emerged, the analysis of
racial matters still follows their logic and sraditions. This has produced a scholarship
that tries to explain the many from the few-that is, we still try to explain most of
the racial situations irn the world based on concepts, ideas, and analyses based on the
racial experience of the United States. I have criticized this stand in essays in my book
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[LVIO TORRES-SAILLANT
Divisible Blackness

" Social Science Quarter Reflections on Heterogeneity and Racial Identity

(WNew York: Henry:
" Rlackness is divisible by as many contexts in which it might oceur, Black-
ness mattered to the second-century BCE Roman playwright Publius
Terentius Afer (commonly known as Terence), and ro Alexander Ser-
geyevich Pushkin, the towexing Romantic poet in Frederick the Great’s
‘Russia, differently from the ways it mattered to the Surinamese political
" thinker Anton de Kom in the 1930s or his contemporary in the United
States, Marian Anderson, the revered operatic singer from Philadelphia.
When it comes to the race question—hardly a subject suitable for scien-
" tific demonstration —personal experience can adequately compete with
other forms of lmowledge in the power to lay out the issue under discus-
* sion, With that in mind, I would like to start my reflections by allowing
- myself the indulgence of bearing witness. I shall cite a few incidents that
" strike me zs emblematic of the complexity of racial identity. I present each
as a vignette that I hope may elicit conversation about the diversity of the
experiences that often place us face to face with the social and political
significance of a Black person’s phenotype as she or he interacts with the
inhabitants of a world informed by the racial imagination.
The first vignette takes place in Moscow, where in 1984 I had the good
fortune of visiting as a guest of the USSR Academy of Sciences thanks to a
Russian scholar whose acquaintance I had made while pursuing graduate
studies at New York University. On 2 particular Sundayafternoon Iventured
to the circus on my own, my guide having already done enough escorting
. and orienting earlier in the week. I must have arrived at the circus after
the show had already started, for I found no line or crowd outside. The
deserted entrance area made all the more conspicuous the tall, thin figure
of  Black man, dressed in a well-fitting dale-gray suit, standing near the
door as if he were waiting for someone on the way in or out. Possiblyonlya
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