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On Seeing and Not Seeing

In 2010 the distinguished literary theorist and public intellectual 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., traveled to Brazil, Cuba, the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti, Mexico, and Peru. His goal was to answer the ques-
tion, “What does it mean to be ‘black’ in these countries” and, more 
generally, in Latin America as a whole? Gates saw much on his 
travels that inspired and impressed him: Brazilian Carnival, the 
Sans Souci palace and the Citadel fortress in Haiti, a quinceañera cel-
ebration in Peru, Brazilian university students hotly debating affir-
mative action. But he saw much that disturbed him as well.1

Over and over Gates encountered what he described as the 
silencing, denial, and invisibility of the region’s black and African 
heritage. Scholars that he met in Mexico and Peru characterized 
black history in their countries as “a history of invisibility,” “a legacy 
of invisibility . . .  The economic, social, political, cultural life of 
blacks in our society has not been recognized.” The citizens of the 
Dominican Republic, a local anthropologist informed him, “are in 
complete denial of who they are,” that is, in denial of the African 
components of Dominican history, society, and culture. Gates con-
curred that “a great amount of schizophrenia, denial and racial ten-
sion lie just beneath the surface” of Dominican life.2

Conditions seemed somewhat better in Brazil and Cuba, two 
societies that acknowledge and even celebrate their African heri-
tage. But even in those countries, “well- meaning policies” of race 
mixture and official doctrines of racial democracy— the idea that 
Latin America is a region characterized by high levels of racial 
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equality and harmony— “had led to blackness being forced to 
become invisible, or to brown- pride movements that buried black 
roots.” In Cuba Gates “saw segregation all around me” and state- 
imposed silence on the topics of racism and racial discrimination. 
Public debates on those topics are much more open and lively in 
Brazil but have not succeeded in overturning the “huge lie” (to 
quote one of his informants, the late Afro- Brazilian activist Abdias 
do Nascimento) of racial democracy. “Racial democracy was a 
mask,” Nascimento told him, “a public face that Brazil put on for the 
world.” In everyday life, “Brazil was still hostile to blacks, still trying 
to ‘whiten away’ vestiges of African culture.” Gates encountered an 
especially poignant example of “whitening” and black invisibility in 
a hair salon in Belo Horizonte, where the Afro- Brazilian owner 
informed him that national media are so dominated by white stan-
dards of female beauty that black women “can’t see themselves at 
all.” And indeed, as Gates scanned a newsstand in Rio de Janeiro for 
a black face in the magazines displayed before him, he was hard- 
pressed to find one. In a country that is majority Afro- Brazilian, he 
saw “rows upon rows of white faces, white models, a white Brazil. I 
could have been in Switzerland.”3

Gates is far from alone in making such observations. The theme 
of black people’s invisibility in Latin America is deeply inscribed 
both in the scholarship on the region and in the discourse of black 
intellectuals and activists. As early as the 1870s and 1880s, and as 
recently as 2014, Afro- Argentine newspapers in Buenos Aires pro-
tested that “the history of our country has many blank pages” and 
that black contributions to national life had been “invisibilized.” 
Afro- Uruguayan activist Romero Jorge Rodríguez has written elo-
quently about the “silence and invisibilization by the State and 
society of the historical situation of our country’s black commu-
nity.” In Cuba, historian Alejandro de la Fuente confirms Gates’s 
description of the revolutionary government’s “official silence on 
race” and the irony that “the same government that did the most to 
eliminate racism also did the most to silence discussion about its 
persistence.” In Colombia, Aline Helg notes “the silence that 
Colombian elites have kept since the early nineteenth century over 
the substantial contribution of people of African descent to the 
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formation of the nation”; anthropologists Nina de Friedemann and 
Jaime Arocha concur that Afro- Colombians have “been edited out 
of the national vision of present- day reality.” Similar comments can 
be found for almost every Latin American nation.4

Many of the same sources, however, that charge Afro- Latin 
Americans’ longstanding invisibility in their national societies go 
on to note important recent changes in that situation. Friedemann 
and Arocha report, for example, after a century or more of invisi-
bility, “the gradual making visible of Afro- Colombians” in the 
1980s and 1990s.5 The edited volume in which their essay appeared, 
No Longer Invisible: Afro- Latin Americans Today, tells a similar story 
for other nations in the region: as the result of black civil rights 
movements that formed during those decades, issues of racial 
inequality and discrimination were finally put on the public agenda 
in Brazil, Colombia, and other countries, provoking intense discus-
sion and, in some countries, new policy initiatives. Bolivia, Brazil, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela all included formal recogni-
tion of their black and indigenous minorities in newly drafted 
national constitutions, and they adopted policies aimed at redressing 
centuries- old inequities and inequalities. In a further blow against 
invisibility, most of the countries in the region gathered racial data 
in the national censuses of 2010–2011, some for the first time ever in 
their national history. Two of the countries that Gates visited, Mexico 
and Peru, opted to gather data on indigenous peoples but not Afro- 
descendants. In both countries Gates found activists pressing hard 
for the inclusion of a black racial category in the census. After his 
book went to press, their campaigns bore fruit in the form of com-
mitments by the governments of both countries to include a black 
racial category in the national household survey and, in Peru, in the 
census of 2017.6

In short, as one of Gates’s Afro- Peruvian informants told him, 
the racial situation in the region has “changed significantly . . .  
Before we were totally invisible. . . .  Now, we are visible.”7 This of 
course represents a tremendous advance. Groups and individuals 
that have no public presence, that cannot be seen, are treated quite 
differently from those that are socially visible. Invisibility encour-
ages discrimination and mistreatment, while actively hindering 
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possible remedies for that mistreatment. How can a society address 
a problem that, to all appearances, does not exist?

But were, in fact, black people in Latin America “invisible” in the 
past? In literal, material terms, of course not. As Winthrop Wright 
observed for the case of Venezuela, Afro- descendants’ “disappearance” 
from national history “constituted a paper one only, for the blacks’ 
visual presence remains obvious, especially along the Caribbean coast.” 
Aline Helg makes a similar point for Colombia, where “blacks’ invis -
ibility sharply contradicts the fact that today Colombia has the third 
largest population of African origin in the Western Hemisphere.” 
Afro- descendants were similarly visible in countries like Brazil, Cuba, 
the Dominican Republic, and Panama, where they constituted between 
one- third and one- half of the national population in 1900.8

What most historians and activists mean when they talk about 
black invisibility is not that black people could not be seen but rather 
that, as Friedemann and Arocha suggested, they had been “edited 
out” of official and semiofficial narratives of national history. Most 
countries were willing to acknowledge the fact of African slavery, a 
colonial and nineteenth- century institution that left abundant and 
undeniable evidence of its existence. Once slavery came to an end in 
the mid-  to late 1800s, however, the “official story” in most of the 
region was that Afro- descendants had been peacefully and success-
fully integrated into national society, ceasing to exist as a separate, 
identifiable, and, therefore, “visible” social group.

One of the principal demands of present- day Afro- Latin American 
activists has been that historians revise the official story to acknowl-
edge Afro- descendants’ multiple roles in building their respective 
nations. Partly in response to those demands, partly in response to 
increasing scholarly interest in questions of race and ethnicity, over 
the last three decades researchers have produced a growing body of 
scholarship on the Afro- Latin American past and present. One of 
the key findings of that scholarship is that while Afro- Latin Amer-
icans are “no longer invisible” in the present, they were never totally 
invisible in the past. And indeed, how could they have been? As pil-
lars of the colonial economies, as soldiers and officers in the inde-
pendence and civil wars of the 1800s, as creators of the region’s 
popular culture, as members and leaders of the mass- based political 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

S36
R37
L38

3rd Pass Pages

MASTER



 ON SEEI NG A N D NOT SEEI NG 5

movements of the 1900s, Africans and their descendants have been 
central participants in the creation of Latin American societies.9

Especially in light of that participation, how was it possible that 
for most of the twentieth century people of African ancestry were 
excluded from accounts of the region’s history? On what terms did 
black visibility in daily life coexist with black invisibility in imagin-
ings of the nation? How did the relationship between visibility and 
invisibility, and between voice and silence, evolve over time? And 
what kinds of sources have historians used to combat that silence 
and invisibility and to channel the voices of the past?

Afro- Latin America: A Brief History
“Afro- Latin America” is a term that was coined in the 1970s, inspired 
by the surge in black political mobilization at that time.10 It referred 
to those countries or subregions with significant populations of 
African ancestry. “Afro- Latin Americans” referred to people of 
African ancestry, who were identified as such by a variety of local 
terms: negros (blacks), pardos (browns; people of mixed race), zambos 
(people of mixed African and indigenous ancestry), and other terms 
that we will encounter over the course of this book. Beginning in the 
1970s, “Afro- [nationality]” was increasingly used to refer to people of 
African ancestry (e.g., Afro- Colombians, Afro- Venezuelans); since 
2000, “Afro- descendant” has been embraced as an identifier that can 
be used in all nations across the African diaspora.11

All those terms trace back to the progenitors of Afro- Latin 
America, the enslaved Africans who arrived in the region between 
1500 and 1870. Of the 10.7 million Africans who came to the New 
World in those years, almost two- thirds, 6.8 million, came to the 
countries of Spanish America and Brazil. Almost five million 
Africans came to Brazil alone, compared to fewer than four hundred 
thousand brought to the United States.12

Enslaved Africans and their descendants did all manner of work: 
plantation labor growing sugar, coffee, tobacco, cotton, and other 
crops; gold- mining in Brazil, Colombia, and Central America; 
ranch labor in Argentina, Uruguay, southern Brazil, and Venezuela; 
and throughout the colonies, urban labor ranging from the skilled 
trades through domestic service and street commerce through 
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unskilled manual labor. Because of their value as both laborers and 
as merchandise, any transaction involving a slave— buying or selling 
a slave, using a slave as collateral for a loan, grants of freedom, wills 
in which slaves were listed as property— was recorded at the local 
notary’s office, becoming part of the public record. Many of those 
registries survive to this day, providing rich information on slave 
family structure, occupations, strategies for acquiring freedom 
(often hinted at or revealed in manumission documents), and other 
aspects of slave life.13

Partly on the basis of precedents in Roman law, and partly in 
order to facilitate the smooth functioning of the slave labor on 
which the colonial economies were based, Spanish and Portuguese 
law mandated a series of rights and protections to which all enslaved 
people were entitled: the right to receive Catholic sacraments, 
including baptism and marriage; the right to adequate food, clothing, 
and shelter; the right not to suffer excessive punishment; rights to 
form families, seek new owners, and buy freedom. For most slaves, 
these protections went largely unobserved and unenforced; but 
throughout Latin America, those slaves who were able to learn of 
these legal provisions could be (and were) quite persistent in 
approaching local authorities to demand their enforcement.14

Every time slaves appealed to royal authority, their cases became 
part of the historical record, inscribed and registered in state 
archives and requiring an official response. As those petitions and 
appeals intensified in the second half of the 1700s, some localities 
appointed Defensores de esclavos, public defenders charged with 
receiving slaves’ complaints and acting on them. While the docu-
ments filed by those defenders reflect the legal procedures and lan-
guage of the day, it is possible to hear the voices of the slaves even 
through the filter of that language. Indeed, reports historian Lyman 
Johnson, slave petitions “are filled with the white heat of emotion— 
allegations of betrayal, lies, and physical abuse.” Those petitions 
often resulted in court hearings, “a public venue where [slaves’] 
grievances could be performed and the most embarrassing elements 
of the master’s life could be made public.”15

While some slaves sought redress of grievances in the courts, 
others resorted to armed rebellion. This was especially the case 
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during the last decades of the 1700s and first half of the 1800s, when 
more Africans arrived in Latin America than ever before.16 Most of 
those slaves were young men, many with military experience in 
Africa. Those young men (and some women) took up arms in Haiti 
in the 1790s and then in a wave of slave uprisings in Brazil and Cuba 
in the early 1800s. Public fears of and preparation for such events 
kept slaves and slavery very much in the public eye. And the official 
investigations of those rebellions almost always included interroga-
tions of the surviving participants that offer invaluable information 
on their lives and histories.17

Another collective activity that concerned slave owners and offi-
cials were the public events at which Africans gathered to sing, 
dance, and play music together. Here, in fact, is a perfect example of 
the coexistence of slave visibility and invisibility. As part of their 
campaign to Christianize the indigenous peoples of the New World, 
Spanish and Portuguese missionaries spent much time and effort to 
learn and catalog Amerindian languages and cultures. They took 
few such pains, however, with their African charges, simply bap-
tizing them en masse in rites conducted in Latin. Thus while the 
missionaries left us with detailed ethnographies of the region’s 
Amerindian peoples, its African peoples remained a largely undif-
ferentiated mass, identified, if at all, by their African port of 
embarkation.18

Because of the exotic quality of the African street dances, 
Europeans and Latin Americans alike flocked to come and watch 
them. But even as they recorded what they saw, observers admitted 
that they had little or no idea of what those rites conveyed. While 
some officials defended them as a way to make the experience of 
slavery more tolerable, others feared that the dances disturbed 
public order and might provide opportunities for slaves to plot 
rebellion. The unfamiliarity of African cultural practices, and the 
fact that they were conducted using African languages, made them 
largely unintelligible to Latin American and European observers, 
simultaneously visible and invisible.19

Similarly concealed in plain sight were the activities of the African 
mutual aid societies that flourished in Spanish American port cities 
during the first half of the 1800s. Like the slave rebellions of those 

3rd Pass Pages

MASTER



8 ON SEEI NG A N D NOT SEEI NG

years, the African societies— known as cabildos in Cuba and Colombia, 
or as salas de nación in Argentina and Uruguay— were the product of 
the increased importation of enslaved Africans, who arrived in suf-
ficient numbers to form separate social and cultural organizations 
based on their African ethnic origins. Those organizations repre-
sented slave and free black interests to local authorities and also 
maintained African religious rituals in the New World, often mixed 
with elements of Catholicism. One of their principal functions was 
to provide funeral services that would usher members’ souls into the 
afterlife in a fitting and dignified manner. For all members of colo-
nial society, making a “good death” was essential to ensuring the 
wellbeing of one’s soul. Since slaves faced special obstacles in 
achieving that goal, the African associations occupied a crucially 
important role in slave and free black community life.20

Most Africans brought to the New World lived out their lives in 
slavery. Each year, however, small numbers of slaves— perhaps as 
many as 1 percent of the slave population— succeeded in winning 
grants of freedom from their owners. Most of those grants involved 
cash payments, in which slaves (or third parties) paid their owners 
some part or all of their market value. The records of such transac-
tions were carefully preserved and today provide evidence both of 
how slaves mobilized the resources to obtain their freedom and of 
owners’ motives for agreeing to such a transaction.21

Once freed, former slaves (libertos) entered a new regulatory realm, 
that of the caste laws. It is often asserted that the Latin American 
nations never experienced state- imposed racial laws comparable to 
those in the segregationist United States or South Africa. That is 
true for the period after independence but not for the colonial 
period, when Latin American societies were ruled by the first com-
prehensive system of racial laws in the early modern world. In their 
initial iteration, in the early 1600s, the caste laws divided colonial 
society into three racial groups— Africans, Europeans, and New 
World “Indians”— each with clearly differentiated obligations and 
privileges. Indigenous peoples enjoyed legal freedom (i.e., they 
could not be legally enslaved), but this freedom was limited by their 
status as special wards of the Spanish state. Partly in order to protect 
them from exploitation by European settlers, partly to make them 
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more subject to government oversight and control, indigenous 
people were required to live in repúblicas de indios, settlements set 
apart (literally, segregated) from European towns and villages. In 
return for those protections, they were required to support the 
Crown with tribute taxes and forced labor. Africans brought to the 
colonies came as slaves, and African ancestry quickly became syn-
onymous with enslavement and degraded legal and social status, 
even for black people who had attained freedom or were born free. 
Only Europeans and their American- born offspring enjoyed the 
full rights and privileges of free- born subjects of the king.22

This was the caste regime in theory, as dictated by law. The caste 
regime in practice, as lived in daily life, evolved quite differently. 
Indigenous people strove constantly to evade royal taxes and labor 
drafts. Many did so by leaving the repúblicas de indios and moving to 
towns, cities, or Spanish- owned haciendas, where they lived in close 
contact with Spaniards and their descendants. The result was a rap-
idly growing racially mixed mestizo population. Similarly, while 
most Africans lived and died as slaves, those who were able to buy or 
negotiate their way out of slavery and into freedom formed popula-
tions of free Africans and their descendants that in most of the 
region grew more rapidly than the slave population. By 1800, free 
blacks and mulattos outnumbered slaves in every Latin American 
colony except Brazil and Cuba.23

Thus not all Africans were slaves and, conversely, not all slaves 
were Africans. Over time, growing numbers of them were native- 
born Afro- Latin Americans; and as a result of sexual contacts among 
Africans, Europeans, and indigenous people, many of those slave and 
free Afro- Latin Americans were people not just of African ancestry 
but of European and/or indigenous ancestry as well. Under these 
conditions, the caste laws evolved to include a fourth racial category, 
that of the free castas. Including mestizos, mulattos (also known as 
pardos), zambos (people of mixed indigenous and African ancestry), 
and free blacks, the castes brought together all those who could not 
be assigned to the white, indigenous, or slave categories. As race mix-
ture continued, however, it became ever more difficult to assign indi-
viduals to specific caste groupings. Indigenous people who moved to 
towns or cities and lived in racially mixed neighborhoods could claim 
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to be mestizos (which exempted them from tribute payments), as 
could mulattos (who, under caste law, were also liable to tribute pay-
ments). Mestizos, in turn, could claim to be white or, if seeking posi-
tions of influence in indigenous communities, indigenous, and so on, 
in a process that repeatedly blurred the boundaries prescribed by the 
caste laws.24

Here we confront yet another source of black invisibility. One 
way free blacks and mulattos sought to evade the restrictions of the 
caste laws was to claim white, mestizo, or indigenous racial status. 
This could be done in several ways: by bribing parish priests to 
change racial designations on birth, marriage, or death records; by 
requesting a legal “pardon” of one’s racial status by the monarch; or 
simply by making public claims of nonblackness and having the 
social clout to make those claims stick. These tactics were successful 
often enough to provoke a Mexican official to complain in 1770 
about “the liberty with which the plebs have been allowed to choose 
the [racial] class they prefer . . .  A Mulatto, for instance, whose color 
helps him somewhat to hide in another caste says, according to his 
whims, that he is Indian to enjoy the privileges as such and pay less 
tribute . . .  or, more frequently, that he is Spaniard, or Castizo or 
Mestizo, and then he does not pay any [tribute] at all.”25

As upwardly mobile blacks and mulattos challenged their Afro- 
descendant racial status and, in some cases, succeeded in escaping it, 
they took the first steps toward achieving, and creating, the “invisi-
bility” against which Afro- Latin American activists railed two cen-
turies later. A second and even more consequential step toward 
invisibility was the abolition of the caste laws following national 
independence in the early 1800s. In almost every Spanish American 
country, independence armies enrolled large numbers of slave and 
free black troops.26 Slaves who volunteered or were conscripted into 
those armies received their freedom; free blacks, many of whom had 
served in Spain’s colonial militias, had no such incentive to join. In 
pursuit of free black military and political support, independence 
movements in Argentina, Colombia, Cuba, Mexico, Venezuela, and 
other countries all moved to abolish colonial racial restrictions and 
to decree full civic equality for all citizens, regardless of race. Brazil 
took the same step in its constitution of 1824.
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Independence also meant the passage in the 1810s and 1820s of 
laws granting gradual emancipation, under which the children of 
slave mothers were born legally free but with the obligation to serve 
their mother’s master through their teenage years. Upon reaching 
adulthood they received full freedom.27 The final, definitive aboli-
tion of slavery came for most of the Spanish American countries in 
the 1850s and 1860s, in 1886 in Cuba and 1888 in Brazil. The com-
bination of the ending of caste restrictions and the abolition of 
slavery marked a tremendous political advance for the region’s black 
populations, who were now able to take part in party politics, pursue 
livelihoods of their own choosing, and form families free of slave- 
owner interference. But the abolition of the colonial- period racial 
categories also meant the beginning of the historical invisibility 
decried by Henry Louis Gates and others. In Venezuela, reports 
Winthrop Wright, “blacks simply disappeared from the official 
records . . .  In government documents, court records, and national 
histories, blacks receive no attention, as such, and remain hidden 
from sight.” Much the same occurred in Brazil, argues historian 
Hebe Mattos, where by the middle of the 1800s racial and color 
labels had disappeared from official records and parish registries. 
The only countries in Latin America to continue to employ such 
labels were Cuba and Puerto Rico, where Spanish rule, the caste 
laws, and race- based recordkeeping all persisted until 1898. But 
with independence from Spain and the institution of a system of 
civil birth, death, and marriage registries, “race labels started disap-
pearing from official statistics.”28

Throughout Latin America, the black and mulatto population 
had gone officially missing. And yet, to return to Wright’s previ-
ously cited observation, blacks’ disappearance had taken place only 
on paper. In real life, as middle-  and upper- class ladies and gen-
tlemen stepped out of their townhouses and mansions each morning 
in nineteenth- century Havana, Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, Cartagena, 
Caracas, and other cities, “Africa began at their doorstep: in the rap-
idly growing slums and tenement complexes of their cities; in the 
barracks of increasingly industrialized sugar mills; and in the very 
bodies of an extensively racially mixed national citizenry.”29 And as 
doctrines of scientific racism crystallized in Europe and the United 
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States in the mid- 1800s and made their way to Latin America, those 
racially mixed citizenries worried local elites more and more. 
Scientific racism forecast a bleak future indeed for societies with 
majority nonwhite populations. Venezuelan intellectual and politi-
cian Arturo Uslar Pietri vividly expressed those fears in 1937, 
lamenting that neither blacks, nor Indians, nor the products of race 
mixture involving either, could form the basis of a modern, 
twentieth- century society. Indigenous people lacked the strength 
and discipline required for systematic, sustained labor. The Africans 
brought to Venezuela to replace them proved no better, and “the 
resulting mix [of races] has not surpassed its original components. 
What we might call the present- day Venezuelan race is as incapable 
of a modern and dynamic concept of work and of wealth as were its 
ancestors. This means that if we do not greatly modify the ethnic 
composition of our population it will be almost impossible to change 
the course of our history and make this country into a modern 
nation- state.”30

Obeying the dictates of scientific racism, almost every Latin Amer -
ican country sought to “greatly modify the ethnic composition of 
our population” by attracting European immigration. Only a few 
succeeded. Between 1880 and 1930 Argentina and Brazil both had 
net European immigration of slightly over three million people, and 
Uruguay some six hundred forty thousand. Cuba recorded almost 
eight hundred thousand arrivals from Spain between 1900 and 1930, 
but many (and perhaps most) of those immigrants were sugar 
workers who came each year for the harvest and then returned to 
Europe; it is unclear how many chose to stay in Cuba.31 No other 
Latin American country received Europeans in numbers sufficient 
to alter the racial composition of its population. Racial transforma-
tion and whitening, if it were to take place, would have to occur 
through some other means.

That means proved to be the same process of race mixture that 
had been taking place in the region since the beginning of the caste 
laws, but now reimagined by a new generation of intellectuals and 
policymakers as a source of strength and advantage rather than 
weakness and vulnerability. The scientific racists had viewed race 
mixture as leading inexorably to social and biological degeneration. 
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But in a brilliantly creative reversal of scientific racism’s premises, 
during the first decades of the 1900s Latin American intellectuals 
recast race mixture as the historical “mission of the Ibero- American 
race,” in the words of Mexican writer José Vasconcelos. In his widely 
read and highly influential book, La raza cósmica (1925), Vasconcelos 
argued that it was Latin America’s destiny to produce the “cosmic 
race,” “the definitive race, the synthesis race, the integral race, made 
up of the genius and the blood of all peoples and, for that reason, 
more capable of true brotherhood and of a truly universal vision.” 
The creation of that “fifth race” (combining and superseding the 
European, African, Asian, and Amerindian races) would be the 
region’s crowning achievement and confer on it world leadership as 
“the mother race of the new civilization.”32

Closely linked to the rehabilitation of race mixture was the set of 
ideas that in Brazil and elsewhere came to be known as “racial 
democracy,” a term that will come up fairly frequently in this book. 
Advocates of racial democracy argued that, as a result of the inde-
pendence wars and the abolition at that time of the caste laws, Latin 
America had succeeded in creating what was unthinkable in the 
United States and other racially divided societies: nations character-
ized by complete civic and legal equality and, even more than paper 
equality, by genuine feelings of affection and “fraternity” among 
members of different racial groups.33 Especially after the Second 
World War, in a world seeking to recover from the barbarism of 
Nazi racism, racial democracy offered a deeply appealing model of 
how to construct egalitarian and harmonious multiracial societies. 
And like the reevaluation of race mixture, it transformed the region’s 
multiracial character from a liability to a source of pride and poten-
tial global leadership.

Racial democracy in turn formed part of an even larger experi-
ment in social and political inclusion under way in mid- century 
Latin America. Vasconcelos had conceived the idea of the cosmic 
race in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution, as his country 
struggled to build a new and more inclusive political order. As other 
Latin American nations experienced the economic turmoil of the 
1930s, the dictatorships and oligarchical republics of the early 1900s 
fell from power, replaced by new governing coalitions incorporating 
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movements and representatives from the region’s middle and 
working classes. As in Mexico, these new regimes and movements— 
trabalhismo (“laborism”) in Brazil, Fulgencio Batista’s government in 
Cuba, left Liberalism in Colombia, Acción Democrática in 
Venezuela, Peronism in Argentina— constantly invoked the need to 
include “the people” in national governance and to adopt policies 
that would serve their needs. Expenditures on public health, educa-
tion, housing, and other social goods increased sharply during the 
1940s and 1950s. Populist regimes also sought to promote national 
industrialization, which expanded job opportunities for blue-  and 
white- collar workers.34

Racial democracy and populism both sought to include in national 
political and economic life two overlapping groups that previously 
had been largely excluded: nonwhites and workers. This should have 
provided optimal conditions for Afro- Latin American social and 
economic advancement, and in some ways it did. In the years fol-
lowing the Second World War, the number of Afro- descendants 
graduating from high school and college and then finding blue- 
collar and white- collar employment increased appreciably (though 
as we shall see in Chapter 2, the decision of most Latin American 
governments not to gather racial data in the national censuses of 
those years makes it impossible to provide exact numbers).

As Afro- Latin Americans pursued those opportunities, however, 
they found themselves encountering barriers of prejudice and dis-
crimination that, in a racial democracy, simply should not have 
existed. Widely publicized— and therefore highly visible— incidents 
of discrimination in hotels or other venues led to the passage of fed-
eral antidiscrimination laws in Venezuela (1945), Brazil (1951), 
Panama (1956), and Costa Rica (1960, 1968); similar incidents in 
Cuba and Uruguay provoked soul- searching national discussions 
but no legislative action.35

In the face of these obstacles to black advancement, Afro- 
descendants joined a variety of political and social movements, some 
racially defined and “black” in character but most not. The former 
included the Club Negro de Colombia; the Club Atenas and other 
black social clubs in Cuba; the Partido Autóctono Negro (PAN) and 
the Asociación Cultural y Social Uruguay (ACSU) in Uruguay; the 
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Frente Negra Brasileira, União Nacional dos Homens de Cor, 
Associação do Negro Brasileiro, and other organizations in Brazil; 
and in the last three countries, an active black press.36

Most politically active Afro- Latin Americans, however, chose to 
take part in national politics not through racially defined move-
ments but through multiracial centrist and leftist parties: the Partido 
Trabalhista Brasileiro in Brazil; Acción Democrática in Venezuela; 
the left wing of the Liberal party in Colombia; the Colorado party 
in Uruguay; the Communist party in Cuba. While most of these 
parties did not adopt explicitly racial platforms or programs, their 
openness and receptivity to black participation were well known and 
frequently commented on. Even in Argentina, which prided itself on 
its turn- of- the- century transformation into an overwhelmingly 
majority- white nation, Afro- Argentine men, women, and children 
appeared regularly in publications, posters, and flyers promot  ing 
Juan Perón’s labor- based political movement, as did visiting mem-
bers of the African diaspora such as the American entertainer 
Josephine Baker or the Cuban boxer Kid Gavilán. Partly in response 
to those images, partly in response to longstanding associations 
between working- class status and blackness, Perón’s opponents 
denounced his followers as negros and his movement’s rallies and 
demonstrations as candombes, harking back to the nineteenth- 
century street dances of the African mutual aid societies.37

Whether in racially defined black movements or in class- based 
populist movements, Afro- descendants were both visible and audible 
in the roiling politics of mid- century Latin America. Racial democ-
racy and populist democracy had combined to make their participa-
tion possible, but neither body of thought or political practice was 
able to resolve the barriers of discrimination and inequality that 
people of African ancestry continued to confront. In the face of 
those failures, a new generation of black activists mobilized in the 
1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s demanding that Latin American soci-
eties make good on the promises of racial democracy.38

What This Book Is About
Those activists can rightly claim to have put issues of race, discrim-
ination, and inequality on national political agendas, forcing their 
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explicit public discussion and thus ending, or at least reducing, black 
“invisibility.” Yet as I hope the preceding pages have suggested, 
those issues have been constantly present in the life of the region for 
the past five hundred years. Elite efforts to “edit” race and blackness 
out of official narratives of these nations would not have been nec-
essary had blackness not been an integral part of national society, 
politics, and culture. Nevertheless, those efforts did have the effect 
of obscuring and, during much of the twentieth century, silencing 
the history of black participation in national life.

In recent years historians have sought to reverse that silence by 
delving deeply into a wide variety of sources: the notarial registries 
discussed above, parish registries, church archives, court archives, 
military archives, police records, newspapers, magazines, novels, 
short stories, poetry, song lyrics, oral history interviews, physical 
artifacts, and so on. Those categories of sources all offer different 
(and multiple) perspectives on black history in the region. In an 
effort to suggest the diversity of those perspectives, each of the next 
three chapters examines an additional set of historical sources, 
asking what those sources can tell us, and fail to tell us, about con-
ditions of black life in the region.

Chapter 2 considers one of the principal tools that social scientists 
and policy makers use to gather information on, and analyze the 
needs of, their national societies: the census. Census data are an 
indispensable source for studying societies and populations in the 
aggregate, at the macro level. Yet those data present a series of meth-
odological, political, and even ethical problems, beginning with the 
question of whether societies should be gathering racial information 
at all. Latin American nations have answered that question in dif-
ferent ways at different times, sometimes opting to count race and 
sometimes not. Chapter 2 surveys the history of those decisions, 
and their consequences for black visibility and invisibility.

Chapter 3 moves from the macro- level perspective of the census 
to the micro- level perspective of the individual. It does so by looking 
at book- length memoirs or manuscripts written or dictated by four 
Afro- Latin Americans. Such texts are even rarer in Latin America 
than in the United States, and correspondingly precious as sources. 
As with censuses, the methodological challenges of analyzing those 
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works, of placing them in the context of the time and place where 
they were written, and of truly hearing what their authors were 
trying to say, are daunting. Yet such texts give us insight into black 
historical experiences and individual subjectivities that no other 
source can provide.

One of the recent trends in scholarly writing on Afro- Latin 
America, and on the African diaspora more generally, has been to 
stress the importance of transnational and even transcontinental 
connections in shaping conditions of black life.39 Beginning with 
the slave trade and continuing with the mass migrations of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, Africans and their descendants 
experienced very high levels of geographic mobility. As black sailors, 
entertainers, laborers, businesspeople, and writers traveled around 
the Atlantic world, inevitably they compared what they saw in other 
countries with their host societies. Of no group was this more true 
than of the African- Americans who traveled from the United States 
to Latin America during the 1800s and 1900s, many of whom wrote 
about what they saw there. Focusing primarily on Brazil, Chapter 4 
examines what African- American visitors had to say about racial 
conditions in that country and how their views evolved over the 
course of the 1900s.

Having presented these various visions of black life in the region, 
the book concludes with current debates in Afro- Latin America 
over how to achieve genuine racial democracy, and the significance 
those debates hold for the larger world.
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