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Afro-descendant soccer players occupy “inconsistent statuses” within Ecuador’s 

system of social stratification. Status inconsistency is relevant to this study as it 

conceptualizes the unique status of soccer players in Ecuador. They are high on some 

dimensions but low on others. My objective is to use the concept of status inconsistency 

and apply it to Afro-descendant soccer players to structure the analysis of race and 

national identity. Targeting these inconsistencies can generate novel insights about the 

character of Ecuador’s race relations. The research was conducted in seven weeks 

based on-depth interviews of Afro-descendant players, journalists, and a children's 

social worker, and informal interviews with sports fans. Afro-Ecuadorians and whites 

differ with respect to elements that enter into subjective perceptions of status identity. 

Black soccer players still consider themselves belonging to a social underclass. Racism, 

histories of financial hardship after retirement, and solidarity with family and friends 

stuck in poverty are explanations for this persisting identification. Children view soccer 

players as examples to imagine a life away from poverty and social exclusion in rural 

areas. Nonmigrant soccer players are likely to maintain that issues like racism or social 
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inequality are not a problem in Ecuador. These young men are more likely to endorse 

culturally-dominant notions that all races have equal chances of success in Ecuador. 

Older players and retirees use their experiences from abroad to formulate new ideas of 

what Ecuador should be. Upon return they were able to identify social and institutional 

racism and would not accept the status quo. New experiences and exposure to different 

social norms make them critical of regionalism, racism, and poverty. The stadium 

becomes a social gathering point where it’s possible to probe how and why intolerant 

behavior exists against Afro-Ecuadorian players and their community. It’s a dynamic 

arena of inconsistent and contested opinions in what is seen and spoken regarding race, 

nationalism, and identity in Ecuador. 



10 
 

CHAPTER 1 
AFRO-ECUADORIANS, SPORT, AND SOCIETY 

I was born in Quito, Ecuador in 1988, but have lived in the United States since 

1991. As an immigrant living in America, my family has balanced the sometimes difficult 

struggle for identity that makes the immigrant experience so tough- we assimilated 

American values and lifestyles, while at home we embraced our Ecuadorian roots. As I 

grew older, I realized that despite my apparent ‘Americanized’ identity, my heart always 

remained tied to Ecuador. It was only with time that I began to explore and critique what 

my claim to Ecuadorian authenticity really meant, and just how difficult it was to pinpoint a 

true Ecuadorian identity. On my various return trips to Ecuador, I never fully understood, 

nor did I want to see the backdrop of race in my country. Particularly as a child, in my 

naive perceptions of Ecuador, my country seemed to be white or indigenous, and the 

only Afro-descendant presence was either on the soccer field or selling coconut 

confections in beachside resort towns on the Pacific coast. When I returned to Ecuador 

why was I startled, like so many other Ecuadorians, to see a black man outside of coastal 

areas, or see a black majority on professional soccer teams across the country? 

I saw the Ecuadorian national team live for the first time on July 29, 2000 in 

Quito. The match was a vital tilt against Peru which Ecuador won by a score of 2-1. 

Both goals were scored by prominent black players. Caught up in the moment and 

surrounded by drunken patriotic fans, I could not understand why people around me 

overtly insulted our national team's players when mistakes were made, notably when 

the mistakes were committed by those of black complexion. During that summer 

vacation, I continued to hear everyone become a pundit to the ups and downs of our 
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national team, expressing views that invariably centered on race. When I returned to the 

United States, my passion for Ecuadorian soccer became primary concerns, and the 

more I watched Ecuador play, the more I heard the same praises and denigrations aimed 

at black players.  Since then, I've traveled to Ecuador for both national team and club 

soccer games.  I've lost count of the games I've attended over the years, and have no 

idea how many games I've watched on TV here in the United States. Ecuador will always 

be my first home, but in recent years I have learned to see my homeland through a 

different lens. 

Sometime during Ecuador's qualification to the 2006 World Cup, my father and I 

sat in a poorly lit bar in Fort Lauderdale, Florida surrounded by rowdy Ecuadorians 

watching our national team play against Brazil. After being on the ropes for most of the 

match, Edison Mendez scored the lone winning goal, and we erupted in jubilant 

celebration as we saw our country beat the mighty Brazil in Quito. After the goal was 

scored, I clearly remember hearing Carlos Machado, a well known Ecuadorian 

announcer, on TV say "gol de Edison! Negro lindo! Negro de oro!" ("A goal by Edison! 

Beautiful negro! Golden negro!"). I immediately questioned why the man's color was 

taken into account, regardless of the context. In the heat of the moment, when we 

focused on celebrating another win on our road to qualify for our second World Cup 

appearance, things became clearer. I've heard such racist comments consistently but 

never really noticed them. Most of the time, I only heard insults and in stadiums, like 

everyone else in the crowd, we would simply chuckle at a lone voice from somewhere in 

the back, which we'd dismiss as a "malcriado" (troublemaker). Despite the stinging 

nature of the comments, Ecuadorian humor seems to diffuse even the most brutal 

denigrations. Comments like "negro bruto" ("dumb negro") or "moreno vago" ("lazy 
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negro") are so common and so thoroughly permeate fan dialogue during matches that I 

began to ask myself if people really thought what they said was true, or whether they 

simply resorted to a standard repertoire of comments deemed appropriate to  the 

stadium environment. Being a soccer fan in Ecuador means that you hear racially- 

targeted comments all the time, and eventually to a point when you begin to repeat 

them. Once again, was this something that Ecuadorians took to heart? And what about 

the players who hear such epithets? Who takes them into account in this discussion? 

The questions I posed prompted me to think of soccer, a sporting and social 

institution in Ecuador, to be a site of contested and inconsistent identities and 

representations for both the country and its Afro-Ecuadorian population. How can black 

players be both celebrated as heroes and national representatives, as when they 

classify to the World Cup, but, at the same time, be socially marginalized and targets of 

racially directed slurs, both on and off the field? Furthermore, how does the Afro- 

Ecuadorian community that is both disproportionately impoverished and uneducated 

react to this? Where is their story in mainstream dialogue? 

Even before arriving in Quito on a cold Wednesday night in June, I had barely 

stepped on the plane when the person sitting next to me asked me the reason for my 

trip to Ecuador. After describing my research topic, she asked me why I’d want to talk 

to black soccer players at all. In her opinion, the questions I intended to ask, and the 

level of analysis I proposed to carry out, were beyond the grasp of people she 

regarded as uneducated and illiterate. The brief exchange, which foreshadowed 

some of the attitudes I would confront in the future, confirmed my commitment to 

study race relations in Ecuador. 
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The Afro-Ecuadorian Population 

The following information was gathered from official government publications 

from the National Institute of Statistics and the Census (INEC) of Ecuador. The 2010 

national census indicates the population of Ecuador is 14 million, but recent estimates 

indicate the number has surpassed 15 million. The breakdown by ethnic groups 

indicates that mestizos compose 65% of the population, 25% are of indigenous 

descent, 7 % are white and European descent, and 3% represents the Afro-

Ecuadorian/black population. 

Ecuador declared its independence from Spain on August 10, 1809, and by May 

24, 1822 won its independence after a long revolutionary war that liberated South 

America from Spanish rule. For 8 years, Ecuador, Colombia, Panama, Venezuela were 

joined into a state called Gran Colombia that was ruled by the hero of independence, 

Simon Bolivar. As early as the 1500s, Africans were imported to coastal ports like 

Cartagena in Colombia, and Esmeraldas in Ecuador to work in a variety of agricultural 

enterprises, such as cotton and sugar to fuel the Spanish Economy (Quiroga, 2008). 

Africans were used to supplement shrinking indigenous labor and fill the growing need for 

expanded production. Work was arduous, conditions were brutal, and society fashioned 

by the times held blacks in a socially inferior status. Labor in Ecuador was needed along 

the Pacific coast and in the northern Andes where cotton and sugar was also produced. 

Historic enclave communities of Afro-descendants include Esmeraldas (and San Lorenzo 

to the north) along the northern Pacific border of Ecuador, a difficult port for the Spanish 

to control and home to pirates and mercenary shipmen. Esmeraldas was a relatively 

autonomous area which, until independence, would be a thorn in the side of Spaniards. 

The Valle del Chota is an arid and fertile valley to the north of Quito and south of the 
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Colombian border. During the colonial period, the valley was home to many haciendas. 

The Jesuits imported Africans as slave labor in the region, which was also home to a 

sizable number of runaway slaves who lived in relative isolation from the rest of Ecuador. 

This acted to substitute for dwindling indigenous labor. The culture of the Valle del Chota 

is unique to Ecuador’s Afro- Ecuadorian populations. To the south in Guayaquil, Afro-

descendants migrated from Esmeraldas, attracted by the growing demand for laborers 

and craftsmen to support the shipbuilding industry that thrived since the early 1800s. 

More than any other place in Ecuador, Guayaquil and its coast to the northwest is where 

there has been the greatest incidence of racial blending and mixing. Afro-Ecuadorians in 

Guayaquil are culturally similar to their counterparts in Esmeraldas. A more contemporary 

region of Afro- Ecuadorian settlement is Quito in the Pichincha province. 

The institution of slavery was abolished in Ecuador in 1851, but social divisions 

remained, as did the associated geographic isolation of certain groups of Afro- 

descendants. Physical separation and social marginalization led the Afro-Ecuadorian 

population to survive on the basis of subsistence agriculture and craftworks. In recent 

decades, with migration to urban centers becoming a global trend, Afro-Ecuadorians 

have started leaving their communities to seek better lives in cities like Quito and Ibarra, 

among others.  Yet, despite upward trends in income and a general decreases in 

poverty, it is evident that Afro-Ecuadorians are over-represented among the poor and 

uneducated. Notwithstanding the official language in the most recent constitutional 

reform, which explicitly prohibits discrimination and rejects racism, the day-to-day reality 

is that implementation is difficult, and striking race-related inequality remains one of 

Ecuador’s biggest problems. 
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Conceptualizing the Inconsistencies of Race, Class, and Identity 

In his classic article published in 1954, Gerhard Lenski’s “Status Crystallization: 

A Non-Vertical Dimension of Social Status” shifted sociologists’ analytical focus away 

from the hierarchy of social classes that comprised a country’s stratification system to 

focus instead on individuals who held inconsistent statuses within that system. He 

targeted individuals who, for example, were high on one dimension of social 

stratification, such as education, but simultaneously were low on another dimension, 

such as income.  According to Lenski, particular configurations of status inconsistency 

could predict people’s political orientations. 

Lenski’s notion of status inconsistency is relevant to this study inasmuch as it 

provides a way to conceptualize the unique status configuration of soccer players in 

Ecuador.  In a manner compatible with Lenski’s term, star athletes who are also of 

African ancestry are at once high on some status dimensions (e.g., prestige and 

income) but low on others (race and geographic location).  In contrast to Lenski, who 

mainly set out to predict people’s radical/conservative political inclinations, my objective 

here is to use the notion of status inconsistency, as it applies to black soccer players, to 

structure my analysis of race and national identity in Ecuador. 

Afro-descendant soccer players occupy contradictory statuses within Ecuador’s 

system of social stratification. The contradictory nature of their status can produce 

tension among players and fans. This tension can be explored as a method of shedding 

new light on the character of race relations in Ecuador. Soccer players and fans of the 

game can serve as useful entry points for understanding race, racial discrimination, and 

national identity in Ecuador. Afro-Ecuadorians belong to an underclass suffering from 

exclusion, structural poverty, and rampant discrimination. In their home communities, 
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soccer stars are idols for both their economic power and social exposure, but the 

inconsistency arises as they can hold inconsistent statuses in the eyes of their own 

racial group, the general public, colleagues, and abroad. Ecuador is a nation in which 

Afro-descendants make up a small proportion of the population, but yet predominate in 

this sporting profession. 

Status inconsistencies in Ecuador are associated with social tensions and 

cleavages that are manifested when analyzing contradictions of race, class, and 

identity. There are inconsistencies arising everywhere: The national team is currently a 

battleground for the socially constructed mestizaje identity. Today, black soccer players 

are global ambassadors of Ecuador. The nation embraces and rejects this international 

representation depending on the successes and failures of the team. The fickle nature 

of the viewing public and fans is a site of inconsistency. The first echoes of race-baiting 

are always felt after losses. It's not uncommon to hear comments like “we lose because 

our players are black and cannot play intelligently” or “the players are jealous of each 

other and in competition, they're out to sabotage each other”. 

In terms of defining status, the same individual can be low on one or more 

dimensions of social stratification, but simultaneously rank highly on other dimensions. 

Ecuadorian soccer players can be considered upper-class if defined by economic 

earnings (compared to the average Ecuadorian household income) and the prestige of 

their occupation, but rank low by racial classification and education. There is variance 

among soccer players in individual prestige, income, and education levels, but they are 

still in a socially inferior position compared to their white and mestizo peers, despite 

higher than average income and prestige. Similarly, soccer fans find themselves in the 

position of having to grant respect and prestige to individuals who, in other 
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circumstances, they would denigrate and ignore.  In the context of soccer, it further 

requires people who may hold racist ideas, and who see Ecuadorian national identity in 

white terms, to come to terms with the fact that soccer teams across Ecuador are 

represented heavily by people who otherwise are not even considered truly part of the 

nation. These contradictions introduce a sort of cognitive tension between players and 

fans, and even within the players themselves. By targeting these inconsistencies and 

tensions, the goal is to generate novel insights about the nature of race relations and 

national identity in Ecuador. 

Methods of Research and Implementation 

The research was conducted in seven weeks based on-depth interviews of 

professional black players, journalists, and a children's social worker for a club team, as 

well as informal interviews with sports fans. I conducted two visits to rural sending 

communities that are home to many black players where I carried out informal interviews 

as a means to contextualize and experience firsthand the day-to-day realities that Afro-

Ecuadorians confront. In total, I interviewed sixteen active players, six retired players, 

one social worker, two journalists, and sixteen fans (group interviews). In rural field 

research, the exact number of interviewees is unknown because research was more 

observational with informal commentary throughout the time spent in these villages and 

towns. The interviews lasted 25 to 70 minutes and were conducted at training 

headquarters of the Ecuadorian Football Federation (FEF), called the Casa de La 

Selección (House of the National Team). With local club teams, I had a guide escort me 

to two clubs in Quito, Club Deportivo El Nacional and Sociedad Deportivo Quito. His 

contacts were vital on these two teams. He had childhood friends from the Valle Del 

Chota villages, which he told me were people I can trust. He also had relatives and 
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connections through family marriages that could be of help. It was essential to use this 

method for gaining the trust and respect of players because otherwise I would have been 

viewed as a journalist, and it would have been an automatic disqualifier due to the 

apparently high distrust of sports reporters and journalists in Ecuador. Once the 

connection was established, the tension was eased and all interviews proceeded 

smoothly. The interviews I carried out among members of the Liga Deportiva 

Universitaria de Quito (LDUQ) were facilitated by a player on the team who acted as an 

intermediary between me and his black teammates1. 

I guaranteed to keep the discussions confidential outside of this thesis research 

because of the high-profile status of these men in Ecuador and the sensitivity of the 

explored topics. I deleted the audio-recorded interviews once I transcribed the 

interviews, and agreed to remove any information that could be used to identify the 

informants. 

In the spirit of Grounded Theory (Corbin and Stauss, 1990), I did not begin my 

fieldwork with a priori hypotheses in mind.  Instead, the objective was to engage 

informants in a directed conversation that allowed them to express their perspectives 

with as little intervention from me as possible. I didn't enter any interview seeking to 

influence or drag out specific information, rather I let them do the talking while looking 

for points to dig deeper into according to their responses and body language. The 

inductive approach meant that generalizations and conclusions emerged from the data, 

as the process of data collection progressed.  After the first two interviews, the roster of 

                                            
1 The interviewed players of LDUQ’s squad are the historical names of last decade's 
national team success, but still continue to be incredibly powerful and prominent Afro- 
Ecuadorian players despite their relatively old age as professional soccer players. 
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questions changed dramatically from twenty to forty questions. I omitted questions if a 

player would discuss something without me formally asking, and depending on the 

interview, the order of the question roster was altered. 

 The four general topics were: racial consciousness and Afro-Ecuadorian 

identity, race and racism, class identification and how to operationally define it, and 

thoughts of immigration or experiences from immigrating and returning. For the child 

social worker, journalists, and fans, the questions I asked were adapted from 

answers that the Afro- Ecuadorian players gave during their interviews. All 

subsequent interviews were conducted only after I concluded that I had reached a 

“saturation point” (i.e., when additional comments provided only redundant 

information.). 

In rural areas, I wanted to see the day-to-day activities of Afro-Ecuadorians to 

better understand the type of social patterns and networks that brought Ecuador to its 

apex of soccer success by 2006. I cannot stress the importance visiting these sending 

communities, because one cannot fully grasp the entirety of the study without spending 

time there to understand local culture, social dynamics, and flavor. With greater time 

and resources, more data could have been collected in order to better substantiate the 

conclusions presented in later chapters, and to better depict regional differences.  One 

region, for example, is coastal, and the other is landlocked and mountainous, so the 

differences were necessary to see how and why respondents (both players and local 

residents) conceptualize race, class, and identity with different attitudinal modalities. 

The people of Esmeraldas, and Quninde, both Pacific coastal towns are radically 

different from the Valle del Chota’s desert-like Andean valley. The visits nonetheless 

provided important background information for grasping the contexts that produced the 
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country’s leading players of the game. 

Thesis Structure 

This research seeks to present the three case studies as examples to clarify the status 

inconsistencies that black soccer players face in Ecuador. Chapter two explores 

personal status identification. Despite high levels of income and fame, Afro-Ecuadorian 

soccer players consider themselves to be lower-middle and lower class. I will use race 

as a tool to discuss historical marginalization of the Afro-Ecuadorian community and 

how it may contribute to inconsistencies in status definition. Despite the general public 

holding separate opinions about soccer players and the greater Afro-Ecuadorian 

community, there are tendencies to undercut social mobility by attempting to rank the 

races. Chapter three seeks to use immigration as a way to present differences in 

perceptions of Ecuadorian society. There is a clear difference in how black players 

living abroad perceive the nation’s racial issues versus those who have not left and still 

cannot conceptualize or recognize the issues in Ecuador. Domestic players are more 

likely to accept the status-quo of being “Ecuadorian” as a method to sidestep racism 

and support a racial equality above addressing social marginalization. Players that have 

emigrated and return migrants seem to hold the opposite opinion. In Chapter four I 

interview and observe mestizo and white soccer fans to explore the opinions of the 

majority toward a predominately black senior men’s national team, and their frustrations 

with Ecuador's failure in the Copa America as a way to visualize the feelings of battered 
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national pride. Expressed opinions are relevant to show how nationalism and Afro- 

Ecuadorian participation on the national team continues to be a contested site to 

discuss race, class, and identity. The second part of chapter four highlights my 

observations of fans in stadiums through both a national team exhibition game, and a 

local club team game. Chapter five is the conclusion of this thesis and aims to recap 

the case study chapters briefly before introducing a series of policy-level and social 

recommendations to address race relations in Ecuador. 
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CHAPTER 2 
INCONSISTENCIES IN CLASS IDENTIFICATION 

The Troubled History of Africans in Ecuador 

This information was gathered from three research notes published by INEC (2010) 

detailing the history and current issues facing Afro-descendants by province. Each research 

note is dedicated to a specific province where important constituencies of Afro-descendants 

reside: Esmeraldas, Imbabura, and Pichincha. The first Africans to arrive in Ecuador in 1553 

and were located in the Esmeraldas Province, where they were later joined by runaway 

slaves from Colombia, called “cimarrones”. There has been a historical presence of black 

people on the northern coast of Ecuador, with degrees of racial mixing also occurring 

between indigenous and Africans, a mix that came to be called “zambo”. In 1599 Africans 

and Indigenous people organized the Republic of Zambos in Esmeraldas. The constituency 

soared to over 100,000. Spaniards viewed this coastal region as problematic, and was never 

able to take full control of the area. Slave ships from the Panama's Pacific ports would bring 

African slaves to the ports at Esmeraldas where they would be drafted to work in gold mining, 

and some replaced those who ran away from sugar plantations and other mines. The 

northern Pacific coast would be of great economic importance to the Real Audencia de Quito, 

and the subsequent freed nation of Ecuador despite the spatial isolation. Another notable 

region of Ecuador that had a strong African presence was the northern provinces of Carchi 

and Imbabura. Prominent villages of the Valle Del Chota to this day remain culturally and 

socially unique to the region. Instances of racial mixing in northern Ecuador are not as 

prevalent as in coastal areas. 

Afro-descendants participated in the independence wars as both slaves and freed 

men. In Esmeraldas in 1820, they led a large-scale insurrection against the Spaniards. They
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formed part of the armies that Eloy Alfaro commanded and fought against the 

conservative government of the late 19th and early 20th century. Manumission laws 

were passed in 1854, but slavery still persisted in some areas until about thirty years 

later. “Concertaje” or what is known as debt peonage replaced the slavery system to 

subordinate not only black populations, but also the indigenous people. 

In South America, behind Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela, Ecuador is home 

to the fourth largest constituency of African descendants in South America. According 

to census data, 604,009 Afro-descendants live in Ecuador. The provinces of 

Esmeraldas, Guayas, and Pichincha combine to total 75 percent of the total 

population of Afro-Ecuadorians. Each region has a unique set of obstacles to 

differentiate itself from the other, but a lack of community development, cultural 

identity, territory, and social participation characterize Pichincha, Imbabura, and 

Esmeraldas. One striking point is the problem of self-identification and ideas 

promoting “blanqueamiento” (skin whitening) that might under represent Afro- 

Ecuadorian identity.  This is a concern that has serious implications not only for 

proper data collection, but also to indicate how Afro-Ecuadorians inwardly project 

themselves.  70 percent of the black population is under the poverty line, and the 

illiteracy rates are 10 percent higher compared to the national average (9 percent); 

mortality rate for children from birth through 5 years old is 49.3 percent for every 

1,000 born, and the national average is 42.3 percent. Worst levels of abject poverty 

are in the Northern coastal provinces and blacks have the highest rate of 

unemployment of any ethnic group in the country. 

Scholarly investigations of race relations in Ecuador are relatively scarce. As 

will be noted throughout this study, the paucity of research is partly due to the small 
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size of the population of Afro-descendants in Ecuador, and the nationally held belief 

that Ecuador is mainly a mestizo (mixed race) society. Whitten’s (1986) research in 

the Esmeraldas and Imbabura provinces, grounded in a Marxist framework, is a 

notable exception looking at stratification through economic production. His follow-

up study added a difficulty in trying to place Afro-Ecuadorians within either Latin 

American or Caribbean diasporas of Afro- descendants (1998). Cultural differences 

between regions in Ecuador made a certain province’s Afro-descendants culturally 

akin to the Caribbean while another was closer to a more African-rooted culture. A 

2002 contribution by De La Torre investigated social discrimination in Quito and 

focused on relationships and dealings between institutions and citizen 

organizations. Quiroga (2008) contributed to Afro-diasporic studies by developing 

an important chapter on the history of Afro-descendants in Ecuador. 

Van Cott (2000) sheds light on constitutional reforms in Ecuador during the 

1990s which contains the charter’s most important statement with respect to ethnic 

rights in Ecuador. The reforms recognize Afro-Ecuadorians and their historical role in 

the formation of the Ecuadorian state. Constitutional reforms were seen as acceptable 

by elites because the percentage of Afro-Ecuadorians is so small relative to 

Colombia, and therefore less threatening. With respect to the Afro-descendants of 

Esmeraldas, Hooker (2005) discusses the ability of the city to win recognition for 

collective rights by forging an alliance with indigenous groups.  Community leaders 

and citizens nonetheless had difficulty with language that did not resonate the 

interests of urban Afro-Ecuadorians. Some recognition continues to be given in local 

and national politics, but is narrow and requires greater alliance-building and 

reciprocity that has had unintended consequences of dividing urban and rural blacks 
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in some instances. Rahier (2008) published a series of visual anthropology studies of 

Afro-Ecuadorian soccer players, which were useful to my research. Using magazines 

and television productions, he shows how race reinforces “otherness” by attributing 

blackness to biological giftedness. This has been a long held stereotype in Ecuador. 

The senior Ecuadorian national team is a place to debate race and the national 

imagination. His publications show Ecuador’s World Cup participations as a 

destabilizing moment that exposed discrepancies and inconsistencies within the 

multicultural and mestizaje social construction of Ecuadorian society. Black players 

challenged the dominant concepts of Ecuadorian social constructs. There’s a greater 

awareness and effort by nonblack Ecuadorians to re-focus the discussion to again fit 

dominant national ideologies. His mention of the five volume collection, Encyclopedia 

of Ecuadorian Football, critiques the scarce mention of Afro-descendant contributions 

to soccer and society. The fifth volume in the series briefly recognizes the Afro- 

Ecuadorian contributions to soccer since the 1990s but is otherwise silent on the 

issue of black identity.  As a result, the series seems to perpetuate the idea of 

Ecuador as a mestizo nation. Other scholarship falls into similar generalizations, but I 

seek to locate my research in a context that challenges social constructions of 

hegemonic mestizaje as an essential function of Ecuadorian national identity. 

Afro-Ecuadorian Soccer Players and the Construction of Status Identity 

All my respondents self-identified as black, and were comfortable using the term 

Afro- Ecuadorian, or moreno. Most of these men grew up in communities inhabited 

mostly by Afro-descendants. It was with further probing that one generalization 

emerged among those interviewed: no one dared consider themselves upper class 

irrespective of their high income level. 
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Juan, a nineteen year old player from Southern Ecuador identified himself as 

lower middle-class. Based on our conversation, his family history, personal 

experiences, and views of Ecuadorian society were the factors that contributed to his 

decision to categorize himself in an underclass. This generalization would manifest 

itself repeatedly in my interviews. While I frequently heard black players use terms 

“clase media” (middle class) and “clase baja” (lower class), but when I contextualized 

these comments it became evident that they associated their African descent with 

lower class status. High incomes and national prominence played little influence in 

defining status. 

When players explained why they classified themselves as members of an 

underclass, they were cognizant of their history and what it meant to be black in 

Ecuador as primary contributors to identify. In a sport that cares little about serious 

social activism and a society that marginalizes Afro-Ecuadorian people, black players 

take ownership of their identity in different ways than social activists. I was repeatedly 

told that class was self- evident to them. Common testimonials by my respondents 

indicate that wealth does not enter into their reasoning. In this regard, the color of 

their skin becomes their class, regardless of how wealthy they may be. A high income 

generally indicates a high status for a white or mestizo person, but for an Afro-

descendant wealth is not enough. The contradiction and discrepancy manifests itself 

when looking at how white Ecuadorians see these Afro-Ecuadorian players. The 

comments made by the players I interviewed underscore the conclusion that Afro-

Ecuadorians and whites differ with respect to the elements that enter into subjective 

perceptions of status identity. This conclusion is further evident in the ways that 

whites view the Afro-Ecuadorian soccer players. 
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Those blacks are so rich. Look at how they go around spending their 
money on cars, houses, and vice. It’s incredible how soccer can pay for so 
much while we’re here waiting for our two-weeks pay to pay for groceries. 
But you know what, when they retire, what happens to them? They don’t 
have the education or understanding to know that the money came easily 
and will leave them easier. What do they have to fall back on? Think about 
it. Jorge, 48 

 
A taxi driver told my cousin and I that not even wealth could bring Afro-

Ecuadorians up in society. He commented, 

Okay, they’ll have money, but at the end of the day they’re still black. Can 
you imagine what that means here? They’re just so different than you and 
me. How do change that perception when we are the ones that keep 
thinking it? You want to do work in those places? They won’t understand or 
care about what you’re talking about. Washington, 62 

The Perils of Retirement 

Several persistent statements appear throughout the interviews with 

respondents which clarify their perceived inferior social position. All respondents over 

the age of 23 had low levels of education- a maximum of middle school or one year of 

high school. Respondents under the age of 23 are more likely to have completed high 

school or have some mid-level education. Generally speaking, the Afro-Ecuadorian 

soccer player lacks the essential experience/training to be considered formally 

educated. Implications of this gap in education manifests itself in many ways, but 

notably in post-retirement life when little opportunities remain to those without a 

university degree or expertise in some trade. They also recognize the inferiority of 

schools in rural communities. In the opinion of most players, despite their high income, 

the education barrier continues to prohibit social mobility among members of the Afro-

Ecuadorian community. 

Several examples of hardships for retired players indicate the difficulty that 

these men face once their soccer career ends. Raul, a once well-known defender on 
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many prominent teams throughout Ecuador’s Serie-A league, is an example. He was 

a consistent presence on the national team and a part of Ecuador’s first team to 

qualify and play in a World Cup (Korea/Japan 2000). After his participation in the 2002 

World Cup, Raul’s salary demands became higher despite his slip in consistency on 

the field. Because of international exposure at the World Cup, higher demands were 

considered necessary by Raul. After spats with coaches and team directors, he 

retired. With no formal education and little money in the bank, he was soon a destitute 

man in Quito. Other respondents agree that his story took a lucky turn when his 

younger brother secured one of Ecuador’s most expensive transfers to a Spanish 

team in Madrid. This move made it possible for his brother to rescue Raul from 

poverty. When I met Raul, I was leaving El Juncal to return to Quito.  He told me of 

his new life as a merchant shopkeeper in Quito which earns him a subsistence 

income. He was almost unrecognizable compared to how he looked as a professional. 

My guide of the Chota valley poignantly told me, 

Raul is a lucky guy. His brother came out of nowhere to become a hit. It 
took that international title won with Liga to send him off to Spain, and look 
at that family now. My friend, let me tell you, Raul’s brother made some 
money off that transfer. Almost $5 million. Raul got taken care of for sure. If 
it wasn’t for that, he probably would have died a poor alcoholic in Quito. 
What was he going to live off of when he stopped kicking the ball around? 
You think he had anything to fall back on? None of us do. No school and no 
skill other than on the field. And he’s just another one of those cases. But 
now, what is he doing? Selling fruits and shoes? Sad. That’s not how it’s 
supposed to be. Ramiro, 34 

 
When I asked why these wealthy men are still considering themselves 

members of a social underclass, racism, a history of financial hardships after 

retirement, and solidarity with friends and family stuck in poverty were frequent 

explanations. 
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Solidarity with Their Home Community 

Many of the players note that pride and solidarity with their hometowns and 

villages were reasons to classify themselves as low status. Players are consistently 

sending messages of support to their towns as a way to continue identifying with 

their peers. Throughout my interviews, no respondent ever shied away from 

accepting the idea that they came from poor areas of the country. 

We’re a spirited group of people. Very happy, upbeat, and laid back…a big 
community. Whites tend to be quiet and reserved, but that’s not how we 
are. We hold on to that idea of our community especially when we are away 
from home. It’s not easy to be away from everyone that you care about for 
so long, but at least we’ve got that feeling of pride. We’re poor, but we 
remember where we came from, and it’s a thing that unites us. Luis, 19 

 
Since not all active and retired players have returned to their home 

communities for permanent residence, their activity in the community shows their 

commitment to fostering a sense of solidarity despite the differences in personal 

wealth with the average citizen. There are many examples of assistance to 

communities, most of which fall under microenterprise assistance or some sort of 

money transfer to help with food, shelter, clothing, etc. All players send money home, 

and have done so since they left home as teenagers. This form of assistance varies, 

but the importance is tantamount in some cases to simple survival. As a children’s 

social worker for one of Quito’s prominent club teams told me, 

The financial responsibility usually falls on these young men, sometimes 
children, to supplement family income. Imagine a 12 year old playing 
soccer, already away from home with no family around, having to send 
money home because his parents are telling him they need to pay for food 
and other household expenses. That’s a really taxing thought, and it 
definitely has an impact on the psyche of these kids as they get older and 
become professional. They don’t forget it, especially when there are 
traumatic issues of neglect or other things going on at home. Even with the 
money they might make if they can break out of the developmental sides, 



30 
 

few have that mental toughness to be the next big thing even if they have 
the skill set and potential. Stefany, 41 

 
Only when contextualizing family necessity and the financial burden placed on 

players is solidarity recognizable as a characteristic that links these players to each 

other and their home communities. As they get older and gain prominence, their 

financial situations better affect their families conditions and also of the surrounding 

area. Prominent players like Omar De Jesus build massive homes for their families 

in towns like El Juncal or Quinindé.  Other players, like Jairo, move their parents to 

Ibarra from the Chota Valley. He stated, 

With my first contract I bought my parents a house in Ibarra. It was 
important to give back to them and know their situation would improve 
because of my career choice. When I was transferred to Belgium at 18, the 
team gave my parents visas for the duration of my stay. They were able to 
work in Europe and live with me. It made the transition easier into a new 
world. They went home with more money, and I just felt glad to be in a 
position to take care of them. Jairo, 27 

 
The stories of three individuals provide examples of the degree to which 

many successful soccer plays feel a sense of solidarity with their home 

communities. Agustin, Neicer, and Ulises, all over 30, are considered to be some 

of the luminaries of Ecuador’s golden generation of soccer players. Each has 

spent significant time outside of Ecuador plying their career in teams across 

Argentina, Brazil, England, Scotland, and Mexico. 

Second only to Alberto Spencer in terms of importance to Ecuadorian soccer, 

Agustin, who has topped scoring charts, was the first Ecuadorian to play in England. 

His career began in the early 1990’s and he only recently retired to handle businesses 

and foundations he has created. He is also the acting president of the Valle del Chota 

FC soccer team- the first professional team of the area. He developed the Fundacion 
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Agustin Delgado, a grassroots organization that brings essential services like clinics 

and child assistance to El Juncal and surrounding communities. The Fundacion also 

has a soccer academy that nurtures young talent in the valley. Some of Ecuador’s 

newer talents have come out of this academy, and its importance in the Ecuadorian 

recruiting circuit is becoming more apparent. He said, 

We did this because others couldn’t. How long were we going to be waiting 
for the government and others to step in? I grew up there years ago and 
things still haven’t changed, but the nation as a whole has. Why? I was one 
of the first to look at this place and say that it needed and deserved to be 
better. Now the kids have a team, the people have a clinic, and we’re 
working to do more. We’re working to catch up after how many years of 
being left out in the cold.  Agustin, 37 

 
Neicer is from the Esmeraldas province and is another veteran of the national 

team. His career spans several important teams in Argentina and Brazil, but is still 

considered to be among South America’s best at his position. At the time I 

conducted my research, he was team captain for Liga Deportiva Universitaria de 

Quito.  He has worked alongside several government ministries to develop housing 

projects and bring other services to the isolated communities of San Lorenzo- 

generally considered to be as poor as or poorer than the Chota Valley. Using the 

clout he gained as a player, he has taken steps to advance an agenda to develop 

those areas. He explained to me that his identity as a black athlete in Ecuador made 

him understand that he has been “allowed” a unique space that other Afro- 

descendants in Ecuador do not have. He remarked, 

That’s why I am middle class. My people are poor, my background is the 
same as most in that village and I’m able to get out? I still have family that 
lives there and my friends are there too. The money doesn’t change me, 
and they know it. I’m still the same person to them, and they appreciate 
that. I might not visit as frequently, but they know the work I’ve done out 
there and how I still want to keep up with them. San Lorenzo is a really 
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poor place. It sometimes doesn’t even seem fair. Ecuador is prospering but 
my area hasn’t changed much in the last 20 years. Neicer, 34 

 
Ulises is widely considered the greatest example of solidarity with a home 

community. Throughout his extensive career, he has targeted the town of Piquiucho 

for community-based development. His clean image and sense of pride in the 

community has given him a platform to extend services to his isolated town. He has 

always given a percentage of his yearly earnings to projects in Piquiucho.  In 

England he started charity trusts with fans of the teams he played on, was named a 

UNICEF global ambassador, and has collaborated with the ministries of Education, 

Housing, and Planning and Development to bring essential services to the Afro-

descendant community of Piquiucho. Despite his fancy cars and Italian designer 

clothing, Ulises has been a stalwart supporter of empowering his community. Every 

day after training he attends conferences and meetings in government ministries to 

bring issues to the forefront. On one such visit, we skirted the line completely to 

speak to a high ranking public servant. People were flashing cellular phone cameras 

as we walked by. Piquiucho, like El Juncal, was once a forgotten village of the Valle 

del Chota. Now, thanks in large part to the his assistance, the town enjoys a school 

that every year advances more children to high school, a potable water supply, 

paved roads with illumination, an indoor gym and coliseum, an agricultural 

cooperative, clinics, and a museum of Afro-descendant culture. 

I’m from the middle and low classes. For me, the answer was simple. 
After hundreds of years of oppression and isolation, we needed to 
take control of the situation because nobody was going to do it for us. 
At least I was blessed with the ability to play soccer and make 
money, and I’ve been very successful. But it’s not as easy as just 
going out there and kicking a ball, I’ve worked and sacrificed for this 
life. How will our kids get out of this situation if things stay the same 
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way? Now, we have water, medicine, paved roads, better homes, 
and a sense of identity. My village is way ahead of others in the 
valley, and it wasn’t the state that started these changes. They took 
attention only after I went in started doing things. UNICEF and FIFA 
gave me some special recognitions, and fans of teams I played for in 
England created charities to assist after hearing of my work. You 
should have seen Piquiucho before! I’ve never forgotten where I 
came from. If we do, it’s game over. But the change we’re looking for 
isn’t going to happen overnight… let’s not kid ourselves. Ulises, 38 

 
Segregated Places 

Being isolated in small pockets of the nation, Afro-descendants are raised in 

social environments unlike the everyday reality non-black Ecuadorians face. Pockets 

of poverty exist in the nation, but in the provinces where most Afro-Ecuadorians live 

(Imbabura and Esmeraldas), poverty is extreme, along with the associated social 

problems. The Valle del Chota is home to several villages, each encapsulating a 

community that has little employment other than agriculture, shopkeeping, and as a 

rest-stop for commercial trucking. When there are chances to leave to cities like 

Ibarra (the closest city to El Valle del Chota) or Quito to find work, they are readily 

taken, often leaving the family behind. - In the cities they go to, newcomers are 

relegated to the fringes and can rarely find work because they lack marketable skills. 

With few other options, they enter the informal sector or succumb to a life of crime in 

order to send money back home. The result is felt most at home where separation of 

families and a lack of presence of parents or responsible figures leads children to 

follow in steps that are considered to be less than desirable. The biggest and most 

important village of the valley, El Juncal, sits strategically on the banks of a river and 

a large bridge that crosses into the Carchi province. To say that El Juncal is poor is 

an understatement. Most homes that are built are nothing more than crude cement 

block with aluminum roofs. Today, government housing is beginning to filter in very 
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slowly. The town is split in half with the Panamerican highway cutting through 

northward- the only paved road of El Juncal. The majority of El Juncal and 

surrounding towns’ residents are unemployed or work in the informal sector, and 

families actively seek to negotiate their child’s exit to cities like Quito to play soccer 

in hopes of securing a professional contract after several years of training if the child 

shows even a glimmer of promise. Services are relatively nonexistent, there is no 

indoor plumbing, and electricity is unreliable. Most residents will continue using the 

river to the west as a place for bathing, collecting water, and for washing clothes. 

Adjacent to the river is the Panamerican highway bridge that goes northward 

to the Carchi province, Ecuador’s most important north-south highway. Under the 

bridge sits one of Ecuador’s most humble soccer fields, and yet symbolically it is the 

most valuable. The irregularly shaped dirt lot is the site where the Valle del Chota’s 

most prominent players got their start; it’s locally called the “field of millions” because 

of the multi-million dollar contracts that Valle men have earned abroad playing for 

major teams in Holland, Spain, England, Mexico, Brazil, Germany, etc. The bridge is 

now an attraction for tourists to see in El Juncal on their way north to Colombia. The 

villages of this fertile valley continue to pin their hopes of social advancement 

through soccer because other recourses have never delivered. Ramiro, 34 says: 

This town is poor. We’ve known it for a while. Things don’t change here. 
Some of our kids still play without shoes, but this field is where the money 
comes from. This is the crib of our talents. Mendez, Delgado, Espinoza, De 
La Cruz, Guerron, and others played on this same field. And now they are 
millionaires. If they can do it, we can too. How else can you get out of 
poverty here? Agriculture doesn’t pay, schooling can get you a title…if you 
can afford it, but afterwards you have to go out and get a job which won’t 
even pay you well. It’s like all options lead to death by hunger. For us, it’s 
soccer. It’s that easy. 

 
He later discussed his status, 
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Me? I was never a well-known player, my cousins are the big timers, but I 
made some good money playing for El Nacional. After my brother’s car 
accident, I spent my savings to take care of him. Tens of thousands gone. 
Sure I have my house, and my tiny business in El Juncal, but my money is 
gone. If a team pays me, I’ll go and do a few exhibition games. They love 
me in the Galapagos. I’m just like the rest. We’ll always be poor. But we 
hustle to get ahead. Whatever we can do. 

A winding, unpaved road leading westward away from El Juncal takes you 

directly up a mountain, to a town called Pimampiro. This town is an enclave of 

mestizos and indigenous descendants on a mountaintop looking down on the Afro-

Ecuadorian villages of the valley. This town is reminiscent of any Spanish colonial 

township and is a compact, quiet place that is in contrast to the abject poverty of the 

Chota valley’s towns. At this junction, it appears that the microcosm of Ecuadorian 

society is best envisioned through the relationship of Pimampiro with El Juncal and 

surrounding villages. Pimampiro’s homes have indoor plumbing, electricity, the city 

square had Wi-Fi internet installed by the Ministry of Telecommunication. The town 

itself has paved roads and attractive looking colonial style homes. Ten minutes down 

the mountain, the villages of El Juncal and Chayuaraco have families living in homes 

unfit for residence, and in communities that are poorer than their neighbors. The stark 

contrasts show how Ecuador as a whole has dealt with its Afro- descendant 

populations. Relegated to fringe areas of the country, and socially excluded by skin 

color and prejudices, the relationship of the valley with Pimampiro plays to similar 

themes- there is almost no communication between the two areas, and in my time at 

the top of the mountain, I never saw an Afro-descendant in the town. I asked my guide 

if he ever took the road up to Pimampiro, but he told me that he never did. The buses 

don’t usually make stops in El Juncal on their way up, and it’s just another town that is 
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wealthier than his village. He did affirm that here hasn’t been so much communication 

between the Valle del Chota and Pimampiro despite sharing a common road and 

geographic area. 

They’re white in Pimampiro and definitely better off than us here. I don’t 
really understand it, but I guess it’s one of those things that just happens. 
They probably organize better- I don’t know. I’ve never been there, and 
from what I’ve heard, there’s not much to do. I don’t think any blacks live 
there. It’s interesting that there’s this community of whites so close to us. 
Ramiro, 34 

The manifestation of racism in Ecuador is clear in the minds of informants. The 

legacy of racism is felt by Afro-Ecuadorians on a daily basis. Ecuadorian society has 

historically ignored or denigrated the Afro-descendant legacy and culture equating it to 

a direct affront to nationalist ideologies. In the context of this research, the other 

component of racism is that it allows little social mobility. Barriers to upward mobility 

undermine the social progress that the nation has experienced in the recent years. 

Despite legislative changes and a new constitution calling for a multi-ethnic and multi-

racial Ecuadorian society, the true implementation is stifled by quiet grumbling 

contradicting official dialogue. The polemic caused by a 2010 incident involving Felipe 

Caicedo shows how racism and stereotypes permeate society. He entered an upscale 

restaurant in Guayaquil with some friends for lunch. At the door, the owner of the 

restaurant refused him service because he thought Caicedo was a thief or delinquent. 

The incident  sparked a wave of protests against the restaurant owner in the press for 

having mistaken the identity of one of Ecuador’s most famous celebrities with a 

criminal on the basis of being dark skinned. The owner faced a lawsuit and enough 

public humiliation to probably never allow an action like that to occur again. But 

according to my respondents such negative treatment is common. One commented, 
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It’s unfortunate what happened to Felipe. A player that has given this 
country a lot of joy, and this is how someone pays him back. Imagine if it 
was someone that wasn’t a famous player. They wouldn’t have even 
complained or been able to afford a lawyer to defend their rights. This 
happens a lot more than you think. It’s humiliating for sure, but at least we 
can defend ourselves. Diego, 19 

They really made a mistake on that one. It was one of those big events that 
really created a stir among us players. If they targeted Felipe and he was 
famous, imagine what it’s like for the ones that aren’t well known. I’ve been 
there, so I know. After a while, you just accept it and don’t want to fight 
against it. Richard, 25 

A 19 year old player, resident of Guayaquil and member of the U20 national team 

similarly told me, 

If I go out with friends we have to be mindful of where we try and go 
because these things do happen. I’ve been refused service, and like Felipe, 
I can pay the bill, and I’m no criminal. We didn’t even try to fight it. We just 
went somewhere else and didn’t try to cause a scene. Eventually they’ll 
figure out that what they’re doing is wrong. They treat us like the lowest 
level of people. Patricio, 19 

In the opinions of my respondents, they mentioned much of the resentment of 

racist elements stemming from inferior positions that the public sees in relation to 

wealthy Afro- descendants. It’s a way of airing their frustrations with their own 

situation, so it’s not entirely taken to heart, but definitely a resonating sentiment when 

out in public places like shopping malls and restaurants. 

I feel like there is some envy out there. In our communities, we’ve always 
wanted to have what I have now. Now that it’s mine, I go out with my family 
somewhere and you can tell that people are starting look at us differently. 
It’s as if they dislike me for my own success. I worked hard for it. I’m not out 
there to stand out, but when you’re the only black person in sight, people 
pay attention. If I have it, and they don’t, you can see where that becomes 
something that they feel strongly about. Orlando, 34 

They (nonblack Ecuadorians) have opened up a space for us, and I think 
that we’re starting to embrace it more and more. But it’s not that easy to just 
pick up and start running with it. There is some skepticism for sure. 
Especially when you can feel like they’re just waiting for one of us to make 
a mistake and blow it up. One of my teammates was accused of murder a 
few years ago. Even today you’ll hear some people in the crowd chanting 
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about it. This is also one of the reasons we don’t really enjoy talking to the 
media, but with more fame comes greater exposure. So we have a space 
for us after generations of being ignored, but it’s still not enough. More 
needs to be done on their end than on our end. Fernando, 29 

 
Contrary to the racism that stifles class ascension, the Afro-Ecuadorian 

sending communities hold their players as the luminaries and examples for their 

children to follow. Falling short of idolatry, children and adults look at Afro-Ecuadorian 

soccer players as examples, as a way to imagine a life away from poverty and social 

exclusion. Social imagination is an important driver for continued aspirations of 

children to try and pursue careers in soccer, although many of them do not realize the 

significant sacrifices and difficulties it takes to break into the elite. My respondents 

represented an elite group within an already growing privileged group of black 

players- those that were internationally recognized, compensated handsomely for 

their talents, and with either proven track records of success or no apparent ceiling of 

talent. Parents attempted to convince me that it would be beneficial to invest in their 

children’s skills by negotiating a contract that could allow me to take the child to Quito, 

or abroad for a career in soccer. They saw me with a guide that happened to be a 

talent scout, and assumed I was an investor, especially after they know I lived in the 

United States. The assumption was that I had money. As they stressed to me, this 

was a great way to find a better life for their child, which would eventually pay off 

handsomely for all involved parties. There was constant mention of how their 

neighbor’s child, or their own, would be the next big star following the examples of 

local heroes, Agustin Delgado, Joffre Guerron, or Edison Mendez. They also 

unanimously defined their status as low class and sought to change it if they had the 

proper tools such as institutional support and good local leaders that can promote the 
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progress that they’ve seen in other areas of Ecuador. The legacy of neglect and 

exclusion continues in the minds of these residents. 

We can host a game, and you can watch the kids play. My son definitely 
stands out. You’ll see him. If you like him, we’ll negotiate a transfer. I used 
to play professionally in Ambato about 12 years ago. There is still so much 
potential in this town. Every kid wants to have the chance to play 
professionally, but I really think mine has what it takes. One day, if he gets 
his shot, he’ll be a national hero like ‘El Tin’. Those guys already showed us 
that it’s possible. What do you think? – Henry, 39 

You’re the first nonblack person that I’ve met coming here that isn’t 
interested in signing players. Are you okay? Are you in the right place? 
(Laughs). Most people won’t willingly come here. We’re a community that 
lives off soccer and agriculture. My job? I grow beans, tomatoes, and 
peppers. I’ve got 2 ½ acres and I rent a few more. Our kids don’t want to do 
that backbreaking work anymore, and if we see an opening to send them 
off to earn bigger money in Quito or elsewhere, I think it’s within our right to 
do so. The government doesn’t step in all that much to help us out, so there 
aren’t any other types of jobs. There’s not much opportunity here to get 
ahead. – Rolfi, 35 

 
Conclusion 

This chapter discussed scholar’s challenges regarding identifying a 

consistent status definition based on the complicated social interactions of 

Ecuadorian society. In Ecuador, the inconsistencies of afro-Ecuadorian soccer 

player status as a high income earner and low education achiever is coupled with 

his own categorization as belonging to lower classes based on collective 

consciousness and solidarity with poor family and social networks. Continued 

identification with lower classes is a result of a legacy of social marginalization, 

discrimination, and poverty. There are three key players are at the forefront of 

seeking to use their fortune and social capital to uplift their local communities. 

There is acknowledgement and support to having children aspire to careers in 

professional soccer, but not at the expense of earning an education. Most 
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children will never join professional soccer teams, and empowering them to 

continue scholastic pursuits is considered the biggest challenge in rural villages. 

Nonblack Ecuadorians are ceding some ground for afro-Ecuadorian soccer 

players to showcase their status through prestige, but can undercut its 

importance by continuing to support old social divides and stereotypes that 

undermine the legitimacy of social mobility. Pockets of poverty and social 

isolation of afro-descendant communities persist. The stark differences in 

development between Pimampiro and the Valle del Chota remain sobering 

examples of how space continues to be segregated despite their proximity. The 

stories recounted in this chapter illustrate the multiple dimensions along which 

individuals can be classified, and classify themselves, as they contend with 

identity, community, and segregation. In my research, this multidimensional and 

inconsistent status identification shows the complexities of Ecuadorian society 

that have led to cognitive tensions among respondents with how to properly fit 

themselves in a social hierarchy that is positioned differently among the country’s 

different racial and ethnic groups. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RACIAL ISSUES IN ECUADOR AS SEEN BY MIGRANT AND NON-MIGRANT SOCCER 

PLAYERS 

 
Ecuadorian Immigration 

David Kyle’s book Transnational Peasants: Migrations, Networks, and Ethnicity in 

Andean Ecuador written in 2000 chronicles Ecuadorian migration patterns and shows 

how they follow the economic conditions that the country faced during the past century. 

Ecuadorians can be found in the United States, Spain, Italy, and across Latin America. 

The 1950's saw the first waves of Ecuadorian migrants who left the coastal regions and 

the southern Sierra to travel to the United States. Most migration was legal and facilitated 

by the relatively open policies of the US government. Most Ecuadorians established 

residency in New York City, its outlying boroughs, and New Jersey. This trend lasted 

through the 1980's and was composed of rural workers who left the weak agricultural 

sector, which was poorly integrated into the world economy. Farmers who were unable to 

compete effectively, as occurred in the Azuay province, sought jobs elsewhere. 

In both Azuay and Manabí, the collapse of the Panama Hat industry was another 

push factor that promoted emigration. World demand precipitously fell and the skilled 

craft and artisan niche for the "superfino" hat was eclipsed by new fashions and 

demand. By the 1960s, when the collapse of the industry led to social and economic 

disintegration, urban white and mestizo exporters along with peasant weavers began to 

migrate and to develop social networks through migration. These networks facilitated 

continued inter-generational migration of families and acquaintances. The crisis turned 

national, and migration of the 1980s saw upswings in undocumented and clandestine 

outflows to the United States. Continued migration to the United States in the 1990s 

was complimented by increased migration to Europe (Spain, Italy, and the United 
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Kingdom) after the 1999-2000 financial crisis and dollarization. Conditions in Spain 

were favorable for migration and the attraction of work continued to pull Ecuadorians 

(primarily women) into caretaking and domestic sectors of employment. While families 

initially migrated to Spain, the incidence of strictly female migration increased 

dramatically. 

In the history of Ecuadorian migration, there is no mention of contemporary Afro- 

descendant patterns. This contrasts an important group of indigenous migrants from 

Otavalo in the Imbabura province- the same province of the Valle del Chota. They are 

an interesting case of migration because they are characterized as temporary migrants 

and highly entrepreneurial merchants. Their artisanal production of woven garments 

and other products have developed a worldwide niche in the global market. Their 

economic strategy is unique and based on a hybridized household labor of preindustrial 

and industrial technologies. The local economy of Otavalo is both self-sustaining and 

caters to tourists by recreating their indigenous identity through their open-air markets 

and related symbols of "authentic indigeneity". Otavaleños use this to create an identity 

that is visible to the international community. Ecuador is thus a site of indigenous 

identity that Otavaleños can use to market themselves and their products (handcrafts, 

garments, and music) for financial success. Their migration to Europe, Asia, and North 

America is temporary and eventually Otavaleños return home. This is one of Ecuador’s 

primary outward projections of identity that contradicts what we would see on television 

screens across the world when Ecuador’s national team plays soccer. Otavalo is 

located approximately 40 minutes driving distance from the Valle del Chota. Relative to 

the total population, Ecuador's diaspora is an important social and economic driver. In 

the United States alone, Ecuadorians number over 500,000; in Spain there are another 



43 
 

500,000; and in Italy 120,000 (Jokisch, 2007). Ecuador's population, according to 

census data, stands slightly above under million people, with roughly 10 percent living 

abroad (Jokisch, 2007).  The economic impact of their remittances total about 7 percent 

of the national GDP. Fourteen percent of adults in Ecuador benefit from remittances. 

Slightly over $2 billion was collected in remittances in 2004, and estimates indicate that 

it could be notably higher today. 

Sports and Society 

This body of literature offer insights into the intersections of sports and society 

with respect to identity, race, class, nationalism, transnationalism, globalization, racism, 

and multiculturalism. In this section I review how the public institution of sport is being 

studied to reflect international issues and their reactions at a domestic level. In an 

increasingly connected world, national imagination is frequently challenged by 

immigration, commercialization, changing values, and other issues. Sports also provide 

an avenue to express the tension between 'traditional’ and changing identities if only 

because the spectacle itself symbolizes more than the game itself, in an arena in which 

race, religion, status, politics and geography become contested domains. Each of the 

works provides entry points to discuss race, identity, and class. 

Ecuadorian society is defined by its connection to the sport. Two essays in the 

FEF’s anthology (Carrion, 2006) highlight the importance of national identity and 

international recognition, transnationalism and national imagination. Ramierez (2006) 

discusses the history of Ecuadorian soccer through a social morphology lens discussing 

the ways society has changed to fit a new paradigm to define its unique traits. The 

soccer team provides possibilities of social mobility for lower classes, but also serves to 

unite the majority of the population that can process ethnic imagination in a safe social 
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space- in this case the sporting institution. 

Francisco Rhon Davila (2006) discusses the internationalization of Ecuadorian 

soccer and society through FIFA. The ways that FIFA's governing system is allowing for 

stabilized leadership at local levels of the Ecuadorian Soccer Federation (Federacion 

Ecuatoriana de Futbol (FEF)) contradicts the international pressures that have forced 

out national presidents because of failing economies, corruption, etc (eight presidents 

served in Ecuador during 10 years while only 2 presidents of the FEF served) is an 

interesting case of leadership stability in a tidal wave of systemic national instability. 

FIFA's commercialized identity is allowing for greater of exposure of Ecuadorian talent to 

international markets, and even though globalization is working to promote a new social 

mobility pattern in Ecuador, there is no real threat to national sovereignty. FIFA is the 

prime example to show how globalization is working in the world. The Afro- Ecuadorian 

representation will not pose an identity crisis that will lead over to political upheaval, but 

will continue to challenge local perceptions of national identity and image. 

Bill Murray (1999) details the history of FIFA, which is the world’s governing body 

of soccer. It’s rapid ascension to global prominence, newfound power to influence 

nations bidding for World Cup hosting rights and initiatives in development projects 

become important parts of its newfound international clout. In addition, FIFA’s general 

assembly has more nations as participants than the United Nations. The rapid growth of 

FIFA is attributed to the globalization of soccer and the greater interests in business 

partnerships, which become evidence to show influence in international markets. 

Globalization is a major trend affecting the international exposure that players and a 

nation receive though FIFA’s advertising and tournaments. 

Othello Harris (1999) presents a historical analysis of the evolution of dominant 
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American ideas about race and identity. In the post-industrial US society, the black 

athlete is both a national celebrity, and an elite member of his racial group. Harris 

chronicles the international boxing industry back prior to the Revolutionary War as being 

a sport where black slaves traveled internationally to compete. Later on, Southern 

plantation owners created leagues where the talented few earned money and 

manumission. Freed slaves traveled as far as Europe, Asia and Latin America to 

compete, and would become national heroes if they defeated international rivals. A trend 

that Harris discusses is the “rags to riches to rags” cycle that plagues black athletes to 

this day. Notable boxers of the 19th and 20th Century would fall into this trap. More 

importantly, African-American boxers and track athletes of the 20th Century would be 

symbolic figures in watershed moments of US history leading to greater social 

acceptance. Globalization allowed for social changes in America, and changing attitudes 

at home began with athletes struggling to gain equality and recognition. Despite the 

space won for African-American athletes, American society remains a place where race 

relations and identity projections need to be analyzed through sports. 

David L. Andrews, et al. (1997) state that a thriving transnational process exists 

in the United States where the sport is associated with immigrants initially drawn from 

Europe (later Latin America) as a site to appropriate the sport as an expression of their 

cultural otherness. It holds an interesting space as both the sport of urban immigrants 

and now suburban middle-American youth. This is interesting because the United 

States has inverted the global trend of soccer as a sporting symbol of darker and less 

wealthy international demographics. The white middle class is the bulk of the consumer 

market for soccer, and it's reinforcing social stereotypes of white dominance in suburbs 

against African Americans and Latinos in urban areas. Where African Americans seek 
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social mobility in sports (football, basketball, etc.), white suburban Americans only seek 

recreation. This reinforces old stereotypes, promotes racial segregation, and adds 

value to soccer in white suburbs as a way to separate from blackness. The 1994 World 

Cup linked the commercial dominance of the American purchasing public to the global 

sport of soccer as major consumers, but the suburban recreation of white children in 

soccer activities contrasts the immigrant roots of the sport in America. It conflicts with 

the international authenticity of soccer as “the sport of the masses” while reinforcing an 

informal social segregation. Where other nations have yet to experience globalization’s 

crunch on sports and society, there is a reverse effect in the US where soccer is 

growing, but among a different social class. This illustration has important themes 

which resonate in my research. The changing face of soccer in America parallels a 

two- decade old shift in Ecuadorian soccer trends, but the nature of international 

marketing is forcing the country enter into uncomfortable discussions based on a 

greater internationalization of national soccer identities. Paradoxically, Ecuadorian 

society seeks to deviate soccer’s conversation from blackness. 

Tamir Sorek (2007) discusses the case of Arab-Palestinians in the Israeli state 

through an intersection of sports and society. The Israeli soccer league is a site where 

Palestinians, like Afro-descendants in Ecuador, are a national minority, but have a 

visible presence on soccer teams across the league. The status of this minority 

contradicts Israeli national identity, and creates an ambiguous site for expression of 

Arab identity where both Israelis and Palestinians outside Israel view with suspicion. 

Arab citizens in Israel suffer discrimination in diverse spheres such as politics, the 

economy, and public life. There is a gradual integration into society, but it’s limited to 

the soccer sphere and is one mechanism that is constructed to serve as an enclave of 
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integration where national identification is suspended. This is not always smoothly 

visible though. Local pride and fandom are closely related, and the role of soccer to act 

as a uniting force creating a space of citizenship where aspirations of integration seem 

relatively safe. 

Les Black, Tim Crabbe, and John Solomos (2001) analyze the changing nature 

of England and its soccer leagues with respect to the globalized market of international 

soccer. The changes in league structure, commercialization, and increased demand for 

international players is attracting interest to the xenophobic and racist reactions from the 

white population of England. Although activism exists to combat the negativity, the 

questions that this book seeks to answer is why is soccer has become an important 

avenue to express racist attitudes, and how are racial and ethnic identities constructed 

through social gatherings. Once a very contentious discussion point, having black 

Englishmen on the national team has mainstreamed itself into popular thought with 

some important successes on the football field that has been coupled with the more 

globalized and internationally dominant Premier League. The new interaction in English 

soccer is what the authors describe as cultural hybridity that reaffirms national identity 

and gradual acceptance of multiculturalism.  Alan Bairner (2001) describes intersections 

between sports and national identities in European nations and North America. The 

ways that nations are coping with and rejecting the effects of globalization is part of a 

greater debate on the subject of internationalization. While European and Canadian 

nationalism is more overtly manifested, according to Bairner, US sporting culture 

localizes to cities and rivalries among corporate owners of professional teams. 

Nationalism can manifest itself in the huge successes that the US has enjoyed in 

Olympic sports for over 50 years. On the international stage, a black man challenged 
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ideas of Nazi and Aryan superiority at the Berlin Olympics, the Cold War highlighted 

patriotism when the US Hockey team defeated a superior Soviet squad. The 1994 

World Cup allowed for a game of immigrants to take national stage for a summer and 

has continued growing in market size. The other dynamic is the link between the United 

States and Canada in baseball, hockey, soccer, and basketball where leagues have 

linked the two countries and opened avenues for dual identities to be expressed. 

Documented cases of nationalistic outbursts manifested through demonstrations and 

violence are noted. Although nationalism is manifested differently in America, the impact 

on other societies is important especially when looking at the relationship between 

sports, the power of media interests, and local perceptions. American sporting culture 

has evolved with international influence, but the opposite is also true. The modern 

linkages between sports and business began in the United States, but today it’s an 

inherent character of the global political economy. The character of American sporting 

culture is inconsistent and usually has greater allegiances to city teams that belong to 

corporate owners. Nationalism is challenged through the internationalized and 

integrated league structure in several high profile sports where Canadian cities are 

included, but in Ecuador nationalism supersedes the corporate structure of the league. 

The international influences of global marketing are being felt in Ecuador and will 

continue to modify the character of transnational processes of professional sports within 

the nation. Greater outward migration and contestation of nationalistic social 

constructions is possible as this literature suggests. 

Aspiring Youth: Rural-Urban Migration, Career Paths, and Pitfalls 

The respondents who have not migrated for their soccer careers are likely to 

maintain that issues like racism or social inequality are not problems in Ecuador - 
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Nonmigrant players equally accept the idea that racism does not permeate the societal 

fabric like detractors claim. Among the many reasons for this phenomenon, there is 

ignorance of racism, a culture of excuse-making, and acceptance of racism as socially 

normal and unchangeable. 

Unlike the United States no civil rights movement ever took root in Ecuador nor 

an anti-apartheid movement in solidarity with black South Africans. There isn’t much 

awareness of international struggles for racial equality or anti-colonization. Without 

bottom-up mobilization, it has been difficult to change the perceptions of Afro- 

descendant men and women who are in a socially inferior position in Ecuador. As noted 

earlier the primary thread of identity is woven out of traditional dialogues of mestizaje 

and Incan heritage, which ignores the existence of an African lineage that has provided 

any meaningful contributions to Ecuador’s cultural and social enrichment. Most 

respondents don’t look beyond Ecuador when their problems appear localized to their 

village or province. Few expressed any interest describing society in a more socially 

conscious manner if they haven’t been exposed to another system. Complacency and 

ambivalence are the two attitudes evident among the non-migrant informants I 

interviewed. 

 
What do we care about the outside world? I don’t even think they know we 
exist. Just put yourself in my position…I’m an adult with my own family, I have 
to help take care of my parents, and I work cultivating crops. I don’t really 
even know much about what’s going on in Ecuador, let alone what’s going on 
abroad. If we can fix our own situation, then we can talk about others. Until 
then, it really just doesn’t matter…filling our heads with more ideas? No, it’s 
okay. Rafael, 50 

 
In rural communities like Quinindé and the Valle del Chota, most Afro-Ecuadorian 

children only know of other countries by watching television. According to their parents, 



50 
 

the only interest in what happens elsewhere is when it relates to televised sportscasts. 

In rural schools, any form of Afrocentricity or racial consciousness is virtually 

nonexistent. People accept poverty but are reluctant to engage in a deeper dialogue 

about structural or interpersonal racism Professional soccer players returning to 

Ecuador during offseason breaks spend time with their extended family and friends, 

bearing gifts and memorabilia from wherever they were playing and living- a tangible 

sign of the international success that children aspire to. None of the Afro-Ecuadorian 

children with whom I spoke said they wanted to study or pursue a non-athletic career, 

but children like Paul and Frickson said, 

I want to play for Manchester like Valencia. - Paul, 10 

You’ll watch me on TV playing for Real Madrid. Just wait. I’ll be bringing 
everyone something just like they do once I start playing for a big team. My 
best friend’s older brother is in Mexico right now. That’s the jersey I’m 
wearing right now!- Frickson, 14 

There are regional differences among respondents, but none of them come from 

economically stable backgrounds. I assumed that some would have an interest in 

finding opportunities abroad for non-athletes, but the phenomenon of international 

migration has not affected the Afro-descendant communities of the country like it has 

the mestizo, indigenous, and white populations. Unless the person is a soccer player 

seeking a career abroad, or an artist, the likelihood of a migrant being Afro-descendant 

is slim, according to my respondents. The precarious financial situation of most Afro- 

Ecuadorians makes emigration difficult. In many cases, the family unit is heavily reliant 

on daily survival of a working father or mother, making the burden that much greater if 

one decided to leave. That said, there is little aversion to fostering a sense of flight in 

their male sons if the reason is to follow a career in soccer. Although the decision is 
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risky, the potential economic reward is sufficiently attractive to leave the Chota Valley, 

Guayas or Esmeraldas, provinces where playing professional soccer is the only career 

option. 

To understand Afro-Ecuadorian youth migration to cities for sport, one must 

understand the process and pitfalls that most young men encounter. Scouting a child 

player involves several steps:  an agent/or consortium of investors will scout a child in 

remote parts of Ecuador. If a child is seen as an attractive prospect, a contract is signed 

with the parents who will receive money (generally a few thousand dollars). The contract 

grants rights to represent the child and to have authority over the child in the absence of 

direct parental oversight. The child is then shopped around to teams during the off-

season, or placed directly on a team if the investors represent the interests of an 

individual soccer club. Wages are generally low, often around $100-$150 per month. 

Children are either provided a room in homes owned by investors, or will go to a team’s 

training facilities. Some teams have campus-style housing, such as Liga Deportiva 

Universitaria de Quito. If they don’t live on the premises of a training ground, the child 

will pay for his transportation to and from practice, but such expenses might be 

subsidized by his agent to keep the player loyal. Lunch is usually provided for young 

players, but breakfast and dinner are not, unless they live on-site, a privilege served for 

the most talented children. The least advertised part of this process is the constant 

struggle young men face when they must adapt to city life, conform to a team’s dietary, 

educational, and physical demands. A sports agent told me that, despite their legally 

emancipated status, it is the parents of young teenage boys who communicate their 

child’s demands, often pushing them into bad contracts when the parents are in 

desperate need of a consistent stream of remittances.  According to the agent: 
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A lot of these kids are coming from rough situations in their homes. An absent 
father, negligent mother, or fully absent parents. Now these kids have the 
chance to play ball and make money. Then you see the parents trying to get 
involved and sticking out their hands for a new cut after they got their share in 
an already dodgy contract deal. But think about it. The kid doesn’t know what 
he’s doing, so the kids that I represent are trying to get pulled into teams 
under the table and forced to sign cheap contracts for a few hundred bucks a 
month. Under what pretext? Esteban, 33 

 
He went onto discuss the disingenuous motives of some clubs, and the players’ 

 
ignorance of their rights and entitlements: 

 
Imagine one of these smaller teams trying to make consistent payments 
when they’re always on the verge of folding. They barely attract 
sponsorships; attendance is so low that it costs more to play at night than 
ticket sales can cover for the light bill. They barely scrape by. These kids 
might not get paid for a few months, but they’re still on contract. And then 
they hear their parents asking where their share is…they’ve got their arm 
extended for that. It’s a vicious cycle. And what is the kid going to do? Stop 
playing and fall down the pecking order? He doesn’t know his rights, the 
player’s union is a joke and doesn’t even keep up with all the new laws 
designated to protect their rights. And he can’t afford an attorney to force the 
team to make the owed payments. Once they’re tired of him they’ll just force 
him out of a contract by saying that if he doesn’t cause a scene, he can go 
sign elsewhere with no penalty, and he’s left with nothing, but now in some 
way he is still feels responsible for sending money home. I always tell them, 
don’t sign a contract, I’ll pay you, and just go work hard…you’re still going to 
get the money, but the parents still force the kid into what seems to be a safe 
deal. But it’s not. You’re like their godfather. If they want a cell- phone, a new 
pair of cleats, or a TV, you’ll probably give it to the kid to keep him happy so 
he doesn’t run off and sign with someone else. Most don’t really like dealing 
with kids in the development process because it’s too speculative. Nobody 
knows how they’ll pan out. We’d all want to deal with the eighteen through 
twenty-something bracket, but it costs big money and gets very political. 
Those are the untouchables. These kids really aren’t ready to go abroad 
because their mentality is so underdeveloped. They have the talent but not 
the mental toughness. It’s a difficult sell sometimes, because these kids are 
just way behind with school so they lack something really important. It shows 
when they don’t really grasp the importance of contract negotiations and the 
investment side of this business. If it gets hard, he might go home for a 
weekend to cry to his parents or will skip a practice because he feels 
overwhelmed but didn’t think about the consequences of letting his coach 
down or the investor. Those are strikes against your professionalism. They 
think they’re all going to become the big talent, but in all honesty, if I can get 
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one kid in a million dollar contract, it’d probably cover the twentysomething or 
more failures that we have with other kids. Esteban, 33 

 
Non-Migrant Professional Players 

Afro-descendants that can make it out of the cut-throat youth divisions and break 

into the first team are in a position to secure longer-term contracts with higher payouts. 

Promotion is a great achievement. An overwhelming majority of players aspire to go 

abroad in search of fame, fortune, and security, but their start, with rare exception, is 

always in Ecuador. 

The men who fit this category are primarily those between 18 and 25 years old, 

who are among the least likely to delve into issues of race, class, and identity. They 

didn’t connect the plight of the Afro-Ecuadorian to unfair stereotypes and racism. Most 

of the young men endorsed the culturally-dominant notion that all racial groups have an 

equal chance of success. These players thought that my questions about inequality 

were valid, but that, as Ecuadorians, they had a sense of shared solidarity.  They were 

more likely to react to my race-based questions in keeping with the idea that “we are all 

Ecuadorian.” For them, race no longer mattered.  As the country has progressed, the 

racial problems that characterized their community’s struggle declined. The players 

acknowledged inequalities, but these were not understood to be the result of systemic 

injustices or persistence social cleavages. The tendency to de-emphasize racism and 

support nationalism became the main thread that bonded the majority of players without 

experiences abroad. 

The concept of afrocentricity and its definition was unknown to most respondents. 

After careful explanation, they associated it with older generations and backwardness. 

For young men on the national team, it became a particularly interesting topic as they 
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would soon be traveling to Colombia for a month-long tournament, the U20 FIFA World 

Cup. Some were in the process of being transferred to European teams, or had their 

agents actively seeking a change to bigger and more important leagues. Much of their 

discourse reinforced the importance of their positions as national ambassadors, and 

their excitement to play in a tournament that would be seen worldwide. During an 

interview, I had to pause the tape recorder when a member of the coaching staff came 

in to deliver what appeared to be a leather-bound folder with the seal of Ecuador 

embossed on the front. It held a fancy letter from the Congress of Ecuador 

congratulating the player on being officially selected to represent the country in such an 

important tournament. By depicting the player as a representative of the nation, the 

letter implicitly underscored Ecuador’s egalitarian self-image. Special recognition from 

the government is a way to reinforce the idea of ‘Ecuadorianness’. The fact that a 

majority of players were of African descent became a way to show that racism was not 

the problem; otherwise they wouldn’t have been selected. 

We are all Ecuadorian here. It doesn’t matter where you are from or who you 
are because we represent the country. We don’t have those problems here in 
Ecuador anymore. Maybe we did once before, but now, things have changed. 
Look at where I’m at. Racism would have kept me out. Skin color doesn’t 
matter at all. I’m playing for Ecuador’s most popular club team and will defend 
our country’s colors in Colombia. Juan, 19 

The focus should be on other more serious problems like poverty and crime 
in this country. Racism isn’t a problem here because we’re all Ecuadorian 
brothers. Pedro, 19 

 
What became difficult for these men was how to describe what racism meant, 

and how to recognize its manifestations. The most discussed expression was Felipe 

Caicedo’s removal from a restaurant in Guayaquil. In my interviews there was no 

mention of the frequent reports that black men are less likely to get picked up by a  taxi 
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cab, or reports of slower service/no service at hotels, restaurants, and stores- all of 

which reflect undertones of racism that are subtle and often misjudged as simple 

negligence or bad service. Frequently, the taxi cab example became a prime topic of 

discussion to show their permissive attitudes towards racist behavior and feelings of 

understanding towards what is an abusive practice against black people. 

This stressed a difference in the answers among younger respondents because 

another part of the same group recognized and disagreed with social racism, but had a 

jaded opinion of its persistent presence in Ecuador. The younger players that I 

interviewed regarded such instances of racism as something to accept and to move 

beyond. This subgroup of respondents assumed that there was a justification for racist 

behavior against black soccer players and the average Afro-Ecuadorian. If not 

begrudging acceptance, it was at least embarrassingly noted several times that it would 

be better to keep the status quo than really ‘stir up the pot’ because there is much at 

stake and much to lose- in terms of sponsorships, public support, and potentially a 

sustainable career.  

What are you going to do about it. That’s how it is here and it won’t change. 
The country will love us for a few days after a win, and then things go back to 
the way it was before. They’ll stare at you like an outsider, or might heckle 
you in the stands if you make a mistake. I’m convinced that it’s just done out 
of habit, and people just aren’t thinking before speaking. But it won’t change 
when we have bigger issues to worry about. Hernan, 22 

Oh (laughs). The taxi. They’ll just pass you by if they see you alone. Do you 
really think they’ll risk picking up a black man when everyone thinks we’re 
thieves and troublemakers? I know some give the group a bad name, and 
that’s probably why this continues to happen, but it’s not going to change any 
time soon. We find ways to deal with it. I don’t like it though. Anyway, I drive 
so I don’t need a taxi. Jonathan, 19 

 
When pressed to comment on life outside Ecuador, my 18-25 year old 

respondents nearly always stressed two themes:  imagination of racial equality outside 
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Ecuador, and general wealth. The idea of a young black man succeeding in Ecuador’s 

non-sporting professions was inconceivable to the youth. Although they had ambitions 

of attending universities, the majority of my respondents had some experience in a high 

school learning environment. Only one was partially enrolled in a university. Despite 

their superior education compared to older players, none of them recognized the 

possibility of success with civilian employment if they were not recognized figures 

beforehand. Maintaining a balance of work and school is nearly impossible for the 

average student, and if they have structural or personal handicaps, the difficulty is 

magnified. At some point in their career, most soccer players will have to make a 

decision whether to continue schooling or become a full-time player. While the trend is 

changing gradually as club teams demand higher levels of education among their 

young players, dissonance manifests itself at every turn: coaches force kids to play 

games that interfere with tests, schools are inflexible to team schedules, and provide 

little in the way of tutoring and other education aids. School administrators treat soccer 

like an extracurricular activity, but club teams see their developmental leagues as tiers 

of competitive jobs that need to be completed. Although it is a relatively novel concept, 

there is a growing sense that, to be well rounded, young soccer players should finish 

high school. 

A soccer coach in the village of El Juncal in the Valle del Chota recalled that male 

teens have less ambition in school and actively spend their time playing soccer to catch 

the eye of an agent or scout in hopes of leaving their town to chase glory. In his opinion, 

despite the naiveté of these kids, they see the success of players like the ones I 

interviewed as the only escape from poverty. Without any real understanding of the 

difficult life that soccer players face, along with heavy social pressures and the 
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stereotypes that are portrayed, children were less likely to want their parent’s lifestyle- 

subsistence agricultural work, or learning a craft. With televisions glued to soccer games 

and knowledge of wealth associated with professional sports, they escape their realities 

by imagining this alternative path. He said, 

They are disillusioned with the life of us older folk. They don’t want to work 
hard in the fields or own land. It’s hard work. They want to play soccer. Young 
boys play barefoot, they go out to that dirt field like Ulises (De La Cruz), 
Agustin (Delgado), and Edison (Mendez) did and say ‘Why not me?’ You train 
for a few hours a day, play your favorite sport, and get paid. Easy enough, 
right? Okay it kind of is, but they don’t know what it’s like to play abroad or 
live alone in an unknown place. Players aren’t always successful. They can 
fail, and if they do, the fall is hard. They just watch television and see these 
guys getting paid millions. You have to be pretty unique to be at that level. 
Our country is failing these kids if this is the only escape imaginable. 
Otherwise every kid will be selling candy on street corners, cleaning 
windshields, or entering a life of crime to make ends meet. Jacinto, 45 

Some of us didn’t come from terribly poor backgrounds, so school was 
something we had to attend. But think about it, where would I be if I got my 
university education? There aren’t enough jobs in this country for the whites, 
so the reality is we’d probably be well educated and broke. Thank God I 
made it here. When I retire, I’ll go back to school on my own terms and open 
a business later on. Not everyone has my type of ideas though. There are 
examples of some soccer players opening up businesses, but they waste 
money and fail without training or an education.  Bryan, 22 

We have a window of maybe 10-20 years to make what others do in a 
lifetime. Almost everyone in my village will never live to see that much money. 
Some can’t even fathom what I make in a month. Next month I’ll be in 
Holland. Even more money. Probably 10 times what I make here. I had to 
leave school at thirteen to focus all my time on developing my skills. It’s 
paying off. When I go to Europe I’ll be fully settled. Javier, 23 

No. Nobody in my village could ever dream about leaving Ecuador for better 
opportunities. What for? They can barely afford a bus ticket to Quito. But I’ll 
be out there somewhere. Maybe Europe. I have a cousin playing in Mexico. I 
wouldn’t mind that too. It’s just that there is so much opportunity on the 
outside. Alex, 20 

 
Professional Players: Migrants and Return Migrants: A Need for Change  

The generational differences are evident among respondents. The “old guard” 
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soccer players and retirees have used their experiences abroad to formulate a new idea 

of what Ecuador is and should be. Sitting at the apex of footballing success, these men 

that left Ecuador to play soccer in some of the world’s most prestigious leagues have 

unique experiences that younger players seek to follow. These respondents are primarily 

over the age of 30 (some exceptions in this study) and among the most likely informants 

to frame issues of race in Ecuador as being fundamentally flawed. They discussed social 

inequality as being tied to racism and persistent poverty among the majority of Afro-

Ecuadorians, regardless of region of residence. Upon returning to Ecuador, the players 

were able to identify social and institutional racism, but unlike younger players who have 

yet to grasp or recognize these concepts, the older respondents no longer accept that 

status quo. Simply stated, they are frustrated with the continuation of the same problems 

that hold the Afro-Ecuadorian population in inferior social positions. Some respondents 

use the social capital they have gained through professional successes to rally against 

what’s perceived to be social injustices, and to use their influence to directly improve the 

lives of their families and friends (see Chapter 2). In our discussion of life abroad, active 

and retired players commented on the great reception and behavior of their hosts, but 

didn’t discuss the hardships. Their emphasis was squarely on the positive. Those 

respondents that have spent considerable time away from Ecuador were also citizens in 

their host nation, and many plan to return after retirement because of the social problems 

and safety concerns in Ecuador. 

The fast-paced environment of international leagues and life abroad is a radical 

change from the slow-moving life of rural Ecuador.  Players noted how hard it was to 

adapt to life in big cities and in foreign countries, especially those who came from 

isolated and rural communities. Simple things like new food, unfamiliar weather, and 
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different scenery became overwhelming for some, and it often required the assistance 

of team staffers and accompanying relatives to ease the settling process. After the 

adaptation, I was told repeatedly that assimilation into the host society was simple, but 

varied. Countries like Brazil were easier to adjust to than Mexico or Argentina. There is 

usually less aversion to traveling within those three countries because the soccer 

market is large, salaries are notably higher than Ecuador, and exposure to European 

leagues is maximized. 

If you’re black and you go to Brazil, it’s like being at home. Everyone looks 
like you. They don’t care about skin color over there. We were brothers from 
the start, even if I couldn’t speak Portuguese. If you’re black, play soccer, and 
Ecuadorian, just go to Brazil if you get the chance. Christian, 29 

 
I played in Argentina. They were really nice and accommodating, but I was so 
self-conscious out there because I felt like the only black person in my city. I 
was definitely the only black person on the team. They spoke differently than I 
did, they ate different food, and it was cold out there. There was never any 
racism towards me, they called me “negro”, but it was endearing. Not like 
you’d hear it here in Ecuador. I came back to Ecuador for a few years, and 
after my performance in the World Cup, they signed me in Brazil. Very 
different than Argentina because now I wasn’t the only black person on the 
team, in the stands, or in the city. But it didn’t matter because the people 
were great in every place I’ve played in. Society over there (Argentina and 
Brazil) just works so differently than here. Fabricio, 34 

They were great hosts in Mexico. If you’ve been there before, there aren’t 
many black people in that country, but they do speak the same language, and 
their food was good too. The people were very nice and accommodating. 
Now you see more black players from Colombia, Peru, Brazil and from parts 
of Central America playing in Mexico. I remember when Estupiñan was the 
only black player in Mexico back in the 80s. At least I had some black 
teammates. That made it easier. Along with the language. Not to mention that 
I played well, so you have fans. I never saw any racism towards me, and that 
was different than in Ecuador. William, 40 

 
Those that went to Europe echoed similar conclusions. Despite journalistic and 

scholarly material on the subject of European racism manifested by fans and society 

relating to sports, the respondents in this study didn’t see it that way, or chose not to 
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mention it in my interviews.. 

Nonetheless, Europe was exalted as a continent of nations and leagues that 

were friendly, and totally open to black soccer players. Many that went to England, 

Holland, and Spain, remained long enough to claim citizenship or residency- a sign of 

assimilation into their host society. European teams are generally better suited to 

provide additional benefits to players such as acting as intermediaries for family visas, 

becoming a support network to assist in language learning, housing acquisition, and 

cultural adaptation. Bigger budgets allow for all this and more. This is not always the 

case for Latin American teams. Outside the soccer fields, my respondents praised the 

order and discipline of Europeans, and generally framed their admiration for those 

countries by highlighting their opinions of Ecuador as a backwards society. The players 

repeatedly underscored that life in Europe was safer and more dynamic than what 

Ecuador could ever provide. I was in Scotland and England. Those places are so 

different than Ecuador. They’re hundreds of years ahead of us here. I’m a citizen there, 

too. They were curious about where I was from, what my culture is about, and the 

different types of Ecuadorian food. They want to know about you. I’ll probably split time 

between there and here especially because I know the language and my wife likes it in 

England. But as a professional, there’s no other place that you’d rather be for soccer. 

You want the biggest stage and the best opponents. It’s all there. They were great, and 

very supportive. It took me a little while to adapt, but they gave me that opportunity to do 

so, and it paid off when I was given time to play. Here it’s not so easy.” Eduardo, 38 

I was recruited directly out to Holland. I was really young when I left to go 
there. I spent most of my career playing in their top league, so I definitely 
have a good understanding of how life is out there. Now I can speak Dutch, 
English, and German. I’m here in Ecuador to play a few more seasons and to 
be closer to my extended family, but would go back without thinking twice. If 
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my daughter says she wants to go back, I won’t think twice. It’s a better place 
to raise kids. She’s not an outsider there despite being a foreigner. And the 
quality of education is better. If the opportunity is given, why not take it. They 
are more likely to accept you regardless of your skin color over there. It’s 
another world. Luis, 29 

 
When they return to Ecuador, respondents are caught in between the cultural 

norms of two societies. On one side, they became assimilated, or at least acculturated 

to life in their host country. In their opinions, racism was not an issue, and their families 

generally had an easier time developing a career or continuing their education. For 

them, Ecuador became a vacation site or a place for (semi) permanent residence. 

Respondents agreed that they could no longer see Ecuador in the same way they did 

when they lived there. New experiences and exposure to different social norms and 

behaviors makes them critical of the things Ecuadorians still encounter on a daily basis- 

regionalism, racism, poverty, etc. The context of a new society allowed them to step 

back and critique what they said was once invisible to them. 

Playing here in Ecuador, you’ll still get called ‘negro’. They’ll yell anything 
from the stands. I know those are the ignorant ones. Not all of Ecuador is like 
that, but as a professional you have to block out those negative people that 
are trying to get you riled up and focus on doing the best you can for your 
team. I remember in Holland my black teammates had white girlfriends 
sometimes, and when we’d play on the field, I don’t ever recall any sort of 
humiliation. They are just a more forward thinking society over there. There 
are still people in Ecuador that haven’t seen a black person up close. Our 
history is what made things so divided here. The team I’m currently on has 
made an effort to fight racism, and is starting to ban fans that are found 
yelling vulgarities. That’s pretty novel for Ecuador. Enrique, 34 

 
There are also expectations that success in soccer would lead to social change. 
 

When I came back to Ecuador for a call-up to play in Quito for the national 
team, I felt like I came to a different world. It was the same place I lived in, but 
everything seemed so strange. I got so used to being away that something as 
simple as the bad drivers really started to frustrate me. Then I went to the 
mall with my family to take them shopping and we weren’t attended in the 
store. That’s when I realized that we still have to face some serious problems 
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in Ecuador. In Europe and in our profession, we always hear about the Anti-
Racism and Fair Play campaigns, in Ecuador you hear about it, too but there 
isn’t a serious discussion ever about how we are affected. I’m tired of being a 
second class citizen. We gave the nation so many joys by playing soccer, and 
the space they opened for us we thought would start to fix the social 
problems that my people faced. Apparently it was only for those that were 
celebrities. We’re still considered lazy, dumb, thieves, criminals, but that’s not 
me and my family. I’m back in Ecuador, and it took me a long time to get used 
to how things were over here. Eduardo, 38 

 
Escaping poverty and creating a new life is the primary goal of most respondents. 

Although there are varying degrees of poverty among those interviewed, many agree 

that there was an attraction to soccer for its moneymaking potential that outweighed 

other opportunities. What exists is a general frustration among with the monotony of 

rural life, which made it easier to make their first move to bigger cities in Ecuador before 

making the leap to international leagues. Respondents echoed the hardships of poverty 

and the feeling of hopelessness when they realized that their communities remained 

notably underdeveloped as other parts of the country changed. In El Juncal and 

neighboring villages these young men in their mid-teens play soccer in the vacant dirt 

field under the Panamerican highway bridge that passed through their community. Often 

with no shoes or a proper ball, they would spend all day playing to pass the time. 

In the early 1990s, a recruiting revolution shook-up Ecuadorian soccer and more 

Afro-descendants moved into the ranks based on a more European system of scouting 

and talent nurturing. Montenegrin coach Dussan Draskovic, considered the grandfather 

of modern Ecuadorian football, traveled the country over to find players that fit the style 

of soccer he wished to implement. More and more men were recruited from remote 

areas like San Lorenzo, the Valle del Chota, and other once forgotten areas.  Many of 

his early signings were part of the older generation of respondents in this study- or 
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some of their relatives and peers. The darkening skin color of Ecuadorian teams could 

be noted throughout the next two decades with varying degrees of controversy. What 

was not debatable was the success and development of Ecuadorian soccer. Early 

talents like Agustin Delgado and Ivan Hurtado would first be sent to Mexico for several 

seasons before signing major contracts in England and Spain, respectively. Delgado 

was the first Ecuadorian to sign a contract with an English club and became the most 

expensive transfer in the history of Ecuadorian soccer. Kleber Chala joined his cousin 

Agustin in England for a brief period on the same team to try facilitating adaptation. Ivan 

Hurtado played for several teams in Mexico, Spain, Colombia, Saudi Arabia, and the 

UAE before returning to play in Ecuador. Edison Mendez played professionally in 

Ecuador before being signed to a string of Mexican clubs and then signing with a Dutch 

club team where he spent several seasons before returning to play in Ecuador. Jose 

Valencia was recruited directly from Ecuador to play in Holland for several Dutch clubs 

before securing a pass to Germany and finally returning to Ecuador. Ulises De La Cruz 

became the first Ecuadorian to sign with a Scottish club before moving to England and 

continuing his career there until he moved back to Ecuador. Neicer Reasco played in 

Argentina and Brazil and spent considerable time as captain for a local club team in 

Quito. Giovanny Espinoza played in Ecuador, Mexico, Holland, Brazil, England, and 

Chile before returning to Ecuador. Eduardo Hurtado played in Ecuador before securing 

transfers to Switzerland, Chile, the United States, Argentina, Scotland, and Colombia, 

with intermittent returns to Ecuador on loan to continue playing while on contract 

abroad. While not all the aforementioned men are committed to social justice, this is the 

generation that encompasses the notable agents of change and seeks to pass it on to 

those other players who are now more famous and better suited to continue a process 
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of social renovation. 

Each player mentioned is of Afro-descent and is over 30 years old. These men 

provide the model career that younger talents like Christian Benitez (25), Antonio 

Valencia (26), Christian Noboa (25), Joffre Guerron (27), Jefferson Montero (22), Felipe 

Caicedo (23), Jaime Ayovi (23), and many others seek to replicate with the transfers 

abroad. The previously mentioned names are the new stars and the substantially richer 

group, but their path was laid out by the old guard. 

What continually resonated in many interviews with older players was the 

disillusionment with the persistent poverty and marginalization of their hometowns, 

which comprise large populations of Afro-descendants. In a larger sense, the message 

they conveyed was the idea that black people in Ecuador needed to become their own 

agents of change if the government and social institutions continue to ignore them. This 

is where the clout of soccer players becomes an asset which is recognized and tapped 

in to. 

When I played in England, I gave a share of my salary to my town. We set up 
a foundation where my contributions were collected to remove the boulders 
blocking roads, paving them afterwards, setting up a clinic, school, and a 
gymnasium. Looking at how life was in Europe compared to what I lived as a 
youth in Ecuador, it really opened my eyes to the injustices. Where was the 
government in all of this? It was only after I started doing things and the 
national team started getting some good results did people start to take 
notice. Now I can enter any ministry, go right to the front of the line and talk 
candidly about what ends we seek to achieve. Can you believe that? It’s true. 
Eduardo, 38 

The first thing I did with my first paycheck from living abroad was to take my 
parents out of Carpuela. I bought them a house in Ibarra, which is close 
enough to the valley, but in a city where they could be at peace. That’s their 
house. I was so proud to do that. Later on, I helped to bring other services 
with the help of the government. The problem is that they give us a lot of 
promises and only a few things have been delivered. We’re still really far 
behind where I thought we’d be. It’s 2011 and the Valle del Chota looks like it 
did 20 years ago when I first left there. I can only do so much though. People 
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need to find ways to organize and unify their voice so people can take notice. 
The president visited and we inaugurated that grass field with lights to play at 
night. Floods broke through the fence a few months later and it’s been it 
hasn’t been opened. How about getting a school or a clinic. Joao, 29 

 
Conclusion 

There is a great difference in the responses between players that have traveled 

abroad and those who are just starting their careers and have never left. Context 

matters greatly in this discussion, and therefore everything from personal experiences 

to public perception play a role in the way these men interpret the social problems in 

Ecuador. Those with no other frame of reference besides the Ecuadorian system are 

most likely to accept a message of equality and racial harmony. Those afforded the 

opportunity to play abroad have a broader perspective to address a problem like racism 

and trace other problems associated with it. The conclusion is that, despite the 

divergent messages given by respondents, international experiences and age matter 

greatly. As players increasingly leave the country at younger ages and in greater 

numbers, the international experience will surely prompt players to adopt a progressive 

commitment to improving the lot of Afro-Ecuadorians, although this is not a foregone 

conclusion. A recent article published by a popular soccer news website in Ecuador, for 

example, quoted 23 year old Felipe Caicedo saying he did not believe racism continued 

to exist in Ecuador. Curiously, he was on the receiving end of a well published racist 

affront against himself at a restaurant in Guayaquil. Now in Russia, a country known for 

having dealt with several bouts with racism in the stands, he sticks to the message. 

While Afro-Ecuadorians generally do not have the means to immigrate like their 

indigenous, mestizo, and white counterparts, there is also not much of a sense of flight 

in their communities. The actual recruiting process starts at early ages in Ecuador, and 
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the business model of international soccer makes immigration a very real possibility and 

dream for most professional soccer players. The following chapter will discuss in greater 

detail the themes of nationalism and nonblack fans to see the other side of this case 

study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
SOCCER TEAMS, CONTESTED NATIONALISM, AND FANS 

 
Contested Nationalism and Identity 

Literature on soccer fans in Ecuador does not exist. Journalistic accounts of 

crowd reactions have been published, but they are short and lack analytical depth. 

Despite this limitation, I will argue that the public behavior of sports fans is partly a 

reflection of the broader lack of cohesion and national identity in Ecuador, as noted in 

three books on the topic of Ecuadorian national identity: Remaking the Nation: Place, 

Identity, and Politics in Latin America written by Sarah Radcliffe in 1996, La Identidad 

Nacional en Ecuador: un Acercamiento Psicosocial a la Construcción Nacional written 

in 1998 by Martha Traverso Yepez, and Race, Ethnicity, and Power in Ecuador: The 

Manipulation of Mestizaje by Karem Roitman (2009). Three additional essays (Adoum 

2000; Pareja 2000; and Charvet 2004) similarly point to the country’s lack of a clear 

national identity. 

The reasons for the lack of cohesion are many, and include the absence of 

common experiences, which makes it difficult to connect the unique cultures found 

within the country. Ecuador’s short history since independence is considered another 

key factor that makes the meaningful development of a sense of community difficult 

(Adoum 2000 and Charvet 2004). Ecuador’s name itself is a geographic reference with 

European origins where a uniting sense of identity is too heavily influenced by outside 

forces (Radcliffe and Westwood, 1996). Adoum (2000) claims that a more accurate 

name, based on local historical events would have been more appropriate.  Different 

concepts are tied to the name, which undermines the strength of the name in national 

imagination, according to Pareja (2000). If true patriotism is considered weak, a uniting 
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force can be regional pride, which factionalizes the nation, according to Adoum (2000). 

Regionalism is a common theme among all authors. 

Quito and Guayaquil are by far the most important cities but play different roles 

Quito is the political center, and Guayaquil is the financial center. Each city sees its 

purpose as more important than the other. Discrimination between regions is visible, 

and regional prejudices contribute to contentious politics. Ethnic divisions play into 

the attempt to build a national identity. In this process, the mestizo nation has gained 

mainstream acceptance, at the expense of other identities (Charvet 2004). The state-

led vision was seen as an inclusive way to draw-in citizens and build national identity 

(Roitman 2009) but it also excluded Afro-Ecuadorians and indigenous peoples who 

don’t fit the mestizo paradigm. 

Popular indigenous movements since the late 1980s have turned the notion of 

mestizaje supremacy on its head. Indigenous citizens became tired of their 

marginalization and began to organize in support of their recognition.  Political changes 

have been effected by these movements, and today they are considered to be an 

important voice in legislative decisions. 

Afro-Ecuadorians are similarly gaining visibility in popular culture – especially 

in sports – as a means to challenge the mestizaje dialog, but without the social and 

political success achieved by indigenous peoples. This is partly due to their small 

numbers and their physical isolation in remote parts of the country. 

The various authors agree that unique racial identities have undermined the 

longstanding attempt to build a national identity based on national symbols like flags, 

the shield, and the national anthem.   In addition to these symbols, which some 

authors think are overused (Adoum 2000), Ecuador also finds a degree of identity in its 
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opposition to Peru. After several wars and border disputes which led to the loss of 

national territory, Ecuador has found a degree of unity in its rivalry with Peru, despite, 

or perhaps because of the feelings of loss and defeat. Soccer, with the emotional 

intensity associated with winning or losing, becomes an important staging ground 

where ideas and frustrations tied to nation and society find expression. 

Language 

In any spoken language, context matters. Fluency is also judged by how well one 

understands the subtleties and idiosyncrasies of verbal communication. And in the 

Ecuadorian case, it is necessary to analyze the context within which comments are 

made by fans to grasp the meaning of key terms. Terms like “negro” can be 

interchangeably used as either a positive or negative qualifier. Depending on its usage, 

the word can resonate negative assumptions that are racist in tone and meaning, or the 

word can be used as a term of praise. Therefore, to fully understand the manifestation of 

racially charged language and racism, one needs to understand communication as a 

process of layered social interactions and contextualizations to accurately interpret what 

people say. 

The Stadium and Crowd 

The stadium becomes a social gathering point bringing this research to a type of 

‘full circle’ where we can probe how and why intolerant behavior exists against Afro- 

Ecuadorian soccer players (and their community). The stadium environment is an area of 

contested opinions and tensions and inconsistencies in what is both seen and spoken 

regarding issues of race, nationalism, and identity. Much of the behavior is a 

consequence of team performance and the ebb and flow of the crowd’s attitude. Soccer 

in Ecuador is a sport professionally played by men of diverse skin colors and races, but 
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most professional players are Afro-descendants. On the other hand, as a spectator sport, 

the crowd is composed primarily of mestizos and whites. What better way to see the 

contradiction in perceptions of national identity than standing alongside a crowd that is 

overwhelmingly non-black, singing a national anthem and cheering a team that is 

predominately composed of Afro-descendants? There are few social gatherings that so 

powerfully express a nationalistic sentiment to the extent that can literally paralyze the 

country’s productivity for several hours, where the day’s fashion is the national jersey, the 

police close streets, the informal sector churns out merchandise which is rapidly 

purchased, and street advertising campaigns by major corporations are all linked back to 

recognizable symbols of national pride, such as national colors, songs, and personalities. 

Attending national team soccer matches is a pastime frequented mainly by those 

that can afford to pay the relatively high ticket prices. While ticket prices for club 

matches can go for as low as $3, I paid $20 for a ticket for the national team equivalent. 

The higher prices are due to promoters and the national soccer federation who 

recognize the profit to be made from these games. It’s also the highest profile match 

not associated with an international tournament that isn’t hosted by the soccer 

federation or local club teams. The infrequent occurrence of these games drives costs 

up as well. An unintended consequence is pricing-out a sizable proportion of potential 

buyers and catering to an audience that is eager and willing to pay a higher price. 

The crowd that attended both matches in Quito was overwhelmingly mestizo and 

white. In my area I could not see one spectator who was an Afro-descendant, although 

am aware that some were in attendance in different parts of the stadium. Overall, the 

proportion is so low, that one can confidently state that their presence was virtually 

nonexistent. The stadium separates people by their ability to pay. The least desired and 
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most affordable seats are directly behind both goals, a section called ‘General’. Along 

the sidelines, sections are called ‘Preferencia’ and offer the best views. Both General 

and Preferencia do not provide seats with backrests. The most expensive tickets that 

aren’t private viewing suites belong to the ‘Palco’, a section populated by wealthy fans 

and executives. Although not always the case, there is usually a clear color line that 

defines who sits where. 

Ecuador U-20 vs. Panama U-20 

It was a sunny afternoon in Quito on June 25, 2011 when I went with several 

cousins to a double-header at the stadium to watch the U-20 and professional men’s 

team play friendly matches against Panama and Mexico, respectively. Leading up to 

these afternoons in Quito, police close important streets, and the waves of yellow 

jerseys indicate to fans and nonfans alike that the national team is playing. These are 

the days when arguably the most nationalistic sentiments are exhibited, and this 

occasion was no exception. Flags, drums, fireworks, building-sized banners, and other 

instruments celebrate another day of national pride. The beer constantly flows, and the 

chanting gets louder- “Que se pare Ecuador! (Ecuador Stand Up”)”, “Vamos 

Ecuatorianos. Esta Tarde Tenemos Que Ganar (Let’s Go Ecuador. This afternoon we 

have to win”)”, “Ecuador, Ecuador, Ecuador”, “Si se puede (“Yes We Can”)”, and 

“Ecuador siempre primero. Primero en nuestro corazon (“Ecuador is always first. 

Always first in our hearts”)”. What becomes quickly apparent is that there is a growing 

excitement about the team’s performance. Ecuador’s U-20 team is handily dealing with 

Panama, and the crowd responds with pleasure.  

During the game, many people sitting around me were keen to dissect the 

difference between these young Ecuadorian players and the ones that were going to 



72 
 

play next. The U-20, as spectators noted, was a young team, hungry for greater 

exposure. They are still not in a position to be jaded by fame and fortune, and are 

therefore held in high esteem by fans. The best players on the Sub-20 were hailed for 

being “blacks with ambition” and “young men that are the country’s footballing future.” 

Talking to my neighbors about what makes this team so successful, the respondents 

unanimously noted the superior physique of the young men, the improved coaching, and 

the players’ air of confidence.  Once they found out that I had interviewed these same 

players, I was the target of a flood of questions about the behind the scenes 

preparations. Was I in a position to confirm that this young squad was indeed the prized 

jewel that everyone expected? It didn’t matter. Regardless of age, it was evident that 

fans supported the team. Because the team won so convincingly, no other problems 

were apparent. And since this was just the warm-up to seeing the professional men’s 

team, fans highly anticipated seeing the nation’s best take on Mexico. 

Ecuador vs. Mexico 

An hour later, the men’s professional national team began its exhibition match 

against Mexico’s national team, and despite fielding the stronger squad, Ecuador lost 1-  

0. The crowd’s response was overwhelmingly negative (more to follow).  They chanted in 

unison to get rid of the coach, and threw projectiles at the players. The environment was 

hot, and would sum-up the summer’s experience with fans as they watched the team fail 

at home to a beatable opponent. The exhibition match was Ecuador’s last preparatory 

test prior to the kickoff of the Copa America in Argentina scheduled in two weeks’ time. 

The game began with high expectations, and as always, prior to kickoff, we stood 

respectfully for the national anthem. As the sea of yellow shirts sang the anthem, I stared 

attentively at our team on the field. 8 out of 11 players were Afro-descendants. Once 
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again I stood among Ecuadorians who exuded traditional patriotism by waving flags, 

singing their national anthem, and supporting the team. It was too early to see any 

tensions, but once again the symbolic inconsistency between the racial composition of 

the team and what Ecuadorians perceived to be an authentic representation of their 

citizenship was televised to the world. 

These guys always find a way to disappoint us. Sometimes I even wonder 
why I keep coming to the games. If they’re going to play like this, without 
even having love for the flag, then I’m gone. Felipe, 34 

Despite all the advantages these blacks have had, they still can’t go out and 
play one hundred percent. This is the type of stuff where we know they lack 
what the big teams have: intelligence. Daniel, 23 

I know you don’t live here, but how do you think I feel after we lose in our 
home? These players lack heart. They don’t care about playing for Ecuador 
anymore. All they want is to get rich in another country, and this call-up is a 
formality. No national pride. There was a time when our players, even the 
blacks, were humble. They forgot where they came from. It used to be their 
motivation. Jefferson, 46 

Have you heard the saying, ‘play like never before, and lose like always’. Just 
that this time we didn’t even put up a fight. These guys just want to protect 
their contracts abroad, and they just don’t seem to care that we are paying to 
see them and want to uphold the respect that our flag commands. At least 
when we used to lose, we knew it was coming. Now they get our hopes up 
and we fall hard. The coach needs to go, and we should purge the team. 
Bring in patriots. The kids that are hungry for a chance should be all over this 
team. Pablo, 41 

It’s sad. We lived some good years watching this team bring the country joy, 
but now, it seems like they’ve fallen back into lacking the discipline that was 
built up. They don’t work as hard because they are more famous now. It’s all 
ego Fernando, 39 

There are too many leaders and not enough followers. The egos are big and 
there’s jealousy on that team. Everyone wants to be on top, and the coach 
doesn’t have the presence in the locker room to put them in their place. It’s a 
mess. Juan Carlos, 20 

Copa America: July 1 (3) – July 24 (13), 2011 

The Copa America tournament is hosted every four years by the Confederacion 
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Sudamericana de Futbol (South American Football Confederation) (CONMEBOL) by a 

different country on the continent. Ecuador’s participation in the tournament historically 

has been disappointing, and the 2011 season was no different. Public build-up to the 

Copa America was sober compared to previous years because the team was being 

rebuilt, a new coach was hired, and scandals marred the planning body of the FEF. 

Although Ecuador failed to qualify for the 2010 World Cup competition, this team 

included experienced veterans and talented young players. It could be considered the 

strongest team ever fielded in the country’s history. With FIFA’s aid, the FEF had 

recently completed the Casa de la Selección training facility in Quito, a project that 

magnified the team’s prestige. The top-tier training facility was finally completed for a 

team that many people agreed long deserved these luxuries. The public could not 

access the facility, which was located on a mountainside and isolated from the rest of 

the city. Everyone was eager to see what luxuries the players had on the inside. Despite 

the publicity success of the FEF with the Casa de la Selección, the public held little 

hope of a good performance. Morale was low after the failure in 2010, and frustrations 

boiled over in the Ecuador-Mexico match against those “who cannot carry the weight of 

our country.” Fans reacted negatively to the signing of Reinaldo Rueda, a Colombian 

coach who led Honduras to its first ever World Cup participation in 2010. Fans 

expressed their displeasure with another Colombian coach who they felt was unfit to 

lead the caliber of players Ecuador had developed. Public support was lukewarm at 

best. A string of draws and defeats under Rueda’s one year stewardship of the national 

team was considered an embarrassment and testament to his inability to lead. FIFA’s 

world system ranked Ecuador 67th worldwide- a less than flattering ranking according to 

fans. It was commonplace to hear fans directing epithets at Rueda, and sports 
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journalists would grill him during press conferences. People needed an early scapegoat, 

and Rueda was the target. Immediately following the loss to Mexico, the south-side of 

the stadium erupted in united chants, “Fuera Rueda!” (“Away with Rueda”). Fans were 

not happy with some of the players he called-up to the official 23 man roster, and 

rumors spread that the FEF’s president had a hand in the decision. Rueda’s choice of 

individuals rumored to be associated to agents linked to FEF’s president made him 

appear like a puppet in the mind of fans. Fans referred to “la mano negra” (the black 

hand) to describe alleged corruption, politicking, and favoritism on the national team 

because there’s no transparency in their process. Rueda never coached Ecuador in an 

official match. Therefore fans would reluctantly give him the benefit of the doubt to 

prove his worth in the Copa America. In fact, some people wanted to see Ecuador fail 

as a means to force the FEF into firing him prior to the World Cup Qualifiers for Brazil in 

2014. This was the context of the first match, when the Ecuadorian team was slotted in 

Group B alongside Brazil, Venezuela, and Paraguay- a difficult group. Ecuador would 

only last through the group stage, and only spent 10 days in competition.  

Paraguay 0 – 0 Ecuador 

Ecuador’s opening match was against Paraguay on July 3. The game ended in a 

tie. It was an impressive draw because of Paraguay’s strong performance in the World 

Cup, but the match was not very exciting. The bar I watched the game at was 

emotionally flat and didn’t seem like a place to watch a game. People were happy 

Ecuador didn’t lose though, but were still frustrated at the inability of the team to string 

together passes and move forward for shots-on-goal. I approached a diverse group of 

fans during the game for short discussions about my research topic. Reactions weren’t 

negative, but they weren’t positive either. Everyone was anxious about the next game 
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versus Venezuela to see if Ecuador can qualify to the next round. 

We didn’t lose. So that’s good. But the way we played really left something to 
be desired. I think that if things don’t look up, we’ll have some serious 
problems. Our guys are aging and in all honesty, the level of intelligent game 
just isn’t there anymore. I’m concerned about where we’re headed, because 
it’s definitely not going up. Wellington, 25 

Rueda is a joke. His ineptitude and calling up some players that don’t belong 
are really starting to make me feel a little reluctant to keep supporting the 
team. It is our country and all, but we need them to step up. They look lost. 
Francisco, 25 

These guys are obviously so concerned with everything that isn’t about 
representing Ecuador that it shows when they play. On paper this is a better 
team than any of our others, but we still can’t win. There’s no love for country 
anymore. Juan, 25 

 
Venezuela 1 – 0 Ecuador 

On July 9, Ecuador had what sports analysts considered the vital tilt to qualify to 

the next round of the Copa America. The game was against Venezuela- a team 

Ecuador has historically dominated. The trend was bucked four years ago, and recent 

results have been in Venezuela’s favor. The game took on extra importance because 

Venezuela’s victories in the 2010 World Cup Qualifying tournament were partly to 

blame for Ecuador’s failure to classify. This time, Quito’s bars were lively and 

customers flocked in to watch this crucial qualifying match. After a very loud recitation 

of the national anthem, chants and cheers overtook the bar. I approached two tables of 

four people each and proceeded to ask them about the build-up to the game and about 

their opinions of the national team’s black players. Responses varied as the game 

progressed. I interviewed the people at one table before halftime, and the other during 

the second half. Before halftime, respondents actively debated the virtues and 

weaknesses of the team. The age breakdown of the group was early 30s. Nationalism 

was always underscored, and race was evoked to stir mixed emotions. 
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Look at what we’re all wearing in this bar. It’s our national jersey and the 
uniting force for everyone here. If we manage to score a goal today, we’ll all 
start hugging each other. It doesn’t matter if we’re strangers. We’ll get to 
know each other (laughs). Those negros out in Argentina are representing 
us. When they play, it’s their space to showcase themselves. Amazing how 
they’ve managed to carve up that space. Matteo, 31 

Sure, what he just said is true, but at the same time you have to recognize 
that people aren’t always so comfortable with that representation. Why is it 
that we’ll only support our blacks when they are playing soccer on TV? If you 
walk down the street and see a black person, you’ll go to the other side or 
hold your purse tighter. They’re also associated with delinquency here. 
Mafioso. I’m just pointing out what I see. Sara, 33 

 

The game remained scoreless until the 61st minute when Venezuela made the 

lone goal. The bar’s energy immediately changed and people were visibly upset. The 

game hadn’t ended, but fans were already preparing themselves for a defeat. As in the 

stadium, an angry and frustrated lone voice yells something out from the back of the 

room, “Rueda you son of a bitch!” At that moment every miscue and error that a player 

made was harshly criticized. It was as if one spark was needed to let loose the fury of 

blames and insults. “Kick it correctly you lazy negro, “Again?! Get him out of there. They 

pay him millions for that. Useless.”, “Dumb negro”. Before halftime ended I sat with a 

party of six. Fans ranged between the ages of 22 and 29. The discussion had a more 

aggressive tone than the first interview, and instead of engaging in active roundtable 

discussions, they were more interested in asking why Ecuador’s team was so 

ineffective and badly represented.  The atmosphere soured when Ecuador started 

losing. The game highlighted the critical idea of how national pride is viewed in the 

minds of fans. Venezuela was a beatable opponent. Ecuador has a history of being 

superior to Venezuela in soccer, and fans desperately wanted something to cheer for. 

Not only would it be a disappointment to lose, it would be a disgrace. My respondents 

felt their national pride took a hit that night, and the blame needed to be distributed 
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among many different people. Reinaldo Rueda was blamed for being another coach 

using the Colombian style, which seemed uncreative and dull for Ecuador’s talented 

players. According to my fans, he clearly felt the pressure from the FEF to favor some 

players above others who were thought to be more deserving. The other issue that 

arose was that Ecuador was playing with several nationalized players that were deemed 

too old and lacked the passion to represent Ecuador. They were viewed as inauthentic 

representatives, and, hence, the reason for failure. Finally, blackness itself was partly to 

blame. Black players were accused of jealousy and self-sabotage because egos collide 

in big games. The quote that was repeated was “there are too many leaders and not 

enough followers.” 

“I knew this was going to happen. Rueda makes us the laughingstock of 
South America. Did you hear on Fox Sports how they were commented on 
the links between Chiriboga (the president of the FEF), his brother, and 
several players on the team? Apparently the brother represents 5 players 
on the team. Outrageous. Two of them are on the field right now, and 
they’re clearly the weakest links. Araujo and Elizaga are Argentineans. No 
disrespect to their heritage, but what businesses do they have playing on 
our team. We used to be purebloods on the national team. Isn’t that the 
point? True passion. Now anybody can get on there after taking an oath. I 
don’t care if they play on their club teams here in Ecuador, but not for the 
national team.” Paul, 23 

 
“See, the problem is that there are too many leaders and not enough 
followers. These negros have gotten too cocky. They are big timers on their 
club teams, bring that ego over to the national team, and one can’t seem to 
buckle for the other. They look threatened by each other. At least that’s 
what I keep hearing. The game isn’t all about strength and speed. Look at 
the best teams right now. Spain is so creative. For them it’s all about tactics 
and not running. Do you realize this is our third loss in a row to Venezuela? 
These games were always easy points for us. They are playing the way we 
used to from 98-2006. With heart.” Diego, 28 

 
Brazil 4 – 2 Ecuador 

After the loss to Venezuela, Ecuador still had a mathematical chance to advance in 

the tournament, but facing a Brazilian squad made the feat seem nearly insurmountable. 
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Pundits in Ecuador lamented the devastating loss to Venezuela as being “the final nail in 

our coffin. All but eliminated again.” Reporters frequently quoted players as saying that 

they will fight until the last minute to classify and that hope was not yet lost. People were 

less than enthusiastic. I watched this match 20 minutes from Quito, in a bar owned by an 

ex-assistant coach of the national team during the previous World Cup Qualifiers. The 

basement bar packed in quickly, and as the game started, there was anxiety in the air. 

Despite the match ending in a 4-2 loss, Ecuador’s standout performer was Felipe 

Caicedo who scored two goals. In a highly emotional 90 minutes, the highs and lows of 

common to Ecuador’s others games. Frustration mounted as Ecuador failed to qualify. 

As respondents indicated, the team’s overall performance in all three games was blamed 

on what has been discussed with fans in the previous two games. Fans left quietly, and 

sat at their tables arguing the changes that needed to be made to steer the nation back 

in a positive direction. After failing to qualify, Ecuadorians felt their national pride was 

wounded and a continuation of losing results needed to be explained. The common 

theme was to continue scapegoating the foreign coaches, unpatriotic players, and 

nationalized players, and attribute the poor performance to the disunity in the locker 

room. This was a sobering reminder to Ecuadorian fans that superiority was no longer 

guaranteed. The press criticized the FEF and its ineptitude to be adequate stewards for 

the nation’s uniting force. As respondents indicated, the team became the last bastion of 

unity in a nation long fragmented by political and social divisions. 

Besides our independence day celebration, when the national team plays, we 
stop what we’re doing to watch. Everybody. I got out of work 2 hours early to 
watch the game here. People are disillusioned with the politics, they’re 
regionalistic, and classists. Watch, after the stuff you told me about your 
research, will you be surprised if they start criticizing the players? I’m not. 
You already heard it in the bar. All it takes is frustration to see the real 
feelings come out. This loss hurts! Enrique, 55 
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We need to bring back Vizuete to coach the team. At least he was 
Ecuadorian, and he inspired our players. We didn’t give him enough credit for 
what he did to the team despite some of his mistakes. We’d say that his 
being from Latacunga was something that was embarrassing to us. To be 
represented by someone who wasn’t a player and who came from a 
predominately mestizo and indigenous province. Now, we have Rueda. And 
he sank our ship fast. And the players have to realize that they play for 
something greater than just being on TV. Outrageous, and embarrassing. We 
could have beaten Brazil if we played intelligently for the last 20 minutes. 
Nelson, 49 

 
Liga Deportiva Universitaria de Quito (LDUQ) vs. Club Sport Emelec (Emelec). July 

27 

The final game I observed was a club match between two of Ecuador’s biggest 

clubs. LDUQ is from Quito, and Emelec is from Guayaquil. The match was hosted in 

Quito at LDUQ’s home stadium. It was an important match in the domestic league 

between the two most successful teams in that season. Both teams have had a great 

history of domestic success, and LDUQ is the first Ecuadorian club team to win four 

international tournaments. This game is one of Ecuador’s most important, and becomes 

a great site to explore some of the regional divisions which scholars have noted in 

Ecuador. 

Regionalism contributes to the rivalry between the teams. Along with the other 

major club in Guayaquil (Barcelona SC), Emelec enjoys a large fan base and travels 

well in away games. Several thousand Emelec fans secured tickets to the match and 

were placed by security teams in the grandstands directly over Liga’s “Barra Brava” 

called “Muerte Blanca” (White Death). Emelec’s Barra Brava is called “Boca Del Pozo” 

(Mouth of the Well). Barra Brava is a Latin American term used identically to European 

“Ultras” to define and characterize organized groups that support a specific team. It’s a 

phenomenon that has existed in Ecuador since the 1980s, but originated in Argentina 

and Uruguay in the 1950s. Team rivalries are exacerbated by such social divisions 
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such as class (status), religion, neighborhood, political ideology, and regionalism.  

Barras Bravas have evolved to resemble street gangs and have developed as major 

funding mechanisms for teams across the continent. I must underscore that no Barra 

Brava in Ecuador is officially affiliated with a soccer club. 

Prior to games, rival Barras Bravas might encounter each other outside the 

stadium grounds where fights and violence are always a threat. Weapons and drug use 

have become problems that security teams and police offers seek to prevent with 

surveillance and a heavily fortified presence. Rival Barras Bravas are escorted 

separately to prevent bottlenecks and violence at the gates. At the game’s end, the 

visiting fans are escorted out by police, to prevent violence. “Trapos” (banners), flags, 

massive bass drums, fireworks, and flares, which are used by Barras Bravas to 

antagonize each other during the games, are sometimes stolen and displayed as 

trophies to humiliate the rival in question. Songs are chanted at each other to stir up 

fans. The songs, which vary from humorous to serious, often question the opponent’s 

masculinity or invoke some other way to humiliate the opposition 

This game was no exception. I walked in with LDUQ’s Barra Brava and 

encountered smaller bands of Emelec fans which were not antagonized, but heard 

reports of fights and skirmishes in other areas of the streets. We were corralled by 

mounted police officers who escorted us into the stadium. The Muerte Blanca began 

pushing back and playing music that fans sang along to in an effort to undermine 

the authority of the police. It was a move to antagonize. 

Here comes the band. How crazy we are. Let’s go, let’s go, we’re like a lit 
matchbox. Tonight we have to win. Muerte Blanca Band 

Tension has existed between authority figures and fans. Comments like “Pigs” 
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and “You’re worthless, cops” are commonplace. Fans said they viewed police 

presence as heavy handed and unnecessary. As Bill Buford (1991) noted in his book 

Among the Thugs about English hooligans in the 1980s, fans live in the moment and 

are fueled by adrenaline rushes sparked by charismatic leaders.  In this case, 

Ecuadorian fans that belong to Barras Bravas have rivalries amongst each other and 

with authority figures. 

Once the group took its place behind the southern touchline in the section called 

“General Sur Baja”, the game began. Emelec fans sat directly above in the “General 

Sur Alta”. The game was lively, and filled with emotion. LDUQ fans sitting in the General 

section sang throughout the whole match and never sat down- as is customary. Alcohol 

flowed freely and the smell of marijuana smoke was evident in some corners, although 

not all fans engaged in this behavior. Violence can be partly attributed to substance 

abuse, which heightens emotions and promotes a crowd behavior. During the match, 

frequent mistakes by players led to chanting against whoever committed the error. 

Frustrations are echoed just like they would in any other game, and frequent attacks 

were made against black players with comments like “negro paquete” (schleprock 

negro) or “brutish negro”. “Vamos, negro” (move it, negro) would be uttered in a 

negative context, too. The game took a turn when Luis Bolaños scored a stunning goal, 

which won the game. Immediately, impatience turn into jubilant celebration, and  an 

avalanche of fans ran toward the fences that separate the field from the crowd.  The 

“vamos negro” remark suddenly shifted from having a negative to having a positive 

connotation, as the context changed. . Fans standing around me directed their 

celebration against Emelec followers by using regionalist themes, and chants that 
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berated the losing squad. “Homosexual Guayaquileños”, “Monos2” (Monkeys), and 

“Pitufos3” (Smurfs). When the final whistle blew, Emelec fans were escorted out before 

LDUQ fans were allowed to leave the General Sur area. Once outside, there were 

reports that fights broke out beyond the gates of the stadium, and several acts of petty 

crime including pick pocketing and theft. 

Conclusion 

The stadium and bar environments are points of interaction where the passionate 

feelings held by soccer fans collide with sometimes explosive consequences. Fans of 

national team games and club team games evoke different and conflicting discourses. 

The national team acts as a (dis)uniting force among citizens, and the 

overrepresentation of Afro-descendants on the team becomes a contentious topic for 

some. National pride, and what is considered “authentic” citizenship, is constantly 

reinforced by national symbols, advertising campaigns, and songs, which are used to 

unite under common elements. The 2011 failures of the national team evoked strong 

feelings among respondents, and created a slew of excuses and scapegoats to justify 

the feelings of anger. 

Club teams on the other hand evoke different emotions among fans. A variety 

of ideological viewpoints can become major influences to lifelong loyalty of a club. 

Rivalries are deeply felt and associations with Barra Brava organizations can lead to 

spillovers of violence or targeted slurring. Regionalism and competition between the 

                                            
2
 Mono” (Monkey) has been a derogatory term that people in the Sierra use to call people from the coast. 

Today, it is a more informal term that has lost its most negative connotations, but remains in wide usage. 
Conversely, people from the coast will call those from the Sierra “Serranos”. 

3
 Mono” (Monkey) has been a derogatory term that people in the Sierra use to call people from the coast. 

Today, it is a more informal term that has lost its most negative connotations, but remains in wide usage. 
Conversely, people from the coast will call those from the Sierra “Serranos”. 
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major cities in Ecuador contributes to cross-country rivalries between club teams, 

which magnifies the importance of games and creates strong animosity among Barras 

Bravas. The stadium is an environment where many things are openly chanted. It’s 

usually reactionary in nature because it depends on the ebb and flow of the game, but 

can be expressing underlying tensions and social frustrations that fans have. Context 

matters, especially in these environments and is the central point of interpreting any 

sort of social dialogue in Ecuador.  Club teams have taken greater strides to increase 

security by adding surveillance systems, increasing police presence in high profile 

matches, and encouraging less alcohol consumption in stadiums. Racism is another 

topic that several teams are beginning to attack head on. LDUQ is one such example 

that is using its newfound leverage from major corporate endorsements and 

international tournament victories to create ad campaigns for its fans to take note of. 

Continued support for international FIFA regulations against racism are highlighted by 

the FEF, but enforcement is difficult to implement- even in developed nations. This 

chapter continues showing the layered social dynamics of Ecuador that makes 

presenting issues of race, class, and identity a difficult proposition to untangle. Seeing 

reacting fans is necessary to highlight the opinions of the majority, as spectators, to 

on-field overrepresentation of Afro-descendants, inconsistent ideas of national identity, 

and perceptions of social constructions in Ecuadorian society. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Research Findings 

 
Afro-descendant soccer players occupy “inconsistent statuses” within Ecuador’s 

system of social structure. The contradictory nature of their status, in turn, has the 

potential to produce “tensions”, among both players and fans. Such tensions among 

players and fans can be explored as a method of shedding new light on the character of 

race relations.  Soccer players, and fans, therefore can serve as useful “entry points” for 

understanding race, racial discrimination, and national identity in Ecuador. 

Chapter one presented an introduction to the Afro-Ecuadorian community, 

research methods, and the structure of the thesis. I used Grounded Theory to engage 

informants in a directed conversation that allowed them to express their perspectives 

with as little intervention from me as possible. There was no intent to elicit specific 

information, and I let them talk while looking for points to explore in greater depth 

depending on their responses and body language. Research was conducted in Quito, 

Esmeraldas, the villages of the Chota Valley, and Quininde. I interviewed the U-20 and 

senior men’s national team at their new training headquarters in Quito. Members of any 

national team belong to either clubs in the local league or international leagues, and 

thus there is a “club and country” duty for those players. Not all club players are on the 

national team, however. I also visited and conducted separate interviews with three 

club teams in Quito: CD El Nacional, SD Quito, and Liga Deportiva Universitaria de 

Quito. I carried out additional interviews were with journalists, a social worker, residents 

in sending communities, and soccer fans in stadiums and bars. The important take 

away from this chapter is the conceptualization of the inconsistencies of race, class and 
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identity in Ecuador which provide entry points to discussing the nature of race relations 

in the country at the intersection of soccer and society. 

Chapter two presented a case study based on interviews with soccer players and 

residents of rural sending communities. I was interested in exploring implications of a 

major aspect of status inconsistency, namely the fact that accomplished Afro- 

Ecuadorian athletes are, simultaneously, members of denigrated minority, yet hold well- 

rewarded hold positions of high prestige. How does this unusual combination influence 

their perception of their own class status? The answers to this question were 

unequivocal: All respondents with whom I spoke defined themselves as “lower class” 

regardless of the high incomes that they earned, which vastly exceeded the average 

incomes of people living in their home communities. Explanations for these answers 

included solidarity with relatives and friends in rural sending communities and 

documented cases of post-retirement financial struggles among colleagues. This 

suggests a more general conclusion with respect to the nature of racial inequality and 

class identity in Ecuador.  Specifically, it indicates that, in the complex processes that 

are involved in the construction of self-identities, racial status appears to trump 

economic status. These findings further speak to the power of the country’s dominant 

racial ideology to influence attitudes and beliefs, even among the underclass. It appears 

that soccer players accept the low status that is accorded to them in the national 

consciousness, even to the point of denying the very existence of discriminatory 

practices that have relegated the Afro-Ecuadorian population to poverty. 

Chapter three presents the hypothesis that different personal attitudes of status 

inconsistency are related to the scope of players’ range of career experiences such as 

spending time in other countries. I anticipated that respondents who have played 
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abroad and who have been exposed to other social realities would have a greater 

awareness of the character of racial ideologies and practices when they returned to 

Ecuador. To address this hypothesis, I compared responses of players who have 

migrated abroad to players who have remained in Ecuador. The interviews showed 

that non-migrant soccer players are likely to maintain that issues like racism or social 

inequality are not a problem in Ecuador. These young men are more likely to endorse 

culturally-dominant notions that all races have equal chances of success.  These same 

players, having grown up in isolated rural areas distant from the dominant white and 

mestizo classes, generally endorse views that are relatively consistent with dominant 

social constructions of racial ideology. Both an outright rejection of the existence of 

racism in Ecuador and an inability to identify its manifestations exist among young 

non- migrant soccer players. There is great interest in leaving Ecuador to continue in a 

professional soccer career abroad. Conversely, upon returning from other countries 

(and those who continue to play abroad but are obligated to return for national team 

duty), older players were able to identify social and institutional racism and did not 

accept culturally-dominant ideologies of mestizaje and racial democracy. New 

experiences and exposure to different social and behavioral norms make them critical 

of regionalism, racism, and poverty in Ecuador. 

Older players and retirees have the potential to be agents of change by using this 

international experience to formulate new ideas of what Ecuador should be. Their more 

vocal activism to rally against racial inequality and discrimination is a result of frustration 

with the persistent nature of inequalities in the Ecuadorian social sphere. These men will 

frequently use their social capital to mobilize development projects and campaigns to 

benefit their home communities. 
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All this indicates differences in perceptions of racial inequality and race relations, 

which are influenced by the range of personal career experiences of these soccer 

players. My findings show the lasting influence of Ecuador’s dominant racial ideology on 

the mental process of black soccer players in conceptualizing the complex structure of 

Ecuadorian race relations, evidenced by the generational divide between young non- 

migrants and older migrants/return migrants and how each interacts with society. 

Chapter four explores national identity as a site of contested and inconsistent 

opinions by fans in stadiums and bars. Using the findings of Chapters two and three, my 

intent was to treat the stadium as a social gathering point where it is possible to probe 

how and why intolerant behavior exists against Afro-Ecuadorian players and their 

community. I wanted to probe the nature of cognitive dissonance was among fans of 

Ecuadorian soccer to inconsistent and contested opinions in what is seen, spoken, and 

heard regarding race, nationalism, and identity. The national team ironically acts as a 

(dis)uniting force among citizens where national pride and “authentic” citizenship is 

constantly reinforced by national symbols, corporate advertising campaigns, and songs, 

which are used to promote unity. On the other hand, physical overrepresentation of 

Afro-descendants on the soccer field becomes a major point of objection. In Quito, 

Ecuador’s loss in an exhibition match prompted a public against the men’s national team 

and foreign-born coach. The failure in the Copa America by the senior men’s national 

team evoked pained feelings among fans in bars and restaurants. This scene led to 

expressions of varied excuses and scapegoats to justify the cognitive dissonance fans 

experienced. Fans blamed the failure on black players, the foreign coach, recently 

nationalized players, and the perceived lack of leadership within the FEF. Nationalistic 

rhetoric was used to reinforce racist discourses and fans sought to vent feelings of 
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battered national pride in the face of embarrassing losses. The stadium environment 

and crowd behavior of domestic league club games provided an excellent entry point to 

discuss identity projected through regionalism, class, race, and local identities. My 

attendance of a LDUQ vs. CD Emelec match highlighted the persistence of these 

divisions within Ecuador’s social arena, and highlighted the importance of club teams as 

sites of local affiliation and symbolic recreations of identity. Organized fan groups 

(Barra Bravas) can radicalize supporters against visiting fans, which can boil over into 

outright skirmishes and violence inside and outside the stadium. The overrepresentation 

of Afro-descendants on club teams elicits jeers and praise depending on the 

progression of a match and your team’s performance. The crowd has a tendency to 

“follow the leader”, and moods frequently change as the game progresses. My findings 

in this chapter present the stadium and bar environments as sites of interaction where 

the passionate feelings held by soccer fans collide with opinions regarding race, 

nationalism, and identity topics in Ecuador. Fans attending national team and club 

matches hold different feelings. 

These experiences make it possible to probe how and why intolerant behavior 

exists against Afro-Ecuadorian players and their communities. Mestizo and whites 

reinforce culturally and racially dominant dialogue to maintain influence in attitudes and 

beliefs as the dominant class. At the center of this issue, the “authenticity” of national 

consciousness is reinforced by discriminatory and exclusionary dialogue that 

subordinates Afro-descendants as a racial underclass. Therefore, the social gathering 

point of stadiums and bars to provide insights into the character of race relations in 

Ecuadorian society. 
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Policy Recommendations and Implications 

This research highlights the difficult negotiations between racial groups in 

Ecuador. Status inconsistencies and social constructions come into frequent conflict as 

cognitive tension arises from tensions among different classes and racial groups. No 

single approach can be considered a panacea for the problem of racial discrimination 

and exclusion. Two factors nonetheless have great potential to influence racial 

ideologies and practices in Ecuador. 

In accordance with FIFA mandates and laws, soccer federations (and by 

extension, its domestic league structure) must explicitly hold an anti-racist stance. 

Soccer games have the capacity to bring racial issues to the front more than any other 

social venue in Ecuador. Using sporting institutions is one such way to potentially reach 

the nation’s largest market. Because of such an explicit stance against racism and 

discrimination, the FEF and its club team subordinates (LDUQ, Emelec, etc.) are now 

required to institutionalize regulations and procedures to prevent racism among their 

fans, but also react swiftly if issues arise. All messages must reflect FIFA’s “Kick out 

Racism” and “Fair Play” campaigns which are staples of international competition and 

marketing. 

Given the high status and prestige that Afro-descendant soccer players have in 

this sporting career, they have the potential to become spokespersons for the Afro- 

descendant population in Ecuador. Instead of a generational gap between the older and 

younger groups of players, leveraging the power of prestige with a coordinated message 

can bring great attention to issues in the Afro-descendant community in Ecuador. As 

older players have already shown, their more vocal activism to rally against racial 

inequality and discrimination is a result of frustration with the persistent nature of 
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inconsistencies in the Ecuadorian social sphere. These men can continue to use their 

social capital to mobilize efforts to improve their rural communities. 
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