A New Day for Blacks in ECUADOR
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When 23 Africans wrecked Spanish slave ship liberated themselves and created a
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palenque, a Free Black community, in October 1553, they set a standard of resistance
and empowerment that would inspire their descendants hundreds of years later.
Today, Black €cuadorians honor their ancestors by celebrobine the National Day of
Black People the First Sunday of October. This year, Restivities included sports
competitions, music concerts and an AFrocentric Catholic mass.

Those courageous AFricons m_igl'lb be dirappointed with their commemoration,
however. There are Few celebrations and ceremonies. In Pact, says Black activist
Catherine Chald, "It is not a national holiday and it is not even well known. News
about it is spread only within Black communities.” Declared in a resolution by
Ecuador's National Conere.rr in 1997 after intense Iobbgine by Black orgorﬁzobioq:.
the National Day of Black People is nevertheless considered a .rigquicoqb Griumph,
(oq.riderine the political and rocial environment in which Black €cuadoriany live, it is no

surprise that bGhis resolution is a very big deal.

Today in Ecuador, a South American nation of 2.1 million people with a land area
about the size of Colorado, employers advertise For job applicants with a "good
appearance,” a euphemirm For White or €European characteristics. Landlords openly
reject applications From Blacks Iooh_ine For h_ou.rine in middle-class areas. In Ecuador,
you can see Whites in blackface on television and Iogo: of major companies Peoburine
caricabures of Blacks de.rigq_ed to look more like monkeys than humanys.



In rural Black areas, lack of government investmeng is evident. In the province of
€smeraldas, which has the hjghg.rb concentration of AFro-€cuadorians, entire Gowns
are without electriciby, schools and other barsic services and infrastructure. Many
communities that live off the land there are bein% Forced out as lumber, oil, quin%
and shrimp-Farm companies (many of them U.f..owned) exploit the natural habitat.

The percentage of €cvadorians Iivine below the poverty line jumped From 34 percent
in 1995 to 56 percent by the end of the decade. The poverty rate grew Rastest over
the last decade in the coastal regioq oF the country, where there is a h_igh_er
concentration of Blacks.

Mony Blacks are Pleein% to major cities, but even the capital city, Puito, and the
Iorge:b ciby, Guayaquil, offer them Pew modem amenities. “The urban (Black)
community lives on the periphery of the city. There are no barsic services, insuPficient
electriciby, h_ou.rine of very poor material. And there are Few schools to attend,”
explains lbren Herndndez, president of AProamerica KA, a civic group in Guayaquil.
"They don't tell you that you can't sbudy, but subtly they are mgine that you can'c.”

"ﬂ]_orgiqolized. exploited, excduded From national development.,” is how Oscar Chald
describes the daily reality of Ecuador’s African descendants. An oql:h,ropologi.rb in
Chotaq, the northern valley regioq with a rigrﬁFicoqb Black population descended From
enslaved RFricans, he says, "We are Gerribly vulnerable. We are the greatest mass of

poor people in the country.”

“The majority (of Blacks live] in misery. The majority is very poor. They are illicerate,

unemployed, without health care, education,” rays Josefina Orovio, a Federal ofFicial.

Tenacious racirm and overwllelrnjn% poverty paint a grin'l portrait of Black life in
Ecuador. RJd to that a citizenry devoid of racial consciousness and it's easy to
understand why Black oppression seemys so intractable. But a burl:line movement of
activists is .rbirrine up ch_onee. spurred by Bhe triumphs of the bold political movement



of Ecuador's iqdigeqou: people and inspired by Black activism bh_rougl'loub the
Americas.

“There's tBhis Pervor to orgoqize." says Sheila JS. Walker, who holds the Cosby €ndowed
Chair For Bhe Humanities at Spelman College. Walker has visited every South American,
country except Guyana, as well as much of Central America and the Caribbean. As a
guest of the U.S. Embarssy in February, she made her First rojourn bo Ecuador, where
she gave Black History Month lecbures around the country. “As compared Go every
place else | was, there were more (Black) orgorﬁzobioq: in Ecuador"

Blacks Don't Count
Known for eco-tourism, Ecuador boasts the world's h_igh_e.rb active volcano

(located in the Andes Mountains), a Gropical Pacific coast and part of the Amazon
rainforest. Gcologicol diversiby is a source of national pride. Human diversity is

another story.

In Ecuador, where QFrican slavery lasted From 1534 to 185Y, Spanish colonizers .roughp
to Forge Q I'.pm_ogeqou.r population bh_rough_ blonqueamiento, a policy of "wh_ibeq_ing"
or n'lokjne the population as visibly and culburally €uropean as possible I:h;ougll race:
m_ixine. Today, most €cuadorians are considered mestizos, a J pon_i.rl'tiqdigeqou: mix,
olbllougll many identify themyselves as White.

"roe-rnixin%. the center of national idengity, involved iqdigeqou: people and Whites.
ﬁlbh_ough_ iqdigeqou: people have been .ruFFerine tremendoursly From racism,
I:h.rough.oub history, they nevertheless are incduded in this ideologicol biologq of
national identity, while Blacks aren’s,” explains Jean Muteba Rahjer, an othropologg
professor at Florida InGernational Universiby in Miami.

Rs a result, Black €Ecuadorians have been rendered virbually invisible and excluded From
the education system and most employment sectors. Ecuador’s constitution did



not oclmowledge RFro-€cuadorians as a distinct group ungil 1998.

The diversity of the €cuadorian people is unclear. The picture may soon, get o lictle
cearer. Ecuador’s 200l census was the Pirst bo coung citizens by race, after Black
and iqdigeqou: €cuadorians demanded it. "People want to be counted so that they
can say (Por example), ‘This area is 90 percent Black. Why do we own no land?" rays
Normoan Whitten, on oth_ropologg professor at the University of lllinois Urbana-
Cllompoigq:

The ofFicial Figure the €cuadorian government has been u.rine Por the Black
population is 3 percent. Activists estimate the Black population to be as h_igh_ as I5
percent. The Final tabulations have not yet been released, but many expect that
Black people will be undercounted because many do not rself-identify as Black,
Hernondez ocl-mowledge.r that in Ecuador it's still “not 8ood buriness to identify

yourself as Black."

With Ecuador’s deepest rooks, iqdigeqou.r people represent between 25 and 50
percent, occordine to various estimates. Activists expect that they will also be
undercounted. “The census asked, ‘How do you define yourself: White, mestizo,
iqdigeqou.r or Black? This depends on the level of consciousness,” explains Oscar Chald.
“There are many mestizos that define themyselves as Whites. So you have to be
careful with this data."

A Rich Culture
Jacqueline Pavon is the coordinator of Intercultural Workshop, o monthly Forum

oddre.r.rine Black and iqdigeqou: issues at fimon Bolivar Andean University in Quito.
She is Gall and slim, with a medium:brown complexion; “When | begoq to work here,
people come Ioolene For me, o:lene Por Licenciada Pavon, CIn Ecuador, licenciada is o
8mduoce degree title Por which there is no U.S. equivalent.) It was a surprise For
mestizos who entered the office and sraw a Black woman. It was a srhock, a problem
Por them. They weren't able to (understand]) how a Black woman could arrive o this



position.”

AFter Four years in the rame job, Whites and mestizos m_eebine her For the First Gime
still have the same reaction. "It seems that Black people are only 8ood For domerstic
jobs, nurseries, messengers and cleoq_ine. Not For .ribbine in a chair behind a desk and
8ivine an_opinion 5o a mestizo," rays Pavon,

This writer, who I:oughp at a university in Quito earlier this year, was mistaken For a

maid several times despite her office casual dress ~sKirks or pants and a Llazer.

Black men in Ecuador are equally limited by beine sGereotyped as phyrically serong
and oggreuive. As a result, the only jobs they can easily access are those of

gordeqer.r. securiby guord: and bodgguord.r.

Rctivists ray Bhe stereobypes and lack of opportunity are slowly chongine as the
numbers of APro-€cuadorians Pinj.rhjn% hjgll school and 8oin% on to college have
increased over the past decade (exact Figure: are unavailable). But Black children,
must learn in schools, in Fact in an entire society, that igqore: not only their presence,
but also their rich history and culture.

“€ither by ruqq_ine away From Spanisrh authority and e.rbobli.rh_ine alGernative
communities or by coql:ribubin% to the Pormation of colonjal rociety as s/aves,
APricans set the tone For the development of Ecuador. That's been igqored." says
Kris Lane, a professor of history at the College of Wiliom and Mary in, willionl:burg.
Va. “The RPFrican contribution is central, not just in Germs of labor, but also in Germs
oFf resisGance and culbure.” Muric, literabure and spiribual expression are some of the

spheres of culbure in which APro-€cuadorians have excelled.

Without such lmowledge. however, racial consciousness and pride among Blacks in
Ecuador is low. On one episrode of a daily television game show, loosely Granslated
as No Holds Barred, the White male host appeared in blackface, hisr makeup de.rigqed



to make him look more like a gorillo thaon @ man. For this segment, the AFro-
€cuadorians in the audience were moved to the Front row next to the host in an
apparent attempt o mock Black people, yet none in the audience seemed disturbed
by it.

SEories, incidents and Ion%uoge that demean Black and iqdigeqou: people are an open
part of €cuadorian popular culbure. ﬁccording to €cuadorian Folklore, For example, a
moan with kidney problems can be cured by hpvine sex with a Black woman, an allusion
to the persisbent myth of super sexualiby. Former professional basketball player
Alvaro Aleman says spectators rometimes bry o distract Black players by m.oliine

monkey sounds.

I6 is in Ghis social dimate Ehat professional soccer player I-[ugo Guerron was pulled
over by police March 2. OFFicers refused to Lelieve the 24-year-old owned the new
red Vollvwogeq Golf he was drivine. One officer sprayed Guerrdn in the Pace with
tear gas, partially burqin% his corneas. A day later, José Caicedo, then o mjd-mql-ﬂne
Federal ofFficial, was beine driven by a chauPFfeur in o government car when sGopped
by police. The ofFficers didn't believe Caicedo, 35, was a bureaucrat. They beat him and
threw him_in jail For Five days.

"It is incomprehensible (bo the police] that a Black man would have a car when it is
impossible Por him to have access to a job," says Herndndez, exploian% why police
abuse is no surprise. In neither case were officers punisrhed or required to opologize.
Guerron had to pay 7250 Por hisr own medical expenses after the attack. Caicedo
had to pay 71,000 in bail to get out oF jail.

Change Is Coming
The United States' history of legal :egregobioq lePt APrican Americans o create

their own_ schools, churches and other instibutions. No such history exists For Black
€cvadorians. The modern APro-€cuadorian movement extends back only 23 years to
the Pouqdin% in 1979 of the Center of RFro-€cuadorian Studies, an orgoqizabioq that



researched Black culbure and promoted racial consciousness. ﬁccording to Oscar Chald,
one of the Center's Founders, there are now hundreds of APro-€cuadorian

orgon_izobioq:.

“"How do we create ch_onee? lictle Ly lictle, bh_rough_ these small orgorﬁzobioq: From,
rural communities or cities, .ribl:ine down to diologue. I:hjqkjn% of small but Fearsible

bh_ine.r (we can do), not in groqd bh_ine.r that don't get us anywhere,” he says.

Black €cuadorians have gotten much oFf their inspiration From the political movement
of Ecuador's iqdigeqou: people, who commanded international attention with,
protests in 1990, 1992 and 2000. With minimal Fuqdine and support From
multilateral banks and Foreigq governments just begiqnjne Go trickle in, o young Black,
social and political movement in Ecuador is odvoqcine with lictle more than sheer will
ond ineequil:q. Rs a consulbant with PRODERINE, a Four-year-old Foundation operated
by Blacks and iqdigeqou.r people, Chald is pubbine the strategy of ch_onee “lictle by
lictle" Go work, His orgoqizol:ioq supports 362 Black community orgoqizobioq: aond
4,748 iqdigeqou: groups by di.rbribubine among them_ 50 mijllion in Foreigrtbocl'@d
development loanys, iqcludine 125 mjllion From the World Bank.

In July, Ehe Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) brought 21 Black Latino community
leaderys, iqcludine six €cuadoriany, to l.lJo.rh_ineboq, D.C, Por a m_oqbltlone intensive
I:mian% course on social orgoqizabioq management. The IDB is poised o Pund a
1150,000 technical cooperation grant to identiPy the problems of AFro-€cuadorianys.
F[woil:ine approval From the €cuadorian governmeng, the project will be carded out by
Pour Black civil society groups, the mayor of €smeraldas and the Federal Afro-
€cuadorian Development Corporation. The IDB has set aside another 7150,000 to
help .rbrenebh_eq_ Black orgorﬁzobioq: in a project scheduled to begiq_ in early 2003.

ﬁccordine to Herndndez, the only APrican American politician to aide Black €cuadorians
directly was Rep. Cynthio Mckinney (D-Ga.). “Sfhe got Ghe IDB to pay us a little more



attention, to at least put the issue of AFro-descendants on its ogeq_do." he rays.

Meanwhile, the Canadian government is Fuqdine small-scale development projects in
Black communities l:h.rough. its €cuadorian Canadian Development Fund established in
1991. The United Sftates, among other countries, has also contributed to development
ePPorts that reached Black communities. The U.J. ﬂeech Por International
Development (AID) Pinanced about 95 percent of a I0-year, 120 myjllion conservation
project in norbhwest Ecuador, which ended in ngu.rl:. Run by the Rtlantabased
development orgon_izobioq_ CARE, the project incduded a mandate to .rbrenebl'leq the
Union oFf Black Orgoqizobioq: oF Northern €smeraldas, the National Confederation of
RFro-€cuadorians and the Regioqol Palenque Council. And in July, Ieodine RFro-
€cuadorian historian Juan Garcia received a 710,600 grant From the U.J. State
Department to preserve and publish Black oral histories and phobogroplv collected

over 20 yearys.

Citizens of the World
Rahier contends Black activirm over the last two decades has amplified not only

because APro-€cuadorians Followed the trail blazed by the iqdigeqou.r movement, but
alsro because of iqcreo.rine exposure to Black political movements l:llroughpub the
Americas. Garcia and several other young, Black €cuadorians were inspired o create
the Center of AFro-€Ecuadorian Studies after rel:urqine From_ the First Conere.r.r of
Black Culture of the Americas in Cali, Colombia. Black activists bh_rougl'loub Jouth
America have been n'leebine and Ieorqin% From_ each other's :I:ml:egie.r and
experiences. Their mutual support systems were .rbrenebh_eqed rigrﬁFicoqblg durine
orgoqizin% n'leecine.r in preparation For the 200l World Conference f{eoiqﬂ: Racisrm in
Durban, South AFrica.

The conference benefited Black Latin Americans by roi.rine awareness of Gheir
chpllen%e.r worldwide, but angi-Black racism in Latin America is still o qeglecl:ed issue,

even by prominent human, righ_b.r orgon_izobioq: such as Amnesty International. One



exception is the American Friends Service Committee CAFSC), a Quaker orgoq_izobioq
with a history of anbtiracirm work. AFSC launched its Quaker International AFFairs
Progrom_ in the Andean, Qegioq when it opened an office in Puito in 1995. I6s
initiatives have included I:miqin% Black leaders and orgaqizol:ioq.r. gebcine regioqol
humon, righ_b.r groups to include the issues of RFrican descendants on their ogeqdo:
and .rpoq:orin% Black activists to travel to the UN World Conference ﬂeoiq.rb Racisrm,

Th.rough.oub Latin Americq, inequality is commonly considered more a matter of class
than race. Ungil the early 1900y, only Ecuador’s landowners could vote. Generally
impoverisrhed, Black €cuadorians 8oiqed the vote at the rame time as other poor
citizenys. "Ungil recently, most APro-€Ecuadorians did not stress tBheir Blackness when
they defined their idengities. Rather, most considered themyselves Go be part of the
poor who have an oqbogorﬁ.rbic relationship with the (elite),” rays Carlos de la Torre,

an €cvadorian rociologg professor at Boston's Norbheastern University.

Now Black activists emphasize the importance of race. Thanks Go the eFPorts oF civic
groups and a multiethnic commission in the National (onereu. Ecuador's new
constitution recogqize.r the nation as pluri-culbural and multiethaic, iqcludine the First
oFfFicial oclmowledgemeqb of RFro-€Ecuadorians as a distinct group.

Beine debated within the commission Bhis summer was a low of collective righ_b.r For
RFro-€cuadorians to 8ive Black rural communities more :elP-goverqine power. AN
"ethno-education” law, which would require schools to oclm_owledge the Black and
iqdigeqou.r presence I:I’lrouglloub Ecuador’s history in lessons I:oughp in public schools,
is also beine discussed in the National Conere.r.r.

“"Whot we are propo.rine is bhat Ecuador develop policies Por the benefit of sectors
that never have been beneFiciaries, that the s6ate must guarantee the
:brenebheqine. development and harmony of Black peoples,” says the commission's
current president, con%reuioqol deputy Luis Guilberto Talahua, a Quichua Indion. The
ciby of Quito has taken a tentative step toward inclusive education, broiq_ine about



I00 teachers bo incorporate infFormation about AFro-€cuadorianys in Eheir curricula.

The AFro-€cuadorian Development Corp., an office of the Federal goverqm_eqb. is
another potential mechonism For irnprovine government responsiveness to Black
citizens. €cuadorian President Fabidn Alarcon created the corporation by presidential
decree in 1998, three days before Iecuvine oFfFfice. It didn't begiq to operate until May
200, when JosefRina Orovio wars hired to run it. She plans o submit proposals For
Fuqdin% Ror small businesses such as laundries and beauty supply shops, and sugar
cane and trout Form_ine late Bhis year.

Leadership for the Future
The most visible Black €Ecuadorians thisr year have been soccer players on the

majority-Black national team, Ecuador’s Pirst o qualify For the World Cup. SfEar
player ﬂugu:biq Delgodo. who has started a Foundation that helps educate Black
children, broke another barrier when he was hired as a celebriby spokesrman Por an
electronics Firm's odverbi:ine compoign_. In comparison to other Black television imoge.r.
an articulate athlete is a major improvement.

Other APFro-€cuadorian role models, the mayor of the capital ciby of €smeraldas
province and the head of the €smeraldas port authoriby, serve as "an element
I:hrougll which Black people as a whole become visible," says Oscar Chald. No uquqine
Black leader has em_erged. however. The most prominent AFro-€cuadorian politician,
Jaime Hurtado, was assassinated in 1999. Race is not believed to have been a motive
in the unsolved crime. Hurtado, popular with the masses For chompiorﬁne causes of
the poor, didn't identify pubLlicly with the Black movement until a Few months before
hisr death, when he helped Racilibate the First Coneren of Blacks in Ecuador, on
attempt at creol:ine a national orgoqizobioq.

Mony Black activists recogqize that a lack of unity among all the Black orgaqizol:ioq.r.
the lack of one consolidated group that represents them all, may be o rigrﬁFicoqb
ch,ollenee to their movement. Nevertheless, Black groups are united in their



uqder.rboqdine of the cl'lollenee. They are orgon_izine protests in response Go police
brutality. They are hglpine impoverished women start small businesses. They are
h_o.rbine concerts and Pashion shows Bo build pride in RFrican h_eriboge. They are
I:ecuchjne adult liseracy and Eneli:ll and h,elpine Black, hjgll school students get into

college.

Black €cuadorians are pubbine their government and Pellow citizens on notice that
chgnee is on the way.

“lc must be recogqized that there are Black people in Ecuador and in Latin America,
that the construction of these nation:sbates would not have been possible without
Black hands," says activist Rlexandra Ocles.

“We wont them to know that we are human, bein%: that have digqil:g. that we are
capable of och_ievine ongl'line."
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PHOTO (COLOR): Women in Northern Ecuador learn new skills at a CARE broiq_ine
workshop.
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