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we s h a l l  gra d u a l l y  recogn i ze that  the rac i a l i zat ion of democray 
i s  as i m portant as  the democrat izat ion of race." 
Howard Win ant, 1999* 

Introduction 

These refl ect ions a re based on  a long h i story of study  and i nvo l vement 
i n  the Bl ack  movement i n  the Un i ted States, on fri ends h i ps w i th m i l i ta nts i n  the 
Braz i l i a n  B lack movement, and on study of that  movement. They ar i se  d i rect l y 
from mus i ngs occas i oned by com ments made by an undergradua te wh i te student 
in my cou rse, Po l i t i c s  of the Afri can D i a spora, and by my observat ion of a cou p l e  
on the Aven i d a  Sete de Setembro i n  S a l vador, Bah i a . 

I n  a p aper for my po l i t i cs of  the Afri can d i a spora cou rse, one of  my stu 
dents m ade an  a rgu ment wh i ch  contrad i cted everyth i ng  I knew and understood 
a bout  the cond i t ions of  Afro-Braz i l i ans  in Sa l vador. More trou b l i ng was the rea l 
i t y  t h a t  h i s  a n a l ys i s  wa s  sound a n d  system at ica l l y  su bstant i a ted .  The essay grew 
out of  an ass ignment to cr i t i q ue  K im  But ler 's book, Freedoms G iven, Freedoms 
Won, p a rt i c u l a rl y  he r  com parat ive ana l ys i s  of rac i a l  i dent i ty and  res i stance i n  the 
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two c i t ies  of Sao Pau l o  and S a lvador  in the post abo l i t i on  per iod .  
The student's centra l a n a l ys i s  w i th  respect to Sa l vador  was  th at the per

centage of Afr icans i n  the popu l at ion was  so h igh tha t  i t  was l i tera l l y  i m poss i b l e  
to restr ict Afr icans  so le ly  to t h e  most men i a l  a n d  degraded cond i t ions of  work. 
For a soc i ety to operate, tasks h ave to be performed, and the rea l i ty in S a l vador  
was that  some of those  tasks  wh i ch  were not offens ive h ad to  be carr ied out  by 
B lack  peop le. The re was  no a l ternat i ve. No other persons were ava i l a b l e  i n  the  
popu l at ion poo l .  

Because I h ave seen S a lvador and t he  actu a l  cond i t ions exper ienced by 
most  Bl ack peop le there; because I am  fam i l i a r  w i th the h igh rates of  d i sease,  
i l l i teracy, unem p loyment, i n ca rcerat ion, i n fant  morta l i ty, sexu a l  exp l o i tat ion ,  a nd  
soc i a l  s ubjugat ion i n  S a l vador  - now, at t he  begi nn i ng of  the 21st centu ry - h i s  
pos i t ion of  what  i t  was  over 100 years ago  c l ashed w i th my more i n formed op i n 
i o n .  He h ad, neverthe l ess, done  an  adequ ate job  of  s upport ing i t. I a sked h i m, 
therefore, to exp l o re the q uest ion more fu l l y  i n  a prepa red ora l  d i scuss ion .  He  
d i d, he d i d  a su bstant i a l  j ob ,  and he came to t he  same conc l u s i on .  

My de l ayed recogn i t ion that  h is  a n a l ys i s  was  s ubstant i a l l y  correct a l e rted 
me to the need to keep the com p lex i ty of the B l ack  cond i t ion  a lways at the fo re
front of my th i n k i ng. Wh i l e  it was true that poverty, oppress ion, ex p lo i tat ion ,  
phys i c a l  degrad at ion, i l l i teracy, a bysma l  hous i ng, and  be ing he ld  i n  contem pt by 
wh i tes were the genera l and p rim a ry cond i t ions  of B lack peop le  i n  S a l vador, 
those cond i t ions cou ld  not c ha racter ize the B lack  ex per ience because i t  was  more 
comp lex th an th at. The genera l i zat ion a bout  m iserab l e  c i rcumstances cou l d  be 
an  im portant pa rt of  the cha racter izat i on, bu t  on l y  a pa rt. I n  the var i at ions and  
cha racter of t he  var i at ions of  Afro-Brazi l i a n l i ves i n  Sa l vador  l a y  perh a ps the 
most  cr i t i c a l  factors for an  i n formed ana l ys i s .  

Because I turned i n  my fi n a l  grades for tha t  cou rse on May 19th, 2000,  
and I a rr ived i n  Sa lvador  on May  21st, 2000, the student' s  po i nt was very much  
a part of  my thoughts u pon my retu rn t o  Ba h i a . 

I turn now to the cou p l e  I observed on a street corner a bout  a week a fter 
my a rr i va l  i n  Sa l vador. They were stand i ng, ho l d i ng  h ands, wa i t i ng  for the l ight  
to  c h ange. Both  were i n  the i r  ear ly  twent ies .  He was  B l ack  and  she  was  wh i te .  
Th at i s  not a n  unusu a l  comb i n at ion i n  S a l vador. Nor i s  the reverse - a wh i te man  
a nd  a B l a c k  wom an .  I n  fact, because t h e  operati ona l  defi n i t i on  of  race i n  Braz i l 
i s  a ppea rance, not ancestry, i t  i s  not unusua l  to h ave brothers and s i sters, some 
of whom a re B l ack  and others of whom are wh i te .  The Re i tora (Pres ident) of  the  
State Un i vers i ty of Bah i a, a B l ack  woman, and  the fi rst and on ly  B lack  Pres ident 
of any Brazi l i a n un i vers i ty, i nv i ted members of  the N at ion a l  Conference of  B l a ck  
Po l i t i c a l  Sc ient i sts (NCOBPS) to  her  house  for a b i rthday party. The other  peop l e  
p resent were pr inc i p a l l y  fam i l y  members .  Two- th i rds were B l a c k  a nd  one-th i rd 
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were wh i te. To speak  of rac i a l  i dent i ty in such  a s i tuat ion is to br i ng the quest ion 
of  race i n to the most i nt i m ate of h u m an rel at ions,  the fam i l y. Nor  i n  S a lvador  i s  
th i s  cond i t i on  of  a fam i l y  wh i ch i s  at  once B l ack  and  wh i te a p reserve of  a s i ng l e  
fam i l y. On  the contra ry, there a re l i tera l l y  tens of  thousands of  fam i l i es  of  s i m i l a r  
descr i pt ion .  

I n  the Reconcavo, the a rea of p l a ntat ions, forests, and  sma l l  towns to the 
south of  the c i ty of  Sa l vador, and surround ing  the bay, the Ba h i a  de  Todos os 
Santos, m any settl ements h ave popu l at ions that  a re 99% Bl a ck. I n  such c i rcum 
stances, when  wh i te peop le  look for mates, t he i r  opt ions a re very much exp anded 
i f  they regard B l ack  peop le  as p rospect ive h usbands  and  w ives .  I ndeed, that  i s  
wha t  h a p pens .  Rare i s  t he  case of a Reconcavo wh i te person who ha s  no B l a c k  
re l a t ives .  

Th i s  i s  my student's  po i nt, made another way. The Afr i can  p resence 
in Bah i a  is so extens ive that i t  cannot be ent i re l y  exc l uded from any segment of 
wh i te l i fe, i n c l u d i ng  the fam i l y. 

Race as an Identifier of Persons 

I n  S a l vador  and i n  many p l a ces i n  Braz i l , to speak  of race as an  i dent if ier  
of persons i s  to g ive d i fferent i dent i t ies to peop le  who a re c l ose ly i nvo l ved w i th 
each  other  as  ne ighbors, friends, workers, l ove rs, and re l a t ives .  I f  peop l e  h ave to 
choose between an abstract i dent i ty such  as race and i dent i fi cat ion  w i th  h uman  
be i ngs w i t h  whom  they a re i nt im ate ly  i nvo l ved, there i s  l i tt l e  doubt  a bout  wh i ch  
cho i ce they w i l l  make. Th i s  rea l i ty h as profound conseq uences for the B l a ck  
movement i n  Braz i l .  

Th i s  j o i n i ng  of peop le  of d i fferent races i n  t h e  most i m portant h uman  
re l a t ions h i ps i s  evermore t h e  case i n  t h e  Un i ted States. The r ig id  b a rr i e rs wh i c h  
u sed  to a c t  as  formi d ab l e  obstac les to deep  and  susta i ned com m i tments across 
rac i a l  l i nes h ave wea kened.  I ncreas i ng ly  fam i l ies  a re com posed of  peop le  from 
more th an  one rac i a l  group .  Aga i n, i n  such c i rcumstances, to  speak  of  race as an  
ident i fi e r  i s  to  speak  of persons wi th i n  the soc i a l  un i t  wh i ch  i s  the pri m a ry sou rce 
of peop l e' s  i dent ity as  essent i a l l y  d i fferent, ant ithet i ca l ,  if you w i l l .  

I n  t h e  U.S .  t h i s  i s  new. I n  t h e  past  Tiger Woods wou l d  h ave had  n o  cho i ce 
a bout  h i s  i dent i ty. Nor  wou l d  Warde l l Conner ly. Now they do .  Today  i f  peop l e  
choose to  accept a s i ng le  rac i a l  i dent i ty, i n  m any ways they a l i enate some of those 
to whom they a re c losest. A non -B l ack  pa rent can fee l  very much th reatened 
by a c h i l d ,  for examp le,  choos ing a rac i a l  i dent ity ent i re l y  d i fferent from that 
pa rent's .  Pa rents don't want to be a l i entated from the ir c h i l d ren .  They, the i r  
spouses, a n d  the i r  c h i l d ren understand th at. The c h i l d ren don' t  want to a l i enate 
the i r  fathers o r  mothers and therefore may  be extreme ly  re l u ctant to choose a 
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s i ng le  rac i a l  ident i ty. 
As such trends pers i st i n  Braz i l  and  as they i ncrease i n  the Un i ted States, 

they reduce the number  of peop l e  who exper ience no contrad i ct ion in se l f- i den 
t i fy ing as  Bl ack. They reduce the number  of  potent i a l  p a rt i c i p a nts i n  t he  B l a ck  
movement. 

Th i s  i s  a q uest i on  worthy of a n a l ys i s  for movement act iv i sts i n  both coun 
tr ies .  I t  i s  not go i ng  away. I t  i s  o ne  wh i ch  both movements h ave a respons i b i l i ty 
to address, and to address i n  the most forth r ight and r igorous  fash i on .  The ques 
t i on  must not be s i de -stepped .  I t  m ust be embraced i n  i ts fu l l  com p lex i ty. 

Here i s  a p a rt i c u l a r  ro l e  for B l ack  i nte l l ectu a l s  i n  the movement. We mu st 
take the i n i t i a t ive and wrest le w i th  the d i ffi cu l t i es .  We must state ou r  t h i n k i ng  
unamb iguous l y. We m ust do i t  now - before t he  ground  i s  tota l l y  taken over by  
others .  Th i s  e s say  i s  a modest effort to  ta rget some key e lements i n  t he  strugg le  
to  conce i ve of a v i t a l  B l ack  movement i n  rac i a l l y  com p l ex soc iet ies .  

Al ienation 

A key recogn i t ion to make i n  develop i ng  a conceptu a l izat ion of the p ro b 
l e m  wh i ch i s  fa i thfu l  to a comm i tment to t h e  B l ack  movement i s  that assum i ng  a 
B lack  i dent i ty does not req u i re one to a l i enate onese l f  from one's i nt i ma tes who  
a re no t  Bl ack. Here I 'm no t  go i ng  i nto t he  geneti c ev i dence wh i ch  renders race 
useless as a sc ient i fi c  category, nor i n to the cha racter i s t i cs of  race as  a soc i a l  
constru ct. Regard less of v iews of race h e l d  b y  b io l og i ca l  a n d  soc i a l  sc iences, race 
rema i ns a powerfu l  soc i a l  and po l i t i c a l  concept throughout  the contemporary 
wor ld .  

I n  rac i a l l y  focused soc iet ies i t  i s  d i ffi cu l t  for most peop le  to accept the 
idea  that race i s  not an esta b l i sher  of  ant i thet i c a l  sets  of persons .  I t  i s  nonethe less  
true .  To accept  the i dea  req u i res a greater  consc ious  recogn i t ion and to l e rance 
for the com p lex i ty and contrad i ct ions of l i fe t han  most peop le  a re i n c l i ned  to 
ma ke .  We a l l  l i ve with  these comp l ex i t ies  and  contrad i ct ions bu t  we do it p r i m a r
i l y  w i thout  acknowledg ing them - often, by deny i ng them, much as  I was  wont 
to do  w i th my student's  work.  Th at i s  why po l i t i c a l  contestat ions a re often so 
fa rc i c a l .  Cand i d a tes and the i r s u pporters attack the i r  op ponents for be ing  h u m an .  
We expect peop le  to  be what  we know they a re no t  and ,  i ndeed, cannot be. 

Peop l e  love each other across rac i a l  l i nes .  Peop l e  h ave fr iends h i ps across 
rac i a l  l i nes .  Peop l e  ra i se  c h i l d ren across rac i a l  l i nes .  None of  th i s  i s  new. Nor  
need  race a l i enate peop le  from each other. 

To i dent i fy as a B l ack  person does not mean  that  one ha tes wh i te peop l e, 
d i s l i kes wh i te peop le, o r  i s  contemptuous  of  wh i te peop l e. I t  i s  eas ier  to conce ive 
of d i fferences i n  those terms - a l i enat ion, h atred, d i s l i ke, contem pt - bu t  i t  i s  
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ne i ther  necessa ry nor pract i c a l .  Peop l e  may  genera l l y  th i n k  in such  d i chotomous  
terms,  bu t  ra re l y  do they  l i ve that  way. Su re ly, there a re great tens ions  between 
women and men. They a re d i fferent - if in noth i ng e l se, in the i r  p hys i o l ogy. 
Women  and  men a re d i fferent, bu t  they don't  h ave to hate each other. They do 
h ave to l i ve together. Peop l e  who d i ffe r rac i a l l y  don't h ave to ha te each other, bu t  
a s  a p ract i c a l  m atter, they do h ave to  i nhab i t  the same soc iet ies .  I t  i s  therefore 
i m portant  to put  as ide  the equ i va l ence of rac i a l  d i fference wi th  rac i a l  a n i mos i ty. 
I t  i s  i m portant to do that  exp l i c i t l y. 

I f  i t  i s  the case that  rac i a l  d i fferences a re not rep resentat ive of  contrad i c 
t i o n s  between peop le, tha t  peop le  can and do deve lop c lose rel at ionsh i ps w i t h  
peop l e  of  o t he r  races, that  peop le  can, do ,  and mus t  l i ve and work w i th those of  
other  rac i a l  grou ps, t hen  why  i s  i t  i m portant t o  assume any rac i a l  i dent i ty a t  a l l ? 
Why i s  i m portant to h ave a B l ack  i dent i ty? Th at there a re many answers to th i s  
q u est ion i s  a m a rker of  i ts S ign i fi c ance. Bu t  for th i s  essay, i n  so much  as  i s  pos
s i b l e, I w i l l  restr ict my cons i derat ion to the po l i t i c a l  d i mens ions of  th i s  q uest i on .  
For po l i t i c a l  p u rposes, why i s  i t  necessary to assume a B l ack  rac i a l  i dent i ty? Why 
do we need a B l ack  movement? 

Racial  Identity and the B lack Movement 

Fi rst of a l l , I must assert that  cond i t ions of cross - rac i a l  i nt i macy  a re fa r 
and  away the great except ion to the phys i c a l  c i rcumstances of most B l ack  peop l e  
bo th  i n  the U.S .  and Braz i l .  Th at i s  t he  deep  observat ion on wh i ch  bo th  th i s  
a na lys i s  and  the B l ack  movement rest. 

A l though in the post abo l i t ion  per iod in Bah i a  some B l ack  peop le  escaped 
opp ress ive worki ng cond i t i ons, most  d id  not. A l though some B l ack  peop l e  i n  the 
U .S .  and  Braz i l h ave mu l t i - rac i a l  fam i l i es, most  do not. Therefore, to  c h a ra cter ize 
a pop u l a t ion  by a cond i t ion  of  on ly  a sma l l  percentage i s  to lead one deep l y  astray 
w i th res pect to the mean i ngs and poss i b i l i t ies  of po l i t i c a l  acts . Most B l ack  peop le  
i n  both  the U .S .  and  Braz i l work with  o ther  B lack  peop le,  a re friends  a l most 
excl u s i ve ly  of  other B lack peop le, l i ve in ne igh borhoods popu l a ted pr ima r i l y  by 
other  Bl ack  peop le, and a re members of fam i l ies  wh i ch  a re ent i re ly  Bl ack .  There 
i s  no contrad i ct ion between the i r  deepest i dent i t i es. 

A re l ated po int  wh i ch  has been made by many percept ive ana l ysts w i th 
respect to B l ack  peop le  i n  the U.S .  i s  that  i t  i s  the i r  rac i a l  i dent ity wh i ch  g ives 
them the i r  greatest po l i t i ca l  s a l i ence, the i r  most effect ive bas i s  for po l i t i c a l  edu 
cat ion, and the most powerfu l  mot ive force for po l i t i c a l  mob i l izat ion .  

When Bl ack  po l i t i c a l  act i v i ty i s  str i p ped of rac i a l  i dent i ty as a centra l e le
ment, i t  i s  den ied i ts pr i nc i p a l  strength, i ts s i ng le  most i m portant  attr i bute .  

Put another way, the peop le  who a re affected most  u n i form l y  by those 
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cond i t ions wh i ch  m i n im ize l i fe's poss i b i l i t ies  for B l ack  peop l e  i n  the aggregate a re 
robbed of the i r  most effect ive wea pons to struggle aga i nst those cond i t ions  and  
to  propose new rea l i t ies  when they  a re den i ed  the i r  rac i a l  i dent i ty, o r  when they 
a re den ied the i r  rac i a l  i dent i ty as a l eg i t i m ate veh i c l e  for po l i t i c a l  organ izat ion  
and mob i l izat ion .  

Rac i a l  i dent i ty i s  perh aps  the most s ign i fi c ant e lement of  B lack po l i t i c s  in  
the U.S .  

The Black Movement in Braz i l  

That i s  true for the Bl ack  movement i n  Braz i l a s  wel l .  But t he  B l ack  
movement i n  Braz i l i s  q u i te d i fferent from B lack  po l i t i c s  i n  the U .S .  The B l a ck  
movement i n  t he  U.S . ,  w i th  res pect to  i ts po l i t i c a l  attr i bu tes, i s  much  more com 
p rehens ive than  the B l ack  movement i n  Braz i l .  Th i s  i s  not to assoc i ate a h igher  
va l ue  w i t h  e i ther, but  to  po i nt to  the rea l i ty that  there a re s ign i fi cant  d i fferences 
between them wh i ch  cannot be w i s hed away. 

K im But ler 's susta i n i ng  a na l ys i s  - as  wel l as Jonatas  Conce icao's - i s  tha t  
i n  the Braz i l i an context, c u l tu ra l  a utonomy, cu l tu ra l  res i s tance, i s  i n herent ly po l i t i 
c a l .  Th i s  m a y  wel l b e  the case, b u t  to the extent that  i t  i s ,  i t  i s  a percept ion, a con
c l us ion reached by the a n a l yst. I t  i s  used to  l a be l  fee l i ngs, thoughts, ac t ions  tha t  
a re not  couched i n  those terms .  Many peop le  whose  p a rt i c i pat ion i n  the Braz i l i an 
B l ack  movement i s  se l f- consc ious ly  i n  the cu l tu ra l  a rena ,  do not see themsel ves a s  
engaging i n  po l i t i cs .  Others may  observe such  cu l tu ra l  act i v i t ies  and l a be l  t hem 
po l i t i c a l ,  but  that  i s  no t  how many of  t he  pa rt i c i p a nts i n  these pract i ces cha racter
ize themse lves. 

Others do.  I n  Sa lvador, l i e  Aiye and O l udum a re perfect cases i n  po i nt . 
There a re many others. But m any cu l tu ra l  o rgan izat ions do not c a l l  themselves 
po l i t i c a l .  Many Candomb le  terre i ros, m any capoe i ra schools ,  m any carnava l 
groups, do not see themse lves as  po l i t i ca l .  I n  Vo l t a i re's terms, they a re cu l t i vat
i ng  the i r  own cabbage patches .  

For those Afro-Brazi l i ans  who do cha racter ize themse lves as po l i t i c a l ,  
many do  no t  assoc i ate the i r  po l i t i cs s pec i fi c a l l y  w i th B l ack  peop le .  They a re 
s imp l y  po l i t i c a l  act iv i sts . They a re Brazi l i ans .  The i r  po l i t i cs  may  be l eft, r ight, 
or center. They may  be assoc i ated w i th the trade un ion  movement. The i rs a re 
po l i t i cs not centered on B l ack  peop le .  Nor  do they conce i ve of  such  a center i ng  
as  p a rt of  the i r  res pons i b i l i ty. Though th i s  k i nd  of po l i t i c a l  or ientat ion p rev a i l s  
among B l a c k  po l i t i c a l  figures i n  Braz i l , i t  i s  n o t  assoc i ated w i t h  t h e  B l a c k  move
ment .  

Those peop le  whose po l i t i cs, speC i fi c a l l y, can  be assoc i ated with the 
Black movement i n  Braz i l  tend to const itute a com parat ive ly na rrow focus .  Most 
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of them a re assoc i ated wi th  the left, p a rt i c u l a rl y  the two m ajor  l eft i s t  p a rt ies ,  
though they often a re assoc i a ted w i th other format ions on the l eft, i n c l ud i ng  the 
Com m un i st p arty. Some a re deep l y  i nvo l ved i n  the trade un ion movement. There 
a re except ions to t h i s  genera l i ty, bu t  i t  i s  accu rate to cha racter ize B l ack  move
ment po l i t i cs as  genera l l y  a po l i t i cs  of  the left. The B l ack  movement i n c l udes few 
e lected o r  a ppo i nted offi c i a l s .  Aga i n, there a re except ions to t h i s  tendency, the 
most nota b l e  be ing Abd i a s  do N asc imento, Bened i ta  d a  S i l va ,  Pau l o  Pa im ,  and  
Lu i z  A l berto dos Santos. But most  e l ected B lack  offi c i a l s  don't  i dent i fy w i th the 
B lack movement  o r  w i th a ny spec i fi ca l l y  B l ack-ori ented po l i t i cs, though there a re 
some i nterest i ng deve lopments a l ong those l i nes .  

Many peop le  i n  the Brazi l i a n B lack movement a re i n te l lectu a l s, assoc i 
ated w i t h  u n i vers i t i es, co l l eges, NGOs, pr i vate found at ions, a n d  var ious  cu l tura l  
grou ps .  I n  no  sense can  the B lack  movement be sa id  to const i tute a m ass move
ment, o r  to h ave a m ass b ase .  

Neverthe l ess, the i nf l uence of the Brazi l i a n  B lack movement fa r exceeds 
i ts n u m bers o r  demogra p h i c  rep resentat ion .  Th i s  may wel l  be because of the ar
t i cu l a te, focused, and  savvy attr i bu tes of i ts p a rt i c i p a nts. Wh atever the reason, 
over the cou rse of  29 yea rs they h ave changed the very natu re and  q u a l i ty of 
the d i scou rse on race i n  Braz i l .  They h ave made i t  a s ign i fi cant  featu re of  p u b l i c  
l i fe .  

The Black Movement in the U . S. 

I n  the U.S . ,  "Bl ack  movement" may be a m i snomer, because desp i te the 
p resence of  w i desp read B l ack  po l i t i c a l  act iv i ty, there i s  l i tt le  cu rrent ly  go i ng  on 
tha t  rep resents a b road -based soc i a l  movement w i th genera l l y  agreed u pon  goa l s .  
On the other h and,  there i s  a trad i t ion  of such movements in the cou ntry wh i c h  
st i l l  a n im ates much  po l i t i c a l  l i fe .  

In a dd i ti on  to the conger ies of C iv i l R ights organ izat ions, hoa ry wi th  
b att l e  fl ags and  l egends; the remnants of  the B lack  Power movement and symbo l s  
of i ts v i ctor ies  such  as B l ack  Stud ies  programs and the assert ion  of the  r ight 
to au tonomy in var ious sett ings; there a re ongo ing mob i l izat i ons to combat the 
death pena l ty, DWB, po l i ce bruta l i ty, h a te cr imes, and var ious man i festat i ons of 
the contem pt i n  wh i ch Black peop le  a re genera l l y  held by the soc i ety at l a rge. 
The trad i t ion can be d rawn on with great  effect in every arena from cu l tura l  
p rod uct ions - Ma l com X - to m ass mob i l izat ions - t he  M i l l i on Man  March and i ts 
p rogeny. Th i s  movement trad i t ion i s  now deep ly  imbedded i n  the cu l tu re and i s  
man i fested i n  var ious  ways, but  i t  i s  not  a n  ongo ing soc i a l  movement. 

Cu rrent ly, B l ack  po l i t i cs cons ist  of a w ide  range of a ct iv i t ies  concerned 
w i th i n fl uenc i ng  power, percept i ons, and the q u a l i ty of  l i fe for B l ack  peop le . The 
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U.S .  does not rea l l y  h ave a po l i t i c a l  l eft, bu t  to the extent that  it does, t ha t  i s  
where B lack  po l i t i cs  a re located .  Both m ass a n d  e l i te B l ack  po l i t i c a l  or i entat i ons  
a re fa r to the left of the i r  com patr i ots on i ssues of  soc i a l  respons i b i l i ty, soc i a l  jus 
t i ce, and econom ic  ega l i tar i a n i sm .  Though soc i a l  v a l ues assoc i ated w i th pr i vate 
behav ior  tend to be conservat ive among B lack  peop l e, those p red i s pos i t ions a re 
not suffi c ient to overr ide the genera l l i bera l  tenor  of  B l ack  peop le  on the ro le  o f  
t h e  state, t h e  p ub l i c  sector, i n  soc i ety. Act iv i t ies  i n  B l a c k  po l i t i cs i nc l ude  e l ectora l 
po l i t i cs; l obbyi ng; p ub l i c  speak i ng; op-ed p i eces, mob i l i zat ion a round spec i fi c  
ca uses at every l evel - l oca l ,  state, nat iona l ,  i nternat ion a l; cu l tura l  express ions; 
po l i t i c a l  educat ion; network ing; i n frastructu re b u i l d i ng; and a w ide  range of  se l f
he l p  act i v i t ies. They a l so res i de  i n  us i ng  po l i t i c a l  offi ce to foster  po l i c i es wh i c h  
benefi t  Bl ack  peop le .  

I n  many senses B l ack  po l i t i c a l  o rgan i zat ion i s  p hys i c a l l y  l ess dem and i ng  
i n  t he  U .S .  than i n  Braz i l  because Bl ack  peop le  const itute a much  sma l l er  segment 
of the nati ona l  popu l at ion .  At a round 12% of the U .S .  popu l at ion there i s  a much  
more manageab l e  group  to organ ize t h a n  over 50% of t he  popu l at ion as i s  t h e  
case i n  Brazi l .  Add i t iona l l y, t h e  phYS i c a l  i n frastructu re of  t he  U .S .  i s  much  more 
h igh l y  developed than  that  of  Braz i l .  I n frastructu re fac i l i ta tes organ izat ion .  The 
B lack  popu l at ion i n  the U.S . ,  com pa rat ive ly, ha s  more m ater i a l  resou rces at i ts 
command .  Th i s  l ast po i nt, however, s hou l d  not be exaggerated .  Those m ate ri a l  
resou rces wh i ch  B lack  peop le  i n  the U.S .  h ave a re, for the most pa rt, new ly  won 
and st i l l  great ly  underdeve loped .  I t  i s  l i ke ly  a fa i r  assessment that the com pa ra 
t i ve  materi a l  resou rces of  the two B l ack  popu l at ions were rough l y  equ i va l ent on l y  
fi fty years ago. 

On the other h and,  B l ack  po l i t i c a l  organ izat ion in the Un i ted States h a s  
a lways been fac i l i tated by t h e  hegemon i C  ideo logy wh i c h  dec l a red t h a t  eve ry 
one with any Afr i can  a ncestry at  a l l  was Bl a ck, and tha t  a l l  B l ack  peop l e  were 
the sa me, subject to the same contempt and desp i c ab l e  treatment at the h ands  of  
wh i tes. Th i s  ideo l ogy was bo l stered by t he  who le  system of  J i m -Crow terror. 

No counterpart for t h i s  generat ion of  a co l l ect ive B l ack  i dent ity h a s  ex 
i s ted i n  Braz i l .  Therefore, B l ack  i dent i ty i s  not as s a l ient  an  e lement for mob i l i z i ng  
po l i t i c a l  act i v i ty i n  Braz i l as i t  i s  i n  t he  U.S .  

Racial Identity and Black Politics 

Wh i le we know that  rac i a l  i dent i ty and the ch a ra cter of rac i a l  i dent i ty 
a re ch ang ing i n  both countr i es, i t  i s  i m portant to cons ider  the magn i tude, the d i 
rect ion, a n d  the l i ke ly  rates o f  such  ch anges. S u c h  factors wi l l  h ave tremendous  
i m p l i cat ions for the Bl ack  movement i n  both  countr i es . 

Tate, Sm ith and Se l tzer, and Dawson a l l  esta b l i s h  the centra l i ty of  B l a ck  
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i d ent i ty as a bas i s  for B l ack  po l i t i c a l  mob i l i zat ion and effi cacy in the U .S .  It i s  
t he  one  advantage B l ack  peop le  h ave as a group  i n  t he  U .S .  am i dst a p l ethora of  
d i s advantages. Rac i a l  i dent ity can be used to  mob i l i ze peop le  across c l ass ,  re 
g iona l ,  re l i g ious, p a rty, cu l tu ra l ,  and at t imes even l a nguage and nat i ona l  or ig in  
d i v i des i n  the U .S .  Therefore, a d im i nut ion of  rac i a l  i dent i ty speaks to  the reduc
t ion  of  the a b i l i ty of  B lack  peop le i n  the aggregate to act concerted l y  for the i r  
common  i n terests. As l o ng  as  po l i t i cs, soc i ety, and cu l ture operate to l essen l i fe 
poss i b i l i t i e s  of  a l l  B l ack  peop l e  q u a  B l ack  peop le, such  lessened poss i b i l i t i es  h ave 
extrao rd i na ri l y  negat ive effects for B l ack  peop le .  

What i s  frequent ly  a rgued i s  that  as l i fe c i rcumstances for B lack peop l e  
ch ange, they w i l l  h a ve l e s s  i n  common as  Bl ack  peop le  and  more i n  common w i th 
other  sectors of the soc i ety who s h a re the i r  status i n  other res pects, e .g . ,  i ncome, 
educat ion, wea l th,  occu pat ion,  rel i gion ,  ne igh borhood, l anguage, nat i ona l  or ig i n .  

Th i s  s uppos i t ion m ight  make sense  i f  B l ack  peop le  were i so l ated i nd i 
v i d u a l s .  B u t  such  a s u ppos i t ion i s  far from the ex i s tent i a l  cond i t ion .  Peop l e  a re 
l i n ked to fam i l i es, c hu rches, ne ighborhoods, fri endsh i ps, c u l tura l  a ffi n i t i es, p r i 
vate assoc i at ions, a l l  of wh i ch, together, overr ide i nd i v i dua l  cons i de rat ions .  The 
greate r  the i ntens i ty with  wh i ch  persons a re engaged i n  such  rel a t ions h i ps and  
the greater  the extent to  wh i ch  those rel at ions h i ps re-enforce each  other, the l ess 
l i ke l y  a person's i n d i v i d u a l  status w i l l  determ ine  h is or  her  or i entat i on .  

For examp le,  I m ight  be a person who doesn't cons ider  h i mse l f  d i sc r im i 
na ted aga i nst b y  income because my  income might  be h igh; b u t  my mother, b roth 
er, a unt, cou s i n, and best fr iend might be d i scr i m i n ated on the bas i s  of i ncome 
because the i r  i ncomes might  be low. I n  such  a s i tua ti on, I might wel l s u p port 
po l i c i es wh i c h  benefit not my s i tu at ion, but  the s i tu at ions of those to whom I am 
c l o se l y  t i ed .  I m ight  cons ider myse l f  to  be free of  d i scr im i n at ion ba sed on educa 
t ion  because  I m ight  h ave a h igh l evel of educat ion; but  my father, s i ster, unc l e, 
and  n i ece m ight  be d i scr im i n ated aga i nst on that  bas i s  because they have l ow l ev
e l s  of  educat ion .  Aga i n, my po l i cy pos i t ion m ight  be d i rected more by the needs 
of my  rel a t i ves  th an  my own. 

Not on l y  that, but  I might prefer to be w i th members of my chu rch  than  
with other res idents of my ne igh borhood.  I m ight  p refer  to  soc i a l i ze w i th peop le  
i n  soc i a l  o rgan izat ions I be long to rather than  peop le  i n  my profess ion .  I m ight, 
su bseq uent ly, ident i fy po l i t i c a l l y  more w i th my persona l  acq u a i ntances th an  w i th 
peop l e  whose on l y  connect i on with  me i s  members h i p  i n  common abstract cat
egor ies .  

I n  short, we do not  l i ve a l one as  i so l ated a bstract ions, but  i n  sets of re 
l a t ionsh i ps - and we ighted re l at ions h i ps - with  other peop le .  These assoc i at ions 
effect ou r  po l i t i c a l  d i s pos i t ions .  Th i s  i s  true even if  we remove the vari a b l e  of  
d i s p a rate rac i a l  treatment. 13 
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Why do work ing c l ass Northern I re l anders k i l l  worki ng c l ass Northern 
I re l a nders? Why do Rwandan H utu farmers k i l l  Rwanda n  Tuts i fa rmers? Why do  
educated Jews i n  I s rae l  k i l l  educated Mus l i ms i n  I s rae l?  C l e a rl y, some ident i t i es  
h ave more substance, resonance, we ight, s a l i ence, i n tens i ty t han  others .  

These factors - p resent in soc iet ies where they a re mu tu a l l y  re -enfo rced 
- make certa i n  k inds of conceptua l , perceptu a l ,  and i dent ity change more d i ffi c u l t  
t h a n  others. 

I t  i s  l i ke l y, therefore, that percept ions about  race and rac i a l  i dent i ty w i l l  
b e  s l ow to ch ange among most popu l at ions i n  the U .S .  - B l ack  and non -B l a ck. 
Wh i l e cu rrent l y changes i n  rac i a l  percept ions l ean  towa rds  g iv i ng less s ign i fi 
cance to race th an  ea r l i er, that  tendency i s  not i rrevers i b le .  Moreover, ch ange i s  
uneven i n  a l l  popu l at ion groups and  there i s  l i tt le  i n d i cat ion that  a sea-ch ange i s  
under way. 

I n  Braz i l  c i rcumstances a re cons idera b l y  d i ffe rent. There, i n  so fa r as  a 
change i s  ab road with respect to percept ions of race, i t  i s  to the effect of  rec
ogn iz ing the ro l e  that race p l ayed and sti l l  p l ays in Braz i l i a n state, SOC i ety, and  
cu l tu re. Th i s  change, however, tends to  be mos t  p ronounced among i nte l l ectu a l s  
who  study such phenomena,  those l a y  peop le  who  a re h igh l y  i n formed about  
rac i a l  matters, and i n  m i l i tants of  the B l ack  movement. 

Conclusions 

The rat i ona l e  for B l ack  rac i a l  i dent i fi c at ion i n  the po l i t i c a l  sphere i s  two 
fo l d :  (1) it i s  as the resu l t  of rac i a l  categor izat ion i n  the aggregate tha t  B l a ck  
peop le  face the i r  greatest obstac les as  h uman  be ings; (2) rac i a l  i dent i ty i s  the  
s i ng le greatest i nstrument that  Bl ack  peop le  h ave for mob i l i z i ng  and add ress i ng  
factors t h a t  h ave t he  greatest common i m pact on the i r  l i ves .  

With respect to re l i g ion,  secu l a r  be l i efs, i ncome, wea l th,  educat ion ,  p hys 
ica l  locat ion, occu pat ion,  cu l tu re, B l ack  popu l at ions i n  the U.S .  and Braz i l a re 
q u i te heterogeneous .  Th at  heterogene ity const i tutes a formi d ab l e  obstac l e  to 
common act i on, one wh i ch is m i t igated pri m a ri l y  by the u n i fy ing effects of s h a red  
rac i a l  i dent i ty. Remove or  weaken the rac i a l  i dent i ty and the effi cacy or  poss i b i l 
i ty of  effi cac ious  po l i t i c a l  act iv i ty i s  great ly  reduced .  I n  the case o f  Braz i l ,  rac i a l  
i dent i ty h a s  to overcome threats to i ts enhancement i n  o rder  t o  i ncrease po l i t i c a l  
efficacy. 

I n  both countr ies there a re powerfu l  forces at work tend i ng  to the d i m i n u 
t ion  of  B l ack  rac i a l  i dent i ty a n d  po l i t i c a l  o rgan izat ion on t h e  bas i s  o f  B l ack  rac i a l  
i dent i ty. Shou ld  these forces cont i nue  to extend the i r  i n fl uence, the poss i b i l i ty fo r 
i m p rov ing the l i fe c i rcumstances of  the B l ack  pop u l at ions at l a rge w i l l  be red uced .  
The B lack  movement i n  both  countr ies i s  cr i t i c a l  to  m a i nt a i n i ng  and i nc reas i ng  a 
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sense of  Bl ack  i dent i ty. I ts adherents, therefore, must focus  on deve lop i ng  the 
most effect ive ways to ach i eve that  o bject ive .  

One step  wh i ch must be taken in th is regard i s  to popu l a ri ze the scho l a r ly  
recogn i t ion  of  the com p lex i ty of  the human cond i t ion  - to  ma ke p l a i n  that  i t  i s  not 
on l y  poss i b l e  but i m perat ive to organ ize and mob i l i ze to ach i eve po l i t i c a l  o bjec
t ives for B l a ck  peop le  w i thout  exc l ud i ng  peop l e  of  other races from our l i ves, or 
mak i ng  them our persona l  a ntagon i sts. 

There w i l l  a lways be peop le  in the B lack  movement who a re ant i -wh i te. 
Th a t  does not m a ke the movement a nt i -wh i te any more than a few, Bl ack  Braz i l i an 
eng i neers m arked the post abo l i t i on  Afro -Braz i l i a n  popu l at ion as h igh l y  educated. 
We m ust foster  and pop u l a ri ze an  a pp rec i at ion for h uman  com p l ex i ty. We m ust 
a rt i c u l a te exp l i c i t l y  why and how th i s  com p lex i ty i s  a n  im portant featu re of  the 
B l a ck  movement. There a re powerfu l  ch a l lenges to the cont i nued ex i stence of  the 
B lack  movement i n  both  the U .S .  and Braz i l .  Left u nanswered,  those c h a l l enges 
portend  a d i sma l  future for Afr i can  descend ants in both countr ies .  

Notes 

* Win ant, Howard .  "Rac i a l  Democracy and Rac i a l  I dent i ty : Com par i ng  the U .S .  
and  Braz i L" M i ch ae l  H anch a rd (edJ Rac i a l  Po l i t i cs  i n  Contem pora ry Braz i l .  Dur
ham and  London :  Duke U .  Press, 1999. 

1 .  I began my forma l  study of Black po l i t i c s  i n  the U .S .  as  a gradua te student 
in 1967. I h ave been i nvo lved in the C iv i l R ights Movemenl, the Black student  
movement, the B l ack  power movement, and B l ack  po l i t i cs genera l l y  s i nce 1960. 
I began forma l  study  of  Afro- Braz i l i an po l i t i cs in  1986 and my friends h i ps w i th 
Afro-Braz i l i a n act iv i sts d ate from that  yea r. Wh i l e  much  of my academ i c  work on 
these s u bjects h a s  not been pub l i shed,  a s amp l e  of re l evant p u b l i c at ions i s  l i sted 
in Sources, be low. 
2. The c l a s s i c  a rt i c u l at ion of th i s  pos i t ion is found i n  Oracy Nogue i ra, Tanto Preto 
Quanto Branco:  Estudos de Rel acoes Rac i a i s . Sao Pau l o :  T. A.  Que i roz, Ed i tor, 
1985. 
3.  Edward E. Te l l es looks spec i fi ca l l y  at th i s  q uest ion, us ing a m i crod ata s amp l e  
of t he  1980 Brazi l i a n census a nd  t he  1979 - 80 Nat iona l  Su rvey of B l a c k  Amer i 
cans  i n, "Ethn i c  Bound a ries and Po l i t i c a l  Mob i l i zat ion Among Afro-Braz i l i ans :  
Compa rison w i th the U .S .  Case." M i c h ae l  Hanchard (edJ Rac i a l  Po l i t i cs i n  Con 
tem pora ry Braz i l .  Durh am and London :  Duke U. Press, 1999. 
4 .  Th i s  po int  i s  made most pO i nted l y  i n  Tate, Kather ine, From Protest to Po l i 
t i cs .  N Y:  Russel S age Found at ion,  a n d  Cambr idge Mass .  a n d  London :  Harvard U.  
Press, 1995; and  Dawson, M i ch ael C.  Beh ind the Mu l e :  Race and C l ass i n  Afro-

96 



REFLECTIONS ON RACIAL I DENTITY AND THE BLACK MOVEMENT IN THE U N ITED STATES AND BRAZIL 

Amer ican Po l i t i cs .  Pr inceton :  Pr i nceton U.  Press, 1994. 
5. Jonatas Conce icao has  stressed th i s  pos i t ion in conversat ions and i nterviews 
w i th the wr ite r  as wel l as in h is p ub l i s hed work. See pa rt i c u l a r ly, "Histor i a de 
Lutas Negras :  Memor i as  do Su rg imento do Mov imento Negro n a  Bah i a," 1978 
- 1988:  10 Anos de Luta Contra 0 Rac i smo.  S a lvador, Bah i a :  Mov imento Negro 
Un i fi cado, 1988.  
6. l ie  Aiye and O l udum are b l ocos a fros, carnava l  groups  wh i c h  de l i berate ly  and 
exp l i c i t l y  take po l i t i c a l  stances from a sel f-consc i ous l y  B lack po i nt-of-v iew. 
7. See the im porta nt d i scuss ion of  th i s  po in t  i n  O l l i e  A .  Johnson, "Rac i a l  Rep re 
sentat ion a nd  Braz i l i a n  Po l i t i cs :  B l a c k  Members of  t h e  N at iona l  Congress, 1 983  -
1999." Journa l  of I nteramer ican  Stud ies  and Wor ld  Affa i rs, vo l .  40, # 4, Wi nter, 
1998. 
8 .  I nteresti ng ly  enough,  they h ave deve loped from a pattern rem arkab l y  fam i l i a r  
to Bl ack peop le  w i th i n  the U .S . :  accusat ions o f  c rim i n a l  wrong-do ing a n d  p ros 
ecut ions of B lack, e lected offi c i a l s .  Th i s  p ropens i ty i s  d ra mat ized by the i nvest i 
gat ion l a u nched aga i nst Celso Pi tta, the former B l ack  Mayo r  of Sao Pau lo .  B l a ck  
po l i t i c i ans h ave cha racter ized t he  moves aga i nst Pi tta as a nt i -B l ack, as  rac i a l  
persecut ion .  A caucus  o f  e l ected B l ack  po l i t i c i ans  from a round the country he l d  
a press conference on May 22 ,  2000, to  dec l a re, u neq u i voca l l y, that  race p l a ys 
a s ign i fi cant ro le  i n  Brazi l i a n  po l i t i cs .  
9. See,  espec i a l l y, Dawson,  Beh i nd  the Mu le .  
10 .  Charles Henry cond ucts an  extens ive cons i derat ion of  these re l at ions h i ps i n  
Afri can Amer ican Cu l tu re and Po l i t i cs .  B loom i ngton :  U .  of  I nd i ana  Press, 199d.  
1 1 .  Carlos Hasenba l g  and Ne lson do Va l l e  S i lva  ma ke a s im i l a r  cons i derat ion, 
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