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Tell us who you are.

Rubén: I am Rubén H. Bermúdez. I'm a photographer, 
I'm 40 years old and I'm from Madrid.

Yeison: I am Yeison Fernando García López. I am a political scientist, poet 
and anti-racist activist. I was born in Colombia, in Cali, but I have been 
raised here in Madrid since I was 9 years old and I am now 29 years old.

What is your relationship with the Conciencia-Afro group?

Rubén: We’re the founders, or co-founders.

In the media and on social media you get identified as 
Afroconciencia but now your group has been using the 
name Conciencia-Afro. Can you explain this change?

Rubén: Well, a group of people got together and we thought that our 
name was Afroconciencia, but it was a brand that was already registered. 
They threatened to sue us. We proposed to reverse the order [of the 
words], and then they told us that it was fine that way. So, well, I keep 
saying Afroconciencia in private and in public I say Conciencia-Afro.

Yeison: Yes, the proposal was from Débora, because it was a song by Fill 
Black, which is a Valencian group of Afro-Valencians which Kenny was also 
a part of, and who is one of the founders of United Minds; and there was 
the song Afro-Conciencia. So that's where we got the name. But then this 
happened, from a person who after two years of struggling for [the group] 
Afro-Conciencia, which had already become a referent, suddenly there’s 
a knock at the door and we find that the name has been registered.

What kind of a legal structure did you choose for this initiative?

Yeison: A non-profit association, in legal terms, and we mainly think 
of ourselves as a cultural association. It is just now that we are moving 
on to another management process, because we are going to open 
a Cultural Center, we’re going to have a discussion about becoming a 
cooperative, because we are also interested in prioritizing the socio-
economic side of things. So, as the process to becoming a cooperative 
is not as easy as that of becoming an association, for which you simply 
write up some statutes and present them, and the cooperative is a much 
longer process, I think we are on the way to being a cooperative.
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The idea of   creating a Conciencia-Afro Cultural Center was born as a result of the 
first Afroconciencia Festival held in 2016 in Matadero (Madrid). Can you explain 
how the idea of   organizing that first Festival was born? Who or what promotes it?

Rubén: In 2015, Ana Cebrián convened the Afro Community of Madrid, people who 
had an artistic or business project for a public space like Matadero. She called us in 
and I went as an individual without knowing anyone and I found a room in a public 
space full of Afro people both at the mic, and in the audience. For me it was a very 
important and revealing moment. When the event ended, Ana Cebrián wrote to the 
participants and proposed that all of us together expand the event. We said yes. 
Yeison, Deborah, from United Minds, and I got together to discuss what we could do 
and whether Matadero could give us a space, and that was the spark, the beginning.

Yeison: We presented a project and the project got approved by 
Matadero and they have funded it and conceded the space.

Some 11,000 people attended that first Festival in one weekend. What 
do you remember about that first Festival? Why was it central in your 
own constitutive process as the organizing group of subsequent 
Festivals and the Conciencia-Afro Cultural Center project?

Yeison: I always talk about it from the perspective of the long lines that formed in the 
conversation space that we proposed, because we wanted to break with the idea that 
a Black person in a public space was simply there to play the drums and dance. We 
also wanted to prioritize music, music with a conscience, and at the same time give 
Black folks, a Black person, the space to reflect, and create knowledge. At that moment, 
one of the questions that triggered the conversation was "And why are you Black?" 
using the photobook of the famous photographer… [referring to Rubén, laughing]

Rubén: But the project was embryonic, there wasn’t yet a photobook. 
But yes, it was a cathartic festival. I remember people taking the 
microphone with tears in their eyes and yelling things. It was memorable 
for all of us [men and women]. It's already a bit epic, I think.

Is there a relationship between the 15M events and the 
constitutive process of the group Conciencia-Afro?

Yeison: I feel that somehow, an institution like the Matadero, but even more than the 
institution, the people there were in that institution, had created a climate that was 
favorable for these kinds of projects to get introduced. Not that they were a priority 
or that they were present in the debates that launched 15M, which were discussions 
that opened up the political realm in many respects, but not in the area of antiracism, 
and also not in terms of the struggle for rights for migrant individuals. It was present, 
but not as a priority. However, the social climate, which is what also gave way to 
15M, did offer a space for proposals like Conciencia-Afro in the Matadero. But it was 
primarily one person, Manuela Villa, who was the director of the center for artistic 
residencies, and at that time, because her background involved having a migrant 
father, if I remember correctly, she had the good sense to open up public spaces to 
these kinds of projects. Let’s just say that more than even 15M having launched this, 
we took advantage of the cracks in 15M in order to push this kind of project forward.
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Is this initiative exclusive to Madrid?

Rubén: Afro-Conciencia, as it stands only exists in Madrid, but yes 
there are sister projects, or cousins, or similar echos. I feel that “Black 
Barcelona,” for example, is totally in sisterhood. There are also things 
happening in Bilbao; in Galicia you’ve the “Afro-Galegas.”

What was different about what the Conciencia-Afro Festival was 
proposing from other processes that had been working on raising 
awareness in Madrid about the historic exclusion of Black and people 
and communities of color in a predominantly white society? 

Yeison: At that moment there was another project, primarily linked, I think, to the 
Tabacalera. There was also La Cúpula, a Cultural Center, there was the Leganés 
African Festival that was being celebrated; there were different projects. But I 
think that what we had, in terms of magnitude, the work being put into it and 
how we were framing everything, I don’t think that had been done. Mainly, the 
big response from folks, and the main concern, which distinguished us from 
other projects: that we were doing this in a central, public space in Madrid.

Rubén: And it was participatory: the majority of folks who were coming 
were young, at least I felt there was a big leap from other projects that I was 
also aligned with, which were more “political,” more in the “activist” mode. 
Because here affect was the most important thing. There was a lot of love and 
care that impregnated Afro-Conciencia and continues to impregnate it. 

You have been circulating a crowdfunding campaign on social media 
in order to build a Conciencia-Afro Cultural Center in Madrid. What 
activities and processes might be housed in this center? 

Yeison: The residency in the Matadero was ending for different reasons and we were 
having an internal discussion about which model to move forward or create so as to 
keep projects going that we had already been working on. We finally arrived at the 
consensus to not simply look for our own space but to think big. And it was in that 
sense when we started working on what will be the Conciencia-Afro Cultural Center 
that we will continue with our project, but it will also open space for our other projects. 
One of them is a bookstore dedicated to Afro and antiracist content which as such 
does not exist here in Madrid. We’ll have a coworking space, office space for other 
organizations. We’ll also have an auditorium where we can have talks and debates, 
and lend it to other organizations so that they can carry out their projects. We’re 
going to have a small “office” space and also a part which, in principle, because of our 
work ethic which didn’t give us time to do research, because we were compelled to 
produce, produce, produce and not so much sit down and research… was more of a 
participatory action-investigation. The fact is that we are putting more emphasis on 
specific disciplinary backgrounds and research that we’ll have in the cultural center.

In addition to direct support from citizens, what sources of funding are you 
looking for to be able to open the Center, and subsequently maintain its activity?

Yeison: We are in the process of looking for support. We’re searching in different 
places. In this first stage, there aren’t matching public funds, but we’re working on it. 
Up to now our main sources of financing have been crowdfunding–and we only have 
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13 days left–personal loans from people in the organization that make up Conciencia-
Afro, loans from people in our social circle that believe in the project, donations 
from people in our circles and anonymous donations given to Conciencia-Afro.

Since the 2016 Festival, Conciencia-Afro has been consolidating itself as a 
space of confluence where different associations, projects and African, Afro-
descendent and Black entities have encountered one another with the goal 
of adopting a collective identity within the framework of a heterogeneous 
community. Who makes up this community? What are the ideas that 
link together these different communities and what are their goals? 

Yeison: I think that you’re using a very powerful term: the community within 
the community–I mean at the Afro community level. It is not a process that can 
happen like it does in other contexts, where there is a more historically settled 
Afro community, with greater numbers. Here we have very, very varied contexts 
and origins. You have Senegalese, Dominican, Afro-Colombian, Afro-Spanish, and 
Gambian communities. The Afro Community is deeply heterogeneous, but from 
Conciencia-Afro we do our part to support the idea of a collective identity that accepts 
that difference, but that first unites to fight against institutional racism; whether 
you come from Gambia, from the Dominican Republic, or from Colombia, you are 
going to suffer from racism. It also depends on your social class, the money your 
family has, whether you have papers or not; it will be different, but we will all suffer 
racism at some point in our lives. So, we are aligning ourselves to that collective 
identity and defending our rights to counter this racism, but also creating a space 
for a conversation in which we can rescue cultural heritage, outside the idea of   
racism, so as to build ourselves up outside of racist frameworks, build ourselves up 
from within our own framework, and attempt to add to that collective identity.

The journalist Moha Gerehou in an article published in Público.es entitled "And why 
don't you do it in Africa?", speaks of the need for a movement in a temporal double 
direction. It is not only about denouncing the historical exclusion of Black and 
racialized people and communities in predominantly white societies, but also about 
the necessity of building a future that puts the collective at the center. In a direction 
similar to that of Moha Gerehou, the writer Minna Salami wrote in the newspaper El 
País the article “Leaving shame, anger and sorrow behind to reinforce Blackness”. 
With this text she emphasizes that reinforcing Blackness means "leaving shame, 
anger and sorrow behind". For her, “decolonization should mean more what we 
Africans and their descendants really want, or what ideas we have about progress, 
development, or philosophical questions such as love or friendship, without so 
much reference to what whites have done". Can you explain how the Conciencia-
Afro group is located in this triple need to denounce the oppressive colonial 
system, recognize an "Afro-Spanish" identity and elaborate on and communicate 
traditions, concepts, ways of thinking and creation with those who contribute to the 
development of a heterogeneous and equitable model of society in eco-social terms?

Rubén: Yes, yes. Well, in Conciencia-Afro, we started with five, six, seven or eight 
people, we asked what people wanted and needed. And something that was talked 
about a lot was: when they ask us for our papers, when there’s a problem with the 
police or that kind of thing, what can we do? And there was a group of people, the…

Yeison: Afro-European Lawyers
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Rubén: The Afro-European Lawyers have a law practice with a lot of 
history and expertise, and we have an agreement with them so that 
we can provide legal services to people who have legal issues.

Yeison: When in Conciencia-Afro we try to establish what we are denouncing, we do 
it from there [Juristas Afro Europeos]. It’s a debate we have internally in Conciencia-
Afro. It’s always been a debate how we defend our rights without becoming an 
activist association. How do we situate ourselves in a place like creative culture in 
a way that is empowering, and not have Conciencia-Afro be an organization that is 
constantly denouncing, like SOS Racismo Madrid. We occupy a different place on the 
spectrum of anti-racist movement work, one could say... however... there is debate...

Rubén: There are internal debates. When you talk about those three axes there 
have always been tensions between us–friendly ones, but tensions. We need to 
define ourselves. But one doesn’t have to define oneself. Maybe the smartest thing 
to do is to leave space for people to... I've always been a little on the defensive side 
about that type of defining and limiting, as in just let us be. Grounding it in “what 
do we need, what do we need?” People giving opinions, and us acting accordingly. 
And then there can be a general framework where someone who has studied this 
can maybe situate us within a more general framework, yet avoid limiting us.

Yeison: I think it's a creative tension. It allows us to think about ourselves and 
how to renew ourselves, because in the end we are a project in a continuous 
state of expansion and sometimes shrinkage. So I think it's pretty good.

How does Conciencia-Afro participate in the debates on the 
recovery of historical memory in this country?

Yeison: In terms of retelling memory, it turns out that right now in Conciencia-Afro, 
I am preparing a workshop on colonial amnesia, to be able to have a discussion on 
the idea of   memory. And one of the questions that we always raise, knowing that 
they are different historical facts, but when we talk about historical memory we 
always refer to the idea of   historical memory as pertaining to the issue of the Civil 
War, and we in the anti-racist movement seek an idea of   historical memory that 
extends to the question of Spain’s slave trading and colonial past. In that sense 
we have to go deeper into the issue. Quite a few questions are getting pried open, 
but always from a stance–how do I say this–that is not politically committed to the 
racialized and migrant communities that live an everyday violence that stems from 
that colonial past. It simply stays in the area of thought: one day a researcher, or 
an artist who has a great idea, who wants to study the colonial memory of this 
country. But there is never, almost never, a conversation about how that artist, 
that researcher gives back to the communities that are active and denouncing, or 
how that colonialist and slave trading past affects our every day. There is almost 
never that connection, so we want to make that connection. We want there to be 
a discussion, a debate about racism, but taking into account racism as a historical 
development that is related to the colonial and slave-owning past of this city 
and this country. So, with this colonial amnesia workshop we are going to try to 
deal with this issue from a ludic stance, let's say, a pedagogical stance, but from 
a stance committed to everything that is going on in the anti-racist movement.

Rubén: And also to give people, all of us, an identity framework, let's say, or something 
like that. [For example] The “Where are you from?, Spanish, or Colombian; And your 
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parents? Etc., And why are you Black?”, as if the idea of   Spanishness and Blackness 
were antagonistic, when historically that is not so. I think it’s important to rescue this.

From what we’ve been talking about, I’m gathering that the creative tension guiding 
the path of the Conciencia-Afro group also applies to the way you approach your 
double mission: which is on the one hand to denounce Spain’s colonial amnesia 
and on the other to celebrate an Afro-Spanish collective identity, and a whole series 
of new creative processes and lines of thinking within the Afro cultural tradition. 
Would it be correct to think that this creative tension is key to your process?

Rubén: Yes, but in that constant tension of Conciencia-Afro there was a way 
for us to not just do activism, be angry, and constantly denounce, but also to 
propose, to generate. And the festivals are a celebration of our Blackness, it 
is a meeting between different people who are Black, to celebrate this day 
without needing to complain. This fact of celebrating that we are here, that 
we have been here for a long time and I am not going to start complaining 
now, I am going to start singing and celebrating, something like that.

Yeison: Yes, Rubén explains it very well and that is why up to now he’s 
convinced me [they laugh]. It’s the act of celebrating Angela Davis, 
celebrating our people, our ancestors, and not so much calling out, because 
that’s already being done by others and other organizations. So we are on 
another wavelength, and for now [Rubén’s] convinced me [they laugh].

Rubén: I think we coexist. Yeison is a political scientist. Politics is always very present 
in what we do. I think that the cultural part, that he is also a poet [referring to 
Yeison], I don't know how to explain it, but I think they are related and there is a nice 
tension, and we try to make room for everything. There are serious dividing lines, of 
course, and sometimes there’s anger, but the tension keeps us moving forward.

.In your proposal for cultural celebration and action, there seems 
to be a pre-existing idea of a politically committed culture with 
political work that is yet to be done? Is this the case?

Yeison: Sure. Culture is political, culture is profoundly political. We position ourselves 
from within culture, not so much from the most partisan stance, but constantly from 
institutional mechanisms, yet we work from within culture. Within culture, from a 
Cultural Center, we ask, demand, create and fight so that the programming of the 
different public cultural centers of this city more closely resemble the city that it is. 
It cannot simply be, as just yesterday I heard the Gitano thinker Helios Garcés say, 
a constant reproduction of the cultural fabric of a profoundly white consciousness. 
Even if it is not presented as white, it is profoundly white, and I have seen this in 
different processes. I remember once, I always tell this to people, that when the 
Carmena City Council was drawing up their Cultural Plan, I was the only non-white 
person amongst all the important cultural agents in the city of Madrid. And there 
was another one like me at the end. We were there because another white person 
had let us in, and I told them: “you are building the Cultural Plan for the city of 
Madrid, and there are only two non-white people here. And we snuck in, didn't 
we?” What does that say? In some way a part of the city is constantly reproduced 
and made invisible. It is from within culture that we fight against this invisibility, 
because we consider culture a political weapon, a weapon of transformation.
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Rubén: For example, therein lies our tension. Sometimes Yeison says that the anti-
racist movement needs cultural production. For me it’s the other way around. For 
me, the cultural product goes above and beyond the anti-racist movement, and 
they can use it or not, whatever, but culture stands above all else. But we get 
along very well, we even love each other and we work on a ton of things together. 
It’s always been like that. I don't remember a stage of Conciencia-Afro where we 
were not in crisis or in tension. When something wasn't happening... now we're 
stopping... Now we're thinking... we're always like this, and we don't stop working.

You write on your website: “Considering the lack of visibility and social-
political participation that affects the African and Afro-descendant community, 
we consider it necessary to create cultural, artistic and social activities that 
energize this community and that strengthen the bonds bond within it 
(intergenerational, by means of political participation), in an increasingly 
interethnic Spanish society.” How does Conciencia-Afro explain the lack of 
visibility, representation and participation of people of African descent in 
the coordination of cultural agendas or in the design of public policy?

Rubén: It’s complex, there are a lot of factors that get called into the conversation 
[interpellated]. But structural racism may be the main one. We teach in schools, 
institutes, universities or workshops. You go to a college class and there are a lot of 
very diverse people. In an institute it’s controlled. But not in the universities. There is 
an 80-20. The 80 being white people. In other words, a lot of factors can affect it.

Yeison: Yes, and there is also an issue, which I also get from Helios, which is an 
idea that we defend in our own anti-racist movement, which is the fact that there 
is a very established consciousness of class, of class inequality, of social inequalities, 
linked to material issues. There is a fairly developed awareness, thanks to the feminist 
movement, of equality in terms of gender. There is increasing awareness in terms of 
LGBTI sexual dissidence. But there is still very little awareness at the level of inequality 
in terms of the racial axis, an anti-racist awareness. And that means that when it comes 
to proposing policies on equality, the gender aspect is taken into account, the class 
question is taken into account, at some point, the part of sexual dissidence, LGTBI, is 
beginning to be taken into account. But the racial issue is always left out of that policy 
around equality. Therefore, when of all these different spaces of representation are 
thought up, they are constantly thought without us, and when, suddenly, from different 
areas, we draw attention to the absence of our voices, narratives, and our demands in 
those spaces, what they usually do is grab someone who isn't making a lot of noise. 
Someone who has not even thought about or developed his racist consciousness, but 
has a different skin color than all the people who are making up that board of directors 
in that space of representation, but doesn’t make any noise or upset them. So, in Spain 
we are currently facing a society that has zero awareness of what racial inequality is 
and how it has been reproduced historically. And when there are glimpses, in these 
spaces that are starting to reflect on this, these spaces end up falling into logics of 
“tokenism,” which we’ve seen elsewhere. Let’s take a person of a different color, but 
that person hasn’t worked in antiracism or developed awareness about it, they won’t 
ever make us uncomfortable because they won’t question us. [They’ll say] We have 
already put him here [we did our job, we put a person of Color here]. Yet the people 
who need to respond, those who need to be accountable are those people, not anti-
racist movements or folks with antiracist consciousness, as we do have [antiracist] folks. 
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Rubén: And if we talk about cultural spaces, there are biases. There are families 
where saying "I want to be an artist, I want to work in the cultural sector" may not 
be accepted, because it doesn’t generate money or because it’s a very difficult 
career, who can afford to do this? I also think that up to now audiences in Spain 
have always been white, so even if you make a film, if you don't have an audience, 
it's difficult to be successful and to dedicate yourself to it. Everything Yeison has 
said is true, but there are more angles that affect this situation. You see a photo of 
the Goyas, and all of them are white. Maybe there’s a person [Person of Color], who 
has won or been nominated playing a prostitute or a rapist or a criminal, and so on. 
But in some places we are pigeonholed and trying to get out of that is difficult.

You are a group dedicated to thought and collective action that generates 
connections through different initiatives while creating a community 
of people of African descent who discover that they can be social agents 
and creators of transformative processes. Until now, you have a digital 
magazine, the pro-feminist walk action, a space for legal consulting, a 
creative/maker library, an Afro space for talks and an education team called 
Fronterizos. Over the course of these years of activity, have you noticed 
changes at a social, structural level or in the cultural imaginary?

Rubén: It’s been five years already. I see change, but I don't know if my practice has 
affected just my way of seeing, or if it’s also affecting change where we live, you 
know? But I started the “And you, why are you Black?” project in 2014, and I felt, not 
necessarily that I was having this impact, but that I was kind of a pioneer who was 
seeking something that only I had experienced. But it's not like that anymore. I see 
more, way more scenes where different people are doing things. Yeah. I made a book 
and put it on the table. And it can talk about racism. But then someone else comes 
along and makes a pop record, about how he likes butterflies and eating ice cream at 
night. And it’s either an Afro person or another type of person, and he puts it on the 
table. And one day all of a sudden the Goyas are no longer able to deny everything 
that is happening. I go down to my neighborhood, I live in Cuatro Caminos, and the 
people are not white. Of course, there are white people, but there are many of us and 
we’re very different: there are folks who are making music, others who are rhyming, 
and others who are playing a traditional game that they mix whatever story, and they 
make whatever it is. That is what is happening: we have a voice and we are using it.

Yeison: Yes, there have also always been different levels of attempts to change 
our imaginaries. But historically the main force of this drive focused on raising 
awareness among the majority. From the get go Conciencia-Afro changed that so as 
to center Afro-being. I think it very much sums up our work to promote and create 
a framework, a space, a climate, in which Afro-descendants recreate ourselves with 
the possibility of being cultural creators, and that we feel confident in being cultural 
creators, and from there, create a network [in which] we are motivating ourselves, 
and in some way pushing ourselves to be in different spaces. For me, the different 
levels complement each other, of course, they add up. But our job, and I think 
it’s a job that we are going to continue doing, is to empower our people so that 
there are more and more of our folks trying to change this imaginary. Not so much 
awareness campaigns, because big NGOs are taking this on. We are taking on the 
empowerment of our female identified folx as legal subjects under the law, because 
I’m always trying to respect others and their contexts. I think what we are doing, not 
just Conciencia-Afro, but many people in different parts of Spain are creating our 
own “Harlem renaissance.” For there to be a movement for civil rights in the United 
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States, there had to be a cultural and conscientious change, where Blacks were seen 
as subjects under the law, the “new Black”. From our standpoint in Conciencia-Afro, 
we are creating a framework in which people have that awareness and demand 
that change of that imaginary. Not just the white majority, but our people.

Within Conciencia-Afro has there been desire to come in and occupy a seat 
at the table when negotiating institutional policies and agendas? 

Rubén: I’ve always felt more comfortable in smaller, more familiar settings that don’t 
lose that spirit that we keep talking about: a group of people who act and who ask 
people what they want to do. Something manageable, something that grows like it’s 
growing now, but that doesn't become an institute that gets out from under us.

Yeison: Exactly, they are different issues. At least from my positionality, I do 
advocate for institutionalization, but not for the institutionalization of Conciencia-
Afro. In other words, I am in favor of having our autonomous spaces be 
independent, not dependent on governments in power, or simply constituted 
by public officials and civil servants, but an autonomous space that in some 
way allows the creation of a more critical awareness. At the end of the day, if 
you become institutionalized you lose touch with your history of struggle for 
social transformation. But I definitely advocate so that there can be spaces that 
represent and that hold political discussion on the rights of African and Afro-
descendant people. For example, right now there is not much left to do to finalize 
the framework of the International Decade for People of African Descent, where 
member states of the United Nations have to comply with the entire plan of 
action wrought over this decade. Spain has done practically nothing, and we 
also don't have that many spaces that demand compliance with that plan. So, I 
do advocate for a part of us to be providing spaces for conversation, not simply 
on behalf of the Afro community, but from the General Directorate for Equal 
Treatment, and Racial Ethnic Diversity, where Rita Bosaho is. But let it serve the 
community. For example, and excepting some differences, there is the State 
Council of Gitano People. On a personal level, in the future I would like there 
to be a State Council for African and Afro-descendant people where we could 
discuss issues of historical memory, so that there can be references in textbooks 
for our childhood and that of other folks. But, this is one thing, and Conciencia-
Afro is quite another. And this idea has to grow at the level of creating culture, of 
creating awareness from a place that sustains dialogue, but is not the institution.

Since 2016 you have commissioned five festivals with support from the Matadero. 
Each one of them has served as a space to link together politics, aesthetics, 
music, entrepreneurship and pedagogy in a way in which the organizers and 
people who are protagonizing this are all community residents in the context 
of Spain. The festival revolves around the structuring concepts of negritud, 
community, history, knowledge and reencounter and the future. Can you share 
some of the learning tools that you’ve acquired in the context of these festivals?

Rubén: To begin with, we have learned how to do a festival. We were, and are, 
let’s face it, from the get-go, super, super amateurs. One thing I've learned is that 
it’s the people who are doing things. If we do a festival like the festival they do 
in my town, another group of people will do it too. For me it has always been 
like those people who make things, those people who make movies and those 
people who make books, well, that could be us. And I think that having done 
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Conciencia-Afro, or having been a part of doing it, has taught me that I can do 
it too. And for me that is the big lesson that there is for people, that we can.

Yeison: I think that mainly, on a personal level, what has given me Afro-Awareness 
through the festivals is the reinforcement of that collective identity that we were talking 
about before. That belonging to a super-heterogeneous community, wanting to do, 
wanting to create, also wanting to do our share of crying about all the shittiness in this 
world, but mainly to create. So, Afro-Awareness for many people has become a home. 
I remember that in the first year, two or three organizations of folks were born who 
had met at the festival and that's super nice. Every year is a new experience, I live it 
as if it were the first, because there’s also people who show up who haven’t come in 
other years. There are people who come every year, you know? but every year new 
people come and for me it's… I don't know, I always end up at home on Sunday feeling 
a lot of joy. And another thing too, there are many people from super-large families, 
mainly from Guinea who end up meeting an uncle they haven't seen for ten years. In 
the end, the Conciencia-Afro festival has become a family gathering with the excuse 
of dancing, attending a talk, shopping, because there’s also an aspect that seemed 
really important to us: making visible the social entrepreneurship project of African and 
Afro-descendant people themselves. In Conciencia-Afro a small group will be driving it 
and it always grows, we always start something, and it always ends up spilling over.

Rubén: Yes, it’s a meeting place and a catalyst. It’s what he said. You see the 
photos of the first year of these people who have their backs to them, and I’m like 
“damn, they didn't know each other,” because now these same people have set 
up space and are up and running. We are very proud of what we have done.

Rubén, you published a book titled And why are you Black? In which you 
wisely put together the autobiographical essay genre with photography 
and historical-cultural storytelling. This book illuminates the process of 
becoming aware of an identity linked to the Black, African and Afro-descendant 
community in the context of a white Spanish family. Some media outlets have 
considered it a pioneering book within this genre. What is your opinion of this 
kind of label? Can you explain the reactions that this book has provoked?

Rubén: Well, I'm also not a pioneer. What I think is happening is that now the Internet 
exists and it’s easier to have visibility. Before writing my book I remember having read 
“How to be Black in Aravaca and not die trying”, by Paco Zamora, for example. And 
talking to Antumi Toasijé, going to his library and him leaving me a collection of books 
written by Afro-Spanish, or whatever we want to call ourselves, who came before me. I 
am not a pioneer of anything and I would like to make this clear. Reactions have been 
really good. I was exploring my Blackness. That's what I was doing, uncertain and not 
sure where I was going, throwing a ball and running after it. If I found a supporter I 
would try to haggle and so on, and I managed to publish the book thanks to a grant 
from a bank, and I'm not exaggerating, but every week or two weeks I receive an 
email or some kind of message from someone who tells me that I'm telling the story 
of his life and it’s very moving and that he needed to read those words in writing, 
thank you very much. And it might be from here in Spain, or it can be from Colombia, 
Peru or from Detroit. I don't know, it's been beautiful, really nice. And the reviews 
have also gone well. In reality it has been a success at all levels, and sometimes that 
makes me doubt if it’s really a quality product, or if it’s that the subject is new, or 
whatever, but it’s good. And I have already forgotten the other part, the negative part. 
In other words, we appeared in El País in 2015, before the book was published and I 
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made the mistake of reading the 188 comments below. They were all terrifying. Moha 
who is there taking care of my little one, I don't know what he receives or doesn't 
receive, but [there were] a few bullets above his name, monkey cartoons, etc. There 
are people who react very violently towards our stuff. And with the book it’s all nice 
stuff, and hardly anyone says anything bad, which sometimes makes me think that in 
photographic critique and the photographic medium–traditionally very racist–there 
are people who don’t dare position themselves so as to not be accused of “not liking 
Rubén's book” or “not liking what Rubén did” and so on. With the movie he’s made, 
right now yeah, I’m liking what is happening more: there are like two ways of seeing 
it: the people who love the movie, and those who think it’s really bad. That has always 
been my ideal scenario; once again that tension that produces something in someone.

Yeison, besides being a political scientist, you work as a columnist for El Salto. 
In the articles you have published, you talk about a diversity of needs that 
range from the construction of an anti-racist historical memory to the need to 
normalize migrant populations. On this last point, you write “When explaining 
social inequalities and the narrative that feeds our political practices, the 
new political and social consensus in grassroots movements that gives status 
to class and gender, must also give it to race and ethnicity. Otherwise, we 
will be in line with the social measures that, until now, have been promoted 
by the Government, which continue to treat migrants as disposable labor 
and not as political subjects to whom they must guarantee civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural rights.” From your point of view, how do you 
explain this lack of emphasis on the etno-racial axis in public policy?

Yeison: Yes, I mentioned earlier, progressive spaces or left-wing spaces are not dealing 
with or reflecting on inequality in racial terms. It’s treated as something complementary 
to class inequality or to class struggle, but there’s no talk of complementarity or even 
something constitutive of the development of capitalism, or “racial capitalism,” as 
Cedric Robinson develops in his book. In Spain, we haven’t yet gotten to this level 
of debate, it’s still germinating and needs maturing. It also recalls what Robinson 
said about the absence of consciousness amongst migrant and racialized people in 
spaces of debate and decision-making. In the end, it means that our voices are not 
represented, and when the priorities of the political agenda of the institution, party, 
media outlet on duty are ear-marked, our voices are not there because there is no one 
there who is leading everything that we’ve been promoting from different places.

What kind of reactions have your articles caused?

Yeison: I always see the reactions they stir up as mostly silent. They mainly get shared 
by people from the anti-racist movement; people not so much into the anti-racist 
movement and who occupy spaces of power read it and respond to you privately, 
but not publically. Because they don't want to commit. At the moment of truth, there 
is no real commitment to what is being read but rather a WhatsApp or Telegram 
commitment of "hey, I really liked your article" and that's it. That is the max that they 
want to commit. But of course, unfortunately for them–men and women–more and 
more people are pushing back and there will be a time when they either have to 
commit or leave their positions, because it won’t be possible for them to keep ignoring 
us or to keep constantly standing aside [instead of joining]. So interest gets stirred up 
but that commitment is still missing. And to wrap this up, that positionality that seems 
incredibly important to me, of visibilizing the fact that we are more empowered, that 
we carry out more projects, awakens the others. I well remember a highly respected 
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intellectual with a huge following on social media who told me directly, “Yeison, okay, 
we support the Afro struggle, the Black struggle. But what do we do when the monster 
[of white supremacy] wakes up? Then there’s the excuse of "your time will come."

Rubén: “Now is not the time”. How many times have we 
heard that? "Now is not the time." Well, great.

Yeison: Sure, for us the monster has always been there. You haven’t 
seen it because you occupy a social position as a white intellectual, you 
have prestige and you have been attacked in a different way. But we are 
constantly attacked and we live it practically in silence. Because of course, 
this affects a core issue, and in culture work that’s also an important job. 
Very few, very few people who suffer racist attacks denounce them.

Why are racist attacks not reported in Spain?

Yeison: First of all, there is no absolute trust in the institution. Second, 
there is a normalization of racist attacks, because we believe that it is 
normal. Because many of us [women] have suffered racist attacks and 
have said "well, what’s done is done", we normalize it. So, culture work 
can also create that awareness of saying “this is not normal”.

Thinking now about the explicit denunciation of systemic and structural racism, 
what has been happening when all this is publicly denounced in this country?

Yeison: I think that what Rubén named, the fact that we take it up, that we believe, 
also makes visible that other part of Spain, of our society, that is racist, that is very 
comfortable being racist in silence and in violence, because the victim is going to keep 
silent, but we somehow wake up and say “you told us that Spain was not racist, and 
now this?, and this? And I know the path that they usually take is to refer to “awakening 
the beast”, or to say “it is not your time.” The third path that certain progressive sectors 
and left-wing intellectuals tend to take is that of “these are isolated cases”, as in "that 
is not representative of Madrid society— we are super open, and blah, blah, blah".

Rubén: Continuing on that, it's a bit painful, really. You have white friends from the 
left, with whom you have shared a lot of things, and they talk about this as identity 
politics, or they use the term “woke” as a joke, and they hold you responsible for 
the rise of the extreme right and things like that, as Yeison says, as if they weren't 
there before. And this is the neighborhood where I used to go running 20 years 
ago, and they were there, and now the party has been divided into three, but 
that extreme right has always existed and they’re more than a few, as we can see. 
And they expect you to answer to “what position do I take now? Where should I 
stand?” If I talk about my Blackness, I’m talking about racism, and these people are 
laughing at the entire Afro movement on social media and at the term “racialized.” 
That way of discrediting and infantilizing us, again, by the left, is painful for me.

Yeison: Because it pervades everything. Because racism is not exclusive to the 
extreme right. It pervades all of society. It manifests in different ways via different 
political actors but it permeates all of society. It is very clear how the extreme 
right works, but more and more are taking off their mask and telling you directly 
that they are racist, nevertheless it’s an issue that impregnates society as a whole. 
Our work makes it so that we have to address the elephant in the room, but at 
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the same time, as Rubén rightly said, violence is constant. Talking about racism is 
a violent issue, because even on a personal level many friends around me move 
away because they feel that I am not telling it like it is. But I also distance myself 
from many friends who say “that's it, what’s done is done” [they laugh]. There is 
a certain moment when talking about racism, when positioning yourself from an 
anti-racist position, that absolutely changes your life. In terms of consciousness, 
but also in terms of cutting ties with lots of people who were your friends, even 
couples. It is something pretty complex, and that whole complex process, when 
run through culture work, I think it’s a little more… [tries to search for the word].

Rubén: I was listening to him speak and I was thinking now I'm going to say what 
"reactions to my book" lifelong friends [had]... an enormous silence. You share 
something, you have a bit of success, you get in a newspaper or something like that, 
you get 800 people sharing your post and you meet 150. And my friends are seeing 
it, they're seeing these things being shared, and there's not one “like”, nothing. And 
when we see each other they don't say anything to me about all this, and let’s say 
they're watching my tour–what’s happening with that, what’s going on with that? 
Culture can soften it or make it more accessible, let's say (better than soft), but 
even then there are infuriating moments and it is what it is, and you live with it.

Have you developed activities and workshops for the field of formal education?

Yeison: Yes, within Conciencia-Afro we have the “Afronterizos” project, the educational 
space that we worked on mainly in the first couple of years. In the years after it 
reconfigured itself and through that experience we produced a publication for 
other folks to implement these workshops. It was about reflecting on racism but 
in different ways. From the aspect of how we got represented in videos, how 
communities were represented in fashion magazines, in journals, in newspapers. 
Another aspect was the extent to which our communities were being historically 
referenced. Because an issue that we came across was that in going into classrooms 
with materials about African American children and youth, we found an incredibly 
diverse classroom. So we had to expand the material so that it also spoke to Gitano 
children and youth and families that come from Latin America and have that 
relationship with native peoples. That experience is in our publication, and mainly 
what we do is carry out these workshops in different classrooms. When we were 
working in the Matadero the schools came to this classroom, and our idea is that 
within the Cultural Center it will also be a space where schools and institutes come for 
workshops, in addition to ourselves who will also go there for this kind of workshop.

Do you get invited to universities?

Rubén: I am always invited by teachers that we are in tune with. In this case 
it's different as they’re adults and if they show up it’s because they want to 
listen to you. In my situation it usually goes very well and the experience is 
always good. It's the schools, it's the teachers from the schools that...give 
me a headache... "Let's see who they are and what am I going to find?"

Yeison: When I have gone to universities, the teaching staff and their students 
have usually done some work beforehand and they manage to have more 
background, it’s not so startling. I’ve had several good experiences, and at least 
there is interest. Also, typically, you meet people who, despite having explained 
it in the best possible words, did not understand anything you said and it gets a 
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bit complicated. But that’s normal. What I do miss having is substantive feedback, 
which we did have with the classroom where we did the publication project, which 
was four workshops, where we were able to connect with the male and female 
students and they asked questions. A girl said, for example “And I’m white, so what 
do I do?” And this type of question occurs spontaneously when it's not just a one-
day workshop and that's it, but rather a cycle of at least three or four workshops, 
to be able to connect with the students: let's lower our armor a little so that we 
can ask questions that at first might be very uncomfortable answering, but with 
confidence can be a little easier. And that is the most valuable thing for me.

The “Black Live Matters” movement is a key social pressure tool to 
enable structural change regarding systemic racism in North American 
society. Has this movement had any repercussions in Spain? Is there 
a dialogue between Conciencia-Afro and this movement?

Yeison: It existed and it exists. There was a process that ended in the construction 
of a political space at the state level, which is called the Black, African and 
Afro-descendant Community in Spain, which is the CNAE. It was the union of 
different Black people, from different parts of Spain, through a structure, which 
is something we have been trying to achieve for a very long time. At first that 
was the translation, because when George Floyd was murdered, the streets 
of Madrid were filled with people and we mainly organized that from CNAE. 
There were other organizations out there, but mainly those who convened…

Rubén: Excuse me, and it was a pandemic, I remember everyone going and being 
afraid. It was in that difficult moment of almost not touching each other. And it was 
overflowing with people. In front of the United States embassy,   in that lane they make 
you stay in, and we were a ton of people and I remember it being really exciting.

Yeison: I think it was one of the biggest anti-racist demonstrations in recent times. 
Surely there have been others but that one was fundamental. So we haven’t connected 
with the movement in the sense of holding the conversation so as to see how we can 
combine strategies, but there is a commitment to the lives of Black folks in the United 
States. However, here we also have a complex relationship, because of course, there 
were a lot of factors involved in getting folks to come out that day, but we also see 
how within, one could say, a false consciousness, that the commitment to U.S. Black 
lives stems in part from cultural imperialism that’s also coming from Afro folks. But 
there is no real commitment from certain sectors of society, who show their little black 
square for "Black lives matter", but don’t ever commit with the Black lives here in their 
country, in their city, in their neighborhood. In some ways, then our relationship with 
BLM has always been to support, take advantage of these frameworks at the political 
level in order to move forward our local demands. But no, unfortunately we aren’t 
having the much needed conversation that we should have with the movement.

Rubén: It's really bad. Critics recently referred to the movie saying "the Afro-
American Rubén Bermúdez" [surprised face], it’s a total drag. It’s like he’s 
saying: please, we're not all Afro-Americans. I want to add that during that 
time, no matter how much I tried to avoid it, you could see the image of 
the foot on your neck, even if you deleted it, you changed and it was there. 
So that ultimately makes people get out to the protest, you know? And yet, 
everything that happens in the Mediterranean is hidden. There’s a statistic, 
you hear something, there’s the activist, wherever he is, and he is warning that 
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this is happening. But it is something that we don’t fully see. It’s as if we are 
not aware that thousands of people die every year in the Mediterranean.

Yeison: Or what happened recently in Villaverde. They shot a Black person, 
supposedly because he had a knife, and we’ve seen how in other cases, when there 
is a white person with a knife, they’ve made less of it, yet this person has been 
straight up killed. How many people took to the streets? We were fifteen the day 
the rally was called, fifteen people on that day in the Villaverde neighborhood.

Rubén: Whoever sees this video in Spanish territory probably doesn't know what 
Yeison is talking about. It has no impact. If you turn on the news with the image of 
the guy shooting, maybe there will be an impact. But it’s still being hidden. Every 
year there is a death under similar circumstances, a beating by a bunch of Nazis, 
or someone has been left in a wheelchair. Always happens. It’s been happening 
ever since I can remember. My heart is full remembering when we were in Senegal 
and then, just at that moment, the Madrid police chased a street vendor, Mame 
Mbage, who died. Let’s say that ultimately… Well, we're going to leave it at that. 
When it was his turn to speak, he took the microphone and said, since I've been 
in Spain I've seen, I don't know, 12 Senegalese people die and nothing ever 
happened. What's going on? You look at the structure of a CIE, what are they 
like? The windows are closed, you don't know what's going on inside. Someone 
who does not know what a CIE is does not know what is happening there.

Yeison: And this includes the anti-racist demonstration in memory of Lucrecia Pérez 
that we had been convening for five years. Yet the response was not the same as it 
was for the murder of George Floyd, a Black person who is thousands of kilometers 
away. Thousands of miles away. And why? Because there truly is a mental deflection, 
of fighting for the rights of Black people in the United States, but not for the rights 
of the Black folks here. And when you question those folks within that framework, 
even in a friendly way, "hey listen, people", [they answer] "on top of worrying, on top 
of showing up, those people come to tell me off", and it constantly wears you down. 
Because you're telling them, of course I'm not telling you not to commit to the rights 
of Black folks in the United States. But if we’re talking about rights in that framework, 
then we should also talk about the Black social leaders in Colombia, Afro-Colombians 
who are being assassinated every so often, also leaders from different places, like the 
Afro-Brazilian community. Let's try to disrupt that framework of American cultural 
imperialism, in which only U.S. Black lives matter. At an international level, let’s propose 
other kinds of responsibilities. But first start by making yourself accountable to the life 
of the Black person who lives above your house. It’s about engaging close up, not just 
tweeting, or putting this Black guy on Instagram, or whatever. Well, I think I've said it all.

And finally, how is Afro-Consciousness linked to the Afro-
LGBT movement and the Afrofemale movement?

Yeison: Suffice it to say that within Afro-Consciousness there is an Afro-feminist 
space. That there are different sisters and one of the sisters, the one who promoted 
this space, is Esther Mayoko and that space will continue in the new space.

Rubén: I feel, how do I say, a certain violence on the part of some white feminists 
towards Black women when they speak on their behalf. I’ve debated, even with 
friends, who say that they are separate fights. But I say, hey, the axis of race can affect 
you, yet they deny it to you, or they send really inappropriate tweets. Recently El País 
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Semanal had its 25th anniversary and they did a special on women, including Black 
and Trans women. I remember many tweets with this image, where my friends Lucía 
and Desire came out, and [they said] “they are not women”. So there is a very serious 
problem. I also remember going to Valencia and talking about Lucrecia Pérez, and 
how it affected me when I saw her being killed, and I tell my personal anecdote. And 
someone said that they had removed the Lucrecia Pérez square so as to name it, I 
don't remember, after some white feminist like that, epic. There is a cancellation, that 
Black women can speak and have an agenda only if they see themselves as equal to 
white feminists, and they’re expected to work from that suposition. As a man, that 
subaltern position that gets offered to Black women does not seem acceptable to me.

Yeison: And Afrofeminas has suffered constant attacks. When they have been against, 
or have expressed a position contrary to the strike, or such, it has been a constant 
avalanche of attacks. And this is made very clear even by Dubois in his time, who spoke 
of that separation between white workers and Black workers. Because although there 
is no material capital that totally favors white workers, there is a social capital that does 
favor white workers, and causes this separation to exist. The movements and proposals 
of the left, and social, feminist, sexual dissidence movements engaged in social justice 
constantly leave out the racial axis; the spaces on the left constantly favor whiteness, 
even if they are critical movements. The feminist movement, sexual dissidence and 
movements for social justice that don’t take into account the racial axis in their 
interpretation and analysis of structural equality, end up reproducing white supremacy.

Rubén: My Instagram "feed" on March 8, I see a really ignorant difference. [On the one 
hand] "strike, strike, whoever doesn't go on strike, strikebreaker, scab, blah, blah, blah." 
My mom cleans the house or takes care of the kids while you go on strike. What's 
with that? Or maybe I don't want to be in the 800th line playing some drum, that's 
not my place. I feel that there’s a bubble that sooner or later will have to change.


