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Lorgia Garcia Pefia, Translating Blackness: Latinx Colonialities in Global Perspective.
Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2022. xiv + 321 pp. (Paper US$27.95)

In Translating Blackness, Lorgia Garcia Pefia engages a rethinking of “black-
ness” so as to historicize “Black Latinidad in the context of global blackness
and in relation to hegemonic blackness” (p. 5). The book offers a veritable man-
ifesto on what it means to rigorously think alongside the challenges posed by
Afropessimism—itself as a “contemporary intellectual tradition” (Ajari, “tradi-
tion intellectuelle contemporaine” in Noirceur: Race, genre, classe et pessimisme
dans la pensée africaine-américaine aux xxIe siécle, 2022, p. 32)—but also as a
highly politicized positioning in regards to “blackness.” What Garcia Pefia does
is agilely think through the vexed ways “blackness” is read in three very differ-
ent public spheres: North American Anglophone; Caribbean in-Spanish; and
European in-Italian and in-Spanish.

As such, this book focuses on mostly Cuban, Dominican, Puerto Rican, and
U.S.-American generated scholarship about the specific national (sovereign
and nonsovereign emergent) discourses of blackness to which Garcia Pefia
lends her anthropological dexterity, in thinking through “Black Latinidad,” in
tracing an intellectual history of the late nineteenth and early twenty-first cen-
tury of “the Hispanic Caribbean” (p. 24), and in putting it into conversation
with present-day Latinx residents of “postcolonial Italy” (p. 153). Given that
Garcia Pefa uses the lower case for the terms blackness and whiteness, I have
also opted to respect the lower-case for both these words. More specifically,
extremely compellingly, Garcia Pefia traces the work of the Dominican Grego-
rio Luperén and his goddaughter Gregoria Fraser, as well as Luperén’s interac-
tions with Frederick Douglass, in aspirations for a political unity between and
among what today are the Dominican Republic, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. She
also reads in Puerto Rican Arthur Schomburg’s intellectual legacy as crucial to
in the “production of Black Latinidad as a category of belonging in the face of
U.S. colonial expansion” (p. 23). Most innovatively, she puts a present-day “post-
colonial Italian” discourse into conversation with this late nineteenth and early
twentieth century “Hispanic Caribbean” intellectual and political history, with
a particular attention to gender—notably, interlocutors who are understood or
understand themselves as “Black immigrant women” (p. 153).

The book takes up the debates around Afropessimism—what Garcia Pefia
refers to as “push[ing] against the dominance of Afropessimism as the lens
through which to understand the lived experience of Black people, insisting
instead on the ways Black people within and beyond the United States have
constructed being and belonging in contradiction to slavery and colonialism”
(p. 23). If Garcia Pefia deploys Glissantian theory on “relationality” (p. 5) as her
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framework, an exciting future teasing-out of her research might speak to ways
that Afro-Latinx intellectualisms afford for a conversation between Afropes-
simism and “Black Optimism,” or actuate a deeper reflection of Glissantian
Relation and Opacity, and a conversation around the way class plays into race
and vice versa. That is, how are certain identities (and also specific bodies) in
any given historical conjuncture confined to blackness, with little choice to opt
out of it, while others can “pass,” deploy or not deploy their class status?

A future conversation might think through what Kaiama L. Glover has re-
ferred to as a “disorderly being” (2021) or what Hodan Warsame theorizes as
those racialized bodies who are forced (by circumstances) to problematically
“carry whiteness” (Warsame 8 February 2024, with permission). With these
lenses, the case of Gregoria Fraser, which Garcia Pefia so deeply describes,
might become a study in its own right. Another potential project that might
emerge from this one is to consider how Afropessimism has been analyzed
in the works of European-based scholars such as Gloria Wekker and Miriyam
Aouragh (not to mention how Italian writer Igiaba Scego thinks through not
only the affordances of translation, but also their dangers). In addition to
Camilla Hawthorne’s crucial, deep scholarship, as well as SA Smythe’s transna-
tional scholarship, future research might read alongside scholars of Black
Europe such as Angelica Pesarini, who are familiar with living and working
from European institutions, as well as those currently practicing in Europe:
such as Amal Alhaag, Natasha A. Kelly, Philomena Essed, or Kwame Nimako.
Moreover, thinking modernity’s disorderliness through the work of David Scott,
Wayne Modest, Vanessa Pérez Rosario, or Faith Smith might also constitute
ground for a further iteration of this project, notably around questions of black-
ness and modernity as they relate to whiteness, in varying geohistorical con-
texts. And, it is very exciting that Garcia Pefia’s work thinks gender explicitly
and comparatively into conversations about Afropessimism/s in contexts that
are not only North American, but veritably transnational, adding her deep
ethnographic and theoretical work, and the rich voice that emerges to dialogu-
ing with scholars such as Ajari, Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Jared Sexton.
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