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Discrimination and Affirmative Action in Brazil
By Edward E. Telles

In 2001, on the heels of the United Nations Comfeeeon Racism in Durban, South
Africa, several Brazilian institutions establishrade-based affirmative action for the first time
ever in that country. Affirmative action represehtemajor step in Brazil's proces$
democratization and nation-building, which ran agaBrazil’s long-held ideology of
racial democracy. Racial democracy was a beliefesthe 1930s that racism and racial
discrimination were minimal or nonexistent in Biai society in contrast to the other
multiracial societies in the world. By the 199@as of racial democracy were being
slowly eroded as Brazil democratized and a smalbbtive black movement denounced
the popular idea of racial democracy, as it alletpad racism was widespread and
pointed to official statistics showing Brazil’s tnendous racial inequality.

From the 18 through the 19 century, Brazil's economy was based on agriculéume
mining, which depended on a large African origiawvsl population. During more than
300 years of slavery, Brazil was the world’s latgegporter of African slaves, bringing
in seven times as many African slaves to the cgutmpared to the United States. In
1888, Brazil, with a mostly black and mixed racemaiatto population, became the last
country in the Americas to abolish slavery. Abolitiin Brazil, though, did not create a
rupture in the country’s racial inequality or itsliefs about black people.

Miscegenation and the fluidity of racial classitica in Brazil throughout much of its
history have largely been used as proof of itsatat@mocracy. During slavery and
colonialism, Brazil experienced greater miscegematdir race mixture than the United
States, which resulted largely from a high seorathong its European settlers. In
contrast to a family-based colonization in North éina, Brazil's Portuguese settlers
were primarily male. As a result they often sougit African, indigenous and mulatto
females as mates, and thus miscegenation or ratarsmivas common. Throughout its
history, there were no anti-miscegenation laws tit@se found in the United States or
South Africa. Today, Brazilians often pride thetuss on their history of miscegenation
and they continue to have rates of intermarriagedre far greater than those of the
United States. Relatedly, there were no classiindaws nor was there racially-based
violence. The absence of classificatory laws ah@ja rate of miscegenation resulted in
a racial continuum with racial categories from kléx white and going through
intermediate colors that shaded into each othéusTthe racial classification of some
Brazilians is ambiguous, at times varying accordmthe classifier and the social
context.



Today, most Brazilians of all colors now acknowledigat there is racial prejudice and
discrimination in their country, despite miscegeraand fluid racial classification.
Based on statistical analysis of censuses andysiateng with other kinds of evidence,
we know that racial inequality is high and racisladimination in the labor market and
other spheres of Brazilian society are common. Notas are the major victims of
human rights abuses, including that from widesppeaite violence. On average, black
and brown (mulatto or mixed race) Brazilians eaati of the income of white Brazilians.
Moreover, television and advertising portray Briazrilsociety as one that is almost
entirely white, even though nearly half of the plapion identifies itself as nonwhite.
Despite the historical and contemporary absencaag-based laws and Brazilians’
historical denial of racism, Brazilians are notiged when others make racist jokes or a
racist comment.

Most notably, the middle class and the elite isadtentirely white so that Brazil's well-
known melting pot only exists at the working classl poor levels. The near absence of
Afro Brazilians in the middle class is closely tel&to their poor representation in
Brazilian universities. Nonwhite Brazilians weegely found in Brazil’s top universities,
until affirmative action began in 2001. Becauséhid, university admissions may be the
most appropriate place for race-conscious affirmeatiction. By 2008, roughly 50
Brazilian universities have established some tyfpaae-based affirmative action policy.

Affirmative action has also led to a commonplacedssion of race and racism in Brazil,
for the first time, whereas the racial democra®@oidgy treated any talk of race as racist
itself. There was little formal discussion of racdBrazilian society while other societies
were thought to be obsessed with race and radfaleince. Only explicit manifestations
of racism or race-based laws were viewed as digtaitory and thus only countries like
South Africa and the United States were seen asrauaist.

Traditionally, Brazilian universities dependedastandardized test, known as the
vestibular, as the only criteria for admission. Many leadimgversities are now
mandated to admit a fixed percentage of nonwhitdesits while others use a point
system that awards additional points to Afro Biiarilstudents. Many of these
universities also have quotas for indigenous pedptahe disabled and those that
attended the poorly funded public schools thaintiddle class tend to avoid or award
points based on these social disadvantages. Neles#h the focus of efforts to repeal
affirmative action have been on the quotas for Arazilian students.

Affirmative action policies represent a new stag®&razil’s effort to combat racial
inequality and they are not without controversyadmacklash against them has been
mounting. Detractors of these policies include mafkthe media, private school
students, their parents and the schools themsedglslars and artists who value the
racial democracy ideal and even black studentslvetieve in meritocracy. They claim,
among other things, that class-based policies anersal reforms such as improved
public education would have the same effect with@yting to define Brazilians on the
basis of race or color, that affirmative actionlates Brazilian principles of meritocracy
and universalism, that affirmative action admitguaified students to the university,



that high levels of miscegenation often make itasgble to distinguish blacks from
whites, that affirmative action divides Brazilianso black and white for the first time
and thus will create racial hostility, and that padnites continue to be excluded from
university education. Furthermore, they claim tffitmative action is a U.S. import that
is out of place in Brazil, even though affirmataetion began in India in 1948 and has
been used in several other countries. Legal aigdie to university-based affirmative
action are now before the Brazilian Supreme Cdure Satute of Racial Equality, which
would institutionalize affirmative action in all Bzilian universities as well as in public
contracts and in public employment, passed theilBraSenate and is now pending
before the Chamber of Deputies and it has comeryratécular scrutiny by opponents
of affirmative action.

Defenders of racial quotas continue to argue th#t bace conscious remedies, together
with universalist policies, are needed to signifitareduce Brazil's high levels of racial
and class inequality and that prior to affirmataation there was little concern for
redressing racial inequality or even of reformihg poor state of public schools. The end
of racial democracy thinking, a national debateuslbace and racism and the beginning
of serious policy attempts to reduce racial ineifpa¢present a new stage in Brazil.
Brazil's affirmative action experiment is still its early stages and so far the concerns of
its detractors have not been borne out as AfroilBrag often do as well or even better
than the regularly admitted students, and rac¢éioekhave not become hostile. At the
same time, an unprecedented number of Afro Brawllzgave begun to graduate from top
universities, which is certain to diversify Brazgiimiddle class and create positive role
models for Brazil's large Afro Brazilian population
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