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Introduction

In 1995, after having promoted the myth of racial democracy for almost a century, Brazil began acknowledging the deep-seated racism to which Afro-Brazilians had long been subjected; it also started to formulate a policy of affirmative action to eradicate racial inequalities.
  To cite but a few examples, in 2002, the Ministries of Science and Technology, Justice, Culture, and Foreign Affairs announced the release of scholarship funds for Afro-descendants to prepare for a career in diplomacy, thus taking steps finally to break the racial barrier for which the Brazilian Foreign Service is known.
 On November 21, 2003, Afrobras--Sociedade Afro-Brasileira de Desenvolvimento Socio-Cultural (Afro-Brazilian Society for Socio-cultural Development), a non-governmental organization, inaugurated Zumbi dos Palmares Business College, in São Paulo. It is Brazil’s first Black college; to qualify for entrance exams, candidates must declare themselves Black. Last year, a municipality in the state of Rio de Janeiro pledged to reserve slots for qualified Blacks and Mulattos in the civil sector.
 In March 2005, Augusto Werneck, the municipal secretary of labor and income of Rio de Janeiro, announced a program of quotas for the Pan-American Games of 2007. Every firm that has anything to do with the games will have to follow a quota to hire Blacks and mulattos; the expectation is that the figure will be about 40 percent for each firm, possibly resulting in about 30 thousand jobs. The initiative is in partnership with Educafro, the NGO that pioneered the preparatory college courses for Blacks and the needy.
 In the same month, the Ministry of Education announced it would invest R$ 2.5 million this year on projects by study groups of public universities having to do with the insertion and maintenance of Blacks at university.
 Earlier this year, the House of Representatives finally approved the project of 50% of quotas for public high-school students to be admitted to federal universities.


This social change is also reflected in the renewed lay and intellectual interests in matters pertaining to race. Since 1995, there has been a dizzying production of academic works on various aspects of affirmative action,
 as well as a significant output of newspaper articles on the issue. For example, O Globo, the newspaper from Rio de Janeiro, reserves a full page for op-ed pieces in its Monday editions; very often, the “Theme in debate” is affirmative action.
 In addition, a number of symposia and conferences spring up almost monthly throughout Brazil.

The implementation of affirmative action in Brazil, though extremely recent, has been bathed in controversy.  The sources of the controversy, I argue, are fourfold: 1) in Brazil the policy has focused on racial quotas, even though race has historically been loosely defined in that country; 2) because Brazil has long been more comfortable discussing class rather than racial inequality, many Brazilians still believe that the subordinate status of Blacks and Mulattos is a legacy of the class inequality generated by slavery and its aftermath, not of racism itself; 3) a push for wider racial representation in higher education intensifies while reports show that secondary education is crumbling, and 4) racial quotas tend to be erroneously associated with the U.S. model of affirmative action. It is ironic that Brazil, which for a long time claimed that class mattered more than race and thus looked at the U.S. as its truly racist opposite, has ended up adopting policies inspired in the U.S. model, just as that model was being dismantled in its country of origin.

In Brazil, no area has been more contested than that of higher education: while Congress has yet to approve the establishment of quotas for the federal universities, states have been free to take that step. The first was Rio de Janeiro, in 2001, at the Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro (UERJ—State University of Rio de Janeiro) and the Universidade do Estado do Norte Fluminense (UENF—State University of the North of Rio de Janeiro). Since then, thirteen other universities have done so. At present, the criteria for the quotas vary somewhat among the schools, both in the definition of race they use and in the percent allotted to each category. For instance, while UERJ uses self-definition as its criterion, the Universidade de Brasília (UnB—University of Brasilia) relies on photographs, which a university committee examines to determine who is of African descent.
 As for the quotas themselves, in response to the polemic generated by its first policy, UERJ now reserves 20 percent of the slots to Afro-descendants, 5 percent for Brazilian Indians and persons with disabilities, and 20 percent to students from public schools; attention to the latter is a response to the debate that, at once, public schools serve the poor and offer an inferior education that prevents their graduates from competing for university slots and also that most Afro-descendants, in part because they are poor, tend to graduate from public schools. 

In this article I explore the contested development of affirmative action in Brazil. I attempt to answer the following questions: What has led Brazil to adopt the policies? Why have the policies assumed the controversial form of quotas? How do the policies differ from those of the United States and how are they alike? How do Brazilians react to these policies? Data come primarily from recent scholarly works, newspaper articles, public documents on the academic performance of traditional and affirmative-action university students, and interviews I conducted in Rio de Janeiro in 2004.

Social Context and Social Actors: What Has Led Brazil to Adopt Affirmative Action Policies?

We all know that Brazil promoted itself as a racial democracy from the early 20th century up until relatively recently, to the point that questioning it was a matter of national security. Worth noting was the activism of, in the 1930s, the Frente Negra Brasileira (Brazilian Black Front) and, in the 1940s-50s, the Teatro Experimental do Negro (Black Experimental Theater), both headed by Abdias Nascimento to denounce racial discrimination and the inherent racism of the whitening ideology.
 
In the late 1970s, however, when the military dictatorship launched abertura, or the “democratic opening” of the country, suppression of attacks on the myth of racial democracy started to die out. In 1978, the city of São Paulo witnessed 2,000 Blacks protest against racial discrimination.
 That was the first public activity of the Movimento Negro Unificado contra a Discriminação Racial (Unified Black Movement Against Racial Discrimination; MNUCDR or MNU, for short).
 A year later, the MNU held its first national congress in Duque de Caxias, RJ.
 Such activities marked “the (re)emergence of a Black social movement, which went on to systematically denounce racism and racial discrimination in all dimensions of social life.”


The Black Movement remained active in the 1980s, for example, exerting pressure on state governments to pay attention to racial discrimination and take legislative measures to end it, and later, on President José Sarney, who, in 1985, proposed the creation of the Conselho Negro de Ação Compensatória (Black Counsel of Compensatory Action), only never to put it into practice.
 In 1988, however, he instituted the Fundação Cultural Palmares (Palmares Cultural Foundation), to promote Black leadership and all measures of insertion of Blacks into Brazilian society. In addition, in that same year, the new Brazilian constitution redefined racial discrimination as a crime and promoted the preservation of ethnic diversity in Brazil.
 That is, in itself, a negation of the racial democracy ideology, which presupposes racial amalgamation; in that sense, the tone of the new Constitution was a victory for the Black movement, which had championed that idea in the first place.
 

Meanwhile, scholars were also vigorously questioning the myth of racial democracy. In the late 1970s, Carlos Hasenbalg and Nelson do Valle Silva argued convincingly that racial discrimination is not incompatible with capitalism, thus contesting Florestan Fernandes’s heretofore predominant view that racism was a legacy of slavery.
 Since then, studies of all aspects of race have predominated,
 with research centers having sprung up throughout the country.
 To cite but one example, UERJ has a program, Políticas da Cor na Educação Brasileira (Color Politics in Brazilian Education), which, with financing from the Ford Foundation, publishes the “Politics of Color” collection of books on affirmative action and race relations. Currently, at least six books have come out.
The implementation of affirmative action policies must, therefore, be inserted in the broad changes brought about by the redemocratization of Brazil in the 1980s, which called attention to human rights in general and racism in particular; activists, academia, and the federal government all are involved in those changes.
 Telles highlights the role of the Black movement as a propeller of the changes, going so far as to argue that “The persistence of the Black movement in the last 20 years modified public opinion in Brazil.”
 With that position, Telles stands in contrast with Htun (2004), who, in my view, gives so much weight to the decisions of Fernando Henrique Cardoso that she almost makes it sound as if he had reached them on his own.
 

It is a fact that the bulk of proposals and programs of an affirmative action nature emerged in the Cardoso government. He created the Interministerial Group for the Appreciation of the Black Population on November 20, 1995—not coincidentally, the 300th anniversary of the death of Zumbi dos Palmares
—, in the context of the Programa Nacional de Direitos Humanos (National Program of Human Rights). The following year, the Ministry of Justice sponsored “Multiculturalism and Racism: The Role of ‘Affirmative Action’ in the Contemporary Democratic States,” a seminar with international and Brazilian intellectuals to discuss minorities’ human rights.
 In 1998, the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the National Program of Human Rights issued Brasil, Gênero e Raça: Todos pela Igualdade de Oportunidades: Teoria e Prática (Brazil, Gender, and Race: All for the Equality of Opportunity: Theory and Practice), a document intended to make Brazilians aware of discrimination so as to eliminate it.

In the view of Maio and Santos (2005), citing Monica Grin, while Cardoso gave space to social change, he appeared ambivalent about the process: he was against mimetic measures vis-à-vis the U.S.; he was against the Brazilian hypocrisy about denying racism, but, at the same time, he valued the Brazilian ambiguity about race. According to the authors, Cardoso’s ambivalence was reflected in his tenure, in that some of the policies he endorsed in 1996 had yet to be implemented five years later.

Scholars identify the UN Third World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Other Forms of Intolerance, in Durban, South Africa, in 2001, as the turning point for the federal government to commit to affirmative action policies.
, 
 Preparation for the conference engendered several debates and media attention throughout the country. Not only did Brazil have the largest delegation, but it provided the writer for the final conference report, Edna Roland dos Santos. Then an activist with “Fala Preta,” a Black women’s organization, she was later appointed UNESCO’s Fighting Racism and Discrimination Coordinator for Latin America and Caribbean. In late February-early March of 2005, she organized an international seminar, “Exits from Slavery and Public Policies,” in partnership with the Brazilian federal government. The seminar, which took place in Brasília, was a follow-up to the Durban Conference specifically geared toward addressing the implementation of public policies in the Americas and the Caribbean.

So far, I have been referring to the “Black movement” much like most accounts do, i.e., as if it were an amorphous group. However, there are currently “more than 700 entities and/or organizations spread throughout the country which in some way defend the interests of the Afro-descendant population.”
 I would like to highlight one organization; in doing so, I do not mean to imply it is the most important, but it is perhaps the most visible and vocal. That organization is Educafro.
Educafro’s Tactics
Starting in the 1980s, non-governmental initiatives for racial inclusion emerged in the form of preparatory courses for college entrance exams for Blacks and the needy.
 As we know, those courses—often called “cursos pré-vestibular” or simply “cursinhos” by Brazilians—have long been viewed as the ingredient that tips the scale toward increasing one’s chances of passing the competitive college entrance exams, because in them one not only reviews the material studied through high school, but also learns many mnemonic devices—the famous macetes. I will give you two examples from when I took the course, both having to do with grammatical rules. One is, “Se quando venho, venho da, quando vou, craseio o a. Se quando venho, venho de, quando vou, crase pra quê?” The other is, “Paroxítonas dependem da terminação.” 
 It is common for those who can afford it—either financially, or academically, by getting scholarships—to enroll in a cursinho in lieu of the last year in high school. But, as Petronilha Gonçalves e Silva observed, “The popular classes have hardly had access to the support of the cursinhos, few among their young women and men do so in exchange for services rendered, such as cleaning and office work”.
 
Currently, there are over two thousand such cursinhos throughout Brazil.
 Amid all, Educafro has been hailed as “perhaps the most enriching experience regarding the debate over Black access to the university circle”.
 Headed by Frei David Raimundo Santos, a Franciscan priest, Educafro is a Catholic organization that started in Bahia in 1988—the year of the centenary of the Abolition of slavery—to address Blacks’ lack of access to mainstream society; from there, it spread to Rio and São Paulo. Its name is an acronym for “Educação e Cidadania de Afrodescendentes e Carentes” (Education and Citizenship of Afro-descendants and the Needy). In 1992, Educafro inaugurated its communitarian pré-vestibular, with voluntary teachers and associated nuclei of study, in Rio de Janeiro. Two years later, it started its partnership with PUC/Rio (the Catholic University in Rio de Janeiro), with that university’s offering full scholarships to successful Black and public school students. As of December 2001, PUC had granted 500 such scholarships. In addition, Educafro is associated with a number of other “quality” private and public universities, with the goal of reversing the trend in which better-off and White students end up at the prestigious public and private schools, while poorer students and Black students, due to their faulty preparation at public elementary and secondary schools, end up going to less prestigious private universities.
 As of June of 2004, there were about 2200 communitarian pré-vestibular courses associated to Educafro (Educafro June 15, 2004).
Educafro’s tactics are aggressive: 
1) it approaches university rectories about opening up more slots; 
2) it negotiates scholarships at quality universities; 

3) it speaks against universities that deny racial quotas, as it did last August when the College of Medicine at UFRJ voted against instituting them; 

4) it questions the content of the entrance exams as disposable and just a way to favor those who went to “expensive cursinhos and memorized the macetes”; 
5) it claims to have anticipated law 10639/03, which makes history and Afro-Brazilian culture a required course, by teaching related courses since 1993; 
6) it lobbies judges and legislators, for example, when it worked to convince the Justice Court in Rio to deny the suspension of Law 4151/03, the “Law of Quotas”; 
7) it has sued the University of São Paulo—250 cases between 1998 and 2003—on the grounds that it excludes Blacks, who were only 1.3 percent of its students as of 2004 and the needy;
 
8) through its newsletter, Info Educafro, it provides information on recent demonstrations and announces future ones; 
9) sometimes by itself, sometimes “with … other entities from the Black Movement,” Educafro holds public demonstrations, such as the one that took place in May of last year, when 23 Blacks, “representing the 23 State University of São Paulo campuses, chained themselves to demand quotas at that university.”
 
10) Last month, Educafro started to challenge the project of law that would have federal universities set aside 50 percent of their slots to be increased to 88.8 percent because, according to the Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Educacionais (National Institute of Educational Research), only 11.2 percent of all high school students go to private school. In Frei David’s words, “These data lead us to conclude that to maintain the struggle for 50 percent of the slots is to favor the private school students with 4.5 times as many slots.”
 

In a document he distributed during an affirmative action panel at the biannual meeting of the Brazilian Studies Association (BRASA), which took place in Rio last June, Frei David compares the plight of Afro-descendants to that of European Jews, who have been monetarily compensated for the years they spent in concentration camps. Astutely, he also notes that several affirmative action policies are already in place in Brazil “without polemics”: quotas for women politicians (30%); quotas for the physically disabled at firms; meal and transportation aid to lower-wage workers (ticket refeição, cesta básica, and vale-transporte). He then argues that the controversy over university quotas is because, unlike the other measures, they “deal with the privileges of some from the middle and upper classes.”
 In all, Educafro seeks to inculcate in society the idea that racial inclusion in the form of affirmative action policies is a civil right of Afro-descendants to compensate for centuries of slavery and, therefore, a legitimate and ethical demand. Educafro claims not to be wedded to the quotas, as long as other measures “with proven efficacy” are presented. In fact, it sees quotas as “a temporary instrument to provoke reflection.”
 
Affirmative Action Policies for Education and the Labor Market

Heringer (2005) has catalogued all affirmative action policies and private initiatives in Brazil between 2001 and 2004. She computed 124 measures, a third of which are in education, a fifth in work and another fifth in human rights and advocacy. Among them are the following: 

1) Right after the Durban Conference, in September of 2001, “the Minister of Agrarian Development… announced a ‘Program of Affirmative Action for Black Men and Women,” which set aside 20 percent of “all administrative positions” of the ministry to Blacks, as well as 30 percent of the budget for rural Black communities. It also called for the recognition of the quilombola lands; 

2) In October, the Legislative Assembly of Rio de Janeiro announced quotas for Blacks, the poor, and students from public schools at the university level; 

3) In December, the Justice Ministry and the Supreme Court of Judicature established that firms with which the Supreme Court had a contract had to reserve 20 percent of its slots for directors and consultants for Blacks; 

4) In March of 2002, the Ministry of Labor proclaimed that “20 percent of the Fundo de Assistência ao Trabalhador [Worker’s Assistance Fund]” reserved for training should be set aside for Blacks;

5) “In May of 2002, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso signed the Programa Nacional de Ação Afirmativa [National Affirmative Action Program]”, which is devoid of quotas. Heringer (2005) notes that that program never came to fruition, despite its usefulness, perhaps because it came at the end of Fernando Henrique’s tenure.
6) In 2002, the Senate approved the project of law, proposed by senator Sebastião Rocha, that reserves, for 50 years, 20 percent of positions at universities, civil jobs, and jobs in firms with a federal contract for Blacks. As of Telles’s writing (2003), Congress was discussing the project.

7) Since he has become president, in January of 2003, Lula has supported affirmative action by selecting several Blacks for ministries, creating the Secretary to Combat Racism (SEPPIR), and by maintaining a policy of quotas.

8) President Lula also sanctioned law 10639/03, which makes history and Afro-Brazilian culture a required course in elementary and middle schools.


There are a number of projects for the labor market. Two private initiatives worth mentioning are the ones from Ford and from Dow Química:
 

1) In October of 2001, Ford Camaçari took into account the racial and gender profile of the locality, so that 40 percent of its 1562 employees are women and 50 percent are Afro-Brazilians;
2) In 2002, Dow Química invested R$225,000 on 11 Black teenagers from São Paulo, selected on the basis of academic performance, to prepare for college, get a monthly stipend, train, and travel to the U.S. The four who entered college got internships at the firm.

Also last year, the Sindicato de Comerciários de São Paulo (Union of Shopkeepers of São Paulo) entered in partnership with Força Sindical (Union Strength) and Camisaria Colombo to establish that 20 percent of its placements should go to Blacks.
 We can see that most of these measures set quotas at 20 percent. Heringer points out that there is no clear justification for that figure, since the percentage of Blacks and mulattoes in the country is twice as much.


By far, the most controversial affirmative action policy has been the adoption of racial quotas at universities, which I discuss below.

Racial Quotas at Universities 

According to Observa, at present 15 Brazilian universities have quota systems: the Federal University of Alagoas (UFAL); State University of Amazonas (UEA); Federal Unviersity of Bahia (UFBA) and State University of Bahia (UnEB); University of Brasília (UnB); State University of Goiás (UEG); State University of Mato Grosso (UEMAT-December 21, 2004); State University of Mato Grosso do Sul (UEMS); Federal University of Paraná (UFPR) and State University of Londrina (UEL); State University of the Fluminense North (UENF) and State University of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ), the first ones; State University of Rio Grande do Sul (UERGS); and, in São Paulo, Federal University of São Paulo (UNIFESP) and University of Campinas (UNICAMP).


UERJ and UENF were the first universities to institute quotas. According to one of my interviewees, a UERJ functionary who participated in the two internal committees that regulated the percentages, the measure has hurt more than helped Black and needy students. That is because, he argues, not only does it not set aside enough slots for Black and needy students in what he calls “the filet mignon” of the university (i.e., law, medicine, dentistry, engineering, industrial design, and social communication), but it removes spaces from those courses with a high Black contingency (e.g., education, social sciences, letters and other humanities subjects).


Here is what he means: in 2002, the state government instituted SADE—Sistema de Avaliação e Desempenho (System of Evaluation and Performance), stipulating that 50 percent of all the slots at UERJ be given to students who had gone to the schools maintained by the government: the Federal Technical School of Rio (CEFET), the prestigious Pedro II School, the Military School, and the School of Application, in addition to the regular public schools. “Of course, those last ones didn’t get in,” he says, because they could not compete with the students from the former. Three hundred and thirty-two Black candidates were admitted to UERJ that year, none of whom had studied in lower-prestige public schools or needed the quotas to get in. Still, the students were labeled and stigmatized. In his words, “the law only served to unmask society, to show that it is racist.” According to him, Benedita da Silva, who was governor at the time, was pressured by Educafro to execute SADE, which, in his view, only benefited the middle class. Then Rosinha Mateus, the following governor of the state of Rio, annulled the first law and created a second one, “as perverse as the first,” allotting 20 percent of slots to students from public schools, 20 percent for Blacks, and 5 percent for Brazilian Indians and those with physical disabilities. To qualify, students must come from households with per capita incomes of up to R$300. The thing is, up until then, he says, 75 percent of the students at the Education College of Baixada Fluminense, a UERJ campus in Caxias, were poor and Black; so were 65 percent of the students at the Teachers’ College (Faculdade de Formação de Professores), in São Gonçalo; most of the education students at UERJ were Black. With the new law, the percentages fell to 50 percent. In sum, “UERJ did not need quotas, except in the ‘filet mignon’ courses.” The first law had also created PAE—Programa de Apoio ao Estudante (Student Support Program), a type of remedial education in Portuguese, computers, math, and foreign language provided by UERJ, complemented by a monthly allowance of R$190, paid by the state government; only, according to my informant, it has never been paid. Other accounts mention it as implemented, but that amount is hardly enough to survive in Rio de Janeiro.

Like UERJ and UENF, most universities have adopted self-declaration as its criterion of classification. The noted exceptions are UEMS and UnB. UEMS was the first to adopt pictures as a criterion of racial classification, in 2003; UnB followed. The pictures were then judged by a committee of three members of the Black movement and two persons from the university. A “true Black” had to have “thick lips, a broad nose, and kinky hair” in order to be accepted. Those who fit that phenotype but hadn’t gone to public schools or hadn’t had scholarships at private schools were also rejected.
 Maio and Santos (2005) conclude that the visual system gives primacy to Negroid features and ignores Afro-ascendancy. In my view, that would make sense, given the way Brazilians view race—as a matter of phenotypes rather than genotypes. They also note Fry’s point: although against quotas, Fry sees the photo system as “logical,” since it identifies those most likely to be discriminated against (i.e., dark-skinned, Negroid-looking Blacks).


The photo system is full of controversy. Maio and Santos (2005) call the UnB vestibular a “racial pedagogy,” or a process that turns pardos and pretos (i.e., the IBGE categories) into negros (i.e,. a category denoting racial consciousness). In its annual meeting in June of 2004, the Brazilian Anthropological Association (ABA) issued a statement condemning the UnB process as against the right to self –classification and against contemporary anthropology. Geneticists also criticized it on the basis that race does not make sense biologically. Finally, the Brazilian Academy of Science called the UnB criterion racist.


Timothy Mulholland, the vice-rector of UnB, disagrees. In an op-ed piece published in December of last year, he maintains that the UnB program was implemented in 2003 after three years of discussions “with ample societal participation.” According to him, “the debate was public, serene, and on a high level.”
 On the other hand, the language of its opponents is incendiary and revealing of an “intellectual dishonesty” whose objective can only be to confound public opinion. He also notes that the 20 percent of slots affected only 392 college students last year—hardly a large number. Speaking at the 1st International Conference of the Affirmative Action Studies Network, which took place in Rio in January of last year, Mulholland said that the quota system is a brutal way of increasing the Afro-Brazilian presence at universities, but it seems to be the only way because of the Brazilian admission process.

UnEB stands out in that its Black contingent is larger than in other universities; that is because Bahia is a Black majority state, with 74.95 percent of Afro-Brazilians.
 Starting in 2003, UnEB implemented a quota program according to which 40 percent of the slots are reserved for pretos e pardos coming from public schools. UNEB is also unique in that, even before the implementation of quotas, there was already a comprehensive affirmative action in place, which concerned reaching out into 24 municipalities, with several campuses, “as a guarantee of access to higher education.”
 Thus, projects such as the formation of elementary and high school teachers and college preparatory courses existed before 2003. Mattos (2005) attributes the non-controversial nature of the UnEB program to the commitment of the university’s administration: he refers to Ivete Sacramento, the former rector of the university as “a negra assumida” (i.e., a racially conscious Black woman). He suggests that, when the rectory is in favor of affirmative action, the legal process runs more easily. That is not to say, however, that it is a perfect program. According to Mattos (2005), lack of funds is its biggest problem: more than R$3 million was necessary to establish maintenance scholarships in 2003-04 alone.

On the other end of the spectrum, the University of São Paulo (USP) has been the target of demonstrators for not instituting racial quotas. According to Guimarães (2005), USP opted instead to build another campus, in the East Zone, which has a concentration of Black and poor, for including more needy students in its fold. His preliminary examination of the results of the 2005 vestibular led him to conclude that, due to the ten courses offered by USP Leste this year, USP as a whole has become “more Black.” But it is a very small percentage: less than 1 percent of difference (as a whole, it is 13.3 percent Black, as opposed to 12.4 percent without USP Leste). Also, close to 30% of the successful candidates had studied in public schools, and 23.7% were needy.
 Guimarães considers that a “success,” but he also shows that the students who most benefited from the university expansion to the needy areas were those who had studied in private high schools and came from better-off families, “regardless of color” (p. 6; my translation). In other words, “even non-racialized policies that target territories… continue to be sensitive to the unequal distribution of capital in those areas and may eventually not be racially neutral” (p. 6).

Why have the policies assumed the contested form of quotas?
The adoption of university quotas for Blacks was one of the proposals put forth by the Brazilian government report presented at the Durban Conference.
 According to Heringer (2005), that report reflected the discussions that took place in preparation for the conference. Munanga sees the institution of quotas related to their expediency in aiding socioeconomic mobility in the countries where they were implemented. Quotas would be a temporary measure, a means and not an end in themselves, to “guarantee access and permanence in the social spaces and sectors so far mostly reserved for the White ‘caste’ of society.” 
 In his view, in addition to obligatory quotas, other measures of long and short duration could also be proposed.
Curiously, given the aversion displayed toward university quotas, there are precedents to quotas in Brazilian history. Pinto and Clemente Junior
 trace the antecedents of affirmative action policies in Brazil to the 1943 Consolidation of Labor Laws (Consolidação das Leis Trabalhistas), which stipulated that two-thirds of the employees of “individual or collective” firms must be Brazilian;
 the same law also addressed gender inequality by proposing the adoption of policies that would correct “the inequality of rights between men and women.”
 

As for policies directly related to Blacks, Pinto and Clemente Junior mention the pioneering work of Abdias Nascimento in the 1960s, but Contins (2004:94) pushes that date to 1983-84, when Nascimento, then a federal congressman, edited Combat to Racism (Combate ao Racismo), in which he proposed several affirmative action measures: “a proposal to reserve 40 percent of the labor market to Blacks; the offering of scholarships to Blacks for college study; the institution of concrete ways to guarantee the entry of Blacks into Instituto Rio Branco and others”;
 there were also projects to effect curricular change on all educational levels. 
 Ten years later, Carlos Minc presented to the State Assembly of Rio de Janeiro a pre-project of law proposing the establishment of “minimal quotas”—at first, 10 percent, later doubled—for “socially discriminated ethno-racial sectors” (meaning Blacks and Brazilian Indians) “in institutions of higher learning”.

HOW DO BRAZILIANS REACT TO THE POLICIES? THE DEBATE OVER AFFIRMATIVE ACTION


Several observers have characterized affirmative action in Brazil as an extremely polarized debate between those who defend and those who are against quotas.
 The former’s main argument is that Blacks have been treated unequally throughout their time in Brazil, and that should be repaired through compensatory action. In addition, affirmative action is necessary to help create a Black elite. 


I synthesize the arguments of those who oppose quotas into two main issues: 1) they see quotas as alien to Brazil, because they respond to a situation that does not exist in that country, i.e., deep racial segregation, and 2) they see the quotas as anti-meritocratic. Regarding the first issue, opponents believe Brazil is importing a problem from the U.S. (e.g., Kamel 2004),
 thus creating an “earthquake” in the way it thinks of itself by negating its color gradation, acknowledged since the early 20th century;
 Maggie and Fry deny that there was a public debate about the university policies, so that, for them, the decision of the Legislative Assembly of Rio de Janeiro in 2001 was an imposition.
 Regarding the issue of merit, opponents of the quotas point out that poverty and low-quality pre-college education, not race per se, explain the inequality in the results of the college entrance exams, 
 a point also raised by Nelson do Valle Silva, who has argued that the difference between Blacks and Whites is the quality of their education; Whites profit more from the educational investment because they go to better schools.
 Opponents also claim that less capable people are taking away the spaces of deserving students, i.e., quota students do not deserve to be there.
In their assessment of the two camps, Pinto and Clemente Jr. (2004) add that the defenders of affirmative action dismiss the issue of merit in college entrance on the grounds that the starting points are unequal. But I would question that interpretation. In August of 2004, I interviewed a student from UERJ. At the time, she was 36 years old and had just finished her third semester as an education major. Her interview was illuminating on many respects. For starters, her appearance might have denied her entry at UEMS because, though dark-skinned, she is not thick-lipped nor does she have crinkly hair. On the other hand, she has a strong Black identity that comes from her experiences with racial discrimination and prejudice. This is her second attempt at getting a university degree. At 16, she was admitted to UERJ, but had to drop out as a freshman when her father died and she had to help support her mother and younger brother. Two years ago, she attended preparatory courses both from Educafro and from PVNC. While before she had enrolled in nutrition, this time she picked education because it required fewer points. In that sense, she is like the UnEB candidates Mattos analyzed: they, too, tended to pick lower prestige majors because prejudice lowers their self-esteem and leads them to believe they can’t make it otherwise.


Passionately in favor of quotas, she believes quota students must counter the perception that they got in just because of affirmative action with an excellent performance at school centered at very high grades. In her words,
I have a professor who says that I have a GPA neurosis. Yes, I do, because I have to show them that I am not inferior…. Education is my weapon. I always try to do the best job, I look to earn a 10. … Then they can’t place me as inferior just because I am a quota student, because my grades prove the opposite. My GPA is 9.5…. There are students who think they can get a 5, but they are cotistas, and so, people continue with their prejudice: “He is a cotista, he is Black, he is inferior.” I think this should be done both by Black and students from public schools: take studying seriously. When you graduate, you’ll be able to say: ‘Yes, I was a cotista, but I studied and I am qualified.’ This is demanding for rights.
A very strong meritocratic discourse runs throughout her interview. Her faith in individual effort extends even to those who got in with lower grades—which, by the way, is not her case: she was classified in 11th place of all candidates, regardless of system. She is convinced that, if they try hard enough, if “they go after” a goal, they will make it. Her meritocratic discourse resurfaces when we talk about the labor market. I ask her, “There are no quotas in the labor market. People will graduate. Do you think that will be enough for them to get jobs?” She responds:

What counts on the labor market? To be the best. So, if you didn’t manage to be the best here [at school], how will you manage to be the best out there?... I think there should be quotas on the labor market. I think a certain number of slots should be reserved for Blacks. But if they don’t exist, let’s get back to reality….if society looks at the university and sees that the quotas didn’t produce favorable results, why create quotas for the labor market? Society will say, ‘Those guys are worthless; their grades are terrible; they went there to play. I knew that would happen; they are black, they are poor because they don’t work hard.’ So, if we don’t show society that these quotas are producing favorable results, that the quota students are well prepared students, [society] will not open quotas on the labor market.
I should add that this student is thankful for all the help she has gotten along the way—she is very poor, is raising a daughter on her own--and sees her successes as an incentive for those students who feel they will never make it in school because of their race or lower socioeconomic status. Still, she does not discard at all individual drive. She adds,
I think it is fantastic when people come looking for communitarian pre-vestibular courses. When the quotas started, domestic workers, car washers would come by, very humble people, with very low education, but who started to have a new hope, because of the quota system. They would get [to the UERJ office where she is an intern] and, not knowing I was a cotista, would strike up a conversation with me. And they would ask, are there really opportunities? Can we really make it? So I start to tell them where I live, how violent it is there, how I have to walk for half an hour to take the train, how I wake up at 4 in the morning to be here at 7, spend an hour standing on a crowded train, and then walk from S. Cristóvão all the way here, and they leave with a new spirit. ‘Wow, you’ve made it here? Then I can too.’
For her, then, quotas are ultimately about hope.
Interestingly enough, the debate over quotas gets reproduced among the quota students themselves. In their study of UERJ quota students who got in elite courses (e.g., medicina and dentistry) and low prestige courses (e.g., social sciences and education) Pinto and Clemente Jr. found that the former are more likely to be against quotas and to favor an abstract idea of merit, whereas the latter think more like my own interviewee, i.e., they “value ‘personal, subjective merit’ more, that which takes into account not only the results, but the difficulties encountered on the way.”


But in the end, do the quota students fare better, the same, or worse than the “universal system” students? Comparative analyses have started to surface. At UERJ, two studies had been conducted by earlier this year: the one from PAE, from 2003, found that cotistas had better grades (R. Santos 2005), but the 2004 report from the Undergraduate Subrectory showed that the non-quota students who had started in 2003 had higher failing rates due to absenteeism, whereas the cotistas had higher failing rates due to grades.
 

Also in August of 2004, I interviewed a law professor who last year had 33 research assistants—all cotistas. His evaluation of the students then was that they “responded very well” to the demands of research. They differed from his other law students in that they tended to be lower-middle class and not all had access to computers. In the professor’s words,
The first class of cotistas changed the profile of the law school. My students till then all lived in the South Zone, all had cars, all spoke English and French, and had traveled the world. My cotista students live in the North and West Zones and in the Baixada Fluminense. They live far, so it’s hard to schedule meetings, also because some of the places [where they live] are dangerous. Those who live in the South Zone live in very modest buildings; one is the daughter of a domestic servant. Many work. But they are not poor—they are lower-middle class…. 

Regarding the students’ preparation for college work, the professor had this to say:

They are much less well prepared academically; they have difficulty with written Portuguese, difficulty following my classes; they are also less informed, because they read less. On the other hand, they are much more motivated—that’s very clear. The others, I had the impression they found everything natural. The cotistas are much more curious, so they spark your interest in them.

Velloso (2005) has analyzed the results of the 2004 UnB vestibular and found clear distinctions: 30 percent of the quota candidates, as opposed to 18 percent of the universal candidates, had fathers who had never completed elementary school. In stark contrast, fully two-fifths of the universal candidates, but only a fifth of the quota candidates, were children of college graduate men.
 He also found that, except for medicine, the grades of the quota students were always lower than those of the universal candidates, so that “a large part of Blacks would not have gotten in without the quotas” (slide 15). Additionally, needy students responded well to support programs, with those who got support performing as well as the others. Velloso concludes that the “success of the quotas depends on support” (slide 17). Speaking of that, on March 9, UnB inaugurated Afroatitude, a support program for 70 Black university students. In partnership with the Ministry of Health, the program awards R$241 to each student and affords him/her research opportunities.

HOW DO THE POLICIES DIFFER FROM THOSE OF THE UNITED STATES AND HOW ARE THEY ALIKE? THE UNITED STATES AS A MODEL 

When Brazilians think that affirmative action is alien to their country, they tend to think of it as an importation from the U.S. It is curious to me that a country as xenophylic as Brazil would get into such considerations. After all, Brazil has often imitated the U.S. For example, have we forgotten that the official name of Brazil’s First Republic was United States of Brazil? More recently, Brazil has been imitating the U.S. fast food diet—with dire results—, and even its speech—thanks in part to the telemarketers—,but we do not see those particular connections being explored. 
Why the preoccupation with affirmative action? Another one of my interviewees, a person with a high position in the state government of Rio concerning Afro-Brazilian affairs, made very insightful observations about that. She noted that the implementation of affirmative action in the U.S. began in the 1960s, while it arrived in Brazil at the end of last century. Brazilian critics of affirmative action ignore all of the American success, fixating themselves on the decline of those policies, claiming they are unconstitutional. In other words, they insist that affirmative action in Brazil is a copy of a failed American model, thus ignoring the fact that there have been many gains from affirmative action policies, especially for White American women. It seems that, as far as Brazilians are concerned, what is good for the U.S. is good for Brazil—but only sometimes.

That debate is, in a sense, similar to the one taking place right here in the U.S., which is no wonder, given Brazil’s tendency to see the U.S. as a model. It is worth noting that Bowen and Bok’s book The Shape of the River (1998), in which they defend affirmative action, was published in Brazil a couple of years ago, whereas Sowell’s Affirmative Action around the World: An Empirical Study (2004), in which he is vehemently against affirmative action, was scheduled to come out late last year.
 So there is fodder for both camps.
However one situates oneself on the debate, one fact should be made clear to Brazilians: the United States is not really a model of affirmative action policies for Brazil, since racial quotas were never an official part of the U.S. affirmative action program. Rather, that interpretation has, from the start, been applied by the opponents of affirmative action as an attempt to discredit the program. “Goals and timetables,” the language used by the U.S. federal program to expedite the implementation of policies, was never meant to equate a specific percentage of slots to be reserved for Blacks, even though the debate centered around associating affirmative action with quotas and reverse discrimination has endured since the 1960s.
 
CONCLUSIONS


The proponents and opponents of affirmative action in Brazil must realize that both camps have valid points. For instance, the argument that some schools are reifying the concept of race as an either/or classification when contemporary anthropology and biology show that biologically race does not exist should not be automatically discarded by the defenders of quotas. That idea is characteristic of the U.S., the only country in the world with such a rigid dichotomy, but which is now, ironically, facing opposition to that way of thinking from its growing “mixed-race” population. But that idea is indeed alien to Brazil, a country that is more similar to the rest of the world with its recognition of color gradation. In turn, opponents of quotas must stop equating them with a lack of merit. At least in the UERJ vestibular of 2002, most of the Black quota students would have gotten in without them. 

Another point to consider is the fact that quotas are not being set up on the labor market at the same rate as in the universities, even though official data show that Afro-Brazilians are indeed more likely to be unemployed and to earn less than White Brazilians.
 Therefore, when quota students graduate, they may face stiff competition and possibly stigma. 

Also regarding the labor market, those in defense of public policies geared toward Blacks must pay attention to the tendency, already visible in São Paulo, of large firms to prefer “diversity” programs, as Maria Aparecida Bento has warned.
 If the U.S. can be used as a model, it is on that very issue. Here, as affirmative action programs morph into diversity programs, fewer opportunities exist for African Americans, many of whom, despite having reached middle-class status, continue to lag behind in educational achievements and earnings. Just as Anglo-American women have benefited the most from affirmative action—and Black men, the least—, the same could happen in Brazil.

The Ministry of Education announced in March of 2005 that the proportion of Black university students went up 5 percent between 2003 and 2004.
 We may see this as a sign that the quotas are working, but is that enough? After all, the issue of permanence remains. Once in, students must be guaranteed financial help so that they may have the full educational experience, i.e., be able to afford books and photocopying and have enough money left to eat and get to school. The affirmative action program in Brazil, then, runs the risk of being much ado about not enough: many proposals, few concrete initiatives.
 I also heard, at a conference in Rio in January, that the libraries at public universities have become more and more depleted without governmental support. As a consequence, students who cannot afford to buy books run out of options. As a university professor put it, “what good is it to admit students to university when that university is not equipped to serve them well? And if the government doesn’t even supply schools with books, do you think it’ll support quota students financially?”
Finally, we must remember that 1) universities are, by definition, elite institutions; 2) most Brazilians, regardless of race, do not go on to college—in 2000, only 15 percent of the 20 million who finished high school were college students;
 3) the pre-college public system has been severely criticized as faulty;
 and 4) although President Lula favors the adoption of university quotas, even he does not think that would be enough to make the Brazilian educational system more egalitarian.
 The current debate on affirmative action in Brazil is lopsided because it is not a simple matter of abandoning university quotas and investing only in elementary, middle, and high schools, but of integrating those investments. Full inclusion of Blacks and the poor in society must, per force, address those issues, or Brazil may run the risk of creating a Black elite without any support from the bases.
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