THE LATINOS ARE COMING

nation—new racial and ethnic ynamics are reconfiguring
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leven years ago, Spencer Murray

left his job at Detroit Public Schools’

African-centered Paul Robeson
Academy to teach at Academy of the
Americas, a predominantly Latino DPS school
in southwest Detroit. “| wanted to expand
my horizons, see something different,” he
says.

Yet his move wasn't easy. “People would
say, ‘Why are you leaving our kids to go
teach someone else’s kids? Don’t you know
our kids need you?"” he recalls. “Some peo-
ple asked, ‘Do you want to be Mexican?'*

For Consuela Lopez, a Detroit-born dancer
and musician, her experiences as a Black
Puerto Rican in southwest Detroit have also
been complicated. Waiting for her order at a
Mexican restaurant on Vernor Highway one
day, servers assumed she couldn’t under-
stand Spanish. “I could hear [one] talking
about me, saying, ‘Why would she come in
here?'” says Lopez. “And then they used a
racist term for Blacks.”

Murray's and Lopez's experiences reflect
an unspoken divide. In a city that is 82
percent Black, southwest Detroit is chal-
lenging the notion of Detroit as racially
homogenous. While the population declines
in the rest of the city, Census Bureau data
shows that Detroit's Latino population nearly
doubled from 1990 to 2007, growing by
almost 25,000 people to more than 53,000
residents. Largely centered in the southwest
Mexicantown neighborhood, it's the only
segment of Detroit that is expanding, not
shrinking

The relationship between Latinos and
African Americans in Detroit has generally
not been considered a serious issue. But as
the Latino population continues its dramatic
rise—just as is happening nationwide—the
two groups are arriving at a crossroads of
political and cuitural change. This new era
can lead either to competition and acrimony
or cooperation and mutual progress. The
path Detroit chooses could impact the city
for decades to come

“Both Blacks and Latinos face racism, and
in that we're in a race together—a race for
the crumbs the master gives us,” says Detroit
activist Yusef Shakur, who has participated in
several Black-Latino discussions and panels
around the country. “Our greatest resources
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are each other." He warns against taking

the “easy way out”—directing our anger at
another oppressed group, rather than uniting
against the common source of oppression.

“In a general sense of the city, the rela-
tionship doesn't exist,” says Violeta Donawa,
an Afro-Panamanian Detroit native and doc-
toral student at Michigan State University.
“People aren't even aware of a problem to
be fixed.”

A lack of visible leaders from the Latino
community in Detroit politics is one obstacle
to developing strong Latino-Black relations.

“African Americans have not seen Latinos
in positions of political leadership, and with-
out that interaction, we become foreign,”
says Puerto Rican Ozzie Rivera of the Wayne
County Department of Human Services’
Special Projects division. “A big problem is

we don't have city council representation at
the district level.”

Neither African Americans nor Latinos
are immune from racial prejudice, but how
the groups view each other can vary signifi-

cantly. A 2006 West Virginia University study
showed that nearly three-fourths of Blacks

felt most or almost all Latinos are hard work-
ing, while only 9.2 percent of Latinos felt that
most or almost all Blacks are hard working

The same year, a Duke University study
showed similar results. Nearly 60 percent of
Latino immigrants surveyed in Durham, N.C.,
felt that “few or almost no Black people are
hard working” and 57 percent reported that
“few or no Blacks could be trusted.”

While these studies document racism
against African Americans, the Latino com-
munity also exhibits intra-group prejudice
based on skin color, just as intra-racial com-
plexion prejudice continues to plague African
Americans. “Certain segments of our Latino
community have racist attitudes toward
Blacks,” says Rivera

As an undergrad, Donawa remembers
being accepted into a program for Latinos
in Detroit. “When | arrived, the professor in
charge looked at me and said, ‘This is only
for Latino students.”” He assumed since »
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she was Black, there's no way she could be
Latina.

Conversely, some African Americans view
the concept of Black identity so narrowly,
they reject the cultures of other African
descendants. Years ago, as a student at
Wayne County Community College District,
Lopez was recognized at a conference in
Washington, D.C., for her work on multicul-
tural issues. There, she met students from
Puerto Rico. “We just hit it off real cool,” she
remembers. But African-American students
didn't like it.

"Why is Connie hanging out with
Mexicans?” she recalls them saying, refusing
to call her Consuela. Then she heard one
person say, “That's the problem—niggers
always try to be something they're not. She
doesn't know if she wants to be a nigger or
a spic.”

Another obstacle to achieving greater
Black-Latino dialogue is economics. Many
Black workers in Detroit appear to have
adopted the belief that Latino immigrants
are taking African-American jobs.

There is some truth to this perception.
Black and Latino workers are disproportion-
ately represented in the low-wage workforce,
often competing for the same jobs. Yet, stud-
ies show the impact of immigrant labor on
the wages and employment opportunities of
African Americans nationwide is not substan-
tial, Still, mainstream media and anti-immi-
grant groups push the narrative incessantly.

Elena Herrada, a Mexican-American
Detroit native who earned a spot on the
slate of City Charter Commision candidates
in last month’s primary election, has seen this
first-hand. Herrada heads Centro Obrero, a
southwest Detroit nonprofit created to inform
and empower primarily immigrant workers.

“"We would talk with Black workers in
the neighborhood, and they would come
right out and tell us they were angry.” She
concedes that some employers prefer immi-
grant workers because they don't want to
pay minimum wage. “They don't want to
hire African Americans, but they won't hire
Mexican Americans either,” Herrada explains.
They underpay undocumented immigrants
who are powerless to demand decent pay.
Getting people to understand this is very
hard, she says.




“These are not conditions we created,”
says Herrada. She hopes people will look at
the “bigger picture” and think about who
profits in the end when Latino and Black
workers are turned against each other.

Herrada also takes issue with the appar-
ent economic boom in southwest Detroit.
She sees the prevalent awful working condi-
tions, sub-minimum wages, and involuntary
servitude—sometimes enslavement—per-
petrated by many area businesses. "Why
would you be resentful of someone for being
enslaved?” she asks. "But pecple don't know
the reality.”

One hub of Latino-Black dialogue is
Wayne State University. “WSU is where |
got the most interaction between African
Americans and Latinos,” says Donawa, recall-
ing cooperation between Latino and Black
sororities and fraternities. Chicano-Boricua
Studies and the Africana Studies depart-
ment sponsor yearly panel discussions about
African-American and Latino communities.

The potential for cooperation between
Latinos and African Americans in Detroit is
tremendous. After all—though their histories
tend to be viewed in isolation—the groups
have much in common, overlapping and
intertwining for centuries.

More than 90 percent of Africans kid-
napped and transported to the western
hemisphere during the slave trade were
taken to Latin America and the Caribbean,
while only 5 percent were unloaded in the
United States. Hip-hop, arguably the most
successful American art form of the past 40
years, came from the merging of Caribbean
and African-American youth culture. One of
the greatest collections of African-American
history and literature—the Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture in New
York—was created by a Black Puerto Rican.
Detroit’s Roberto Clemente Recreation
Center was named after a Black Puerto
Rican. The examples are endless.

Still, obstacles to cooperation remain,
including territorialism, isolated neighbor-
hoods, fear of outsiders, and a political
culture that emphasizes Black empower-
ment in a way that can exclude thousands of
Detroiters who are not Black.

Being a majority Black city feeds into what
Murray calls the “tyranny of the majority.
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“The city is 82 percent Black, so it's our
city,” he says, “There’s no need for us to
reach out.”

Murray notes that in Detroit, the two
communities are segregated to an alarming
degree. “The African Americans who live in
Latino communities rarely hang out together
in southwest Detroit, and even more rarely
do | see African Americans and Latinos hang-
ing out together anywhere [else],” he says

More interaction is crucial for progress.
“The country is going through hard times,
and our communities have always borne
the brunt of these hard times,” says Shakur.

Dialogue must happen for “our two commu-
nities to come out of the dark ages, because
we are each other's greatest allies—that's just
common sense.”

For Donawa, hope lies with younger gen-
erations. “l don't think people in my genera-
tion, in our 20s, have the same hang-ups as
older generations,” she says. “You realize
you like the same music, you enjoy the same
events, and then you can organize around
things separate from racial identity.”

Insists Murray, “We have to move into a
state of oneness—knowing that we sink or
swim, together.” @
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